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1 Interdisciplinary approaches to 
the psychology of multilingual 
learners and teachers
An introduction

Giulia Sulis, Sarah Mercer, and Åsta Haukås

Introduction

While research linking multilingualism and psychology has mainly 
explored the cognitions and attitudes of multilingual individuals, only a 
limited number of studies to date have focused on other aspects of psychol‑
ogy of learners and teachers in relation to multilingualism. In contrast, 
research on the Psychology of Language Learning and Teaching (PLLT) 
has examined a range of constructs and issues but has often focused on 
one language at a time, thus failing to capture the holistic nature of multi‑
lingual individuals’ language repertoires. This edited book seeks to address 
these limitations by bringing together authors from these two disciplines to 
explore the multifaceted connections between multilingualism and PLLT. 
By bringing these perspectives together, it aims to offer a broader under‑
standing of multilingual individuals’ experiences, and to provide valuable 
insights for educators, school leadership, researchers, and policy‑makers.

Multilingualism

Over the past decade, a number of factors have contributed to the growing 
visibility and worldwide relevance of multilingualism, such as globalisa‑
tion, transnational mobility, and the spread of new technologies (Cenoz, 
2013). In education, the increasingly diverse makeup of classroom envi‑
ronments has contributed to the resonance of multilingualism as a research 
field, ultimately, bringing about a ‘multilingual turn’ (Meier & Conteh, 
2014) which has led to a greater number of projects attending to this vital 
component of learning and teaching environments.

A multitude of terms have been used to refer to the knowledge of more 
than one language or language variety, including bilingualism, multi‑
lingualism, plurilingualism, metrolingualism, and polyglotism. Within 
this book, we draw on the most commonly used term ‘multilingualism’. 
Traditionally, multilingualism has been defined in various ways centring 
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around three core features: the number of languages involved, the levels 
of proficiency in the respective languages, and whether it is viewed as an 
individual or social phenomenon (Cenoz, 2013). However, in recent years, 
researchers have increasingly viewed multilingualism as a more holistic 
notion, namely, as “the dynamic and integrated knowledge and/or use of 
more than one language or language variety” (Haukås et al., 2021, p. 84). 
This conceptualisation suggests that multilingual individuals can have 
varied levels of proficiency and knowledge in their languages, and perfect 
mastery of two or more languages is no longer regarded as necessary to be 
considered multilingual (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011). Consequently, most peo‑
ple worldwide can be regarded as multilingual, as it is increasingly rare to 
encounter someone who has only engaged with a single language or vari‑
ety throughout their lives (Haukås, 2022). This holistic view also suggests 
that the boundaries between languages are permeable and should be thus 
seen as integrated parts of one linguistic repertoire, rather than as isolated 
entities, and linguistic resources are used cross‑linguistically, rather than 
in isolation (Cenoz & Gorter, 2021). As editors, we align with this view. 
However, we acknowledge that different understandings of multilingual‑
ism still exist, which will also be visible across the various chapters of this 
book and which reflect each author(s)’ own understandings of the notion 
and how it is enacted in research and practice.

A holistic perspective on multilingualism contrasts with traditional Sec‑
ond Language Acquisition (SLA) and Applied Linguistics research, which 
have typically focused on deficits when describing and assessing learners’ 
proficiency in additional languages, rather than viewing a broader linguistic 
repertoire as an asset (Meier, 2017). In multilingual research, the focus is 
not so much on what learners are lacking and have yet to achieve, but rather 
the emphasis is on appreciating the resources and experiences with two or 
more languages or language varieties that they bring with them, and which 
can represent valuable resources for further language acquisition (Ushioda, 
2017). Furthermore, SLA research has typically focused on one language 
at a time. However, this overlooks the multitude of other languages which 
infuse learners’ and teachers’ linguistic lives and repertoires. As such, May 
(2014) has suggested the need to welcome a ‘multilingual turn’ also in 
Applied Linguistics research to account for the diverse linguistic lives which 
are a reality for many, if not most, learners and teachers globally.

The Psychology of Language Learning and Teaching

PLLT is concerned with how people think, feel, are motived to act, and 
behave in relation to their language learning and teaching experiences and 
processes. It is at the heart of human meaning making and lived experi‑
ences and helps us understand who we are and why we behave in the ways 
that we do.
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PLLT emerged from developments in the parent discipline of Applied 
Linguistics which has shifted its main focus from linguistic models as 
determinants of approaches to language teaching to more holistic perspec‑
tives. These newer approaches seek to understand the role played by learn‑
ers (and increasingly teachers) as complex individuals whose lives extend 
beyond the physical and temporal boundaries of the language classroom 
(Mercer & Ryan, 2016). PLLT has established itself as a field of inquiry 
distinct to the traditional SLA area of Individual Differences, which usu‑
ally focuses on isolated psychological constructs and their supposed ‘effec‑
tiveness’ for learning success. PLLT has instead typically taken a broader, 
more socially situated view of learners and been more closely connected 
to practice (Gregersen & Mercer, 2022). It is natural, therefore, that PLLT 
would seek to engage with more contemporary holistic understandings of 
learners which acknowledge the complex linguistic lives they lead in and 
beyond the classroom.

An additional dimension to PLLT that has only more recently gained 
greater recognition is the role played in processes of language learning 
and teaching by language teachers’ complex psychologies (see Mercer & 
Kostoulas, 2018). The focus in the majority of work to date has been on 
learners. While this focus on learners is understandable as the ultimate 
beneficiaries of educational practice, it is a critical mistake to overlook the 
important role played by teacher psychologies. In the context of this book, 
this includes teachers’ psychological perspectives on their own multilin‑
gual lives as well as those of their learners. Researchers agree that teacher 
and learner psychology are essentially two sides of the same coin (Roffey, 
2012), which mutually shape and influence each other within the class‑
room ecology. Their respective well‑being, emotions, and engagement, 
among other aspects, are contagious and interdependent (see, e.g., Frenzel 
et al., 2018; Sulis & Mercer, 2025). As such, teachers’ beliefs about mul‑
tilingualism and their perceptions of their own multilingual identities can 
influence not only their pedagogical practices (Haukås, 2016), but also 
students’ beliefs and practices related to multilingualism (Sulis, 2025). This 
means that teacher and learner psychology in relation to multilingualism 
are deeply interconnected, as both can determine how multilingualism and 
multilingual practices are perceived and enacted in educational settings. 
For this reason, our book focuses on both learner and teacher psychol‑
ogy, addressed respectively in Parts 1 and 2, while highlighting where 
possible the interconnections and reciprocal influences between the two. 
However, even within this book, the broader imbalance in the wider field 
is also present with only five chapters examining dimensions of language 
teacher psychology. Yet, we hope to encourage others to take a dual focus 
to understanding the perspectives and experiences of both learners and 
teachers if we aim for a nuanced view of the complex processes involved in 
language learning and teaching.
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What does interdisciplinary mean?

An interdisciplinary approach typically involves drawing on multiple dis‑
ciplines or fields of inquiry to better understand specific issues and topics. 
A discipline is typically defined as an academic domain with its own area of 
study, theories, and methods (Krishnan, 2009). In contrast, a field of inquiry 
can be viewed as a more flexible area of investigation that draws on multi‑
ple disciplines (see Chapter 15, this volume). As both multilingualism and 
PLLT are inherently interdisciplinary lying at the intersection of education, 
linguistics, sociology, psychology, and other fields, they can be more accu‑
rately described as fields of inquiry than as fully independent disciplines.

Complex social issues require approaches which can better capture 
and cast light on such complexity and, for these reasons, interdisciplinary 
scholarship has been on the rise globally. Such scholarship is often char‑
acterised by a curiosity to explore social phenomena in which one lens 
alone offers insufficient insights (Mercer & Ryan, 2016). It often involves 
a willingness to expand traditional ways of thinking and conceptualising 
constructs, and results in scholars stretching disciplinary boundaries, and 
engaging with theoretical and methodological plurality in order to meet 
the unique challenges of inquiry in an interdisciplinary space. Although 
there are challenges in trying to combine multiple perspectives and disci‑
plines (see Chapter 15, this volume), there are also potentially rich rewards 
to be gained, as this volume can attest.

In respect to PLLT and multilingualism, interdisciplinary scholarship is 
not entirely new. Indeed, there have been a number of exceptional publica‑
tions in this area, notably, in respect to identities (e.g., Forbes et al., 2024), 
beliefs (e.g., Haukås et al., 2024), emotions (e.g., Botes et al., 2020), and 
motivation (e.g., Henry, 2023). However, the full spectrum of psychologi‑
cal constructs has not yet been explored and there remains much scope for 
further scholarship in respect to both teachers and learners as well as in 
how these two psychologies relate to one another in respect to multilin‑
gualism. This edited collection represents our first steps at bringing these 
two interconnected areas of scholarship together.

Marshall and Moore (2018, p. 22) argued for the need to bring together 
multilingualism and PLLT by stating that

a person’s languages and cultures are not viewed as separate and com‑
partmentalised but instead are seen as interrelated in complex ways that 
change with time and circumstances, and which depend on individuals’ 
biographies, lived experiences, social trajectories, and life paths.

We see the benefits of taking such an approach as fourfold: (1) it better 
reflects the complex real‑world lives and profiles of learners and teachers; 
(2) it challenges assumptions and prevailing monolingual discourses and 
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approaches to researching PLLT; (3) it offers a positive, strengths‑based 
perspective on multilingualism; and (4) it is enriching for scholars who are 
prompted to extend their curiosity, learning, and thinking across fields of 
scholarship seeking interdisciplinary connection and growth.

Outline of chapters

This book is divided into two main parts: Part 1, Multilingualism and 
Learner Psychology, focuses on learners and Part 2, Multilingualism and 
Teacher Psychology, on teachers.

Part 1 begins with Chapter 2 by Alastair Henry and Peter MacIntyre 
who emphasise the need for more extensive research on the psychology 
of multilingual communication. The authors advocate for a multilingual 
approach to investigating Willingness to Communicate (WTC), which has 
typically been examined in the context of single target languages. They 
also shed light on the non‑essentialist thinking which underpins the WTC 
construct. They propose a revised, three‑dimensional version of MacIn‑
tyre et al.’s (1998) seminal model of WTC and its psychological and com‑
municative antecedents, which recognises the plurality of languages in a 
learner’s repertoire, the multitude of languages that may be at play within 
the same communicative event, and the code‑switching that may take place 
during communication.

In Chapter 3, Simon Humphries, Jim King, Jean‑Marc Dewaele, and 
Tomoko Yashima answer the call for more research on multilingual com‑
munication by focusing on two Japanese English major learners’ capac‑
ity to speak (CTS) in both English and Languages Other than English 
(LOTEs) before, during, and after a dual‑language study abroad pro‑
gramme in France and Germany. Using a combination of open‑response 
questionnaire, interviews, monthly online journals, and retrospective 
timeline graphs, the authors found that the two participants, who suc‑
cessfully improved their English‑speaking skills during the study abroad 
programme, both benefitted from caring English interlocutors, who helped 
them stretch their linguistic capabilities. However, there were distinctions 
in terms of their CTS fluctuations in their respective LOTEs, due to emo‑
tional struggles for one participant and issues of cross‑linguistic interac‑
tion for the other, suggesting that complex combinations of psychological, 
social, and linguistic aspects may influence CTS differently across the mul‑
tiple languages in one’s repertoire.

Chapter 4, authored by Nazila Fattahi, Faramarz Ebn‑Abbasi, and 
Elouise Botes, explores multilingualism as a predictor of different language 
learning outcomes. The authors compare three distinct conceptualisations 
of the construct: Effective Multilingualism, defined as the number of lan‑
guages a participant is proficient in and can effectively use to generate the 
language spontaneously; Plenitude Multilingualism, namely, the number of 
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languages known to a participant at any level of proficiency; and  Complex 
Multilingualism, where the total number of languages and their respective 
proficiency are quantified jointly. Their findings reveal that the number of 
languages a participant is proficient in was found to be a better predictor of 
language learning outcomes, as opposed to the total number of languages 
in their repertoire. Their insights suggest that the quality of languages in a 
participant’s linguistic repertoire may have a stronger predictive effect than 
the sheer quantity reported.

In Chapter 5, Yan‑Yi Lee and Karen Forbes turn to the construct of psy‑
chotypology, namely, learners’ perceived distance between the background 
and target languages to explore how psychotypological thinking can help 
learners to harness their multilingual resources and manage their emotions 
while navigating linguistic distance. Focusing on three beginner‑level learn‑
ers of Mandarin Chinese, the authors retrospectively examined their emo‑
tional trajectories during a psychotypology‑led, strategy‑based instruction 
programme by means of an open‑ended questionnaire and semi‑structured 
interviews. Their insights revealed that psychotypological thinking can 
encourage learners to think deeper on multiple linguistic levels and to over‑
come pronounced linguistic barriers. This chapter offers critical implica‑
tions in terms of the role played by cognitive foundation in helping learners 
to regulate their emotions when learning a distant language.

The focus on learners’ trajectories during the arduous process of learning 
a distant language is also present in Chapter 6 by Siying Shen and Martin 
Lamb which adopted a person‑focused perspective to track engagement fluc‑
tuations of six multilingual Anglophone learners of Mandarin  Chinese dur‑
ing their first year of their BA Chinese course. The data generated through 
in‑depth interviews and an engagement tracker provide key insights in terms 
of the potential role of vision in sustaining learners’ engagement during the 
process of learning a new culturally and linguistically new language. Their 
insights also suggest that there may be distinctions between language‑ specific 
and multilingual engagement which require further investigation.

The role of vision was also addressed by Bochra Kouraichi in Chapter 7, 
focusing on a qualitative study examining the language learning motiva‑
tion of 18 multilingual university students in Estonia and Hungary, their 
perception of multilingualism in the era of global English, their learning 
goals, and their language learning experience. Her analysis, guided by 
Dörnyei’s (2009) motivational self‑system model, revealed that learners’ 
ideal multilingual self as well as the LOTE learning experience were the 
most important aspects helping learners develop and maintain their lan‑
guage learning motivation in both contexts. The study offers key implica‑
tions in terms of the conceptualisation of the ideal multilingual self as a 
complex construct shaped by personal interests, cultural connections, life 
experiences, and professional goals.
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In Chapter 8, Maria Andria drew on Dörnyei’s (2009) Motivational 
Self‑System, alongside Seligman’s (2012) PERMA model, to examine moti‑
vations and attitudes of multilingual learners in the bilingual region of Cat‑
alonia, Spain, towards learning Modern Greek as a foreign language. Data 
from semi‑structured interviews analysed through Interpretative Phenom‑
enological Analysis (IPA) suggest the motivational role played by learners’ 
positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplish‑
ment on their motivation to learn Modern Greek. The participants’ moti‑
vation also appeared influenced by the unique makeup of their linguistic 
repertoire; in particular, being able to draw connections between Catalan 
and Greek helped sustained participants’ motivation. The findings also 
offer critical insights in terms of the development of an anti‑ought‑to‑self, 
as participants’ motivation to learn Greek appeared mostly self‑determined 
and ran counter to external societal pressures that emphasise the instru‑
mental value of language learning.

In Chapter 9, Mareen Patzelt, Judi Rosel, and Leena Maria Heikkola 
examine high school students’ self‑efficacy beliefs related to reading in 
the various languages of their multilingual repertoires. These languages 
include their L1, either Finnish or Swedish, as well as three L2s: Swedish 
or Finnish (depending on their L1), English, and German. One key finding 
was that the L1 Swedish group’s self‑efficacy in English was even higher 
than that of their L1, even though their actual reading performance was 
higher in their L1. Their insights highlight the critical impact of societal 
language attitudes on learners’ self‑efficacy and reading performance. This 
influence is evident in the context of national languages (Swedish and Finn‑
ish) in Finland, as well as English in both settings.

At the end of Part 1, Chapter 10, authored by Valentina Carbonara, 
Jacopo Torregrossa, and Silvia Melo‑Pfeifer, explores the complex interac‑
tions between multilingual identity and metalinguistic abilities of a group 
primary school students in Germany. Using a combination of metalinguis‑
tic awareness test, Haukås et al.’s (2021) multilingual identity question‑
naire, and language portraits, the authors found that students’ capacity 
to reflect on the role of different languages in shaping their multilingual 
identity, alongside the perceived interconnectedness of these languages, 
significantly contributed to their academic success. The study concludes 
with a methodological reflection regarding the importance of triangulating 
multiple research tools to gain more nuanced insights into learners’ cogni‑
tions and identities.

Part 2, dedicated to language teachers, begins with Chapter 11 by 
Camilla Spaliviero, which examines language teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs 
and agency in the context of multilingual digital storytelling. Drawing on 
a longitudinal single‑case and participatory action research approach, she 
focused on Italian teachers in Argentina who participated in a professional 
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development intervention on multilingual education. Teacher question‑
naires, reflective diaries, focus group discussions, and students’ ques‑
tionnaires revealed that teachers’ increased confidence in designing and 
implementing multilingual digital storytelling activities, as well as students’ 
positive feedback, positively influenced their agency. The study offers 
important methodological implications by advocating for the integration 
of participatory action research into professional development initiatives 
focused on enhancing multilingual education.

Chapter 12 by Gary Bonar, Ruth Fielding, and Meihui Wang explores 
the well‑being issues faced by pre‑service language teachers in the context 
of Australia, where language learning is typically marginalised in the cur‑
riculum and monolingual ideologies based on the dominance of English 
prevail. Using a combination of Q methodology and semi‑structured inter‑
views, the authors tracked participants’ well‑being over a period of four 
years. Their data provided critical insights in terms of the relationships 
between well‑being and pre‑service teachers’ perceptions of their linguistic 
and cultural competence, how they are valued in educational settings, and 
their ability to exercise agency in teaching. The study offers key implica‑
tions in terms of the complex relationship between language identity and 
well‑being.

The topic of well‑being is also examined in relation to flow in Chap‑
ter 13 by Agata Słowik‑Krogulec and Anna Mystkowska‑Wiertelak. The 
authors conducted semi‑structured interviews with multilingual teachers 
and teachers of multiple languages which revealed the social dimension of 
flow as experienced collectively by both teachers and learners and its posi‑
tive impact on teacher well‑being. In their analysis, teachers’ multilingual‑
ism, as well as their personal interest in language and cultures, emerged as 
powerful assets, both in terms of their skill repertoire and their ability to 
better support learners’ language learning process. The authors conclude 
the chapter by reflecting on how teachers can benefit from their multilin‑
gual knowledge and transfer it to their students, ensuring that both they 
and their learners thrive in the language classroom.

Part 2 ends with Chapter 14 by Raees Calafato, focused on two multilin‑
gual English and French teachers at upper‑secondary schools in Norway. 
It investigates the relationship between the teachers’ emotional resonance 
with the languages they taught, their self‑efficacy in applying metalinguis‑
tic knowledge in their teaching practices (i.e., their metalinguistic self‑ 
efficacy), and their observed metalinguistic teaching practices. Interviews 
and observation‑based field notes revealed that lower emotional resonance 
was linked with both higher metalinguistic self‑efficacy and more extensive 
metalinguistic teaching practices. The study offers critical implications in 
terms of the impact of psychological variables on language teachers and 
their metalinguistic teaching practices.
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In Chapter 15, our final chapter, we draw on original data gathered 
from the authors during the writing process to explore the issues involved 
in working in the interdisciplinary area of PLLT and multilingualism. This 
chapter offers valuable insights into future research directions, advice for 
those starting out in the field, and words of caution for any empirical inter‑
disciplinary endeavour.

As this overview shows, the chapters in this book provide a  multifaceted 
picture of learner and teacher psychology in relation to multilingualism. 
They cover a variety of key psychological constructs, such as agency, 
self‑efficacy, WTC, well‑being and more, and a wide range of contexts and 
languages. By linking the two fields, we provide new perspectives on the 
psychologies and multilingual realities of students and teachers, which we 
hope will inspire further research in this exciting interdisciplinary space.
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2 Willingness to communicate 
and multilingualism
Concept extension and 
ontological underpinnings

Alastair Henry and Peter MacIntyre

Introduction

For more than a decade, a multilingual ‘turn’ has been taking place in 
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) (Conteh & Meier, 2014; May, 2014; 
Melo‑Pfeifer, 2018). While the psychology of language learning (PLL) has 
been at the forefront of other ‘turns’, research on the effects that multilin‑
gual learning/acquisition can have on learner psychology has been limited. 
As Ushioda (2017) has noted, “while the multilingual turn is increas‑
ingly influencing thinking across many domains of theory, pedagogy, and 
research in language education”, for fields such as motivation “it has been 
slower to make inroads into our thinking” (p. 478). To bring multilingual‑
ism and multilingual perspectives into view, Ushioda (2023) has argued 
for engagement with “more critical sociological aspects of the multilingual 
turn” (p. 35). With a focus on the sociological aspects of multilingualism, 
and the study of identity practices and investment in language learning, 
valuable insights can be generated (Ayres‑Bennett & Fisher, 2022). How‑
ever, if the multilingual turn is to have a truly transformative influence, 
there is need to consider how multilingualism affects constructs with roots 
in educational psychology and communication science. Moreover, because 
constructs investigated in PLL invariably assume the existence of a single 
‘target’ language, a multilingual perspective requires deeper engagement 
with the ontology of language (the nature of language, and what language 
is) (Ortega, 2018). There is a need to distinguish essentialist and non‑ 
essentialist ontologies (the former viewing languages as discrete and com‑
partmentalised entities in a person’s mind, and the latter viewing them as 
interconnected constituents of a holistic system) and to develop an aware‑
ness of the effects that ontological assumptions have on the conceptualisa‑
tion of constructs and the ways they are researched (Henry & Liu, 2025).

For a construct such as motivation, the shift in thinking demanded by a 
non‑essentialist perspective can be substantial (Henry, 2024). In the con‑
ceptualisation and operationalisation of motivation constructs, a  solitary 
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target language (TL) is assumed, and the achievement of a particular goal 
or end state (L2 proficiency) is targeted. In the wider macrocosm of pro‑
cesses involving multilingualism and multiple language learning, models 
that recognise the interconnectedness of languages need to be specially 
developed (e.g., Fisher et al., 2020; Henry, 2017, 2023). It is not enough 
to simply ‘add’ another language.

For willingness to communicate (WTC), however, the shift in thinking 
need not be so dramatic. Conceptually, WTC differs from the narrowly 
circumscribed and causally focused constructs frequently researched in 
PLL. For WTC, focus is not on an end state, but a contingent state: a 
momentary state of communicative readiness that is emergent, contextu‑
ally sensitive, and constantly in flux (MacIntyre, 2007, 2020). Focused on 
micro‑level processes, and the sometimes‑rapid changes that can promote 
or inhibit language use, WTC encapsulates a “convergence of psychologi‑
cal processes underlying communication at a specific moment” (MacIntyre, 
2007, p. 564). Encompassing psychological and communicative phenom‑
ena, located in the mind and in social activity, and with a focus on the 
confluence of varying influences (MacIntyre, 2020), WTC is a construct 
which embodies non‑essentialist thinking.

Even though WTC has mostly been researched in relation to isolated 
TLs, and while designs have rarely been configured to enable investiga‑
tion of influences stemming from languages other than a TL, embracing a 
multilingual perspective does not require wholescale conceptual overhaul. 
For WTC, the challenge is different. It involves bringing the construct’s 
ontological underpinnings to light, adjusting the conceptual apparatus in 
ways that can accommodate influences traceable to the different languages 
involved in a communication episode, and illuminating the patterns of 
communication that can emerge. Reflecting calls for SLA researchers to 
“invest effort in clarifying and exploring ontologies of language and [to] 
work harder towards a more multilingually‑attuned ethos” (Ortega, 2018, 
p. 76), this chapter describes how a multilingual perspective can be encom‑
passed within the WTC construct.

Essentialist and non‑essentialist ontologies

Ontology affects the ways in which language‑related phenomena are 
understood and investigated. In any field of linguistics, “there is a choice 
to be made between essentialist and non‑essentialist ontologies of lan‑
guage” (Ortega, 2018, p. 69). Rooted in Saussurean structuralist theory, 
and Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar, essentialist ontologies 
embody the idea of languages as ‘bounded objects’ that are compartmen‑
talised in a person’s mind. In contrast, a non‑essentialist ontology views 
languages as highly interconnected. Languages and language development 



Willingness to communicate and multilingualism 15

are understood as processes that extend beyond cognition, and which are 
inseparable from social activity (Ortega, 2018).

When multilingualism and the processes involved in multiple language 
learning form objects of inquiry, the effects of a researcher’s ontological 
standpoint are thrown into sharp relief. From an essentialist standpoint, 
multilingualism involves the ability to communicate in two or more lan‑
guages. While research into multiple language learning might bring a new 
dimension by investigating influences of previously acquired languages, 
ontological blind spots can limit the scope of a study’s findings. Research 
can proceed on the (often unacknowledged) assumption that learners 
develop discrete sets of skills (i.e., Lx grammar and Ly grammar), and that 
communication in the Lx and Ly will take qualitatively different forms. 
With an unwitting monolingual bias, studies can fail to “cover the whole 
complexity of multilingualism” (Cenoz & Gorter, 2019, p. 130).

Emphasising the importance of ontological interrogation, Pennycook 
and Makoni (2020) have questioned whether “new ways of talking about 
multilingualism … really take us far enough in recognising a diversity of 
ways of using language” (p. 9). Even when designs have the exploration 
of phenomena associated with the learning of multiple languages as an 
explicit objective, an essentialist ontology can mean that languages are 
approached as distinct entities. In the long run, this can mean that “the‑
ories and findings about linguistic development can remain unhelpfully 
compartmentalized” (Ortega, 2018, p. 72).

To avoid the dangers associated with a monolingual bias, focus needs to 
be directed to phenomena connected to multilingualism and which arise 
in communication (Ortega, 2018). Rather than viewing code‑switching, 
languaging, and language mixing as simply manifestations of multiple 
language use, they need to be understood as central to linguistic theory, 
and as constituting the appropriate objects of inquiry (Sridhar & Sridhar, 
2018). When communication is understood as the product of a flexible use 
of language resources, and when attention is directed to the dynamics of 
communication episodes, multilingual competence can be understood as 
more than simply “a juxtaposition of two or more parallel monolingual 
competences” (Sridhar & Sridhar, 2018, p. 519). Instead, it can be concep‑
tualised as a “unitary functional system where elements of the component 
languages come together in dynamic interaction to serve shifting commu‑
nicative effects” (Sridhar & Sridhar, 2018, p. 519).

WTC as a non‑essentialist construct

From these arguments, the importance of ontological transparency becomes 
clear. To avoid falling into the trap of investigating the psychology of mul‑
tiple language learning from a monolingual standpoint, researchers need 
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to be clear about their ontological assumptions. There is a need to consider 
the ways in which a construct’s theoretical architecture might map onto 
an essentialist or a non‑essentialist ontology, and the effects this can have.

For researchers interested in exploring how multilingualism affects 
learner psychology, the definition of a non‑essentialist ontology supplied 
by Ortega (2018) provides a set of contours upon which conceptual archi‑
tectures can be plotted:

[N]on‑essentialist ontologies see language as ‘constructing’ mean‑
ing, iteratively out of recurrent social activities, yet often incom‑
pletely, unpredictably, and on the fly, distributed across social actors. 
In sum, language (or grammar) is an ad hoc, local, emergent social 
accomplishment.

(Ortega, 2018, p. 70)

As we have made clear, WTC is focused on a contingent state. It involves a 
series of situated processes in which the feeling of being ready to commu‑
nicate is assembled from a range of influences. Involving the integration of 
social and psychological factors at a moment when communication might 
take place, it is a construct which highlights the fluidity and unpredictabil‑
ity of communication:

The dynamics underlying willingness to communicate in a second or 
third language (L2 for short), operating in real time, are affected by a 
number of intra‑ and interpersonal processes. L2 communication is a 
remarkably fluid process, especially considering the wide range of skill 
levels observed among L2  learners and speakers. Learners often find 
themselves in a position that requires the use of uncertain L2 skills, be it 
inside or outside the classroom context. Beyond issues of competencies, 
which are themselves complex, using an L2 also evokes cultural, politi‑
cal, social, identity, motivational, emotional, pedagogical, and other 
issues that learners must navigate on‑the‑fly.

(MacIntyre, 2020, p. 111, emphasis added)

Mapped onto Ortega’s (2018) definition of a non‑essentialist ontology, the 
ontological underpinnings of the WTC construct are clearly illuminated. 
We can see how the accommodation of a non‑essentialist multilingual per‑
spective is well within the construct’s confines.

Because WTC was developed to capture changes in communication read‑
iness within a communication event, and the psychological and communi‑
cative phenomena which underlie such shifts, there is no call to rethink its 
constituents. The sense of being willing or less willing to communicate is 
a feeling that arises from intra‑personal processes that facilitate or inhibit 



Willingness to communicate and multilingualism 17

communication, and from the immediate context (including who is in the 
situation and why). Irrespective of the number of languages in which com‑
munication might potentially take place, the psychological experience is 
the same. Captured in the feeling of being ready to communicate, WTC 
is holistic and overarching. Because WTC is assembled on a continuous 
basis, the psychological experience of readiness can change for any num‑
ber of reasons. This includes the need or opportunity to switch between 
languages.

Rather than overhauling the construct, and rethinking the factors that 
might affect multilingual communication, alignment with the multilin‑
gual ‘turn’ does not require full‑scale conceptual reconstruction. Instead, 
the challenge is to develop an understanding of how the factors affect‑
ing WTC associate with the different languages in a repertoire that, at a 
given moment and in a given situation, may be or may become salient. 
In practical terms, research needs to examine how WTC can be facilitated 
by the resources and the communicative experiences that multilingualism 
provides, even in nascent stages of learning. Instead of asking whether an 
individual is willing to use the Lx OR the Ly, we need to rephrase our 
research objectives so that we use and questions. In this way, we can access 
the internal decision‑making processes involved in a multilingual commu‑
nication event.

The pyramid model of WTC

Rich in the way that it implicates and integrates psychological and social 
processes, WTC can be defined as the probability that a person would 
choose to initiate communication given the opportunity (McCroskey & 
Richmond, 1991). Emphasising the stable patterns people tend to show 
over time, WTC was originally conceptualised as a communication trait. 
Reflecting typical patterns of differences in the willingness of individuals to 
initiate a conversation, research on L1 WTC recognises that some people 
are likely to be more talkative, and others less so.

In the paper introducing the pyramid model (Figure  2.1), MacIntyre 
et  al. (1998) suggested that in the case of an L2, WTC is not simply a 
transfer of L1 WTC. Communicating in a different language will dramati‑
cally change the psychological situation. Following McCroskey and Baer 
(1985), WTC was conceptualised as a behavioural intention (Ajzen & 
Fishbien, 1980) – the likelihood that a person would initiate communica‑
tion when circumstances afford the opportunity. In proposing the pyramid 
model, MacIntyre and colleagues (1998) noted that although WTC can be 
seen as a trait or trait‑like variable – i.e., the probability that a person is 
likely to communicate in different situations – it is more than a disposition. 
For a language learner, situational influences will also shape their WTC. 
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Factors such as the linguistic context and previous experiences can play 
a pivotal role, affecting the relationship between WTC and traditionally 
associated factors such as anxiety, perceived communicative competence, 
and motivation.

Thus, in an L2 context, the psychology of situational appraisal becomes 
more complex (MacIntyre et al., 1998). Given the wide differences between 
communicating in a first or additional language (especially in the early 
stages of learning), levels of L2 WTC will be more fluid. Willingness to 
engage in communication will depend much more on the fit between the 
person and the affordances of the context. L2 WTC is likely to fluctuate 
to a far greater extent than in L1 communication (MacIntyre & Legatto, 
2011). As changes take place within and between situations, shifts in the 
individual’s choices about speaking, remaining silent, or perhaps using the 
L1, will also occur. Reflecting the changing influences of various factors, 
WTC will wax and wane continuously in real time.

The idea of a constant tension between combinations of push and pull 
factors that underlie WTC  –  the experience of feeling confident at one 
moment and lacking in confidence in the next – was the idea that under‑
pinned the pyramid model (MacIntyre et  al., 1998). Identifying more 
than 30 major concepts relevant to WTC (and more when it is recognised 
that each of the influences can be further broken down), the model is an 
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integration of social psychological and language communication  factors. 
By  emphasising influences relating to the immediate situation  –  the 
interlocutor(s), an interlocutor’s capacity for accommodation, the need to 
say something, the strength of that need, and whether the speaker feels 
confident about initiating the conversation  –  the pyramid model con‑
stituted a significant departure from the original (L1) conceptualisation 
(McCroskey & Richmond, 1991).

As a model of L2 WTC, the pyramid represents a dynamic integration 
of ongoing appraisals. For the language learner, the unfolding of a com‑
munication episode is constantly monitored (MacIntyre et al., 1998). It is 
reflected in appraisals of competence that integrate continuously with the 
emotions that are being experienced (MacIntyre & Ayers‑Glassey, 2020). 
Moreover, a communication event is never a discrete occurrence. A per‑
son’s response to the opportunity to communicate will be influenced by 
experiences from previous events. In trajectories of L2 communication, 
events earlier in time provide the initial conditions for subsequent events.

Developed more than a quarter of a century ago, the pyramid model 
(MacIntyre et al., 1998) has stood the test of time. To a large degree, lon‑
gevity can be linked to the model’s capacity to accommodate innovation. 
Explaining how a multilingual perspective can be accommodated within 
the pyramid model, in the sections that follow, we describe two conceptual 
innovations.

Innovation 1: a process account of WTC assembly

One issue on which the pyramid model was originally silent involves 
conceptualisation of the ways in which influences on communication are 
brought to bear. As previously noted, the pyramid model implicates more 
than 30 variables that can affect WTC. Given the breadth of the construct 
space, the number of variables involved, and the recognition that they can 
fluctuate on different timescales, it would be almost impossible to map 
(let alone measure) all the interactions implicated in WTC assembly. While 
the pyramid model recognises that L2 communication is subject to con‑
tinual monitoring, the manner in which information is processed was not 
part of the conceptualisation. However, the ontology of the WTC con‑
struct means that conceptual innovation can be readily accommodated. 
This is particularly true when innovation accords with the systemic and 
process‑focused account of assembly dynamics embodied in the WTC con‑
cept (MacIntyre, 2007).

As MacIntyre (2020) has explained, modern theories of dual‑processing 
(Frankish, 2010) have considerable explanatory power. They can elucidate 
the types of processes that underlie WTC, and they have the capacity to 
explain interactions between variables at varying layers of the pyramid 
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structure. In cognitive‑experiential self theory (CEST), Epstein (1991, 
1994) proposed the operation of two interrelated systems, the “experi‑
ential system” and “rational system”. Reflecting these ideas, Kahneman 
(2011) suggested that people use two types of ‘systems’ to process infor‑
mation, and to make decisions about how to act. One of these systems 
(System 1) is a rapid, intuitive, emotional, and error‑prone system of infor‑
mation processing. Judgements are based on heuristic thinking. In the other 
system (System 2), processes involve a higher degree of consciousness. The 
processing of information is logical, deliberative, and more effortful. In 
the navigation of daily life, people often rely on rapid, intuitive think‑
ing (System 1). However, slower and more cognitively structured thinking 
can also take place. Supplementing System 1 processing, System 2 is also 
operational and available to exert an influence when a person chooses to 
be more deliberate in their thinking.

To accommodate a conceptualisation of information processing within 
the pyramid model, and with a nod to CEST (Epstein, 1991, 1994) and the‑
ories of dual‑processing (Kahneman, 2011; MacIntyre 2020) argued that 
perceptions of readiness to engage in communication can be shaped in two 
different ways: ‘thinking fast’, and ‘thinking slow’. As we have previously 
noted, WTC can be understood as a stable, trait‑like tendency. This pat‑
tern of influence is reflected in the notion of ‘thinking slow’, and activation 
of the rational system. The slower, rational system operates at the “con‑
scious level and is intentional, analytic, primarily verbal, and relatively 
affect free” (Epstein et al., 1996, p. 39). These are the judgements about 
communication that a person makes when they have time to think, to 
weigh options, and to determine a deliberate course of action. Equally, and 
as demonstrated by use of the idiodynamic method (MacIntyre & Ducker, 
2022), WTC can also be seen as fluctuating during a communication epi‑
sode, often unpredictably. This emphasises ‘thinking fast’. Thinking fast 
involves reliance on the experiential system. This is a mode of cognition 
where thought is “automatic, preconscious, holistic, associationistic, pri‑
marily non‑verbal, and intimately associated with affect” (Epstein et al., 
1996, p. 39). These are the rapid types of judgement that a person learning 
a language will make on the fly (MacIntyre, 2020) and which can lead to 
higher WTC (MacIntyre e al., 2020).

While the differentiation of ‘thinking fast’ and ‘thinking slow’ provides 
a component that was missing from the original (L2) WTC construct, the 
importance is magnified in situations where communication can be accom‑
plished in more than one language. Compared to circumstances where 
communication can only be accomplished in the L2, when communication 
is possible in more than language and when shifts between languages are 
to be anticipated, the value of ‘fast’ and ‘slow’ thinking has even greater 
resonance.
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In a multilingual communication event, ‘thinking fast’ has broader scope. 
Perceptions that involve competence and confidence can trigger appraisals 
of the suitability of the Lx contra the Ly. Following hesitation, or an ambig‑
uous response from an interlocutor, a perception of doing well enough in 
the Ly can rapidly be replaced by a feeling of needing to switch to the Lx. 
As we will later explain, this type of momentary psychological assessment 
is centrally implicated in multilingual communication and can be under‑
stood as a defining characteristic of WTC in multilingual circumstances.

However, it is not only ‘thinking fast’ that has added importance in mul‑
tilingual circumstances. Thinking slow can also have additional weight. 
When there may be differences in levels of Lx and Ly proficiency, when the 
expectations of interlocutors are unknown, or when interlocutor accom‑
modations cannot be counted on, ‘thinking slow’ can play an important 
role in shaping WTC. In such situations, deliberative thought is likely 
to take place both prior to and within a communication event. Even in 
low‑stakes communication, language learners are likely to plan the initia‑
tion of communication and think through the ways that it might proceed. 
In advance of an anticipated communication event, particularly one where 
the stakes can be high, learners can spend time devising strategies for han‑
dling problems that may arise (Henry & MacIntyre, 2024a).

Innovation 2: revision of the geometry

The second innovation involving multilingualism concerns influences that 
are traceable to the different languages that can be used for communica‑
tion in a particular situation, and which constitute the learner’s situation‑
ally functional repertoire (the languages which are possible to use in a 
particular communication event).

As we have previously explained, the pyramid model (MacIntyre et al., 
1998) provides a conceptualisation of the in‑situ assembly of WTC. Rather 
than a framework that seeks explanations of causal relationships, the pur‑
pose of the model is to cast light on a momentary state, and the processes 
involved in arriving there. In the same way that the construct can accom‑
modate explanations of the process characteristics of WTC assembly 
(‘thinking fast’ and ‘thinking slow’), it can similarly accommodate concep‑
tualisations of diversity in relation to the sources of influence. Specifically, 
it can accommodate an account of how the variables in the pyramid’s vari‑
ous layers are influenced by the language(s) that can come into play during 
a communication event.

In this respect, there are two important points to note. The first point 
to keep in mind is that the nature of the communication event does not 
change the phenomenon captured by the WTC construct. WTC is the feel‑
ing of being willing to talk. Irrespective of the number of languages in 
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which communication can be accomplished, the psychological experience 
of feeling competent, self‑confident, and willing to communicate is the 
same. It does not change. It is holistic, not language‑specific. While a per‑
son might feel reasonably confident when communicating in the Lx, a little 
less so when communicating in the Ly, and perhaps reluctant in the Lz, the 
psychological experience is the same. The second point to keep in mind is 
that we are not talking about separate systems of WTC, each relating to 
a particular language. Rather, it is a single system. As a communication 
episode unfolds, the sense of feeling competent, self‑confident and willing 
to communicate will relate to the language(s) that are potentially useable 
at a particular point. To be even more clear, variables do not pertain to 
languages. We are not talking about Lx state self‑confidence and Ly state 
self‑confidence as separate variables. Rather, the influence of the variables 
in the WTC pyramid (the 12 boxes) will differ as the situation evolves, and 
as languages are perceived as more or less useable.

With these points in mind, we can understand how adaptation to mul‑
tilingual circumstances does not require revision of the pyramid’s struc‑
ture. In large part, this remains the same. The same variables (boxes) are 
involved. Rather, adaptation involves the pyramid’s geometry. With each 
additional language, the WTC system becomes more complex. As the com‑
plexity of the system increases, so does the geometry. For each additional 
language, the pyramid will have an additional face.

In the sections that follow, we focus on three considerations involved 
in the revision of the pyramid’s geometry. The first involves a need to 
explain how WTC can be shaped by appraisals relating to the different 
languages in the repertoire that is situationally functional. Here, we draw 
on language mode theory (Grosjean, 1998) and its extension to multilin‑
gual circumstances (Dewaele, 2001). The second consideration involves 
the manner in which WTC is assembled during a communication episode 
where more than one language can come into play. Here, we focus on the 
pyramid’s interior, and the conduits through which influences are chan‑
nelled. The third consideration involves an articulation of the push and 
pull of using incipient language skills in a communication event where 
code‑switching might take place. Developing the ideas about ‘fast’ and 
‘slow’ thinking previously discussed (Innovation 1), here we explain how 
a three‑dimensional (3D) representation of the pyramid (Figure 2.2) sup‑
ports an understanding of the complex dynamics of WTC assembly in 
multilingual situations.

The situationally functional repertoire

In a communication event where there is potential to use more than one 
language, decision‑making extends beyond speaking or remaining silent. 
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It will also involve how communication might take place or continue. In 
language mode theory (Grosjean, 1998), a bilingual’s languages (L1 and 
Lx) are conceptualised as existing on a continuum representing the degree 
of cognitive activation. When communicating with other L1 speakers, the 
individual can be in complete (or almost complete) monolingual mode. 
The L1 is the cognitively active language. However, when interacting 
with a bilingual interlocutor who shares the same languages (e.g., the L1 
and Lx), and in situations where language mixing might be anticipated, 
the person can be in complete (or almost) complete bilingual mode. In 
a multilingual extension proposed by Dewaele (2001), the continuum is 
expanded. For multilinguals, the continuum will range from complete 
(or almost complete) monolingual mode (for example, when a L1, Lx, and 
Ly speaker interacts with another L1 speaker), and complete (or almost 
complete) multilingual mode (when a person who speaks the L1, Lx, and 
Ly interacts with a person who also speaks these languages).

Figure 2.2 The 3D model of WTC. Henry and MacIntyre (2024a).
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In situations when a person finds themselves towards the multilingual 
end of the continuum, decision‑making can be highly complex (Dewaele, 
2001). As Grosjean (2015) has explained, language choice is governed 
by a multitude of factors. These include  –  but are not limited to  –  the 
interlocutor(s), the circumstances of the interaction, the topic, the con‑
tent, and the purpose(s) for which communication takes place. Like the 
conceptualisation of WTC (MacIntyre, 2007, 2020), language choice is 
a cognitive and socially situated phenomenon, the complexity of which 
“only becomes apparent when it breaks down” (Grosjean, 2015, p. 580).

In a multilingual communication episode, fluctuation in WTC can be far 
greater than in situations where a single L2 is implicated. From the insights 
supplied by language mode theory (Dewaele, 2001; Grosjean, 1998), it is 
evident that when more than one language can be brought into play, the 
monitoring of talk involves assessment of the fit between the language, the 
accommodation skills of the interlocutor, and the purposes of the commu‑
nication. These assessments are not merely pragmatic. They also have an 
emotional tenor. Various emotions (anxiety, enjoyment, embarrassment, 
curiosity, and more) combine in real time with feelings of competence and 
confidence that form part of these appraisals.

While the original pyramid model (MacIntyre et al., 1998) provided an 
architecture for understanding the influences that can shape the situational 
assembly of L2 (i.e., Lx‑only) WTC, it can be modified to better suit situa‑
tions where communication can be assembled from a broader range of lin‑
guistic resources. While it is possible to explore relative levels of WTC for 
different languages over a longer time window (e.g., Henry et al., 2024), at 
the level of an actual communication event it would be wrong to think in 
terms of ‘Lx WTC’ and ‘Ly WTC’. As we have emphasised, WTC should 
be understood as a single system. Regardless of the number of languages, 
the psychological experience of being willing or unwilling to communicate 
does not vary. The feeling of being willing to communicate (or not) does 
not differ. Nor is it the case that different variables might be implicated 
in a multilingual communication event. As we have also emphasised, the 
perception of being willing or unwilling to communicate is influenced by 
the same variables. While WTC can fluctuate much more in multilingual 
communication, the factors that shape it are the same.

The difference between ‘Lx‑only’ communication and ‘Lx + Ly’ or ‘Lx + 
Ly + Lz’ communication lies in the scope of the appraisal. There are more 
languages in the mix. In the same way that we should avoid talking about 
‘Lx WTC’ and ‘Ly WTC’, we should not treat ‘Lx state communication 
self‑confidence’ and ‘Ly state communication self‑confidence’ as separate 
entities. Compartmentalisation of this sort runs counter to the construct’s 
ontological groundings. To express this idea in different terms, WTC vari‑
ables are not language‑contingent. Rather, they are situation‑contingent. 
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In the same way that ‘desire to communicate with a specific person’ [box 3] 
relates to the situation at hand, so do perceptions of state communicative 
self‑confidence [box 4], linguistic self‑confidence [box 7], and communica‑
tive competence [box 10]. Just as in L2 WTC, the psychological experience 
of being willing to communicate depends on the circumstances of the inter‑
action, not the languages in which it might take place.

The revised geometry of the 3D pyramid reflects this central idea. Languages 
that are available for communication in a particular situation – the person’s 
situationally functional repertoire – are represented as the pyramid’s visible 
faces. While the pyramid in Figure 2.2 is a tetrahedral representation (the third 
‘L1’ side being hidden from view), there is no theoretical or geometrical limit 
to the number of languages or faces. Square (i.e., L1 + Lx + Ly + Lz) and pen‑
tagonal pyramids (i.e., L1 + Lw + Lx + Ly + Lz) are also possible (Figure 2.3).

Inner corridors

The second consideration influencing revision of the pyramid’s geometry 
involves the manner in which WTC is assembled. As we have explained, in 
a communication event where more than one language can be brought into 
play and where code‑switching can be anticipated, experiences of feeling 
competent, confident, and willing to speak relate to the situation. To cap‑
ture the sense that the variables implicated in WTC assembly can dis‑
play the influence of the different languages in the situationally functional 
 repertoire – feeling self‑confident to communicate in the Lx, but less so in 

Figure 2.3 A transparent pentagonal (five‑sided) pyramid.
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the Ly – the interior of the 3D pyramid is conceptualised as comprising 
a series of internal ‘corridors’. These corridors provide conduits through 
which influences on WTC are channelled.

To appreciate the function of these conduits, it is important to first 
explain how assembly structures can be conceptualised in the original pyr‑
amid model. The WTC pyramid is comprised of 12 interconnected boxes 
containing relevant variables. Broadly considered, these variables can be 
understood as providing two pathways through which WTC is generally 
assembled. There is a LEFT‑side pathway, and a RIGHT‑side pathway. 
Along the LEFT‑side pathway, communication readiness is shaped by fac‑
tors that underlie the desire to communicate with a specific person, or a rep‑
resentative of a particular group. Here, the emergence of WTC is strongly 
influenced by intergroup‑related factors. Along the RIGHT‑side pathway, 
communication readiness is influenced by various intra‑ individual factors 
all the way up to current levels of confidence.

In the LEFT‑side pathway, issues related to affiliation are central. Inter‑
group climate [box 11] feeds into intergroup attitudes [box 8], which, in 
turn, feeds into interpersonal attitudes and motivations [box 5]. A similar 
chain of influence can be seen in the RIGHT‑side pathway. Here, person‑
ality contributes a basis for ways of developing communitive compe‑
tence [box 10]. It shapes how a person acts (and reacts) across situations. 
 Personality – and in particular how experiences are integrated and under‑
stood within the self – feeds into the assembly processes and is reflected 
in trait‑like self‑confidence [box 7], and in the specific instance, state com‑
municative self‑confidence [box 4].

However, this conceptualisation does not allow for the complexity of 
WTC assembly in communication events where use of more than one lan‑
guage is possible. In situations where code‑switching and translanguaging 
can be anticipated, and when the individual can be in ‘multilingual mode’ 
(Dewaele, 2001), the notion of a ‘pathway’ does not adequately capture 
the influence of the other languages in the mix. With the geometry of the 
pyramid taking a 3D form, we need to think in terms of ‘corridors’.

In the 3D pyramid, assembly of WTC can be understood as shaped 
through conduits within its interior. Passing through the pyramid’s inner 
space, and linking both levels and faces, corridors can take vertical and 
horizontal routes. When taking a vertical route, a corridor will connect 
variables at the pyramid’s different layers. When taking a horizontal route, 
the ‘corridor’ will connect the influences that different languages can have 
on the same variables.

Like the LEFT‑ and RIGHT‑side pathways of the 2D representation, 
the interior of the 3D pyramid is conceptualised as comprising LEFT‑ 
and RIGHT‑side corridors. In the multilingual contexts that the 3D con‑
ceptualisation seeks to reflect, LEFT‑ and RIGHT‑side corridors become 
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complexly interconnected. While changes would not be expected to occur 
in the pyramid’s lowest layers (intergroup climate and personality), with 
each ascending level there is greater susceptibility to change as the factors 
become more variable. To the extent that language development is never 
completely finished, the corridors are always under construction.

In circumstances where communication can take place in two or more 
languages, and where code‑switching is likely within a communication 
event, the notion of internal corridors can be valuable in understanding 
how WTC is an emergent property of complex interactions between vari‑
ables, and the influences that different languages have on these variables. 
In our research on WTC in community contexts (Henry & MacIntyre, 
2024a), participants often provided stories of communication events that 
involved combinations of Swedish and English. Analysing these stories, 
we could see how in some situations WTC was primarily influenced by 
interpersonal factors (attitudes and motivations). In these cases, WTC can 
be understood as emerging through corridors that primarily link LEFT‑side 
variables. Equally, we could see how in other situations WTC was shaped 
by personality‑related factors. Personality factors feed into perceptions of 
communitive competence, which, in turn, feed into self‑confidence and 
state communicative self‑ confidence. In these cases, WTC can be under‑
stood as emerging through corridors primarily linking RIGHT‑side vari‑
ables. In both cases, multilingual communication means that corridors can 
be routed vertically (connecting variables at the pyramid’s different layers) 
and horizontally (reflecting the influences that different languages have on 
these variables).

Assembly dynamics

In a communication episode where different languages can be used, 
assembly processes become more complex. Previously, we referred to the 
two‑systems approach associated with CEST, and differences in ‘thinking 
fast’ and ‘thinking slow’ (MacIntyre, 2020). When there is apprehension 
that Ly communication might falter, and a switch to the Lx or to the L1 (the 
hidden face of the 3D pyramid) might occur, ‘thinking fast’ is implicated.

In a remarkably short space of time, the assembly of WTC can undergo 
rapid change. On a moment‑to‑moment basis, system components can be 
realigned in different ways. As we have suggested, the dynamics of multi‑
lingual communication mean that changes can take place in the variables 
that are implicated, the influences that different languages can have on 
these variables, and the ways in which variables at different layers become 
interconnected. As changes take place in a communication event, the routes 
of the internal corridors will change. While some influences will come to 
the fore, others will recede into the background.
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The ever‑changing situational demands of multilingual communication 
are like bolts of energy coursing through the pyramid structure. In CEST 
terms, the reaction triggered by a reassembly can be a relatively good or 
bad vibe. With each change in assembly, a new pulse of energy will course 
through the structure, integrating what is currently happening at a particu‑
lar moment with the lingering vibes from previous moments, energising 
the WTC system in new and sometimes different ways. In the 3D pyramid 
model, this is the beating heart of communication.

Stone foundations and shifting sands

Finally, it is important to recognise that even with the increased complex‑
ity of WTC assembly in multilingual circumstances, predictable patterns of 
communication can emerge. In our longitudinal research examining WTC 
in community contexts (Henry & MacIntyre, 2024a), we were able to 
identify communication events where rapid shifts in WTC were described, 
as well as predictable patterns of communication that were established in 
specific contexts, and within particular relationships. Even though WTC 
is uniquely assembled in each communication event, and while in multi‑
lingual circumstances (i.e., L1 + Lx + Ly) the likelihood for fluctuation is 
far greater than in a bilingual situation (i.e., L1 + Lx), the construction of 
WTC will often follow well‑worn paths. This is also illustrated in the 3D 
rendering of the WTC pyramid.

As in the original pyramid (MacIntyre et  al., 1998), the six layers of 
the 3D version are organised by time and breadth‑of‑concept. The influ‑
ence of the stable and enduring variables located at the pyramid’s base are 
unlikely to change much during a communication event. Setting the base 
upon which the communication system rests, these variables are less likely 
to bear the imprint of the languages that might be situationally functional. 
In the 3D pyramid, they are therefore combined to form a single founda‑
tional layer [boxes 11 and 12]. We might think of this bottom layer as 
made of stone.

Moving up the pyramid, the variables are more circumscribed. Influ‑
ences on WTC can be exerted in certain situations (and not in others). 
Compared to the variables at the base, variables at the higher levels will 
be more susceptible to influences related to the languages in the situation‑
ally functional repertoire. To reflect these influences, divergences emerge 
in the colouring of the pyramid’s faces. While the base has a uniform tur‑
quoise colouring, this develops into more differentiated shades of green 
and blue with each ascending layer. This represents how, at the lower lev‑
els, the variable may be largely unaffected by the influence of the language 
(Lx or Ly). Higher up however, the influence of the language on the vari‑
able is likely to increase and we see more distinct green and blue shades. 
As we have consistently emphasised, WTC is a perception that relates to 
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the  situation, not the language. Thus, the change in shading represents 
how WTC can change as a result of influences that the language (Lx or 
Ly) can have on the variable. It gives recognition to circumstances where 
a leaner might feel motivated to communicate in the Ly, but less so in the 
Lx (aware of the need to develop Ly skills), while at the same time feeling 
confident in the Lx, and less so in the Ly. If we are to think of the bottom 
layers as made of stone, we can understand how the upper layers consist 
of shifting sands.

The above description provides metaphors that can help guide research 
toward novel, multilingual questions. If WTC is conceptualised as a process 
of integrating information in a decision‑making process, then more stud‑
ies are needed to describe how this decision is made, both on the fly and 
more deliberatively as the learner contemplates their approach to language 
use (MacIntyre et al., 2020). These studies may be experimental in nature, 
systematically varying relevant attributes of the communication event to 
see how they exert influence on WTC. They may also take a cross‑sectional 
approach, for example by using narratives that are embedded in survey 
research. Further, the arguments above point to a pressing need to conduct 
research to understand how individuals navigate social situations in mul‑
tilingual circumstances. This can involve both N‑of‑1 studies (e.g., Henry 
et al., 2024a, 2024b), as well as use of qualitative longitudinal methods 
to track changes in people’s experiences of WTC during periods of transi‑
tion (Henry & MacIntyre, 2024b). Finally, the detailed analysis of specific 
communication events offered by the idiodynamic method can further shed 
light on the moment‑to‑moment fluctuations in the various factors that 
influence WTC – both common and idiosyncratic, typical and unusual – as 
their relationships change over time (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2021).

Conclusion

In PLL, strides towards the adoption of multilingual perspectives are being 
made. However, focus is heavily weighted to learners’ orientations to mul‑
tilingualism (e.g., attitudes, identities, and motivation). Given that research 
on multilingualism is properly directed to phenomena that emerge in multi‑
lingual language use (Sridhar & Sridhar, 2018), greater engagement with the 
psychology of multilingual communication is needed. This, in turn, requires 
engagement with language ontologies, and the effects that essentialist and 
non‑essentialist standpoints have on research designs (Ortega, 2018).

In this chapter, we have argued that because WTC offers an account of 
communication readiness as a state of constant flux (MacIntyre, 2007), 
the conceptualisation of languages as interacting components of an open 
and adaptive system does not require a shift in ontological perspective. 
Rather,  innovation involves accounting for the influences of languages 
on the variables that comprise the WTC construct, and from which the 
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psychological experience of being willing or unwilling to communicate is 
situationally assembled.

In PLL, disciplinary traditions mean that ontologies have been largely 
unquestioned. While a commitment to quality (Plonsky, 2024) has been 
receiving increasing attention, a preoccupation with methodological con‑
cerns can favour designs which embody essentialist perspectives. Onto‑
logical assumption checking can be just as important as methodological 
assumption checking (Henry & Liu, 2025). In continuing to develop 
understandings of the complex psychology of multilingual language learn‑
ing, it is important to recognise the blind spots connected with essentialist 
positions. By shedding light on the non‑essentialist thinking which under‑
pins the WTC construct, we hope that the ideas developed in this chapter 
will encourage engagement with ontological assumptions in PLL research 
and, through such engagements, facilitate study design in ways that can 
support the field’s continued growth.
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Introduction

In their introduction to this book, the editors describe the growing recogni‑
tion of linguistically diverse classrooms, which has led to a research turn. In 
light of this, there is greater acknowledgement that multilingual users do not 
need perfect mastery of two or more distinct languages in order to access 
and use their integrated linguistic repertoires (Sulis et al., 2026). In contrast, 
the pace of change seems slower in the Japanese context. Many Japanese 
consider their country monolingual (Turnbull, 2020), and foreign language 
study tends to be limited to English (Takahashi, 2022). In English classes, 
the test‑driven yakudoku grammar‑translation teaching approach encour‑
ages an avoidance of mistakes (Humphries & Burns, 2015), and learners 
have limited L2 speaking opportunities inside and outside the classroom 
(Takahashi, 2022). These factors may dampen students’ enthusiasm for 
using English communicatively, and silence has been observed widely even 
when speaking opportunities arise (King, 2013; Yashima, 2021). A ques‑
tion arises as to whether a different picture may emerge among the limited 
number of Japanese learners of languages other than English (LOTEs).

While remaining silent in a foreign language classroom is possible, it 
is more challenging during study abroad (SA), where communication is 
crucial for survival. As sojourners face new experiences, SA can trigger 
changes in perspectives and mindsets (Humphries et  al., 2023a). How‑
ever, most studies have focused on short sojourns (one semester or less) 
and ignored the lasting effects post‑SA. The current study focuses on two 
students whose English‑speaking proficiency improved exceptionally dur‑
ing SA in France and Germany. We seek to understand their perceptions 
of factors hindering and supporting their abilities to speak in English and 
their L3LOTE before, during and after SA.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003503620-4
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The WTC‑speaking disconnect

MacIntyre et al. (1998) developed a heuristic pyramid model that combines 
internal factors (such as motivation and self‑confidence) with situational 
factors (such as the desire to communicate (DC) with a specific person) to 
produce L2 willingness to communicate (WTC). They define WTC as the 
“readiness to enter into discourse at a particular time with a specific per‑
son or persons using a L2” (MacIntyre et al., 1998, p. 547). As Henry and 
MacIntyre (2026) noted in their chapter of this book, the pyramid model 
has stood the test of time due to its capacity to accommodate innovation, 
and they have adapted it into a 3D model for users of three or more lan‑
guages. However, a weak correlation seems to exist between speaking out 
and WTC for East Asian learners because many participants remain silent 
during moments of high perceived WTC in Japan (Ducker, 2022; Yashima, 
2021) and China (Peng, 2020). Wen and Clément (2003) argue that the 
original pyramid model was based on research in the Western context. For 
example, the left‑side pathway of the WTC pyramid centres on affiliation 
(intergroup climate, intergroup attitudes, interpersonal/intergroup motiva‑
tion, and DC with a specific person); however, East Asian sociocultural 
values, such as respect for authority and group harmony over individual 
expression, may negate these left‑side WTC factors. Wen and Clément 
(2003) claim that the DC and WTC, which are proximate in the original 
model, should be separated by intervening cognitive and affective factors. 
They explain that quiet Chinese students might experience DC but feel 
overwhelmed by their traditional social values, such as the fear of losing 
face, which undermines their WTC.

Similar cultural values can also be seen among Japanese learners 
(Nakane, 2007), and the volition implied in foreign language WTC may 
be weak compared to factors causing silence. In the education system, 
students tend to regard grammar‑translation examination practice as real 
study (Sakui, 2004). This form‑focused approach tends to be demotivat‑
ing (Falout et al., 2009) and can encourage concern about making mis‑
takes that stymies action (Dewaele, 2017). Foreign language‑speaking 
reticence seems prevalent, as reported by King (2013). After an extensive 
observational study encompassing 48 hours across nine Japanese universi‑
ties, he discovered that student‑initiated talk only represented 0.24% of 
class time. Five conceptions of silence emerged related to teacher‑centred 
instruction, confusion, disengagement, non‑verbal activities and, most 
importantly, hypersensitivity to others (King, 2013). This hypersensitivity 
to others causes learners to monitor their utterances to avoid standing out 
or causing discomfort for their interlocutors.

In addition to the factors described above undermining Japanese 
 students’ WTC, there seems to be a lack of evidence that WTC can pre‑
dict actual language use in real time (Peng, 2022). Cao and Philp (2006) 
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found no significant relationship between reported WTC and observed 
behaviours among eight ESL participants in a four‑week study in New 
Zealand. Moreover, studies by MacIntyre and Legatto (2011) and 
Ducker (2022) used the idiodynamic method, where participants watched 
recordings of their L2 speaking activities and used software to rate their 
moment‑to‑moment WTC. After examining with a Pearson correlation for 
a relationship between situated WTC and speaking output, the researchers 
reported the results as “weak” (Ducker, 2022, p. 225) and “a near‑zero 
correlation” (MacIntyre & Legatto, 2011, p. 156). Ducker (2022) noted 
the importance of “compulsion to talk (when negative WTC coincides 
with talk) or enforced silences (when aroused WTC is suppressed for vari‑
ous reasons)” (p. 253) that has gone understudied.

While the WTC model has provided valuable insights into factors influ‑
encing the intention or readiness of a foreign language user to initiate 
communication, its explanatory power appears limited in moments where 
cultural and situational constraints override communicative intent. There‑
fore, our study employed the perceived capacity to speak (CTS) concept, 
which is designed to capture learners’ real‑time judgements about their 
ability to speak in specific moments. The following section defines the con‑
cept and proposes a hypothetical model.

Perceived capacity to speak theoretical framework

Humphries et al. (2015) proposed the CTS concept to understand classroom 
silence among Japanese students. They noted that abstract  communication‑ 
oriented motivational factors to speak might feel weak among students 
taking compulsory English classes. Instead, student effort may be directed 
towards form‑focused preparation for high‑stakes lexicogrammatical exams. 
The authors defined CTS as “students’ perceptions of their abilities to speak 
under various classroom situations” (p. 165). In later studies and the current 
study, this concept has been extended beyond the classroom, yet it maintains 
a key distinction from WTC. While WTC examines dispositions towards 
communication (including written communication), it does not fully account 
for the judgements made at the moment of speaking or silence. The CTS 
construct addresses this gap by capturing a real‑time synthesis of internal 
and external factors that determine whether a learner feels they can speak in 
a given moment. This concept is useful for explaining silence among learners 
who might otherwise be motivated or confident.

While earlier studies collected students’ voices (Humphries et al., 2015), 
tested the construct using structural equation modelling (Humphries  
et al., 2020) and explored fluctuations longitudinally (Humphries et al., 
2023a, 2023b), they did not model a framework for visualising the factors 
influencing CTS.
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In Figure 3.1, we propose four bidirectional layers to hypothesise the 
psychological CTS factors influencing moments of speech or silence. It is 
a dynamic system (Larsen‑Freeman & Cameron, 2008) where perceived 
changes in any layer influence perceptions of past and future experiences. 
The highest layer is the perceived moment of speaking or silence. This is 
presented as a binary construct for simplicity, but in reality, there will be a 
wider range of communicative behaviours such as minimal responses and 
non‑verbal cues. The second layer is the core perceived CTS concept, repre‑
sented as a narrow diamond with ruler‑like intervals. The intervals show a 
continuum representing the degree to which an individual feels they can or 
cannot speak in a given moment. This layer represents the executive func‑
tion, where the individual is aware of their speaking output and decision to 
speak. It also represents changes or continuations in this dynamic system, 
such as decisions to stop or continue speaking. The third layer contains 
three interdependent situational factors: state self‑confidence, perceived 
situation and supportive/evaluative perceived others. The final fourth layer 
comprises trait‑like enduring factors such as sociocultural values, expe‑
rience, personality traits and neurodevelopmental disorders. The compo‑
nents of the third and fourth layers are described in more detail below.

Figure 3.1 Perceived capacity to speak (CTS) construct.
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The state self‑confidence component of the third layer encompasses the 
learner‑internal self‑appraisal of cognitive and affective factors that inter‑
act with CTS. We divide this into three main interconnected subcatego‑
ries. Firstly, based on the theory proposed by Bandura (1977), self‑efficacy 
comprises an individual’s confidence that they can successfully perform 
the speaking activity in a foreign language. It is task‑specific, such as a 
person’s belief that they can give a presentation. Secondly, a speaker’s for‑
eign language self‑competence refers to their perception that they have the 
linguistic ability to comprehend when listening to their interlocutors and/
or produce language. Thirdly, the speaker’s affective state. A speaker’s atti‑
tude to communication can be influenced by their enjoyment or anxiety, 
which can be experienced simultaneously, fluctuating in the moment in 
“different shades and flavours” (Dewaele & Pavelescu, 2019, p. 76).

We divide the perceived situation into three components. Firstly, Hum‑
phries et al. (2015) noted the importance of the perceived rules and frame‑
work. In a classroom or real‑world exchange, it is easier for an individual 
to speak when they understand how they are expected to perform at that 
moment. The remaining two components relate to the cognitive demands. 
Robinson (2005) distinguishes two dimensions of intrinsic complexity regard‑
ing language classroom activities: resource‑directing and resource‑dispersing. 
Resource‑directing dimensions encompass the complexity and conceptual 
demands that are met by the linguistic system. In contrast, resource‑ dispersing 
dimensions such as prior knowledge and preparation time “do not direct 
learners to any aspect of language code” (Robinson, 2005, p. 7).

As outlined earlier, the Japanese hypersensitivity to perceived others 
could be one of the strongest factors leading to silence (King, 2013). Japa‑
nese tend to be high‑context communicators due to their strong shared 
culture as an island country with a long history and low immigration 
(Meyer, 2016). Socially aware participants can kuki yomeru (read the air) 
before speaking, whereas kuki yomenai (cannot read the air) individuals 
are called “KY” for speaking out without considering the feelings of oth‑
ers. This pressure to read the air encourages people to pause and con‑
sider “peripheral others” who may be in earshot in addition to the direct 
interlocutors. Working within a situated WTC framework, Kang (2005) 
suggests interlocutor influences such as L1 (same or different), familiar‑
ity, number, interest/attitude/response, and relative L2 proficiency. Within 
the CTS framework, the overriding factors are whether the interlocutors 
and peripheral others are perceived as supportive or evaluative. Support‑
ive perceived others can facilitate CTS by listening patiently, giving posi‑
tive non‑verbal cues and linguistic aid. Conversely, unsupportive perceived 
others may appear impatient and cause reduced CTS by interrupting or 
ignoring. Evaluative perceived others may dampen CTS by appearing to 
negatively assess their proficiency, knowledge or personality.
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The fourth layer comprises four indirect trait‑like variables that can 
 combine to develop an enduring CTS self‑identity. Firstly, as described 
earlier, sociocultural values such as face‑saving and concern for others 
may cause unwillingness to speak (Nakane, 2007; Wen & Clément, 2003). 
Secondly, experience of previous foreign language successes/failures can 
influence the perception of current and future performance (Falout, 2016). 
Thirdly, the big five personality traits, including extraversion, agreeable‑
ness, conscientiousness, emotional stability and openness to new experi‑
ences, contribute to trait L2 WTC (MacIntyre & Charos, 1996) and can 
be expected to influence CTS indirectly. Fourthly, although neurodevelop‑
mental disorders have been under‑researched in relation to speaking for‑
eign languages, they can influence CTS. For example, impulsive ADHD 
tendencies can reduce the monitoring inhibitions (Köder et al., 2024) that 
are common among Japanese, leading to increased CTS. In contrast, peo‑
ple with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), selective mutism or social anxi‑
ety disorders can struggle with social interactions that may be exacerbated 
in a foreign language, leading to decreased CTS.

Microgenetic and ontogenetic timescales

Influenced by the work of Larsen‑Freeman and Cameron (2008) into com‑
plex dynamic systems theory (CDST), there has been a dynamic turn in 
foreign language research that deemphasises traits in favour of a focus 
on the psychological states that emerge in response to the influence of the 
context (Henry & MacIntyre, 2023). However, trait‑based and dynamic 
approaches should not be mutually exclusive; instead, they can offer 
insights from different timescales (MacIntyre, 2020; Yashima, 2021). 
Yashima (2021) suggested combining the microgenetic timescale, focused 
on short‑term situated factors, with the ontogenetic timescale for enduring 
trait‑like dimensions. In their 12‑week‑long classroom study, Yashima’s 
research team found that individuals’ trait‑like anxiety measures cor‑
related with the averages of their situated anxiety. It could imply that 
trait (ontogenetic) tendencies influenced situated microgenetic changes, 
and conversely, repeated microgenetic behaviours may lead to long‑term 
ontogenetic changes. However, the study would need to be conducted for 
a more extended period to test this theory. Referring to Cognitive Experi‑
ential Self Theory (CEST; Epstein, 1994), MacIntyre (2020) suggested that 
researchers need to study both the “rational” (contemplative, logical and 
deliberative) and “experiential” (intuitive, affective and action‑oriented) 
systems. The “rational” system favours ontogenetic trait‑level measures 
such as surveys, whereas microgenetic experiences reported in idiody‑
namic and qualitative reports can reflect “experiential” thinking. Com‑
bining dynamic and trait approaches can give a comprehensive account 
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of change and stability in communication. Most dynamic research has 
concentrated on shorter timescales in classrooms and laboratory set‑
tings, but more research is necessary into target language‑speaking atti‑
tudes over longer timescales and the combinations of factors that may 
stimulate change, including speech events outside the classroom (Henry & 
 MacIntyre, 2023). SA provides a rich environment for exploring CTS 
across different timescales.

Study abroad speaking challenges

Language learners studying abroad often face speaking challenges such 
as managing anxiety in spontaneous conversations and adapting to local 
accents, slang and idiomatic expressions. These problems may arise more 
with monolingual L1 interlocutors who lack empathy for and awareness 
of these L2 speaking issues. In two longitudinal SA studies about Japa‑
nese students who sojourned for academic years in the USA and the UK, 
trends emerged where their English CTS was higher with international 
students compared to with monolingual locals (Humphries et al., 2023a, 
2023b). They faced dynamic fluctuations in their CTS before and during 
SA, but after SA, their CTS tended to stabilise at a slightly lower level 
than their sojourn’s peak, indicating that they had settled in their comfort 
zones but seemed to need more opportunities to speak English. Interest‑
ingly, one participant (“Kumi”) who had struggled to communicate with 
L1 English users in the UK found increased CTS with British interna‑
tional dorm residents post‑SA. Her identity had changed from feeling 
like a deficient outsider in England to becoming popular with British 
sojourners who praised her English and her affiliation as they struggled 
to adapt in Japan.

LOTE challenges

A multilingual turn in applied linguistics has shifted from examining 
separate, isolated languages (usually English) to recognising the complex 
interconnections between the various languages in learners’ repertoires 
(Cenoz  & Gorter, 2019). Early studies in the European context noted 
learners’ cognitive struggles stemming from cross‑linguistic interaction 
between multiple languages, often leading to bilingual preferences for their 
L2 (usually English) and L1 (Henry, 2017). In contrast, a more nuanced 
picture emerged in Asia, where learners sometimes felt a closer proximity 
to other Asian languages and cultures than to L2 English (Bui & Teng, 
2019). Multilingual learning and use are dynamic and fluid, laden with 
emotional and social influences shaped by experiences (Cenoz & Gorter, 
2019), which imply the benefits of learner‑centred longitudinal studies.
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In two longitudinal studies of Japanese students in Taiwan, the 
 participants faced difficulties mastering two additional languages. Fukui 
and Yashima (2021) noted that the repeated microgenetic feelings pro‑
voked a longer‑term mesogenetic experience of struggling to learn both 
English and Chinese. They hypothesised that this experience had the poten‑
tial to develop into an ontogenetic belief that learning two languages is 
impossible. In a study by Humphries and Yashima (2021), one participant 
(“Naoki”) lost his passion for English and even claimed to forget Japanese 
during his Chinese language immersion. After SA, he changed his major 
to his L3. Different dynamics arose from the four participants across the 
two studies. “Satomi” struggled socially, causing her to retreat to Japanese 
social networking sites; in contrast, “Haruka” joined a group of Thai stu‑
dents and dated one of them, using Chinese together supplemented with 
English (Fukui & Yashima, 2021). According to the study by Humphries 
and Yashima (2021), “Oji” socialised in English with international friends 
and seemed relaxed with limited Chinese. Naoki joined an English‑ speaking 
society with local students, where English was used in discussions and pres‑
entations, but Chinese was used socially; therefore, English was a gateway 
to L3 use. Although these studies offer insight into Japanese students in 
East Asia, there has been a lack of research on Japanese sojourners in the 
European LOTE context, where the L2 is closer to the L3 than the L1.

Henry and MacIntyre (2023) tracked changes in LOTE WTC by follow‑
ing the lives of female migrants in Sweden as they attempted to transition 
from L2 English to L3 Swedish. For example, the authors explored how 
participants with translanguaging ideologies (e.g. “Kesu” and “Pranisha”) 
used English as a contact language to support Swedish interactions. These 
participants felt less anxiety as they were accustomed to switching between 
languages to support effective communication. In contrast, those with a 
deficit ideology (e.g. “Maria”) held beliefs that positioned them as imper‑
fect foreign language users and that they needed to conform to the norms 
of L1 communication as closely as possible to be considered competent. 
Some participants (e.g. “Olivia”) felt comfortable in English‑speaking 
international friendship communities, but this restricted Swedish‑speaking 
opportunities. Other participants (e.g. “Titly” and “Jessie”) had “weak 
tie” encounters in public “third places” like leisure centres, with low emo‑
tional commitment, helping their WTC. Moreover, an individual psycho‑
logical strategy to prepare for appointments was “self‑talk,” where the 
participant (“Wafaa”) practised dialogues in her mind. Henry and MacIn‑
tyre’s work highlights the complex challenges for adapting to an L3LOTE 
context that may resonate with SA sojourners who begin with low profi‑
ciency in the local language but stronger L2 English.

The qualitative longitudinal (QL) approach used by Henry and Mac‑
Intyre (2023) captured a moment of change (arriving in a new country) 
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and followed the participants’ L3LOTE WTC fluctuations and  stabilising 
tendencies as they attempted to settle in their new homes. However, tra‑
jectories may differ for SA sojourners in LOTE contexts who are aware 
of their limited time overseas. Furthermore, after returning from SA, the 
context changes and priorities shift, which can lead to new trajectories in 
speaking attitudes. As far as we know, no LOTE studies have focused on 
Japanese participants sojourning in Europe that track their speaking atti‑
tudes longitudinally from before SA through 12 months after they return.

As mentioned earlier, for Japanese students, the volition implied in 
the WTC model from the DC may be weak compared to situational and 
cultural forces inhibiting the ability to speak out. Some studies focused 
on CTS to mitigate this problem, but only examined L2 English. To fill 
this gap, we investigated Japanese learners’ CTS for both L2 English and 
their L3LOTEs by asking about situations when they felt they could and 
could not speak their foreign languages, using the following research 
question:

For Japanese English majors who spent an academic year in Germany 
and France, how did their CTS perceptions of L2 English and L3LOTE 
evolve before, during, and after SA?

This research question incorporated the following sub‑questions: (a) To 
what extent could L2 CTS experiences explain changes in English‑speaking 
proficiency? (b) How would the L3LOTE CTS develop in comparison to 
English CTS? (c) Could rational, stable ontogenetic systems emerge from 
the experiential microgenetic fluctuations?

Methods

Participants and context

We collected speaking proficiency data using the Telephone Standard 
Speaking Test (TSST; ALC, n.d.) from 157 English majors attending a large 
private university who participated in a compulsory sophomore SA year. 
Most students chose anglophone destinations, but the five volunteers for 
our qualitative study sojourned in their L3 countries on a dual‑language 
SA (DLSA) programme in France or Germany.

These DLSA programmes had several features. Firstly, from high school, 
candidates could select an Admissions Office (AO) DLSA interview to 
guarantee a place at the home and host universities before other candidates 
took the regular Home University entrance examination. Secondly, they 
took English immersion classes during their freshman year, supplemented 
with approximately 100 contact hours of beginner L3 classes. Their DLSA 
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aligned with the Japanese academic year, starting in April. They studied 
a mixture of courses:

1 Tailor‑made orientation (in English, only DLSA students, in the spring 
in France),

2 English as a medium of instruction (EMI) undergraduate content (with 
local students),

3 L3 skills (with international students), and
4 An international summer school (ISS) learning local language and cul‑

ture (in English with international students).

After SA, they had only one compulsory English immersion class and one L3 
class per week as they took specialised courses, usually taught in Japanese.

We assessed participants’ TSST English‑speaking proficiency compared 
to the whole cohort before and after SA. Among the DLSA volunteers 
for this study, Erin and Yukiko (pseudonyms) outperformed most peers, 
including sojourners from anglophone countries (Table 3.1). Post‑SA, Erin 
ranked second and Yukiko sixth out of the entire cohort of 157 students. 
Moreover, by increasing 48% (Erin) and 56% (Yukiko), they surpassed the 
mean increases for anglophone students (21%) and other DLSA students 
(9%). Therefore, we selected these two exceptional students to explore 
their CTS fluctuations for both languages before, during and after SA. 
Both participants were Japanese females. Erin went to Germany, while 
Yukiko studied in France.

Data collection

We contacted students who had selected DLSA destinations and shared 
a link for an initial open‑response questionnaire. This survey asked 
them in Japanese about their English CTS and their motivation and 

Table 3.1 Participants’ English‑speaking proficiency before and after SA

TSST rank 
(n = 157)

Pre‑SA 
score

Post‑SA 
score

Change % Pre‑SA 
CEFR

Post‑SA 
CEFR

Erin 2 635 940 48 High B1 C1/C2
Yukiko 6 545 850 56 Low B1 High B2
Anglo SA 

meana
504 611 21 Low B1 High B1

DLSA meanb 545 622 14 Low B1 High B1
DLSA meanc  540 590  9 Low B1 Low B1

Notes: aIncludes students from all anglophone SA destinations (North America, Oceania and 
the UK); bIncludes all students from DLSA destinations (Germany, France, South Korea and 
Taiwan); cErin and Yukiko excluded from the DLSA mean.
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worries about studying in an L3 country. The first author interviewed 
the  participants three times: (a) in March 2022, pre‑departure; (b) in late 
August 2022, mid‑SA; and (c) in January 2024, post‑SA. All interviews 
were audio‑recorded and transcribed. The first interview developed from 
the initial survey, allowing participants to share their hopes/concerns. 
The second and third interviews explored CTS data from monthly online 
journals and retrospective timeline graphs. In their monthly journals, stu‑
dents recalled moments of high and low CTS in English and their L3. We 
encouraged them to write about their interlocutors, location, feelings and 
reasons. Before each interview, they sketched monthly CTS fluctuations 
for both languages using the retrospective timeline graphs. The x‑axis rep‑
resented time. Apart from the initial two points representing their first 
two pre‑SA semesters, the x‑axis scale was measured in monthly incre‑
ments from March 2022 (pre‑SA) until January 2024 (approximately one 
year after  SA). The y‑axis illustrated CTS from negative “cannot speak 
out (silent)” to positive “can speak out well.” The participants were told 
that zero represented low CTS, when they “could occasionally speak out.” 
These graphs do not aim to measure verifiable past experiences objectively; 
instead, they provide thumbnail sketches of past fluctuations that need to 
be developed into fuller portraits through interviews (Falout, 2016). The 
process allowed participants to derive meaning from their past in relation 
to their identities and provided a visual structure for the interviewer to 
investigate perceived causes of high, low, and changing CTS (Humphries 
et  al., 2023a). During the interviews and journal writing, the learners 
could use English, Japanese, and their L3. However, apart from the initial 
questionnaire, most communication took place in English.

Data analysis

Within the QL analytical framework, we conducted comparisons within‑case 
diachronically through time and across‑case synchronically to explore devel‑
opmental dynamics (Henry & MacIntyre, 2024). The iterative‑ inductive 
constant comparison memo‑writing approach (Corbin  & Strauss, 2008) 
guided the data collection and analysis. This approach enabled us to break 
down the data into manageable pieces, with each piece compared for simi‑
larities and differences. Recurring themes in journals, such as incidents of 
participants’ daily struggles to speak in the L3 target language with service 
staff in shops and cafes, helped us to capture feelings on the experiential 
microgenetic timescale (MacIntyre, 2020; Yashima, 2021). Subsequently, 
the interviews and timeline graphs could explore participants’ underlying 
reasons on the rational ontogenetic timescale (MacIntyre, 2020; Yashima, 
2021). For example, they explained feelings of stress and shame mixed with 
anger and frustration as they perceived that many service staff interlocutors 
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demonstrated impatience or mockery when switching from the local L3 to 
English. Crucially, the  longitudinal aspect of the timeline graphs helped us 
explore the stability of each participant’s perceptions as they reflected on and 
adapted to their social, cultural and linguistic challenges. In sum, it was an 
ongoing process, and as patterns emerged, we guarded against biases and 
assumptions by double‑checking our interpretations against incoming data 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

In addition to the extensive engagement and triangulation described 
above, we reinforced the credibility of the data collection and analysis 
through participant validation and peer debriefing (Rallis & Rossman, 
2009). Erin and Yukiko read the final pre‑publication results and con‑
firmed that our description reflected their perspectives. Moreover, all four 
authors critically checked that the process was robust and agreed that the 
analysis reflected the participants’ beliefs.

Results

Yukiko

Yukiko’s graph (Figure 3.2) indicated negative CTS for both languages 
before SA, followed by upward trajectories during her sojourn. Her 
English CTS peaked at the end of SA, corresponding with her excel‑
lent TSST result, then declined steadily. In contrast, her French CTS 
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Figure 3.2  Yukiko’s CTS graph.
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remained steady post‑SA and then increased, surpassing English at the 
end of her first semester back in Japan.

Pre‑SA

Yukiko entered Home University using the AO DLSA interview rather 
than the competitive general exam because she lacked confidence in her 
English after failing a high school entrance exam. Despite being locked 
into studying in France in her second year, she only knew French greetings, 
bonjour or bonsoir, before entering university.

Due to Yukiko’s limited French knowledge, her L3 CTS was negative. 
She also felt that her English CTS was low as she lacked specialist knowl‑
edge and vocabulary to express herself. Yukiko used solitary self‑talk, 
entering “the zone” for “thinking in English” by imagining scenarios to 
compensate for the lack of opportunities: “I pretend like there is a friend 
and simulate conversations” (Interview 1). Yukiko returned to describing 
this strategy in Interview 3, describing herself as “introverted.”

When asked about her feelings about studying two languages, Yukiko 
described the linguistic proximity between her two European languages in 
contrast to her L1. Therefore, despite her limited French knowledge and 
introverted feelings, she showed optimism that her L3 CTS might improve 
through support from her L2 knowledge: “There is a connection between 
English and French … so it’s easier to learn in French” (Interview 1).

During SA

Initially, Yukiko’s CTS was low for both languages, as her cohort began 
with tailored classes, “we couldn’t see any French students” (Interview 2). 
She gained opportunities to improve her foreign language CTS when 
she joined ISS with international students; however, she faced challenges 
understanding anglophone classmates, damaging her L2 CTS because 
“they speak very fast and use difficult or academic words” (Journal, June). 
A key classroom turning point for boosting Yukiko’s English CTS occurred 
when she needed to give a presentation after limited preparation time and 
with no script: “When I was in Japan, I tried to memorize every single 
word so I felt like I grew up” (Journal, June).

Socially, Yukiko’s English CTS increased in two phases. Firstly, she built 
confidence with her French boyfriend (Marc) in the spring and summer, 
and secondly, she expanded her linguistic repertoire with three friends from 
South Korea (Yujin), Taiwan (Wenli), and France (Vanessa). Marc studied 
Japanese, so they interacted in their shared L2 with some translanguaging: 
“We mainly talk in English … but sometimes we ask each other … questions 
in Japanese and French” (Interview 2). Yukiko described Marc’s English as 
“kind of broke” (Interview 3). Still, she sometimes felt inferior to him when 
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they communicated due to the proximity between his L1 and their shared 
L2, which could cause distress. Yukiko described a moment when she strug‑
gled with linguistic nuance due to the gap between Japanese and English:

I argued with [Marc] … I made mistakes in choosing words, and I hurt 
my friend. French and English have similar words, so my friend really 
understands the meaning. But for me, it’s not easy to pick an appropri‑
ate word from some words that have the same translation.

(Journal, August)

Despite some miscommunications, their time together helped her break 
away from the Japanese cohort and build her confidence. Their relation‑
ship finished at the end of the summer, but her friendship with Yujin, 
Vanessa and Wenli pushed her English CTS to new levels: “We discussed 
politics, it’s kind of difficult stuff. So the TSST questions are not so diffi‑
cult” (Interview 3). Yujin challenged her about Japan’s wartime past, but 
Yukiko took a “God’s view” as she became more assertive in English.

In contrast to her substantial increase in English CTS due to her friend‑
ships, Yukiko indicated that she struggled to improve her French. Her 
journal entries highlighted many moments when she felt hurt by local peo‑
ple switching to English. For example:

Sometimes the cashier asks me, “Do you need a plastic bag?” in a long 
and complicated way. At that time, I was always overwhelmed and 
froze. Then, cashiers realise that I can’t speak French well and they 
switch in English. One day, one of them told me “Bye bye! Have a nice 
day! (in English)” was so humiliating.

(Journal, July)

The interviews and journals made it clear that Yukiko felt sensitive about 
her perceived French deficiency but was reluctant to translanguage with 
local people (apart from in her relationship with Marc).

Yukiko began adapting to French daily life during the summer and men‑
tioned feeling “more comfortable to speak French, but it’s not enough at 
all” (Interview 2). Yukiko credited her improvement to her ISS teacher in 
July. In the autumn, she had to immerse herself in EMI content classes; 
therefore, she felt she could not improve significantly due to the paucity of 
L3 communication practice.

Post‑SA

After SA, Yukiko sketched a decline in her English CTS as she struggled 
to socialise due to her personality: “I’m kind of introvert. So when I feel 
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anxious … I can’t have confidence when I talk to someone.” Due to  feelings 
of isolation among Japanese classmates, she withdrew from the only Eng‑
lish immersion course.

In contrast to her declining L2, Yukiko’s French CTS increased at the 
end of her first post‑SA semester. In Interview 3, she credited studying hard 
alone for a French test by applying her successful self‑talk strategy and 
memorising vocabulary. After taking the test, Yukiko’s L3 CTS flattened: 
“I stopped memorising… to pass the test. So it’s slightly going down” 
(Interview 3).

Yukiko felt conflicted about speaking foreign languages with interna‑
tional visitors post‑SA. From one perspective, she lamented: “There’s not 
any opportunity to speak in English in Japan.” However, she taught Japa‑
nese to two students from Hong Kong and the UK and translanguaged. 
With the Hong Kongese, “he doesn’t speak English, so we have to commu‑
nicate in Japanese,” but with the British, “she’s very beginner in Japanese. 
So I [speak] half in English, half in Japanese.”

Yukiko also revealed how she could use French when necessary during 
her part‑time job at an udon noodle restaurant. She solved a miscommunica‑
tion by translating for some French customers. Describing their surprise and 
praise at her L3 use, “Why do you speak French that much?” she described 
her positive emotions: “I got so a lot of confidence from that event.”

Despite gaining confidence from this successful interaction and positive 
affirmation, Yukiko admitted that she could not speak to French students 
when she heard them in an international common room on campus. She 
claimed she was “too shy” and contrasted that with the udon restau‑
rant: “Customers I have to talk” (Interview 3). Her admitted introversion 
seemed to lower her CTS, blocking her from speaking without a purpose 
or obligation.

During the interviews and the journals, Yukiko rarely discussed the 
interplay of French and English in her language repertoire. When asked 
after SA about the benefits, she stated that learning multiple languages 
could “broaden my view … [and] broaden my choices,” explaining linguis‑
tic advantages: “because there is some way of saying that doesn’t exist in 
Japanese” (Interview 3). However, her sensitivity to interlocutors and con‑
cern for her perceived mistakes limited her from accessing her multilingual 
repertoire. She seemed likelier to translanguage in one‑to‑one situations 
with familiar interlocutors perceived as weak in Japanese but willing to 
communicate, like Marc and the British exchange student.

Erin

In contrast to Yukiko, Erin’s German CTS never reached the level of her 
English (Figure  3.3), peaking mid‑SA, then declining continuously into 
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Figure 3.3 Erin’s CTS graph.

negative post‑SA. Like Yukiko, Erin’s English CTS peaked at the end of her 
SA—corresponding with her phenomenal TSST score—but it then declined 
slightly before increasing again approximately a year after returning.

Pre‑SA

Like Yukiko, Erin entered Home University using the AO DLSA inter‑
view, so she was locked into studying in her L3 country. When Erin was 
recruited, she had taken a year of absence due to the COVID‑19 travel 
restrictions. During her gap, she studied German at a private institute. She 
was fluent in English from living in the USA for over four years during late 
primary and early secondary school. After experiencing English naturally, 
she preferred learning by speaking, “not by the school system of, like, 
learning grammar” (Interview 3).

As Erin had high L2 proficiency, when asked in the pre‑SA questionnaire 
about her moments of low English CTS, she mentioned  non‑linguistic 
causes, such as her difficulty thinking logically without preparation. She 
hoped that her experience using English would help her express herself in 
German: “I know how to say my feelings in different language so that’s a 
cool thing because I don’t have to start from scratch” (Interview 1).

During SA

During SA, Erin was immersed in the international English‑speaking 
community. She mentioned Sakura as an example of one of her closest 
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international friends. Sakura was an Anglo‑Japanese who was studying 
full‑time in Germany. They spoke together in English and had “a safe 
atmosphere [together] with [a] similar way of thinking” (Interview 2).

Living in Germany helped Erin to reflect on her personality and how she 
used English and Japanese:

There’s some difficulties that I had to face … but at the same time I feel 
like I’m getting to know myself even like in Japan I didn’t really get to 
know or I wasn’t trying to know about myself.

(Interview 2)

While answering why she sketched an increase in CTS for both languages 
during the summer, Erin described a turning point in her self‑awareness 
during Interview 2. She described herself as “ingoing” and agreed she was 
“introverted” in Japan. Erin had been bullied at secondary school and 
felt too much pressure to “sugarcoat” her language in Japanese society, 
caring about others’ thoughts. However, she could express herself better 
in German and English after realising that her interlocutors enjoyed talk‑
ing without listening and/or judging her deeply. This awareness freed Erin 
to express herself, and her CTS rose: “I don’t have to be worrying about 
what others think about me every time” (Interview 2). She could focus on 
herself: “English offers you to express yourself in a self‑centred like posi‑
tion” (Interview 3) and enjoyed this assertiveness: “I feel more comfort‑
able. I feel like I can speak what I really want to say” (Interview 2).

The introspection involved in Erin’s personal growth during the sojourn 
included trauma. In the final interview, she described her SA as a “living 
hell.” Early in her sojourn, she needed to move dorms and caught COVID 
during that relocation. Moreover, she could not attend classes in the sum‑
mer or autumn due to insomnia‑induced exhaustion, nightmares and panic 
attacks from overstimulation. In Interview 2, Erin said, “I feel like I’m 
worthless … my life is meaningless.” However, she gained resilience over 
time, and the trauma seemed to improve her English communication. She 
wrote in her journal about moments of high English CTS when she moved 
dorms, shared her problems with sympathetic friends, and spoke with a 
doctor and therapist: “It’s getting easier for me to express myself, espe‑
cially those dark emotions” (Interview 2). Erin’s German CTS rose with 
her English in the summer as she became unshackled from her hypersen‑
sitivity to interlocutors’ reactions. However, Erin sketched a continuous 
downward slope from the autumn, which may have been compounded by 
her inability to attend classes.

Erin felt linguistically inadequate but didn’t fit the deficit learner ideology. 
Instead, she wanted to express her feelings in German: “I’m terrible at gram‑
mar … I wanna focus on speaking or telling what I’m thinking” (Interview 2). 
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All participants wrote about using their L3 for daily  transactions (e.g., talk‑
ing to cashiers, clerks, and service staff) in high and low CTS moments. Erin 
also wrote about these incidents but added encounters in public places with 
weak‑tie relationships where she approached strangers, often compliment‑
ing dog owners and asking to take photos of their pets.

Erin seemed to hold a translanguaging ideology, using German as a tool 
to suit the interlocutor, situation, and her goals. She pushed beyond basic 
transactions by asking questions, bartering, and engaging in small talk, 
sometimes leading to incomprehension or expressions beyond her lin‑
guistic repertoire. In these moments, Erin or her interlocutor sometimes 
switched to English. Her closest German‑speaking friend was her buddy, 
Lena, who supported her in English during her traumatic challenges. They 
also used German playfully during lighter moments: “when we’re joking 
around I speak in German, or when I have a question … like what is blah 
blah blah in German” (Interview 2).

Post‑SA

One year after returning from Germany, Erin reflected on how multilin‑
gualism shaped her self‑awareness: “I realised I’m not suffering because of 
myself. It’s just like how I’m coping with all this pain” (Interview 3). Mul‑
tilingualism helped her meet people and access knowledge but also added 
confusion as she wrestled with different identities: “The disadvantage is 
that you get a lot of personalities within you. So you kind of get lost with, 
like, what you’re thinking and how to present yourself.”

European languages influenced Erin’s sense of identity and belonging. 
She sketched her German decreasing in her CTS graph, stating that it was 
“like zero in my brain right now.” Saying she could visit Germany but not 
live there, she preferred French: “I feel a little sparkle in my heart when 
I hear like French, not German.” In contrast, Erin’s English CTS remained 
strong. She sketched a shallow U‑shape post‑SA, explaining that her CTS 
increased in the second semester through English‑speaking friendships dis‑
cussing sensitive issues:

Most of the times, Japanese people don’t talk about their true emotions 
[or] … delicate topics like mental health or politics or social issues. So 
but my interests are like that, you know. So just naturally, I happened 
to be talking to foreign friends.

Before SA, Erin might have been reluctant to discuss sensitive topics in 
Japanese to avoid unsettling her peers, but she had developed the confi‑
dence to express her feelings since addressing trauma in English during her 
sojourn.
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Discussion

The two participants in this study provided unique cases because they 
outperformed peers who spent their SA in anglophone countries in their 
pre‑post‑SA English‑speaking proficiency tests. The first sub‑question 
explored whether L2 CTS experiences could explain their English‑ speaking 
improvement. Two trends seemed to emerge. Firstly, Erin and Yukiko 
wanted to refrain from integrating with Japanese peers. Breaking away 
from their Japanese cohorts and seeking new friends is similar to “Ruika,” 
who had appeared silent among peers pre‑SA but thrived away from Japa‑
nese groups in the USA (Humphries et al., 2023b). These European desti‑
nations provide excellent options for Japanese wishing to avoid sojourners 
from their home country because only 0.3% and 1.4% of Japanese on SA 
selected Germany and France, respectively, in 2022 (JAOS, n.d.). Secondly, 
as previous research has noted, Japanese EFL students appear prone to the 
social evaluation aspects of language anxiety (King, 2013), and interlocu‑
tors are important for helping speakers feel safe and secure (Kang, 2005). 
Using English as a lingua franca helps to boost confidence between L2 
English users, who can enjoy negotiating for meaning in a multilingual 
environment, becoming more tolerant of miscommunications and lower‑
ing their expectations for nativelike attainment (Köylü & Tracy‑Ventura, 
2022). Both participants benefited from caring non‑Japanese L2 English 
interlocutors, helping them stretch their linguistic capabilities and express 
their emotions.

Speaking English with sympathetic L2 users in a multilingual/ 
multicultural environment seemed to aid their emotional expression and 
self‑ awareness, leading to open‑mindedness and therapeutic communica‑
tion. Yukiko became more assertive and discussed sensitive topics, while 
Erin shared complex emotional and mental challenges. Multilingualism 
seems to be correlated with open‑mindedness through the awareness and 
interest in cultural differences that can lead to self‑reflection and accept‑
ance of different values (Dewaele & Botes, 2020). Multilingual users may 
face reduced emotional stability (Dewaele & van Oudenhoven, 2009) but 
describe their emotional states with greater granularity (Koch et al., 2024). 
Erin and Yukiko described the emotional challenges they had faced from 
L1 peers in Japan, and they also faced stress from some interactions with 
local French and German speakers during SA. In contrast to the anxiety 
induced from interacting with L1 interlocutors (of Japanese, German and 
French), Erin and Yukiko seemed to take therapeutic benefits from speak‑
ing the shared L2 English with international students. Emotional expres‑
sion can be facilitated by speaking another language, as “taboo words 
or emotions can be allowed to be expressed in a way that would not be 
allowed in the native language” (Costa & Dewaele, 2013, p. 3). Moreover, 
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despite the option to use Japanese in the interviews and their monthly 
 journals, they both opted for English, sharing their feelings candidly.

The second sub‑question examined the participants’ multilingual CTS 
development through their LOTEs compared to English. Erin’s retrospec‑
tive graph data indicated that her German CTS peaked after four to five 
months, followed by a continuous decline because she withdrew from 
 German classes and struggled emotionally. According to Busch and McNa‑
mara (2020), a person’s trauma can be embedded in the linguistic memory, 
where the sound of the incident‑connected language triggers intrusions 
and flashbacks; in contrast, a third unburdened language can help with 
coping, resilience and expression. Although Erin did not admit it explic‑
itly, it is possible that L3 German triggered her distress, as she seemed to 
block the language from her mind post‑SA and stated her reluctance to 
live in Germany again. Conversely, English was connected to support and 
self‑expression, leading to increased CTS. Yukiko admitted to struggling 
with French during SA but sketched an upward CTS trajectory. Cross‑ 
linguistic interaction makes it difficult to pour energy into learning multi‑
ple languages concurrently (Henry, 2017). Like participants in the study 
by Siridetkoon and Dewaele (2018), Yukiko would put a language “on 
hold” while focusing on the alternate one. During the autumn of her SA, 
she reduced the intensity of her French study as she concentrated on her 
EMI courses. After SA, she focused on passing a French test, increasing her 
LOTE CTS while her L2 declined. Yukiko’s LOTE success post‑SA resem‑
bled “Yuzuru” from Takahashi’s (2022) study. Despite limited opportuni‑
ties to speak their LOTEs in Japan, they could compensate by accessing 
materials and studying hard individually.

The third sub‑question searched on different timescales for stable, 
ontogenetic systems emerging from the experiential microgenetic fluctua‑
tions (MacIntyre, 2020; Yashima, 2021). Yashima (2021) theorised that 
repeated microgenetic experiences might lead to longer‑term changes in 
the trait‑like ontogenetic system. Tentatively, this seemed to occur with 
Erin but not with Yukiko. For Erin, recurring microgenetic traumas and 
new perspectives from international friends led her to confront previous 
Japanese cultural norms. She developed ontogenetic systems with differ‑
ent personalities for each language (Kramsch, 2009), believing that Eng‑
lish matched her favoured personality but rejecting German. In contrast, 
Yukiko had a deficit ideology like “Maria” (Henry & MacIntyre, 2023), 
stemming from her failure to pass a high school English entrance exam. 
This early setback seemed to push her to study hard individually, but also 
generated anxiety about her CTS. Unlike Erin, who translanguaged to 
meet her communication needs, Yukiko felt insulted when French people 
switched to English during service encounters. Despite many microgenetic 
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successes in both languages, Yukiko’s ontogenetic reluctance to speak 
remained post‑SA and her introverted personality seemed to stretch across 
all three languages. Instead, she rationalised the need to study, often indi‑
vidually, to improve her CTS. Yukiko’s case highlighted the importance of 
post‑SA data collection because she showed an upward CTS trajectory for 
both languages during SA, with English looking strong.

Based on the differences in the stability of their ontogenetic systems, 
we cannot generalise one multilingual CTS model that would encompass 
both participants after their SA. We apply the value‑neutral LX concept 
(Dewaele, 2018) for Yukiko, who seemed to have a stable ontogenetic 
system but experienced dynamic CTS, where her French could surpass her 
English (Figure 3.4).

In contrast, Erin perceived different experiences with each language that 
seemed to resonate with different values and aspects of her personality, 
forming different language identities. Therefore, we propose a model with 
separate but overlapping ontogenetic systems (Figure  3.5). The overlap 
exists because some core aspects of her person feed into both ontogenetic 
systems, and each system can influence the other over time.

Figure 3.4  LX CTS.
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Figure 3.5 Separate ontogenetic CTS language systems.

Conclusion and implications

Silence among English learners in Japan has been widely observed and is 
recognised as a factor that can hinder language acquisition. Based on our 
research, we propose that engaging with LOTEs and participating in SA pro‑
grammes may help counteract this effect and encourage more active language 
use. Although most WTC research has been short‑term, classroom‑based, and 
focused on SA in anglophone countries, this study proposes and illustrates the 
benefits of another approach. The volition assumed in WTC may be weaker 
for some Japanese students than other learner‑internal and sociocultural fac‑
tors constraining them. As such, this study focused on CTS defined as learners’ 
real‑time judgements about their ability to speak in specific moments, and 
extended the analysis to include LOTEs, situations outside the classroom, and 
data from before, during, and after SA in European countries.

Our study focused on two highly proficient Japanese speakers of English 
in Europe and uncovered some of the emotional trauma they experienced. 
We suggest three potential avenues for further research. Firstly, given that 
English has linguistic roots in French and German, and that Western Euro‑
pean history and culture are intertwined with those of the UK and Ire‑
land, different results may emerge in East Asia (e.g., South Korea). This 
study could be replicated in contexts where the sojourners are situated 
in environments that align more closely with their L1 and home culture. 
Secondly, this study examined exceptional English majors who could artic‑
ulate themselves clearly in their L2. Future studies could explore DLSA 
participants with weaker L2 proficiency who are interviewed in their L1. 
Thirdly, Erin described her trauma in Germany, including panic attacks 
and insomnia, while Yukiko outlined her readjustment challenges post‑SA. 



Negotiating identities, navigating speaking 55

Consequently, both participants withdrew from classes. Future research 
could examine coping strategies and the psychological resilience of SA stu‑
dents, aiming to strengthen institutional support.
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4 The more, the merrier? 
Comparing conceptualisations 
of self‑report multilingualism 
as a predictor of individual 
differences

Nazila Fattahi, Faramarz Ebn‑Abbasi, 
and Elouise Botes

Introduction

Multilingualism is often seen as a societal boon, with multilingualism 
linked to outcomes such as transferable skills (Greve et al., 2024), economic 
benefits (Grin & Vaillancourt, 1997), and broader workplace opportuni‑
ties (Pietrzyk‑Kowalec, 2023). Beyond utilitarian outcomes, multilingual‑
ism is also associated with personal positive outcomes, such as increased 
cultural empathy (Rolbin & Della Chiesa, 2010) and open‑mindedness 
(Dewaele & Botes, 2020), with the nineteenth‑century politician, Tomáš 
Masaryk, remarking that “The more languages you know, the more you 
are human”. However, it is in defining these ‘more languages’ that lies 
the rub; when is knowledge of a language enough to see potential ben‑
efits and how should this be measured? Definitions of multilingualism are 
varied and often tied to specific research fields. Kemp (2009) theorised 
that the complex nature of multilingual individuals’ language use and the 
researchers’ various ideologies, backgrounds, and purposes are the two 
factors responsible for the existence of multiple definitions of multilingual‑
ism. These definitions, however, reflect the intricate nature of this concept 
and the difficulties inherent in measuring it.

Simply put, multilingualism can be defined as the ability to use multiple 
languages. Such a straightforward definition, however, faces interpretive 
problems. Researchers need to clarify what they mean by multilingualism 
by specifying the degree of proficiency and effective capability an individ‑
ual needs to possess in a language to be considered a multilingual in their 
study, as well as the method of measurement employed (Kemp, 2009). 
Due to the central role of proficiency in the discussion of multilingual‑
ism, it is one of the most recurrent criteria for the classification of multi‑
linguals (Festman, 2019). In multilingual studies, different objective and 
subjective measures such as standardised tests and self‑reports are used 
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by researchers to capture language proficiency. As standardised tests are 
often costly and time‑consuming, researchers examining individual differ‑
ences in the context of language learning, often utilise self‑reports from 
participants to list the number of languages they can use and the associated 
proficiency of these languages (e.g., Dewaele & Botes, 2020; Dewaele & 
MacIntyre, 2014). These self‑reported multilingualism scores have been 
linked to individual differences such as language achievement (Calafato, 
2024) and language emotions (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014).

However, in the use of self‑reported multilingualism data, it is unclear 
to what extent different iterations of the data impact the end results. For 
instance, when utilising the data of self‑reported multilingualism, should 
the researcher simply count the number of languages listed by participants 
or should the level of proficiency be considered in the numerical value used 
in analyses. After all, an English native speaking participant may be only 
able to simply say merci to a waiter in Paris but listed that they have  English 
native proficiency and basic French proficiency in the questionnaire on 
their multilingualism level. In this example, when coding multilingualism, 
researchers are then faced with a dilemma, should this hypothetical partici‑
pant be listed as having two languages in their repertoire or should the low 
level of proficiency be taken into account in calculating the dummy vari‑
able of multilingualism, and furthermore, how should this dummy variable 
be calculated?

In the current chapter, we will use self‑reported demographic data and 
explore how different iterations of multilingualism predict individual dif‑
ferences variables. In doing so, we hope to broaden the understanding of 
the impact on results when self‑reported multilingualism is used as an indi‑
cator variable in multivariate statistical analyses, specifically in the context 
of predicting individual differences in language learning so as to further 
understand the possible benefits that multilingualism may provide lan‑
guage learners.

Conceptualisation of multilingualism

Defining multilingualism has proved to be daunting task for researchers due 
its multi‑faceted nature. The concept has been studied in different disciplines 
such as linguistics, psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, and education. Some 
definitions point out the mere knowledge of multiple languages, while oth‑
ers emphasise the active and proficient use of those languages. For instance, 
Wei (2008) defines a multilingual as someone who is able to communicate 
in more than one language actively (through speaking and writing) or pas‑
sively (through listening and reading). For linguists such as Cook (2003), 
multilingualism is the ability to understand and use multiple languages. 
In  psycholinguistics, however, multilingualism is the knowledge and use 
of more than two languages with an emphasis on how these languages are 
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managed in the multilingual brain from acquisition to representation and 
processing (Festman, 2019). In their chapter on the neurolinguistics of mul‑
tilingualism, Kadyamusuma et al. (2018), define multilinguals as someone 
“who regularly speak or utilise two or more different languages or dialects 
in their daily communication” (p. 271). The general impression gleaned 
from these conflicting definitions bears witness to the fact that multilingual‑
ism is not a fixed or universally agreed‑upon concept.

Since multilingualism is per definition linked to the proficiency levels 
of the languages, the method of measurement used in studies is of great 
importance. One broadly recognised framework is The Common Euro‑
pean Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR, Council of Europe, 
2020) which is developed by the Council of Europe in 2001, providing a 
standardised system for evaluating language abilities across different lan‑
guages and contexts. The CEFR recognises six language proficiency levels 
of A1 to C2 which can be broadly grouped into three levels of Basic User, 
Independent User, and Proficient User. More specifically, these six levels 
are: A1 (Beginner) and A2 (Elementary), B1 (Intermediate) and B2 (Upper 
Intermediate), and C1 (Advanced) and C2 (Proficient). According to the 
descriptors (Council of Europe, 2020), a basic user (A1, A2) should be able 
to understand and use basic everyday expressions and phrases, an inde‑
pendent user (B1, B2) can understand and produce complex and technical 
discussions with a degree of fluency, more specifically, while a B1 user can 
manage simple speaking and writing a B2 user can interact with a degree 
of fluency and spontaneity with native speakers. Finally, a proficient user 
(C1, C2) possesses fluent, spontaneous, and precise speaking and writing 
abilities. These levels provide a structured way to assess an individual’s 
language ability, and they were determined through extensive research, 
analysis of language use, and consensus among linguistic experts. With 
the dominance of the CEFR framework in language proficiency measures, 
this study also adopts it as a primary reference point for measuring the 
language proficiency of multilingual participants.

For classifying multilingual individuals in their studies, researchers may 
use different methods. Self‑reported data is often used to capture par‑
ticipants’ multilingualism. Although there is some disagreement on using 
self‑report data as an indicator of language proficiency, there are many 
successful uses of this index in multilingual research (e.g., Dewaele & 
 Stavans, 2014; Thompson & Lee, 2013). Some studies may require mas‑
tery in a language to be included in the multilingual individual’s repertoire 
while others may not impose such strict measures. Participants may be 
assigned to groups labelled by numbers based on the list of languages they 
report irrespective of their proficiency levels (e.g., bilingual vs. trilingual vs.  
quadrilingual, see Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014). However, the level of 
proficiency in a language may also be used as the criteria for grouping 
multilinguals (e.g., Thompson & Lee, 2013). To have a more accurate 
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picture of an individual’s language repertoire and to capture the level of 
proficiency in each language, Dewaele and Stavans (2014) developed a 
more global measure of multilingualism. Their multilingualism index, or 
total proficiency score, is the sum of self‑report competence scores in lan‑
guages which considers the language user’s collected language knowledge 
across languages. In a similar attempt, the present research has also strived 
to provide a more accurate measure of multilingual individual’s language 
repertoire by considering the number of languages, the proficiency levels, 
and a mix of both metrics. As such, three competing definitions of multi‑
lingualism will be used in this study:

Plenitude Multilingualism: The number of languages known to a partici‑
pant at any level of proficiency. This definition has been used in numerous 
studies examining multilingualism as a predictor (see Botes & Dewaele, 
2020; Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014) and can be considered the most sim‑
plistic of the definitions tested in this study. For example, an L1 user of 
English (C2 level), with a B2 level in French, and an A1 level in German, 
will be considered trilingual in this measure.

Effective Multilingualism: The number of languages a participant is pro‑
ficient in and can effectively use to the extent that they can generate the 
language spontaneously. This definition therefore is in line with the defini‑
tion of Wei (2008) and the study of Thompson and Lee (2013), as it does 
not consider just the number of languages, but the ability to be able to 
effectively communicate in this language. The CEFR places spontaneous 
production of language at the B2 level (Council of Europe, 2020), as such 
only languages with a proficiency of B2  level and above are considered. 
In our previous example, (C2 English, B2 French, and A1 German), this 
participant will therefore be considered bilingual.

Complex Multilingualism: In line with the work of Dewaele and Sta‑
vans (2014), this definition of multilingualism considers the number of 
languages known to the participant and the proficiency of each language 
jointly in order to provide an overall global measure of multilingualism. 
A composite variable is calculated where the level of proficiency is given 
a weight (A1 = 1; A2 = 2; B1 = 3; B2 = 4; C1 = 5; C2 = 6) and the total 
value of a participant’s linguistic repertoire is calculated. In the example 
previously given (C2 English, B2 French, A1 German), the participant will 
therefore have a multilingualism score of 6 + 4 + 1 = 11.

The multilingual advantage

A substantial body of research has examined whether and how know‑
ing multiple languages can benefit individuals framed under the Bilingual 
Advantage Hypothesis (BAH). Yet, the inconclusive results of the schol‑
arly works investigating the role of multilingualism have highlighted the 
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intricate association between language, the cerebrum, and  personality. 
From a neurological perspective, several studies reported that multilin‑
guals developed what is referred to as ‘the polyglot brain’—cognitive 
abilities and neural mechanisms that enable individuals to learn and use 
multiple languages—and exhibited enhanced attentional control (Krizman 
et  al., 2012), increased grey matter in adolescence and white matter in 
children (Kavé et al., 2008; Pliatsikas et al., 2020), and enhanced cogni‑
tive functions, such as multitasking and problem‑solving (Bialystok et al., 
2007; Costa et  al., 2008) in comparison to monolinguals. Conversely, 
some  studies have unveiled small effect sizes between these associations 
or contradicting results (see Adesope et al., 2010; Lehtonen et al., 2018).

Regarding the role of multilingualism as an individual differences vari‑
able in language learning, former studies showed that multilingualism can 
promote foreign language aptitude (Rogers et  al., 2017), metalinguistic 
awareness, L1  lexicon size, and working memory (Dolas et  al., 2022). 
Moreover, multilinguals tend to utilise better strategies for learning gram‑
mar (Kemp, 2007) and score better on language tests (Planchon & Ellis, 
2014). In the broader nomological network of variables, linking multilin‑
gualism to other individual differences variables seems inevitable as previ‑
ous works have demonstrated the significance of this concept to classroom 
emotions and other individual difference traits. These studies pinpoint that 
language learners who already know several languages are less prone to 
experience foreign language anxiety (FLA; Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014), 
experience higher levels of foreign language enjoyment (FLE; Botes et al., 
2020; Dewaele et  al., 2024), and exhibit communicative confidence 
(Dewaele et al., 2008). Moreover, Dewaele and van Oudenhoven (2009) 
reported that their multilingual participants’ personality profiles differed 
from those of their bilingual peers regarding open‑mindedness, cultural 
empathy, and emotional stability. Furthermore, higher FLE and linguistic 
and cultural awareness, lower FLA, and earlier exposure to and familiar‑
ity with learning multiple languages can all directly and indirectly bolster 
WTC and, eventually, language learning and use (Dewaele, 2010; Dewaele 
et al., 2008; Zhang et al., 2024).

As such, within the current literature several competing definitions of 
multilingualism are available and within the studies utilising these com‑
peting definitions, several findings have been made linking increased 
multilingualism to favourable outcomes regarding language emotions, 
communication, and competency. Within this chapter, we therefore aim 
to compare and contrast these competing definitions of multilingualism in 
order to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: Do the conceptualisations of multilingualism (plenitude multilin‑
gualism, effective multilingualism, and complex multilingualism) predict  
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the individual differences variables of foreign language anxiety, for‑
eign language enjoyment, self‑perceived competency, and willingness to 
communicate?

RQ2: Which of the conceptualisations of multilingualism (plenitude mul‑
tilingualism, effective multilingualism, and complex multilingualism) is 
the strongest predictor of the individual differences variables of foreign 
language anxiety, foreign language enjoyment, self‑perceived compe‑
tency, and willingness to communicate?

Method

Participants

A total of 349 language learners were recruited online through snowball 
sampling. Firstly, we used contacts in language teaching to spread the 
online questionnaire to their students. Secondly, we advertised the ques‑
tionnaire on social media, specifically targeting social media outlets where 
language learners congregated, for example groups on Reddit, Facebook, 
and Discord dedicated to language learning as well as language learning 
oriented profiles on Facebook and Twitter. As a result, the sample group 
was international, with the majority of participants from the United States 
of America (n = 67), followed by the United Kingdom (n = 65), and the 
Netherlands (n = 35). The majority of participants were female (n = 191) 
with an average age of 28 years (SD = 10.447). The majority of the sample 
had tertiary education, with 150 having a Bachelor’s degree, 77 having a 
master’s degree, and 16 having a PhD, in contrast to 104 participants hav‑
ing a secondary school diploma and only 2 participants having no second‑
ary school diploma.

The sample as a whole was highly multilingual with multilingualism 
captured in various ways. Participants were asked to list the number of lan‑
guages they can use along with the corresponding CEFR level for each lan‑
guage listed. Participants were provided with an explanation of the CEFR 
levels and the proficiency associated with each level. Participants were fur‑
ther tasked with providing their first language(s), as well as a list of target 
languages they are currently learning and the corresponding CEFR levels 
of each target language. In addition, participants were asked to provide a 
narrative description of their language background, including when and 
how they acquired additional languages. Using all the above‑mentioned 
information, the linguistic repertoire of each participant was individually 
coded according to three iterations of multilingualism:

1 Plenitude Multilingualism. Using the extensive language background data 
provided by participants, we calculated the total number of languages 
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known to participants at any level of proficiency. For   plenitude multi‑
lingualism, n = 25 participants were bilingual, n = 76 were  trilingual, 
 followed by n = 98 quadrilinguals and n = 81 pentalinguals, with n = 69 
having more than six languages in their repertoire.

2 Effective Multilingualism. Based on the CEFR competency levels pro‑
vided by participants, we calculated the number of languages that a par‑
ticipant is proficient at a B2 level or above. Based on the results, n = 78 
participants were found to be monolingual, n = 149 were bilingual, 
n = 86 were trilingual, n = 36 were quadrilingual, or more.

3 Complex Multilingualism. In order to take the number of languages and 
the proficiency levels of all languages listed by participants into account, 
we calculated complex multilingualism. Each level of the CEFR was 
assigned to an ordinal numerical value (A1 = 1; A2 = 2; B1 = 3; B2 = 4; 
C1 = 5; C2 = 6) and the total value of a participant’s linguistic repertoire 
was calculated.

Individual differences’ instruments

Participants were asked to select a single target language and answer the 
following instruments based on their experiences learning this specific tar‑
get language:

Short‑form Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale: (α = .893;  
ω = .895). An eight‑item unidimensional measure examining anxiety in 
language learning was used, with items such as ‘I get nervous and confused 
when speaking in my language class’. The scale is a short‑form of the 33 
item Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety scale developed by Horwitz 
et al. (1986), developed by MacIntyre (1992) and validated by Botes et al. 
(2022). Items were measured on a five‑point Likert scale from ‘strongly 
disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’.

Short‑Form Foreign Language Enjoyment Scale: (α = .887; ω = .885). 
The nine‑item short‑form developed and validated by Botes et al. (2021) 
was utilised in this study to capture enjoyment in language learning. The 
measure is a shortened version of the 21‑item Foreign Language Enjoy‑
ment scale developed by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) and includes three 
subscales: Personal Enjoyment (α = .836; ω = .837; e.g., “I enjoy English 
class”), Social Enjoyment (α = .743; ω = .749; e.g., “We laugh a lot”), 
and Teacher Appreciation (α = .892; ω = .893; e.g., “The teacher is sup‑
portive”). Items were measured on a five‑point Likert scale from ‘strongly 
disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’.

Self‑Perceived Competency Scale: (α = .965; ω = .965). The perceived 
competence of participants’ target language was measured via the 12‑item 
scale of McCroskey and McCroskey (1988). Participants were asked to 
rate their level of competence on a five‑point Likert scale ranging from 
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“poor” to “excellent” in 12 situations, such as ‘talking with an acquaint‑
ance’ and ‘talking with a stranger’.

Willingness to Communicate Scale: (α = .965; ω = .964). The willingness 
of participants to communicate in their target language was measured via 
the 12‑item scale of McCroskey (1992). Items asked participants to indi‑
cate to what extent they would be willing to communicate in different set‑
tings, such as ‘talk with a stranger while waiting in line’ or ‘talk in a small 
group of acquaintances’. Items were measured on a five‑point Likert scale 
ranging from ‘almost never’ to ‘almost always’.

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics, internal consistencies, and Pearson correlation coef‑
ficients were calculated in SPSS 28.0.1.1. The first research question was 
examined via three separate structural equation models (SEM), with each 
multilingualism measure predicting the four individual differences out‑
come variables of FLA, FLE, SPC, and WTC. Models were run using the 
‘lavaan’ package in RStudio (Rosseel, 2012), with diagonally weighted 
least squares estimation due to the ordinal nature of the data (Li, 2016) 
and standard errors. Model fit was assessed via the guidelines specified by 
Kenny (2020) using the fit indices of the RMSEA (close fit <.05; reasonable 
fit <.08), SRMR (close fit <.05; reasonable fit <.08), CFI (close fit >.95; 
reasonable fit >.90), and TLI (close fit >.95; reasonable fit >.90). Three sep‑
arate models were analysed as opposed to one large model, due to the con‑
cerns regarding statistical power given the sample size (n = 349) and due to 
the likelihood of large correlations between the multilingualism measures 
creating distortions in the results due to multicollinearity. Each measure 
of multilingualism was therefore assessed separately as a predictor of indi‑
vidual differences. Effect sizes in the study were interpreted via the effect 
size guidelines of Botes et al. (2025), with small (.200), medium (.350), 
and large (.500) categorisations for studies examining affective variables.

In turn, the second research question examined which measure of 
multilingualism was the strongest predictor of the individual differences 
variables via dominance analysis calculated in RStudio using the ‘domir’ 
package (Luchman & Luchman, 2022). Dominance analysis examines the 
individual contribution of each predictor in explaining variance in the out‑
come variable via the R2 change when adding a predictor to a possible 
subset of regression models (Tonidandel & LeBreton, 2011). The average 
R2 change is used to calculate a general dominance weight, which, in turn, 
is used to examine the relative importance or dominance of any one predic‑
tor in comparison to a group of other predictors. In addition, the possible 
correlation of predictor variables does not affect the general dominance 
weight, therefore the correlation between the measures of multilingualism 
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will not adversely skew results. Thus, via the general dominance weight, 
the second research question regarding the strongest version of multilin‑
gualism as a predictor of individual differences can be identified.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix

Descriptive statistics for all variables can be found in Table 4.1 with the 
correlation matrix of all variables presented in Table  4.2. No concerns 
regarding normality was found.

Multilingualism as a predictor of individual differences

As a precursor to examining the SEMs, measurement models of each indi‑
vidual differences outcome variable was examined for fit (see Table 4.3). 
All measurement models were deemed acceptable and as such no adjust‑
ments were made to measurement syntaxes.

The results of each multilingualism measure as a predictor of individual 
differences is presented via the SEM illustrations in Figure 4.1, with the fit 

Table 4.1 Descriptive statistics

M SD Min Max Skewness Kurtosis

Plenitude M. 4.481 1.641 2 10 .993 1.155
Effective M. 2.229 .912 1  4 .912 −.651
Complex M. 16.562 5.935 7 44 1.130 1.921
FLA 2.863 .934 1  5 .227 −.623
FLE 3.951 .632 1.444  5 −.846 1.133
SPC 2.837 .947 1  5 −.063 −.664
WTC 3.866 .695 1.250  5 −.603 .585

Note. M. = Multilingualism.

Table 4.2 Manifest correlation coefficient matrix

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.

1. Plenitude M. ‑
2. Effective M. .544*** ‑
3. Complex M. .849*** .801*** ‑
4. FLA −.054 −.135* −.108* ‑
5. FLE −.063 .011 −.056 −.262*** ‑
6. SPC .081 .304*** .220** −.240*** .060 ‑
7. WTC .188* .266*** .185*** −.154** .200*** .439*** ‑

Note. M. = Multilingualism. ***p < .001 **p < .01 *p < .05.
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indices of each model shown in Table 4.4. All three SEMs tested reached 
close fit. The statistical significance of paths was identical across all three 
predictors of multilingualism, with all three predictors significantly pre‑
dicting FLA, SPC, and WTC. In addition, no measure of multilingualism 
significantly predicted FLE. However, differences between the measures 
of multilingualism can be seen in the strength of predictions. FLA was 
significantly negatively predicted by plenitude multilingualism (β = −.064; 
p <.05), however with a significantly smaller effect size in comparison to 
effective multilingualism (β = −.147; p <.001) and complex multilingualism 

Table 4.3 Fit indices of measurement models

RMSEA 90% CI

χ2 df RMSEA Lower Upper SRMR CFI TLI

FLA  75.175 20 .089 .068 .111 .039 .959 .943
FLE  66.264 24 .071 .051 .092 .031 .977 .966
SPC 121.417 54 .060 .046 .074 .054 .996 .995
WTC 113.025 54 .056 .041 .071 .076 .971 .947
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.081***

-.266***

-.263***
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.059***
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Anxiety
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Competency

Willingness to

Communicate

Figure 4.1 Structural equation models: plenitude multilingualism.
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(β = −.120; p <.001). Similarly, effective multilingualism had the  largest 
effect size in positively predicting SPC (β = .308; p <.001) and WTC 
(β  =  .297; p < .001), in comparison to plenitude multilingualism (SPC: 
β =.081; p <.001; WTC: β = .136; p < .001) and complex multilingualism 
(SPC: β = .225; p <.001: WTC: β = .217; p <.001). Overall, based on the 
effect sizes, effective multilingualism (where only the number of languages 
that a participant can effectively and spontaneously communicate in) was 
the strongest predictor of individual differences variables. However, in 
order to statistically compare predictors, dominance analyses was con‑
ducted (Figures 4.2 and 4.3).

Table 4.4 Fit indices of structural equation models

χ2 df RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI

Plenitude M. 777.775 585 .031 .062 .990 .989
Effective M. 761.129 585 .030 .062 .990 .990
Complex M. 773.677 585 .030 .062 .990 .990

Note. M. = Multilingualism. ***p < .001 **p < .01 *p < .05.
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Figure 4.2 Structural equation models: effective multilingualism.
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Dominance of multilingualism predictors

Dominance analyses were conducted with all three multilingualism measures 
predicting each individual differences outcome in turn. The general domi‑
nance weights and rankings of predictors are presented in Table 4.5. For FLA, 
SPC, and WTC, effective multilingualism emerged as the most dominant 
predictor, followed by complex multilingualism, and with plenitude multi‑
lingualism ranked last. In contrast, complex multilingualism was the most 
dominant predictor of FLE, followed by effective multilingualism, and with 
plenitude multilingualism again ranked last. However, it should be noted 
that FLE was not significantly predicted by any measure of multilingualism 
(see Figure 4.1) and as such the dominance results ought to be interpreted 
with caution. The results of the dominance analysis therefore concurred with 
the effect sizes found in the SEMs regarding effective multilingualism as the 
strongest overall predictor, followed by complex multilingualism.

Discussion

This chapter set out to explore three different iterations of multilingual‑
ism and their respective relationships with individual differences outcomes, 
namely language emotions, willingness to communicate, and perceived 
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Figure 4.3 Structural equation models: complex multilingualism.
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competence in the target language. All three measures of multilingualism 
were significantly negatively related to FLA, significantly positively related 
to WTC and SPC, and not significantly related to FLE. The finding that 
multilingualism in any iteration did not predict enjoyment, contradicted 
the results of Botes et al. (2020) and Dewaele et al. (2024), who found sig‑
nificant positive relationships between multilingualism and FLE. However, 
previous studies have demonstrated that FLE is more strongly associated 
with classroom and teacher‑related variables than interpersonal variables, 
as opposed to the negative emotion of FLA, which is linked to interpersonal 
variables (Dewaele et al., 2023). Therefore, the level of multilingualism in 
this study did not predict any level of enjoyment of language learning, but 
did predict the level of anxiety experienced by the foreign language learner. 
The relationships between the outcome variables of FLE, FLA, WTC, and 
SPC, conformed with the status quo of the literature (see Bensalem, 2022; 
Dewaele & Li, 2022; Dewaele et al., 2023), with FLA significantly nega‑
tively related to all other outcome variables, and FLE, SPC, and WTC all 
significantly positively related. However, although similar patterns of signif‑
icance emerged for all three iterations of multilingualism as predictor vari‑
ables, considerable differences in the strength of predictions were found.

The results indicated that in terms of statistical dominance as well as the 
variance explained in individual regression paths, effective multilingualism 
(i.e., the number of languages a participant is proficient in and can effectively 
use to the extent that they can generate the language  spontaneously, thus 
a B2 level or above), was the superior predictor. Complex multilingualism 

Table 4.5 Dominance analysis results

General 
dominance weight

Standardised 
dominance %

Rank

Outcome: FLA
Plenitude multilingualism .003 .126 3
Effective multilingualism .011 .537 1
Complex multilingualism .007 .336 2
Outcome: FLE
Plenitude multilingualism .003 .221 3
Effective multilingualism .005 .386 2
Complex multilingualism .005 .392 1
Outcome: SPC
Plenitude multilingualism .017 .144 3
Effective multilingualism .061 .559 1
Complex multilingualism .032 .297 2
Outcome: WTC
Plenitude multilingualism .006 .079 3
Effective multilingualism .051 .696 1
Complex multilingualism .016 .225 2
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(i.e., considering all languages known to the participant and the proficiency 
of each language jointly in order to provide an overall global measure of 
multilingualism) followed as the next strongest predictor. Finally, pleni‑
tude multilingualism (i.e., the number of languages known to a participant 
without considering proficiency level) was the least strong predictor. The 
dominance of the predictors is also reflected in the effect sizes, as using the 
effect size guidelines recommended by Botes et al. (2025), the effect sizes 
of effective multilingualism and complex multilingualism as predictors can 
be considered small to moderate (.147 < β <.308; .120 < β <.247), and the 
effect sizes of plenitude multilingualism can be considered small (.064 < β 
<.136). These differences in dominance are observed in spite of the rather 
large correlations found between complex multilingualism and plenitude 
multilingualism (r = .849; p <.001) and complex multilingualism and 
effective multilingualism (r = .801; p <.001). It may therefore be that the 
benefits of multilingualism as predicted in explanatory models are more 
prominent when the level of proficiency is also considered in the opera‑
tionalisation of multilingualism. Small amounts of variance are explained 
when proficiency is not included and languages in the repertoire are simply 
counted. Therefore, for researchers interested in including multilingualism 
as a predictor in explanatory models, it is recommended that proficiency 
take centre stage in the calculation of a multilingualism variable. This find‑
ing is in line with the definitions of multilingualism by Wei (2008) and 
Kadyamusuma et al. (2018), who both emphasise the need to incorporate 
effective use of the language in defining the concept of multilingualism.

The results further demonstrate the importance of considering meas‑
urement specifications in the design of studies. In an explanatory model 
using plenitude multilingualism, the conclusion would have been drawn 
that multilingualism is a rather poor predictor of individual differences, 
whereas conclusions drawn regarding effective multilingualism would have 
highlighted multilingualism as a particularly valid predictor of individual 
differences in language learning. In line with the current methodological 
reform in applied linguistics (see Plonsky, 2024), the results of this chapter 
illustrate that researchers have to be cognizant of the way they quantita‑
tively capture multilingualism and how this measurement may affect the 
results of studies. In addition, the numerous competing definitions and 
measurements of multilingualism are also likely to limit comparisons of 
results across studies. Broad generalisations as to the effect of multilingual‑
ism based on the current heterogeneous measures available in the litera‑
ture, can also not be reliably made. Furthermore, possible confounding or 
mediating effects on both the individual conceptualisation of multilingual‑
ism and language proficiencies identified in the literature, such as the role 
of heritage languages (Haukås, 2022; Melo‑Pfeifer, 2015), language status 
(Romanowski & Guardado, 2020), and age of acquisition (Muñoz & Sin‑
gleton, 2018), are difficult to include in large quantitative studies. As such, 



The more, the merrier? 73

although insight may be gained in quantitative studies examining large 
explanatory models, it is likely that in‑depth examinations of multilingual‑
ism remains best performed via qualitative methods.

Limitations

Several limitations within this study ought to be taken into account. Firstly, 
although proficiency was included in two of the operationalisations of mul‑
tilingualism, the levels of proficiency were self‑reported. As people’s ability 
to judge their own competency has been found to be limited and susceptible 
to bias (Dunning, 2011; Strube et al., 1986), it is likely that the proficiency 
scores reported by participants are not objective. Future studies examining 
proficiency, as obtained through valid measures, and its role in multilin‑
gualism operationalisation is recommended. Furthermore, the sample used 
in this study was collected via snowball sampling and is rather heteroge‑
neous. The impact of various language‑, national‑, and personal contexts 
that may impact the results of such a study, were not taken into account. 
For example, the sample is majority Western and highly educated. Given 
that Western dominated research tends to lead to overgeneralisations in 
research (Henrich et al., 2010), future research examining multiple itera‑
tions of multilingualism in more diverse settings is needed. Especially since 
snowball sample has been found to lead to over‑sampling of specific groups 
in foreign language research and may bias results (see Dewaele & Botes, 
to appear). Thirdly, the participants in this study were asked to select a 
single language to provide responses to the questionnaire. Therefore, the 
variability in their preferences (e.g., based on proficiency, frequency of use, 
or emotional attachment) might have introduced some heterogeneity in the 
data, which should be considered when interpreting the results. In addi‑
tion, although latent explanatory models were used to examine the effect 
sizes of each multilingualism predictor, the comparison of predictors within 
dominance analysis was conducted using observed variables due to the lim‑
ited power offered by the sample size. Finally, multilingualism awareness 
is reported to be tied to identity for certain groups, such as immigrants 
(Haukås, 2022) and be affected by its “collective and socio‑constructive 
nature” (Melo‑Pfeifer, 2015, p. 199). For example, the differentiation of 
heritage language learners who can have a range of proficiencies in the 
heritage languages and are considered ‘multilingual’ were not taken into 
account in this chapter. Future studies can apply our new conceptualisations 
to examine individuals’ identities with diverse socio‑cultural backgrounds.

Conclusion

This chapter set out to examine the effect of different operationalisations of 
multilingualism on explanatory models of individual differences in foreign 
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language learning. Effective multilingualism, which limits the amount of 
languages considered in an individual’s linguistic repertoire to only those 
that can be used to a high degree of competency, emerged as the strongest 
predictor of individual differences. Plenitude multilingualism, which is the 
number of languages an individual lists in their repertoire without consid‑
ering proficiency, was the weakest predictor of individual differences. The 
findings suggest that proficiency plays a key role in the operationalisation of 
multilingualism and researchers are advised to take proficiency into account 
when multilingualism is used as a quantitative variable in explanatory stud‑
ies. As such, the quality of languages in a participant’s linguistic repertoire 
seems to have a stronger predictive effect than the sheer quantity reported.
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multilingual learner emotions 
when learning a linguistically 
distant language

Yan‑Yi Lee and Karen Forbes

Introduction

Globalisation has expanded the language learning industry like never 
before. With a mere few clicks on the Internet, today’s learners have an 
array of languages at their disposal. Increasingly frequent  cross‑continental 
trade and political collaborations also mark a new era wherein people find 
motivation to learn languages spoken in distant corners of the world.

Despite this trend, current literature documents little on how distant 
languages can be effectively learned and how learner emotions evolve 
under pedagogy that is mindful of linguistic distance. Anecdotal evidence 
(common sayings like ‘it’s all Greek/Chinese to me’) and research point to 
linguistic distance being challenging to navigate (Jessner, 2008; Ringbom, 
2006), yet there is scant awareness of how learners feel when having to 
navigate an unfamiliar language as complete beginners.

This lends promise to Kellerman’s concept of psychotypology (1983) 
(i.e., how learners perceive similarities or differences between languages). 
With no pedagogical guidance, linguistic distance can be debilitating 
(e.g., ‘I don’t recognise anything or even how to start’); but strategic psy‑
chotypological thinking can be the first step to break down a seemingly 
tough language to learn (e.g., ‘I’ll start small by breaking down the mor‑
phological composition—something I can still recognise’). The trials and 
tribulations of tackling a distant language can be dynamic, and the emo‑
tional trajectories that come with it, intriguing.

This chapter explores how strategic psychotypological thinking among 
multilinguals with diverse repertoires can empower learners to look beyond 
surface‑level linguistic similarities and overcome linguistic barriers and, in 
doing so, seeks to further our understanding of the cognitive‑affective link 
when learning to read a distant language.

Here, multilingualism is broadly defined as knowledge of more than one 
language, regardless of the level of proficiency. And under this, strategic 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003503620-6


Psychotypology‑guided strategy development 79

psychotypological thinking is defined as the ability to see how languages 
are connected to one another, regardless of how similar or distant they may 
seem on the surface. It concerns the process of becoming language‑aware, 
either by reflecting on one’s own language learning trajectories in the past, 
or by exploring new strategies. This chapter is designed to explore just 
how this process unfolds, with a close look from the dynamic angle of 
learner emotions.

Literature review

Learning typologically distant languages

In language learning, there is a general consensus that a target language 
similar to one’s existing background language is often easier to learn, 
largely due to the opportunity to rely on cognates and comparable linguis‑
tic structures (Rothman et al., 2019). As such, discussions around multi‑
lingual transfer in language learning have often centred around languages 
that share common ancestry. Common examples involve students in a 
western or northern European context transferring linguistic knowledge 
or strategies to another western European target language, with studies 
in this area also covering different language skill sets, such as grammar 
(Rast, 2010), metasemantic problem‑solving (Dahm, 2015), translation 
(Rast, 2010; Smidfelt & van de Weijer, 2019), and phonology (Nelson 
et al., 2021).

Such studies have laid a crucial foundation for cognitive transfer in 
applied linguistics. However, as linguists we are aware of the incredible 
diversity of languages around the globe, and while human languages do 
ultimately share some universal features (Cristofaro, 2010), there are lan‑
guage pairs that, at surface level, may seem to share nothing obvious in 
common. European learners of Korean or Japanese learners of Arabic can 
be such examples, since these are language pairs that belong to different 
language classifications (i.e., linguistic family trees) from a historical lin‑
guistic perspective (Campbell, 2013).

The phenomenon of learning a distant language is by no means negli‑
gible under the current trends of language education; global connectivity 
is ever‑expanding, which has sculpted an increasingly complex language 
learning landscape. This also means that the languages that learners opt 
for, or are compelled to learn, may share little to no commonalities with 
their first languages. While there isn’t yet a comprehensive review to illus‑
trate this phenomenon, we can imagine its magnitude by looking at the 
large body of studies on English education across Asia, or the widespread 
interest in Korean due to South Korea’s soft culture (Chan & Chi, 2011). 
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Furthermore, the rise of global superpowers—East Asia (Chen et  al., 
2017) and the Arab world (Facchin, 2019) to name a couple—has likewise 
stimulated the Chinese, Japanese, and Arabic language teaching industries 
worldwide.

Emotions in the context of learning distant languages

Although there is no systematic review examining learner emotions when 
navigating linguistic distance, documentation of anxiety is present (see 
 Elaldi, 2016; Han, 2014 for examples of English language anxiety in 
 Turkey and China, respectively). Such descriptions of anxiety are not 
 surprising—linguistic distance implies the need to venture into the unfa‑
miliar. Unfamiliarity also implies the need to commit time and energy 
to learning a whole new learning system and language base from the 
beginning.

However, the rise of positive psychology in applied linguistics (Dewaele 
et al., 2019) suggests that learners do not necessarily have to experience 
negative emotions when learning a distant language, especially when sup‑
ported by an effective teaching and learning model. Pronounced linguistic 
barriers may slow down learning, but it equally encourages learners to put 
their problem‑solving and strategy development skills to the test; success 
in overcoming challenges and finally mastering a distant language can also 
bring forth pride and enjoyment during the learning process (Yin, 2021). 
As such, while linguistic distance is often portrayed as challenging and 
energy‑consuming, there is no evidence that emotions triggered by linguis‑
tic distance should purely be negative.

Psychotypology: a promising tool for the learning of distant languages

Coined by Kellerman in 1983, psychotypology refers to a learner’s per‑
ception of similarity or distance between two languages. Psychotypology 
shapes the initial thoughts that emerge when learners process new content 
in a target language and it is also particularly relevant to adult learning—in 
Knowles’ (1996) well‑known theory of andragogy, adults are believed to 
learn new ideas by drawing on previous experience and what they already 
know of the world. Transferring this to a linguistic context, psychotypol‑
ogy is often an instinctive reaction of adults to make sense of new target 
language input (e.g., ‘the grammatical logic here looks similar to another 
language I know, let’s see if it makes sense here’). Noteworthy is that in Lee 
(2023), it has been documented that psychotypology need not only be per‑
ceived on a whole‑language level (i.e., ‘Japanese is not similar to English’), 
but for more meaningful use of psychotypology, learners can be encouraged 
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to think about psychotypology in relation to the many  different elements 
that make up a language (such as syntax, grammar, script, morphology, 
vocabulary, language and thought). To illustrate, instead of generic claims 
such as ‘Japanese is not similar to English’, learners may be motivated by 
statements like the following:

Japanese is not similar to English overall, but there are many loan words 
from European languages that I can draw from.

Japanese is not similar to English overall, but I can still transfer my 
metalinguistic knowledge of parts of speech, punctuation, and preposi‑
tions (which still apply across languages) to help break down a sentence.

Such examples outline the potentially empowering role of  psychotypology—
instead of being paralysed by stark surface‑level differences, learners can think 
about cross‑linguistic commonalities when faced with linguistic distance. 
There is hence promise in understanding how such a cognitive process may, in 
turn, shape learners’ emotional learning trajectories.

Strategy‑based instruction: definition, progress, and new applications

When it comes to strategies in language learning, a longstanding miscon‑
ception is that learners would likely invent strategies themselves as an 
instinctive reaction, a natural part of their language development (e.g., 
Kellerman, 1991). More recently, however, scholars have shown that when 
learners are left to their own devices, strategy use and the multilingual 
awareness involved do not always develop naturally (Park & Starr, 2015), 
and that explicit guidance is crucial for learners to ignite awareness of 
strategies they have.

It is with this mindset that some researchers began to focus on strategy‑ 
based instruction (SBI). SBI is an interventionist approach to raise aware‑
ness and use of strategies in language learning settings (Nguyen & Gu, 
2013), with hopes of empowering students to take as much control as 
possible in their language learning. SBI rose to the forefront after scholars 
increasingly realised that there is no basis to label any specific learning 
strategies as inherently ‘good’ or ‘bad’ (Macaro, 2001); rather, it purports 
to have learners freely explore, experiment with, and develop strategies 
based on what they know of their preferences as learners (e.g., will this 
strategy be helpful for me, and why?), enhancing the idea of building 
learner autonomy (Oxford, 2015) through non‑linear strategy develop‑
ment. To date, SBI has seen much success in the language learning field 
(see Ardasheva et al., 2017; Plonsky, 2011) and its status in the language 
classroom remains prominent.
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Adding psychotypology to SBI

Traditionally, SBI studies have focused on the teaching of particular lan‑
guage skills, such as grammar (e.g., Ghaemi & Jadidi, 2017), writing 
(e.g., Forbes, 2020), and listening (e.g., Dalman & Plonsky, 2025), yet 
there is less focus on particular strategies which may support the learn‑
ing of linguistically distant languages. To this end, a specific intervention 
of SBI was developed which was informed by the principles of psycho‑
typology, referred to as the ‘Strategy‑based Instruction with Awareness 
of Psychotypology’ (SIPPs) (Lee, 2023). This larger doctoral study on 
which this chapter is based was inspired by the lack of understanding of 
multilingual thinking in the context of learning a distant language, cou‑
pled with the promising potential of psychotypology in SBI. Implement‑
ing a design‑based research methodology (Wang & Hannafin, 2005), the 
SIPPs study sought to understand how a psychotypology‑guided approach 
to strategy development could support learners to navigate linguistic dis‑
tance when reading at beginner‑level in Mandarin Chinese. However, 
as noted above, it is not only important to consider learners’ cognitive 
processes in language learning but also their emotional trajectories. 
This chapter therefore seeks to answer the following research question: 
‘When learning a linguistically distant language, how do language learner 
emotions evolve under a psychotypology‑led strategy‑based instruction 
programme?’.

Context and methods

Participants

The data presented in this chapter derives from a larger intervention 
study, where learners were recruited from Mandarin as a second language 
programmes in Taiwan (see Lee, 2023). The focus here will be on three 
individual cases—Bayu, Emilio, and Mary—whose data contribute to a 
multiple‑case study. Participants were beginner‑level learners of Manda‑
rin Chinese and immigrated to Taiwan for their academic pursuits. All 
were adults and had different language backgrounds (Indonesian/English, 
 Spanish/English, and English/French respectively as main languages in 
their repertoire), so learners had a multilingual repertoire to work with—
either dormant or active. These cases are not necessarily ‘typical’ of the 
learners in the SIPPs, but rather, their cases yield thought‑provoking data 
that can provide insights on psychotypology and its contribution to emo‑
tional empowerment when learning a distant language. To avoid positive 
bias (Tight, 2022), cases that lay out both positive and sceptical viewpoints 
are presented.
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Design of the intervention

After discussion with the programme administrator, the intervention was 
both designed and taught by the researcher. This decision was made in 
light of Ardasheva et al. (2017), who found that SBIs were often successful 
with the researcher playing the role of the instructor.

The central aim of the SIPPs study was to build learners’ psychotypologi‑
cal awareness by having them carefully reflect on the structures of Mandarin 
and their own background languages, pinpointing the conceptual ways in 
which they differ, while also identifying any similarities or linguistic univer‑
sals (Cristofaro, 2010). That is, it uses a guided approach to have learners 
think more deeply about how languages work more generally, what linguis‑
tic features span across all languages, what language learning strategies have 
helped them in the past, and why those strategies made sense.

Based on that awareness, learners were trained to develop strategies 
when reading. When they encountered a particular word, phrase, or sen‑
tence that they perceived as unfamiliar, they were taught to first analyse 
the linguistic barrier they perceived, and to determine whether a transfer 
of linguistic knowledge, a transfer of strategies, or the development of a 
completely new strategy would make sense. An example can be seen in 
Box 5.1.

Box 5.1 Example of a strategy in the SIPPs

The learner sees the character ‘花’. They don’t know what it means, 
but they think of prefixes in English and remind themselves that 
radicals (a concept similar to prefixes) exist. They identify the grass 
 radical in 花 and infer that it is a plant.

Here they have used the transfer of linguistic knowledge (radicals/
prefixes) and the transfer of strategies (identifying a radical/inferring).

Overall, the SIPPs intervention was not so much a ‘language’ course, but 
rather, a training programme on strategy use as informed by psychotypo‑
logical awareness. There was no explicit focus on emotional development, 
although it was hypothesised that the focus on cognitive thinking would 
contribute positively to it. The SIPPs covered psychotypology‑guided think‑
ing on multiple aspects of beginner‑level reading in Mandarin  Chinese, 
including character scripts, morphology, syntax, and text reading (see 
Table 5.1).

Instruments and Procedures: With an interest in emotions, this chapter 
focuses on data relating to learners’ perceptions of the SIPPs intervention. 
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This was collected via open‑ended questionnaires and semi‑structured 
interviews following the final session.

The open‑ended questionnaire was completed by all students and con‑
tained five questions. It concerned the impact, if any, that a psychotypology‑ 
guided strategy development instruction had on learners’ learning (e.g., 
‘What do you think of the course’s approach of connecting cross‑linguistic 
thinking with the development of reading strategies? What impact does it 
have on your learning?’). Learners’ reflections on the course in general and 
its pedagogical approach were also encouraged.

Semi‑structured interviews conducted with each participant allowed 
for any elaborations or clarifications from the questionnaires. Through 
the dynamics of conversation, learners were guided to explain how 
they felt under psychotypological training. Each interview was around 
15 minutes long, yielding a dataset of approximately 2,000 words each.  

Table 5.1  Key topics and strategy instruction during the Strategy‑based Instruction 
Programme with Awareness of Psychotypology (SIPPs)

Session no. Focus Strategy instruction 

1 General multilingual 
awareness 

A session designed for learners to reflect 
on their multilingual journey: what 
might psychotypology mean, how were 
their strategies like in the past, and what 
do they know about cross‑linguistic 
universals? 

2 Writing Script I Learners were taught, and brought to 
reflect on, how Chinese characters 
are constructed and how that 
compares cross‑linguistically; they 
were given some examples to practice 
psychotypology‑informed strategies 

3 Writing Script II An extension of the previous session
4 Morphology Learners were taught, and brought to reflect 

on, the ten main ways that Chinese words 
are constructed morphologically and how 
that compares cross‑linguistically; they 
were given some examples to practice 
psychotypology‑informed strategies 

5 Syntax Learners reflected on Chinese syntax and how 
to break down information in a sentence; 
they were given some examples to practice 
psychotypology‑informed strategies 

6 Text reading Learners reflected on the strategies they use 
when reading a text in a foreign language 
and how those strategies can transfer to 
a Chinese reading context
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The interview was based on the questionnaire responses and learners were 
asked to further elaborate their thoughts. English was the main language 
used for interviews, although if they wished to, learners had the option to 
switch to Spanish (a language that the researcher herself was comfortable 
to work with).

Data was later analysed in a data‑driven, inductive approach, which 
took into account Miles and Huberman’s (1994) classic procedures of data 
reduction, data display, and conclusion‑drawing. In the within‑case analy‑
sis, themes freely emerged based on responses to the questions on their 
perceptions towards the psychotypology approach and their emotional tra‑
jectories during the intervention. This was followed by a cross‑case analy‑
sis of the thematic similarities and differences between the three learners, 
using a constant‑comparative approach.

Findings

The findings here present individual cases of the three learners, with a 
description of their multilingual background and reports of how they felt 
about psychotypology throughout the intervention.

Bayu, the practicality‑driven multilingual

Bayu was an Indonesian graphic design student in Taiwan, with Indone‑
sian and Javanese as his L1s and English as his L2 (learned through school 
in Indonesia). Aside from focusing on his studies, Bayu was also working 
part‑time in the service industry in Taiwan and wished to learn the lan‑
guage quickly through intense immersion.

At the start of the intervention, Bayu perceived Mandarin as very distant 
from other languages in his repertoire, confirming that he saw Manda‑
rin as psychotypologically distant overall. In the first session warm‑up, he 
mentioned that he did not feel too intimidated by or anxious about Chi‑
nese due to being constantly immersed in Taiwanese society for part‑time 
work purposes. If he felt any anxiety at all, it was induced by the need to 
gather as much competence in the language as soon as possible.

When Bayu was asked to recall his very first impression towards the 
SIPPs, he recounted a small level of appreciation, but it wasn’t quite what 
he was used to as a multilingual. He reflected:

… you help me think about the connection between languages and use 
creative strategies… Like, there is possibility to think about how lan‑
guage and strategy connect. I always use instant method and I don’t 
think about this a lot usually.

—Semi‑structured interview (SSI)



86 Psychology of Multilingual Learners and Teachers

Based on Bayu’s descriptions in his interview, it is clear that he understood 
what psychotypology was more broadly (‘you help me think about the 
connection between languages’) and what the goal of the SIPPs interven‑
tion was (‘there is possibility to think about how language and strategy 
connect’). This was followed by a statement indicating what he is used to 
when learning Chinese (‘the instant method’, implying that the preference 
was to quickly absorb linguistic information as they come without looking 
too much into its structure or comparing it cross‑linguistically).

This ‘alien feeling’ towards psychotypology did not dissipate over the 
weeks. When asked how he felt as the intervention advanced to the latter 
sessions of morphology, syntax, and text reading, Bayu recalled:

I learn some new information about Chinese language every time, but 
I still wanted to learn quickly and just remember the information that 
you teach. I do not always have time to think about language connec‑
tion and strategy when I revise my Chinese after class.

—SSI

When asked how he felt overall about the SIPPs and whether it had any 
effect on their learning, Bayu took the chance to hint at its limited role in 
shaping his learner emotions:

I like learning new ways of how people learn Chinese. I know what 
you want to teach but it does not fit my time, lifestyle or learning style. 
I don’t dislike or like the learning process. The challenge for Chinese for 
me is still the same.

—Open‑ended questionnaire (OEQ)

He appreciated psychotypology in his acquisition of Mandarin and saw 
its value for language learners. Nevertheless, as a learner who needed to 
acquire Mandarin as quickly as possible for work, he found psychotypol‑
ogy to be time‑consuming to think about and ‘not quick enough’ for his 
learning, thus hindering his learning speed (‘I know what you want to teach 
but it does not fit my time, lifestyle or learning style’). As such, psychoty‑
pology did not have a direct effect on his learning emotions (‘I don’t dislike 
or like the learning process’)—his data does not suggest that psychotypol‑
ogy played any noticeable role in shaping his emotions, and his perception 
of Mandarin as a psychotypologically distant language remained constant 
throughout.

Overall, Bayu still did well in all of the intervention’s reading tasks, 
something he attributed to his ‘studying and memorising every day’. Hesi‑
tant to give up his immediate needs and long‑established learning ways, 
Bayu is named as the practicality‑driven multilingual when it comes to 
attitudes and emotions towards psychotypology.
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Emilio, the transformed multilingual

Perhaps the most dynamic case in the SIPPs study was that of Emilio, 
a humanities student from Guatemala. He spoke Spanish as an L1 and 
prior to the study, he already had French and English in his repertoire. 
English was an international language that he studied in school since child‑
hood, and French was another language that he learned as part of the high 
school curriculum.

At the beginning, Emilio showed noticeable concern over being able to 
learn Mandarin properly. Despite starting strong as a trilingual, Emilio 
showed noticeable resistance towards the idea that multilingualism would 
be any help at all in his Mandarin Chinese learning journey. During the first 
session on psychotypology and multilingual reflection, Emilio expressed 
that, even though French, English, and Spanish were generally similar, he 
‘didn’t know the grammar of L1 Spanish well enough to transfer concepts 
to L3 French’. He claimed to ‘not use any strategies’ when reading in Eng‑
lish, possibly discounting any automated strategies. If he is no expert in his 
L1 and does not actively use any in his second, he thought, how could he 
realistically use his background languages to scaffold the daunting journey 
of learning Chinese?

Despite initial scepticism, Emilio surprisingly displayed pleasure in 
psychotypology‑led thinking in latter sessions of the intervention, contin‑
uously asking questions, being active in voicing his thoughts on any con‑
ceptual similarities between Chinese and his background languages, and 
eagerly trying out strategies. This attitude was echoed in his open‑ended 
questionnaire response:

When I look at Chinese, it all looks very different and a bit intimidating. 
But in the class, you give us some clues to think about ways that Chinese 
and Spanish are similar or different. Every time in class, I discover new 
ways to say that Chinese is similar to Spanish. I begin to focus on the 
good parts.

—OEQ

Initially a sceptic who gave the SIPPs the benefit of the doubt, Emilio’s 
case showed that with time and some patience, a psychotypology‑guided 
approach can change how learners feel about what they know linguisti‑
cally and the types of strategies that they can use. In this case, some simple 
guiding questions in each session led him to realise that a lot of linguistic 
knowledge is ‘buried’ deep in memory and can be ‘reactivated’ if needed. 
While initially worried about linguistic distance, Emilio went on to ‘focus 
on the good parts’ (SSI)—meaning that instead of being paralysed by dis‑
tance, he sought structural or conceptual similarities across languages, 
however unobvious, to help him make sense of Chinese.
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He also voiced how he felt about the SIPPs towards the end:

I think if you are a foreigner you will need to create your own strate‑
gies, I don’t know if you can have a Bible. This course helped me with 
what I call ‘deep thinking’, it gives me a sense of what I am doing when 
I learn Chinese, even if I still struggle remembering the radicals… All 
this, it always redirects me for every new thing I read, and I know every 
word, I have to think differently about it.

—SSI

Because of his noticeable change in attitudes, Emilio is known as the trans‑
formed multilingual in this study—a name that comes with an interesting 
case of psychotypologically awakened multilingual empowerment.

Mary, the stimulated multilingual

A student who consistently had positive reflections to share was Mary. 
She was a Canadian psychology researcher in Taiwan with an existing 
record of language learning. Coming from Eastern Canada, she was 
raised as an English‑French bilingual. Her long‑term stay in the Nether‑
lands meant that she had tried to pick up L3 Dutch, and before the study, 
she had some experience with L4 Korean as a fan of the Korean soft  
culture.

At the beginning of the intervention, Mary mentioned that she knew she 
had a long journey to go with learning the distant features of Mandarin, 
but she was excited, as she already showed many signs of interest in 
her own multilingualism. She also reported that she had never been in 
a language class with explicit focus on cross‑linguistic differences, and 
she was ‘more than excited to see how it goes’.

Across the sessions, Mary did well in her reading tasks, and was not wor‑
ried about making mistakes. Trial and error during psychotypological 
thinking and strategy development played a role in having her test her 
knowledge of language:

Thinking about it, yeah, I do think that your classes have made me feel 
positive about my progress. I like that it’s all very encouraging and that 
mistakes are a way to test how well you know the language and your 
own mode of learning. I look forward to the content, like yesterday 
I was just thinking this, you know, that I felt excited to try more strate‑
gies that I never had before.

—SSI
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Mary seemed to showcase similar attitudes throughout all sessions. She 
left the course with a statement that showcased how psychotypology had 
empowered her as a multilingual learner:

This course did encourage me that there was indeed a lot I could do 
with what I know in my languages and what I know in my life (as a 
learner). Chinese is hard, but people just have to know how to break it 
down, using whatever you may have.

—OEQ

Mary’s statement carries an element of hope and empowerment for future 
language learning endeavours (‘there was indeed a lot I could do with what 
I know in my languages and what I know in my life (as a learner’). There‑
fore, despite Chinese still being distant to her, she now has the confidence 
to know how to digest her learning healthily by ‘break(ing) it down, using 
whatever you may have’.

Session to session, Mary was consistently excited to revisit her multi‑
lingual repertoire, which included both her knowledge of language and 
the strategies that she knew she was capable of using. Her affective mood 
in learning Chinese was consistent, and she can be seen as the stimulated 
multilingual.

Discussion

The three cases above reveal an array of emotional experiences with psy‑
chotypology, and the data also provide interesting perspectives on learning 
to read in a linguistically distant language. This discussion mainly seeks to 
answer the proposed research question, which then allows a refreshed look 
at psychotypology and its previously unexpected role in shaping learner 
emotions:

When learning a linguistically distant language, how do learner emo‑
tions evolve under a psychotypology‑led strategy‑based instruction 
programme?

Motivation plays a role in the acceptance of psychotypology

Psychotypology is helpful but its influence is also governed by learners’ 
motivations to pursue a language. Bayu expressed an immediate interest 
in acquiring words, phrases, and the ability to read as soon as possible for 
his part‑time role. This governed his willingness to accept psychotypology 
as a learning tool, as he believed it could be a departure from his ultimate 
learning objective. The influence of his expectations over his motivation 
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to use psychotypology echoes with expectancy‑value theory (Wigfield & 
Eccles, 2020); that is, even though psychotypology was not perceived as 
an unhelpful tool, it was not seen as helpful either for his goals, and thus 
played no evident role in his emotional trajectory. The reverse could be 
seen for Mary—Mary used words such as ‘excited’ at the idea of psychoty‑
pology, and by giving it a try, Mary reported positive experience with con‑
fronting what she believed were pronounced linguistic challenges. That is, 
in line with MacIntyre et al.’s (2019) overview on the relationship between 
emotions and motivation, it seemed that for Mary, psychotypology was 
a catalyst that created positive emotions and subsequently, motivation to 
learn. These cases accentuate the idea that learners come into the class‑
room with a complex range of needs, emotions, and backgrounds, which 
all affect what strategies are ultimately used and how learners ultimately 
perform (Oxford & Gkonou, 2021).

Psychotypology as a catalyst to reactivate cross‑linguistic knowledge 
and gain confidence as a multilingual

For both Emilio and Mary, a psychotypological approach was a catalyst to 
get them to dig deeper into what they know about languages and use that 
to empower their exploration of Mandarin. Especially for Emilio, psycho‑
typologically guided questions at the start of every session seemed to have 
reactivated his dormant metalinguistic knowledge from English, French, 
and Spanish, and he grew to be pleasantly surprised at how much he actu‑
ally knew about languages. Once a sceptic of his own abilities but now a 
confident learner, Emilio’s learning journey shows how linguistic knowl‑
edge growth and the motivation to explore one’s multilingual empower‑
ment can ultimately lead to enjoyment in language learning.

While psychotypology was cognitively and linguistically eye‑opening for 
him, this transformed into self‑efficacy and crucially, a multilingual growth 
mindset. Such a mindset is interconnected with self‑regulated learning 
(SRL) in a way similar to the findings in Bai and Wang (2020), where 
growth mindset was found to be a strong predictor of SRL.

Psychotypology as a liberating tool when learning a distant language

Also for both Mary and Emilio, but perhaps more for Mary, psychotypol‑
ogy was a liberating tool for learning Chinese as it helped her ‘know how 
to break it down’ using whatever (psychotypological) tools available. She 
saw psychotypology in this way from the start, as it encouraged her to 
make mistakes with experimentation, to analyse unfamiliar concepts, and 
to try new strategies like never before. The fact that she mentioned how 
she was ‘feel(ing) positive about my progress’ and how she felt encour‑
aged when ‘there was indeed a lot I could do with what I know in my 
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 languages’ lends support to this revelation as well. The maintenance of 
positive emotions throughout with the help of psychotypology, resulting 
in a strengthening of cognition and activity engagement, resonates strongly 
with Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden‑and‑build theory of positive emotions. 
The broaden‑and‑build theory maintains that positive emotions can shape 
momentary thoughts, which helps individuals construct resources dur‑
ing an endeavour. Psychotypology helped create such positive emotions, 
facilitating the use of intellectual resources (i.e., strategies and multilingual 
thinking) when reading in Mandarin.

Psychotypology and its role in learner emotions: a much needed update

Traditionally, psychotypology has been discussed predominantly from a 
cognitive lens, mainly in the sense of comparing structures and features 
between languages. This study adds to the existing literature on psycho‑
typology by uniquely incorporating a focus on learner emotions. Skehan 
(2008) wrote that psychotypology was ‘linked to psychological factors 
which impact on performance’ (p. 415), without much clarification of what 
the ‘psychological’ factors were exactly and how they could have impacted 
learner outcomes. A decade later, Cho (2018) also wrote that ‘perception 
of language proximity is conceptualised as a dynamic construct that can 
either facilitate or hinder learning’ (p. ii), leaving out an explanation on 
how exactly learning could be affected by psychotypology or whether it 
develops over time.

At the surface level, Skehan’s (2008) and Cho’s (2018) statements ring 
true; learners can indeed feel intimidated by perceived linguistic distance 
and begin to envision the likelihood of their success. Depending on how 
they react to that sentiment, it can take a toll on their learning performance. 
This study, however, moves past that initial perception and focuses on psy‑
chotypological thinking in strategy development across time. When well 
guided and with some level of acceptance, psychotypology can empower 
the learner to leverage a ‘can‑do’ attitude and not pause their learning in 
the face of linguistic barriers, ultimately supporting them to ‘dig deeper’ 
into less obvious cross‑linguistic similarities. It allows them to realise the 
infinite possibility of their existing multilingual resources and make use of 
them when overcoming linguistic blocks. This aligns with MacIntyre and 
Gregersen’s (2012) argument that positive emotions and an imagining of 
possibilities in learning help to pull in resources and keep the learner open 
to new ways to acquire language.

Overall, the way that psychotypology, a predominantly cognitive tool, 
has emotionally uplifted at least two of the three learners is noteworthy; 
it also raises the broader, interesting topic of how the cognitive and emo‑
tional sides of learning connect. Classically rooted in Vygotsky’s work, 
the  inextricable cognition‑emotion link seems to have been neglected 
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somewhat in applied linguistics (Swain, 2013); and, as Arnold (2020) 
notes, a concern for affect in the classroom is just as critical as cognition. 
The ability of psychotypology to ignite emotional growth in multilingual 
learners hopefully rekindles interest in reuniting the two broader perspec‑
tives in language learning.

Conclusion

Fuelled by curiosity about how learners embark on the (often) daunting 
journey of learning a distant language, this chapter constitutes a prelimi‑
nary window into the vibrant intersection between psychotypology (which, 
by tradition, is a cognitively focused mode of thinking) and how it can 
influence the emotional trajectory of the learner. Although the emotional 
affordance of psychotypology can vary according to the motivation and 
circumstances of the learner, there is evidence here to suggest that psycho‑
typology can encourage learners to think deeper on multiple linguistic lev‑
els, to overcome pronounced linguistic barriers, and to maintain a positive 
attitude in the face of learning discomfort. The study points to an intricate 
cognitive‑affective link when learning—psychotypological distance may 
dishearten learners at the first instance, but designed psychotypological 
thinking can empower the learner to break down language into manage‑
able sections, focusing on similarities rather than differences.

The study also sets the foundation for future studies. For instance, there 
is value in pursuing intervention‑based insights on instructors’ ‘affective 
coaching’ (İnözü et al., 2008) in the context of learning challenging distant 
languages. With little attention given to affective strategies more broadly 
(Oxford & Gkonou, 2021), researchers could also examine affective strate‑
gies in contexts with pronounced linguistic challenges. A limitation to note 
in this study is that the psychotypological approach may be more useful for 
learners who are already at least bilingual—for learners learning their L2 
with only their L1 to draw knowledge from, a psychotypological approach 
may be perceived differently, and this may be worth some scholarly atten‑
tion. Finally, this study also implies the need for a theoretical review of 
psychotypology—from an emotional, rather than a cognitive perspective.

With a refreshed lens into what psychotypology can offer psychologi‑
cally, we may be starting an interesting chapter on the emotions of multi‑
lingual learners.
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6 Just about the language? 
Relating vision to multilingual 
learners’ Mandarin learning 
engagement

Siying Shen and Martin Lamb

Introduction

Engagement is part and parcel of any learning success. In the context of lan‑
guage learning, motivated individuals often choose to engage in a course of 
learning initially, but not all of them will stay engaged for long enough to 
attain ideal language outcomes, especially in face of challenging obstacles. 
As a powerful motivational strategy widely acknowledged in psychology 
of language learning and teaching (PLLT) research, vision is potentially an 
energising force that can facilitate individuals’ actual engagement (Dörnyei, 
2020). In this chapter, we report on a longitudinal exploratory inquiry into 
the role of vision in the engagement dynamics of six Mandarin learners 
with English as their first language (L1) at a British university. Mandarin is 
often considered a challenging language for non‑heritage English L1 learn‑
ers because of its linguistic and cultural distance from English, and anecdo‑
tally, there is evidence of high drop‑out rates on courses at both school and 
university levels (Xu & Moloney, 2020). In this study, we examine how far 
these individuals were able to remain engaged in Mandarin learning over 
the year, and the role that vision appeared to play in this process.

Engagement

Engagement has emerged as an important concept in the PLLT field over 
the past two decades. It refers to how involved a language learner is in a 
learning situation (Hiver et al., 2021). While the core of engagement is usu‑
ally seen as action, it is not only through behaviours that students engage. 
Individuals also get themselves involved in language learning cognitively 
(deep thinking), affectively (emotional reactions), and socially (collabora‑
tive relations with others). In the language learning process, these dimen‑
sions are often interconnected. As highlighted in Mercer et  al. (2021), 
authentic engagement encompasses “multiple dimensions and certainly 
not just behaviour” (p. 145), which can contribute to more meaningful 
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learning and potentially better outcomes compared to mere compliance 
with academic conventions. In this chapter, we therefore conceptualise 
engagement as a holistic construct that comprises behavioural, cognitive, 
affective, and social aspects.

As Hiver et al. (2024) noted, engagement researchers are increasingly 
focused on how engagement is facilitated by environmental conditions 
(Shernoff et al., 2016) and psychological needs (Mercer, 2019). Such stud‑
ies are usually situated in educational realities and are concerned with gen‑
erating implications for language classrooms. This pedagogical emphasis 
can be particularly relevant to language education in our current time, 
when students are often faced with a plethora of distractions (Mercer & 
Dörnyei, 2020). In general, contemporary undergraduates arguably face 
more potential distractions than in the past, for example from non‑stop 
online connectivity and the wide range of leisure options available in the 
modern university. This means that, besides knowing individuals’ moti‑
vational intentions for language learning, it is equally important that we 
understand how and under what conditions students engage with the tar‑
get language.

However, the traditional positivist approach in engagement research has 
several limitations (Hiver et al., 2024); while useful in identifying trends 
in a group level (e.g. Bonner et al., 2023), it does not enable us to address 
the context‑sensitive and dynamic features of engagement (Sang & Hiver, 
2021). Recent years have seen some pioneering work to explore engage‑
ment on an individual level, such as Zhang’s (2022) study of a high achiev‑
er’s engagement patterns over time, or Sulis’ (2023) longitudinal work that 
highlights the links between individuals’ whole multilingual repertoire and 
language learning engagement. Moving forward, we need more studies like 
this which foreground the learner perspective and their individuality.

Visions of multilingual learners

One important area for such inquiries, as highlighted in Mercer (2019), is 
the power of various motivational antecedents in influencing a language 
learner’s sustained learning engagement. Before delving into the specific 
area, however, we should clarify some key terms we use in the context of 
this chapter. Aligning with Haukås (2022) and Cenoz (2013), we take a 
holistic view of multilingualism; this is to see a second language (L2) as any 
language learned after the L1 and multilingual users in a broadened sense, 
that is, people who speak more than one language, including those tradi‑
tionally perceived as bilingual speakers (communicative in two languages).

In PLLT research, the concept of vision has arisen as a salient motiva‑
tional catalyst that can have distinctive implications for the engagement 
of multilingual learners. In fact, the motivational capacity of vision was 
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initially theorised within the L2 Motivational Self System (Dörnyei, 2009), 
specifically in its two components: ideal L2 self and ought‑to L2 self. Both 
constructs tend to have visionary elements and represent a person’s dif‑
ferent types of anticipated self‑images in the future (Dörnyei, 2020). The 
ought‑to L2 self indicates a preventional tendency (e.g. aiming to realise a 
scenario to prevent negative eventualities). The ideal L2 self implies a more 
promotional force where the learner aspires to achieve certain self‑images 
to enable other good situations to materialise. As such, vivid and concrete 
visions generated by the ideal self are usually considered a stronger motiva‑
tor compared to the ought‑to self, which has led to further theorisation and 
applications of vision‑based pedagogies in language teaching (Dörnyei & 
Kubanyiova, 2014; Vlaeva & Dörnyei, 2021).

Adding to our understanding of vision as a motivational precursor, 
Henry (2017, 2023) proposes the notion of ideal multilingual self in 
response to the increasingly complex realities of language learning in this 
globalised era. Different from an ideal L2‑specific self, the ideal multilin‑
gual self is conceptualised as emerging from the interactions of ideal Lx 
self and ideal Ly self. As illustrated in Henry and Thorsen (2017, p. 359), 
the harmony between different language‑specific self‑guides in one’s mul‑
tilingual repertoire can enhance the ideal multilingual self, which in turns 
“provides an additional layer of purpose” to their desire to learn specific 
languages. It is worth noting that these language mental representations 
are usually psychologically distant from the present self and can reflect dif‑
ferent levels of concreteness in the details of the desired scenarios that may 
impact their motivational capacity (Trope & Liberman, 2010). We refer 
vision to both types of self‑images including ideal language‑specific and 
multilingual selves, given that the ought‑to language self did not emerge as 
relevant in the study.

Learning languages other than English

Similar to other research areas in PLLT, English has been the primary tar‑
get language in engagement research. Although around 30% of empiri‑
cal engagement research in the two decades involves languages other 
than English (LOTEs), less than a third of those focus on non‑European 
LOTEs (Hiver et  al., 2024), showing a lack of balance even within the 
sparse research landscape of LOTEs. In predominantly English‑speaking 
countries, for example, a widespread belief that “English is enough” has 
resulted in a sense of purposelessness among learners or apathy in foreign 
language classrooms (Lamb et al., 2020). This is also the case for Manda‑
rin learning in the UK (e.g. Wang, 2023). More positively, however, this 
also means that English L1 learners who do overcome such a mindset and 
continue to engage with LOTEs in their post‑compulsory phase are usually 
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highly intrinsically motivated (Lanvers, 2024). Often, these  individuals 
perceive languages as more than a utilitarian tool and imagine a multilin‑
gual personal future (Kramsch, 2009).

The learning of Mandarin Chinese has been becoming more widespread 
in English‑dominant contexts, with China’s growing politico‑economic 
power (Gong et al., 2020) and the extensive diaspora of Chinese commu‑
nities (Xu & Moloney, 2020). Yet, it remains rarely investigated in engage‑
ment research. In this study, we explore the potential relations between 
engagement and vision in the context of Mandarin learning, and address 
the following research questions (RQs):

RQ1. How do the students engage with Mandarin learning over their first 
academic year at university?

RQ2. To what extent does their vision relate to language learning engage‑
ment of Mandarin over the year?

The current study

Research site

This longitudinal study was conducted in a Year 1 beginner Chinese course 
at a British university. The Chinese language course was embedded in 
 Chinese‑related single and joint honours degree courses, including weekly 
8.5 hours’ teaching components of lectures and practical seminars across 
the academic year. No prior Mandarin learning experience was expected 
from students when they enrolled, although most had at least some expo‑
sure to Chinese before the module. The course was designed to prepare 
most of the student cohort to go for their study‑aboard (SA) year to main‑
land China or Taiwan in Year 2 or 3.

This current study is drawn from a larger longitudinal project that 
documented the engagement of six volunteers out of approximately 20 
first‑year undergraduate students in a Mandarin course. All participants 
(Amelie, May, India, Lin‑Qiang, Leyla and Mark, all are self‑selected pseu‑
donyms) grew up in the UK with English as their L1 and had previously 
studied at least two foreign languages either at school or independently. 
In other words, they were all highly multilingual. In this chapter, we will 
first draw on the engagement experiences of all participants in response to 
RQ1, before focusing on two students as contrasting cases to address RQ2.

Methods

The original project applied an ethnography‑informed multi‑method 
approach (Shen, 2025) that involved several data sources to trace students’ 
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engagement transformations holistically in the situated context over time. 
Here we draw only on participants’ narrative data generated from in‑depth 
interviews and an engagement tracker (ET). The study received ethical 
approval from the University of Leeds Ethics Committee.

Data generation

Narrative data were collected by the first author through three in‑depth 
recorded interviews and a weekly interaction with individual participants. 
The average length of each interview was approximately 100 minutes. The 
weekly ET had an average of 59 message entries over the year from a stu‑
dent. The main research language was English, although the later phase (i.e. 
Semester 2) saw a significant increase in participants’ voluntary written and 
spoken use of Chinese expressions (the first author’s L1) in both data sources.

In‑depth interviews took place across the academic year with the time 
interval roughly three months. The interviews had a twofold focus on their 
multilingual visions and perceptions on their own engagement. The fol‑
lowing are some examples of interview questions in relation to vision:

• How do you imagine the role of Mandarin in your future life?
• Do you imagine yourself becoming more multilingual? Does this excite 

you (If yes)? Why (if no)?

Engagement‑related questions were formulated mostly based on students’ 
documentation of their own engagement on the ET and their learning 
behaviours during classroom observations (not discussed in this chapter), 
such as:

• What language tasks did you enjoy most last semester?
• Do you prefer working in a group or on your own in the practice class?
• Is there any moment you felt disheartened about your Chinese studies? 

(If yes) How did you cope with it?

Before each interview, the first author discussed with participants their pre‑
ferred interviewing space (Mann, 2016), considering emotional and physi‑
cal needs such as anxiety level and hearing difficulty. As a result, five of 
the interviews took place in open‑air spaces on their campus, and the rest 
indoors.

Throughout the year, participants reported their weekly engagement level 
and rationales on the ET. At the beginning of the project, it was explained 
that engagement referred to their involvement in Chinese learning over 
the course, both behaviourally and psychologically. In line with the holis‑
tic understanding of the construct in this study, we asked  individuals to 
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rate their overall engagement instead of its distinct dimensions and specify 
the (de)motivating learning activities that had occurred during the week. 
A prompt message was sent at the end of every week (except for fortnightly 
during the academic breaks) asking “How would you rate your engage‑
ment this week from 1 to 10?”.

Data analysis

A reflexive thematic analysis was conducted on the dataset (Braun & 
Clarke, 2022). To prepare the data, all interview recordings were tran‑
scribed with Otter.ai, and text messages on ETs were transferred to Word 
documents. All transcripts were then imported to Atlas.ti.

We used a combination of inductive and deductive analysis to address the 
RQs. First, we read the transcripts multiple times and developed the code list 
focusing on the constructs of vision and engagement. Although this stage ben‑
efitted from our knowledge of multilingualism and PLLT research, the pro‑
cess remained highly inductive, given that there was no specific pre‑assumed 
conceptualisation for the data interpretation. This was then followed by a 
deductive phase where we compared the initial codes with existing theoreti‑
cal lenses and selected those that had more explanatory power for the cur‑
rent context. Based on them, codes were adjusted and merged before being 
synthesised into overarching themes. For example, while we identified differ‑
ent types of vision in the data (i.e. language‑specific and multilingual), what 
emerged as surprisingly salient in this study is different levels of specificity in 
language visions described by participants (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Some 
students could elaborate on how they imagine themselves using Chinese in a 
concrete situation, whereas others only gave broad ideas of options of what 
to achieve with the language. The latter type of vision, as will be discussed 
soon, was interpreted as vaguer than the former.

For students’ self‑rated engagement levels on ET, we applied descriptive 
statistics to produce the means and the standard deviations across two 
semesters as supplementary data. They were mainly used to understand 
participants’ overall engagement at a group level as well as how a learner’s 
engagement trend compared to other individual participants. This allowed 
us to decide on our final data presentation (e.g. identifying potentially sim‑
ilar and contrasting cases to co‑present).

Findings

RQ1: Differing levels of active engagement

We found that participants demonstrated an overall good level of engage‑
ment with Mandarin learning in their first academic year at university, 
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with the average level above 6 during and out of semesters. Although there 
were a few weeks where some students experienced lower engagement 
and reported between levels 0 and 4, these were mostly due to unforeseen 
circumstances, including health conditions, competing academic work‑
loads, or simply the need for a holiday recharge. Among 138 engagement 
level responses, over 80% of them were rated above 5, with more than 
two‑thirds between 7 and 10. This shows that our participants tend to rep‑
resent profiles of engaged LOTE learners in an English‑dominant context, 
possibly energised by their highly intrinsic motivation for enrolling in the 
language course in a post‑secondary phase (Lanvers, 2024). Furthermore, 
within these motivated individuals, we differentiated between three types 
of experience that were frequently experienced: namely Very High Engage‑
ment, levels 9–10 (n = 14); High Engagement, levels 7–8 (n = 65, including 
six responses of level 6.5 rounded up to 7); and Moderate Engagement, 
levels 5–6 (n = 37). We will now elaborate on the three engagement catego‑
ries, drawing from ETs of all students.

Very high engagement

Behind the most highly rated weekly engagement (levels 9–10), there 
appears to be a strong emphasis on behavioural and cognitive involve‑
ment with the course content, often indicating their proactive attitude to 
learning activities in and outside the classroom. For example, during a 
reading week (wk) where no teaching took place, May and India followed 
their self‑directed plans and were extremely satisfied with the progress 
made:

Reading week was really good, nice to relax. I caught up on my missed 
lectures from being ill, made flashcards and revision, and did my Chi‑
nese coursework as well. Very productive :D

[May, wk7]

I was able to use this week to really improve my Chinese and get pre‑
pared to the coming 4 weeks!

[India, wk7]

These dedicated learning behaviours were usually accompanied by positive 
emotions. For example, at the beginning of Semester 2, Leyla was moti‑
vated by a change in the level of interactivity in her Chinese classes:

It’s been great! Honestly, I was a bit intimidated by the new lecture 
structure at first because it’s much more interactive, but I’ve gotten used 
to it now. I think I’ll give it a 10! [Leyla, wk12]
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Leyla’s excitement also appeared to be associated with her sense of achieve‑
ment, when she could adapt to and become “used to” more challenging 
forms of learning. Likewise, this feeling of fulfilment was experienced 
by Mark who spent a Chinese‑speaking weekend in a Mandarin retreat 
in a neighbouring town near the university. Managing to communicate 
with Mandarin L1 speakers and his peers using a mixture of Chinese 
and  English, he wrote: “It was so difficult, [but] also motivating” [Mark, 
Christmas Break]. Not only does this incident reflect Mark’s affective reac‑
tion, but it also suggests his social engagement with cognitively demanding 
language activities outside the classroom. Being a neurodivergent indi‑
vidual who had been mainly interested in Chinese classic cultural texts, 
he later highlighted in our interview retrospectively that this social event 
was a meaningful opportunity that rekindled his desire to “actually talk to 
Chinese people in Chinese” [Mark, Interview 2].

High engagement

The high engagement range (levels 7–8) was the most frequently reported 
by the participants over the year. Similar to the highest range above, the 
affective dimension of engagement is seen in their narratives, although it 
does not appear to show as much intensity. For example, when rating their 
engagement levels between 7 and 8, participants did not typically use strong 
positive vocabulary in their descriptions such as “love”, “great”, or “really 
good”, which were often used in the previous category. Instead, they usu‑
ally expressed their positive emotions in a less intense manner (e.g. “it’s 
fun”; “我的一周过得很好 (my week felt very nice)”). More specifically, 
some participants foregrounded external feedback as an emotional catalyst 
for their engagement with Mandarin learning in the face of challenging 
tasks, especially those comments from significant others including family 
members and their favourite teachers. Lin‑Qiang, for instance, expressed 
this sentiment when he worked at home during the Easter Break (EB):

生词很多很难,再怎么写也很难,[但]父母觉得我写得又快又漂亮,我非常
高兴 (There are so many new Chinese characters which still remain so 
difficult no matter how many times I have written them. [However] my 
parents said my handwriting was efficient and pretty and that made me 
very happy).

[Lin‑Qiang, EB]

Likewise, approaching the end of Semester 1, when Lin‑Qiang was slightly 
disoriented by a new grammatical structure, receiving encouraging feed‑
back from his tutor became “a marvellous boost to my [his] confidence” 
[Lin‑Qiang, wk9]. Nevertheless, for individuals like May and Amelie who 
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had prior Chinese learning experience, this increase of difficulty in course 
content did not seem to require external regulation but itself serves as a 
stimulus for their cognitive involvement. When encountering challenging 
grammatical issues, which caused her peers to experience fluctuations in 
their engagement, May remained consistently engaged and rated between 
levels 7 and 8 for seven consecutive weeks. She explained that there was 
“no particular reason” behind her focused attention except for “just [lik‑
ing] to put effort in” [May, wk8]. Similarly, Amelie appeared to thrive 
during challenging language tasks with which she demonstrated high 
engagement, whereas she felt less energised to study when “it [course con‑
tent] wasn’t so difficult” [Amelie, wk5].

Moderate engagement

Participants in the very high and high engagement ranges (levels 9–10 and 
7–8) appeared to perceive Mandarin learning as a central part of their stu‑
dent life. In comparison, for those in the moderate engagement range (levels 
5–6), Mandarin learning activities were less of a priority for them, although 
they still stayed generally engaged with the course content. Specifically, we 
found that participants tended to experience a dip in engagement when 
undergoing demotivating or distracting episodes in relation to either Chi‑
nese studies or other events. In the topic of asking for directions, many par‑
ticipants experienced some frustration in Week 14’s practices and showed 
less emotional engagement, given the large syntactic distance between 
Chinese and their existing language repertoires. Lin‑Qiang, for exam‑
ple, identified a particularly challenging language point: “这周语法很难  
(The grammar is very hard this week), 最难学的是‘左’和‘右’ (the most dif‑
ficult part is expressions about ‘left’ and ‘right’)”.

Meanwhile, competing priorities also meant participants became less 
behaviourally involved in Mandarin learning, even when they had strong 
willingness to learn. This is often because during those times their capac‑
ity was significantly influenced by academic workloads from other degree 
components. When facing multiple deadlines, for example, Amelie was 
occupied by “keeping up with” them [Amelie, wk13 and wk14]. Similarly, 
India suggested at EB that she had to invest most of her energy in other 
assignments outside of the Chinese course “and then focus on Chinese 
afterwards” [India, EB]. Well‑being is also an important factor, a lack of 
which can potentially lead to lower engagement across all four of its dimen‑
sions. For instance, Mark described his experience at one difficult point:

I’ve been ill for the last week, so I missed nearly all of my classes. I’ve 
tried to do what I can at home, like watch the lecture captures and work 
through the textbook, but it’s not as good as being there.

[Mark, wk11]
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In Mark’s case, due to the sickness, he had to be absent from more classes, 
meaning that there were fewer chances for him to participate in language 
activities (behavioural) and discuss new language knowledge with his peers 
and the teacher (social). Meanwhile, watching a class recording was not 
“as good as being there” possibly because it was less stimulating emo‑
tionally. However, we should note that although Mark’s health condition 
impacted his engagement in wk11, the narrative above shows his inten‑
tional efforts to reengage cognitively and behaviourally in his Chinese 
studies independently (i.e. watching lecture videos and doing exercises at 
home). This underlines the desire to remain engaged and persist in the face 
of challenging circumstances in this engagement category.

RQ2: Relating vision to engagement over time

In addition to the three engagement patterns, we have also found that 
whereas some people’s engagement remained steadily high across the two 
semesters, others have more fluctuating trajectories. As shown in Table 6.1, 
except for Lin‑Qiang and India who continued to stay highly engaged (lev‑
els 7–8) in Semester 2, most other students experienced a change in their 
overall engagement trajectory between semesters, moving to a lower‑level 
range (i.e. Leyla and Amelie) or a higher one (i.e. May).

Detailed analysis of the interview transcripts during the year reveals the 
potential impact of visions in this process. More specifically, we found evi‑
dence of how participants’ mental representations of their language futures 
may link with their here‑and‑now engagement with language learning. We 
present in Figure 6.1 how individuals’ engagement level changes in relation to 
the clarity of their vision between Semesters 1 and 2. While learners who devel‑
oped more concrete self‑images were engaged either steadily or more actively 
across the two semesters (i.e. May, Mark, India, Lin‑Qiang), Leyla and Amelie 
both experienced a fall from high to moderate engagement in Semester 2.

This suggests that an individual’s vision seem to either facilitate or hin‑
der their longer‑term engagement. To illustrate this association, we pre‑
sent India’s and Amelie’s experiences as two contrasting representations. 
India was the student who had highest overall engagement (Table 6.1) and 
remained in the high engagement category in both semesters ( Figure 6.1). 
Amelie, however, was one of the two students who dropped from over‑
all high engagement to moderate engagement across two semesters 
(Figure 6.1). It was found that India had developed more specific and mul‑
tidimensional language visions than Amelie did.

Case 1: “One day, one time, in the future, that’s gonna be me”

India was one of the few participants who had been elaborating on future 
self‑images in relation to Chinese and other languages since the start of 
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Table 6.1  Overview of individuals’ engagement during and out of semesters over 
Year 1

Participant Mean SD

Sem. 1 Sem. 2 Holidays Overall Sem. 1 Sem. 2 Holidays Overall

Amelie 6.9 6.0 8.0 6.6 1.2 1.5 2.2 1.7
Leyla 7.1 5.8 5.3 6.2 2.5 2.3 1.7 2.3
Lin‑Qiang 7.0 7.0 5.8 6.8 1.1 1.1 1.0 1.1
Mark 6.2 5.5 5.0 5.5 1.7 2.3 2.8 2.2
May 5.9 6.9 5.3 6.3 2.9 1.9 4.1 2.7
India 7.3 7.0 6.9 7.0 1.6 1.4 1.0 1.4
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High Engagement

Moderate Engagement

2

1
1

2

221
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Figure 6.1 Changes of engagement/vision across the two semesters.

the academic year. Having previously learned multiple languages at school 
including Italian, Latin, French and Chinese, she associated her multilingual 
identity with her career ambition of working internationally. Particularly, 
she considered Mandarin as the most compatible with her professional 
plans and chose it as a degree over her heritage language Italian:

I really liked it [Italian] as a language, but I felt like I wanted to do 
something that fit more with politics. Italian politics is interesting, but 
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it wasn’t as interesting as, for instance, like Chinese politics…  everyone 
has a dream, I do wanna work in like, the Foreign Office. I mean, 
((a  pause of two seconds)) my dream is to be like a diplomat or an 
ambassador somewhere. [Interview 1]

As India later stressed, imagining scenes of speaking different LOTEs 
confidently would make her “feel really happy and excited”, as she per‑
ceived being communicative “the [final] goal for most language learners” 
[Interview 1]. This broad multilingual vision was also reflected in her ideal 
language‑specific self of wanting to become a proficient Mandarin user, 
contributing to her high engagement over Semester 1. For instance, she 
tended to be more willing to put in more effort than most participants, 
such as previewing the new content before class (e.g. wk7). This indicates 
(at least) her active behavioural and cognitive involvement with Mandarin 
learning.

Furthermore, while India’s vision at this point had reflected some impor‑
tant details of her career goal, her imagined language situations, especially 
in relation to Chinese, appear to become more multidimensional and “real” 
as she progressed in the Chinese course. They included but were not limited 
to her professional ambition. Outside the class, India strived to create for 
herself an immersive environment for Chinese learning and engaged with 
Chinese modern cultural artefacts such as music or TV shows. India talked 
about her fascination from watching a Chinese variety show: “I kind of 
said to myself, one day, one day I’m going to be able to speak like this” 
[Interview 2]. This had encouraged her to experiment with different ways 
of learning. For example, when she watched an English movie, she would 
sometimes switch on the subtitles in Chinese for her to read while listening 
to the original audio. She had enjoyed this process: “我真的很喜欢这种学
习 (I really like this way of learning Chinese)” [wk16, level 8]. This shows 
how she was actively involved both cognitively and affectively beyond the 
instructed environment.

This desire to move closer to her ideal Mandarin self appeared to perme‑
ate her daily practices. Semester 2 had seen a significant increase of Man‑
darin use in India’s weekly communication with the first author, which 
was often initiated by herself. It indicates her increased attempts to engage 
socially with Chinese L1 speakers. In fact, the interactions with Mandarin 
speakers comprised an important part of India’s vision at this stage. For 
example, it was noticeable that her imagination in the upcoming SA year 
in Taiwan became more contextualised, with vivid visual and audio details 
as if she were experiencing it:

When we [the Chinese course cohort] go to Taiwan, and like, I should go 
into a shop, and although they’ll reply to us in English initially, because 
it’s like that thing of, they want to practice their English as well, and we’re 
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a foreigner. But like, I can’t wait for that surprise of like, ‘oh, my gosh, 
she can speak Mandarin, wait!’… They always say the people who go to 
Taiwan come back [to the UK] with really thick Taiwanese accent… But 
I do love the Beijing accent and I’ve learned the 儿 (‘ér’, an add‑on sound 
unique to Beijing accent), so I think it’s going to be funny! [Interview 3]

Compared to the earlier general visualisation of her career future, this 
quote from our last interview shows more concrete details, with India 
specifying the location, time, and social relation in her imagined situation 
using Chinese. This more elaborate language‑specific ideal self in Semester 
2 also stimulates her attempts to deepen understanding by drawing on her 
multilingual repertoire, which is a sign of active cognitive involvement in 
everyday learning. For instance, when learning “太累了 (so tired)”, she 
compared it to “stravolta 用意大利语 (in Italian)” [wk17, level 7]. At the 
end of the year, she envisioned a diverse multilingual future for herself, 
where positive Chinese learning experience gave her confidence to embark 
on more LOTE journeys:

After I’ve learned Chinese, I want to learn Korean, I want to learn 
 German… I want to learn as many as possible. Because you think there’s 
nothing that can stop me. If I can learn Chinese, I can learn this. [Inter‑
view 3]

Case 2: “All sorts of things, but I’m not sure which one is THE ONE”

Having been learning various LOTEs since school year 2, Amelie perceived 
LOTE learning very much “a safe zone” at university [Interview 2]. Her 
multilingual experiences involved French, Spanish, Italian, and Chinese. 
With Chinese specifically, she developed a great interest through secondary 
school in its writing system, which she described as “attractive to learn” 
[Interview 1] and suggested that she “really enjoy[s] writing them [Chinese 
characters]” [Interview 2]. Having benefitted from her previous multilingual 
experience, including Mandarin private tutoring, Amelie found the start of 
the course more manageable than her peers. In the course, she was particu‑
larly energised by new Mandarin vocabulary and liked to envision possible 
conversational situations where it is used. “When I learned like a new word 
or something” Amelie said, “you think, oh, I can imagine having a con‑
versation and using that, and it kind of feels exciting” [Interview 1]. This 
excitement motivated her to engage with novel and “quite hard” language 
knowledge, which she found enjoyable [wk5, level 8]. This process high‑
lights the cognitive and affective dimensions of her learning involvement.

However, although Amelie’s vision contained certain social scenarios in 
Chinese, it seemed rather broad with no reference to a specific place or 
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interlocutor. Throughout the year, she did not report any particular social 
interactions with Mandarin speakers (apart from with course tutors) and 
used very minimal Chinese in her messages. Similarly, a lack of specificity 
is also shown in how she envisaged her career in our first conversation:

Amelie: I’ve thought about like all sorts of things, for example doing, 
like, editing for books, or for example, I would love to translate 
books like from Chinese to English, like a book, like a novel, 
that would be really cool too… or just like being a translator, 
you could do something like that. [Or] speech and language 
therapist as well. You can do language therapy for people, 
which would be another interesting one.

Siying: Many options!
Amelie: That’s what I mean! But I’m not sure which one is, like, THE 

ONE.

While pointing out diverse professional pathways she could pursue,  Amelie 
did not exhibit a clear ideal language‑specific self, namely, a particular 
self‑image of Mandarin she hoped to approach. Moving towards Semes‑
ter 2, Amelie’s vision of Mandarin did not seem to become more focused 
despite the increase of language input in the course, but rather it indicates 
more uncertainty by, for example, adding more possible career directions, 
including some not directly related to Mandarin or other LOTEs. “I don’t 
really know what I’m going to do with it [Chinese] after uni. Do you know 
what I mean?” Amelie paused, “I think I’d love to teach English to foreign 
students, but then I don’t know” [Interview 2]. Noticeably, Semester 2 
saw Amelie experiencing more points of moderate or lower engagement, 
where she “[kept] getting distracted” [EB, level 5] or did not feel “so ready 
to practice Chinese” [wk17, level 4]. Moreover, not only was lack of clar‑
ity seen in Amelie’s visualisation of her future with Mandarin, but she 
also showed less confidence in her multilingual vision. The self‑doubt was 
manifested in her narratives near the end of the academic year, as here:

Siying: Do you think becom[ing] a more multilingual person is one of 
your goals?

Amelie: I think it used to be, like when I was in GCSE, I did three lan‑
guages at GCSE, French, Spanish, Italian, so I thought, ‘oh, 
yeah’, but now…

Discussion

Our longitudinal approach has shown how language learning engage‑
ment can change in intensity and form over a year of learning Chinese. 
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The study confirms that engagement is a multidimensional construct, 
 indicating not only how individuals engage with language learning behav‑
iourally and socially, but also how they get involved in less observable 
ways, cognitively and affectively (Mercer et al., 2021). Moreover, by docu‑
menting engagement holistically at an individual level, we have identified 
three different modes of active engagement among these initially motivated 
multilingual learners. Very high engagement appears to be associated with 
very positive affective involvement (e.g. enjoyment), cognitive involvement 
(e.g. applying learning strategies), and social interactions (e.g. commu‑
nication with Mandarin L1 speakers). As shown by the data, this type 
of engagement appears to entail primarily an internal regulating process 
where participants demonstrated a high level of agency in self‑planning 
or adapting to their learning activities, even when the tasks were challeng‑
ing (Martin et  al., 2017). In comparison, high engagement and moder‑
ate engagement usually occurred following positive or negative changes in 
external conditions, such as more tailored learning materials or compet‑
ing commitments. Furthermore, high engagement usually reflects a more 
positive response to external changes than the moderate state. Moderate 
engagement, on the other hand, indicates less facilitating influence from 
the context, often resulting in Mandarin learning becoming less central in 
learners’ student lives.

These findings also foreground the complex dynamics of engagement 
in response to the learning context, which is currently under‑investigated 
(Hiver et  al., 2024). Apart from external conditions, we have identified 
the influence of learners’ vision on their engagement. While Henry (2017) 
emphasised the motivational capacity from highly abstract visions in mul‑
tilingual learning, we found that having specific mental self‑representations 
can be more energising for engagement in the current context. As concrete 
visions have a high level of specificity as to “when an event occurs, where 
it occurs, to whom it occurs, and whether it occurs [original emphasis]” 
(Trope & Liberman, 2010, p. 442), they are more “real” and therefore 
actionable to individuals (Dörnyei & Kubanyova, 2014). For example, 
India had depicted these aspects in her ideal Mandarin self, including the 
time and the place of herself using Chinese (e.g. a specific professional 
goal), the social relationships that might be involved (e.g. being a customer 
in a Taiwanese shop), and the likelihood of becoming a fluent Chinese and 
multilingual user (e.g. increased confidence of learning more LOTEs). In 
this sense, these mental images are perceived less distal events, and so can 
act as a roadmap for India to engage with her proximal learning environ‑
ment (Ballard et  al., 2018) and prepare for her longer‑term aspirations. 
Her successful moves towards this language‑specific vision are in harmony 
with her overall multilingual vision, which, as she suggested, boosted her 
confidence to learn more LOTEs in the future.
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In contrast, this multidimensionality of visions is not reflected in Amelie’s 
ideal language self, which appears to be vague, lacking specific details in 
the domains discussed above. Throughout the year, Amelie’s career vision 
was described as full of possibilities (i.e. editor, translator, speech and lan‑
guage therapist, and English teacher), but short of precise focus. In other 
words, it was unclear what she hoped herself to achieve with this new 
language. This sense of uncertainty is seen not only in Amelie’s reflections 
about her future professional life in relation to Chinese, but also in her 
self‑efficacy for becoming a successful Mandarin and multilingual speaker 
(e.g. “oh God no [another new language]!”). As discussed earlier, the dif‑
ference in the visions between Amelie and India is reflected in the change of 
their reported engagement across two semesters. While both experienced a 
high level of engagement in Semester 1, Semester 2 witnessed a noticeable 
fall in Amelie’s engagement with her aspired self‑image becoming fuzzier 
and less closely related to Chinese as well as other LOTEs in her language 
repertoire.

In short, their experiences indicate that the successful development of 
robust visions can contribute to the one’s sustained active involvement in 
language learning (Dörnyei, 2020), yet the continuing vagueness in visions 
may deprive learners of this capacity and cause a reduction in engage‑
ment, even when they are initially highly motivated. As presented above, 
a vivid vision can facilitate more authentic and multifaceted engagement 
(Mercer et al., 2021). For India, for example, wanting to “be able to speak 
like this” had prompted the learning behaviour of watching a film multi‑
lingually, reflecting at least the cognitive and affective dimensions of her 
engagement. In the longer term, her elaborate vision also tends to benefit 
the overall stability of her involvement, as well as encourage other types of 
engagement including social interactions with Chinese L1 speakers.

Conclusion and future directions

In this study, we inquired into the nature of multilingual students’ engage‑
ment in learning Mandarin and how this interacted with vision over their 
first academic year at a British university. The study has demonstrated the 
generally high but also variable learning engagement of six British first‑year 
students of Mandarin, although their voluntary participation could indi‑
cate their comparatively greater initial motivation within the group. It has 
shown that their levels and quality of engagement were reflected in the 
specificity of their future self visions; the more concrete a learner’s vision of 
their language future in specific life domains such as career, relationships, 
or leisure time is, the more stable or active their involvement in language 
learning is likely to be over time. From a pedagogical perspective, the find‑
ings confirm that the positive potential of vision‑focused interventions may 
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apply not only to English teaching settings, but also to LOTEs  classrooms 
(Dörnyei & Kubanyiova, 2014). In fact, it could be argued that for begin‑
ner learners of a linguistically and culturally distant language (Lee & 
Forbes, 2026), developing personally meaningful visions could be espe‑
cially useful in motivating individuals to overcome challenging moments 
and continue to engage with language learning (Dörnyei & Henry, 2022).

Going forward, we need more investigations of the interactions between 
vision and engagement among multilingual learners. These learners often 
have complex language learning histories, and it is possible that when 
they have the opportunity to reflect systematically on these past experi‑
ences, their future visions may become sharper and can interact with their 
engagement in different manners. Moreover, as individuals differ in cogni‑
tive capacity for mental imagery (Dörnyei, 2020), the motivational power 
of vision may not be as salient in some learners’ engagement (e.g. for peo‑
ple with Aphantasia). While we are tapping into the exciting potential of 
vision as a facilitator for engagement, it is important to acknowledge indi‑
vidual differences and keep exploring implications of diverse motivational 
constructs for LOTE engagement. Antecedents shared in exceptional lan‑
guage high achievers, for example, might be worth investigating, such as 
growth mindset, integrative inclination, and cosmopolitan orientation 
(Mentzelopoulos & Dörnyei, 2022). Finally, we would like to encourage 
future inquiries to consider innovative research approaches for delving 
more deeply into individuals’ psychological processes (e.g. the forming of 
mental imagery) such as art‑based methods, especially those whose voices 
are under‑represented across the PLLT and multilingualism fields, includ‑
ing neurodivergent and vulnerable groups. By making an effort to under‑
stand diverse multilingual experiences, we may offer more meaningful 
and responsible support for individuals’ engagement with their language 
learning.
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7 Learners’ multilingual selves
A cross‑country comparison of 
students’ LOTE motivation in 
Estonia and Hungary

Bochra Kouraichi

Introduction

Motivation is considered one of the most important aspects shaping learn‑
ers’ language learning journey (Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015). Upon starting my 
Ph.D. in Hungary, I was surprised to discover through my university expe‑
rience, teaching, and research that students in this context often have a low 
level of motivation to learn foreign languages. To address the low motiva‑
tion of learners to learn foreign languages, a large body of research on lan‑
guage learning motivation has been carried out in Hungary since the late 
1990s. The current foreign language learning situation is not significantly 
different since students’ motivation to learn foreign languages is still low 
(Csizér, 2020). During my doctoral studies, I received a visiting fellowship 
to Estonia where I collected part of the present data. In contrast to Hun‑
gary, language motivation research is still scarce in Estonia1 (see Meristo, 
2020, 2022, as exceptions). I was thus motivated to explore learners’ moti‑
vation to study Languages Other Than English (LOTEs) in Estonia and 
Hungary and compare these two distinct contexts. Indeed, while Hungary 
and Estonia share a common Soviet legacy, they have different language 
policies and levels of achievement when it comes to foreign languages 
(Lovakov et al., 2022). Students in Hungary are more interested in learn‑
ing English than other foreign languages (Csizér & Lukács, 2010). They 
are required to take a LOTE alongside English at high school but often 
do not achieve a high proficiency level in this language (see  Kouraichi & 
Lesznyák, 2022). As for Estonia, the limited research available suggests 
that English has replaced Russian as the first foreign language (Ehala & 
Koreinik, 2021). It is thus worth investigating LOTE learning motivation 
in these two distinct linguistic and socio‑cultural settings.

Over the past two decades, language learning motivation research has 
largely been conducted through the lens of Dörnyei’s (2009) Second Lan‑
guage Motivational Self‑System (L2MSS) (Boo et al., 2015). In a review 
of L2MSS studies spanning the period between 2005 and 2021, Liu 
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(2024) points out the dominance of studies on learners of English but 
also  highlights a progressive shift in focus to other languages in recent 
years. In fact, the recent shift in language learning motivation research 
has placed increasing focus on LOTE learning in the era of global English 
dominance (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2021; Lanvers, 2024). Studies on LOTE 
have recently proliferated covering a wide range of languages in different 
parts of the world (Li & Liu, 2023; Wang & Fischer, 2023). Liu (2024) 
also mentions that, as of 2020–2021, motivation research has started to 
merge the two themes of LOTEs and multilingualism; this may be due to 
the fact that

LOTEs and multilingualism are increasingly seen as interdependent 
concepts and there is a shift from a monolingual focus (be it English or 
LOTEs) to a multilingual perspective that takes into account learners’ 
(developing) repertoire of multiple languages (e.g., approaching LOTEs/
English learning from a multilingual perspective).

(p. 13)

Following Haukås et  al. (2021), multilingualism is understood here as 
“the dynamic and integrated knowledge and/or use of more than one lan‑
guage or language variety” (p. 84). In this study, therefore, LOTE moti‑
vation is considered from a multilingual perspective that recognizes these 
languages as part of the participants’ broader repertoire, including their 
home languages and English. By adopting a multilingual perspective, this 
study contributes to current motivation research by aiming to understand 
the complex connections between the languages in a learner’s repertoire, 
rather than viewing them as isolated entities.

Literature review

The L2 motivational self‑system

As mentioned earlier, over the past few decades, the L2MSS has been 
the most popular theoretical framework in language learning motiva‑
tion research (Boo et al., 2015; Mahmoodi & Yousefi, 2022). Drawing 
on Markus and Nurius’ (1986) concept of possible selves and Higgins’ 
(1987) self‑discrepancy theory, the L2MSS model offers a dynamic and 
adaptable framework to illustrate learners’ motivation to learn an addi‑
tional language. It centers on the notion of possible selves which are char‑
acterized as “a dynamic, forward‑pointing conception that can explain 
how someone is moved from the present towards the future” (Dörnyei, 
2009, p. 213). In other words, it is about one’s potential view of their 
desires, goals, and fears as future L2 users. The L2MSS framework 
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includes three main components: the ideal L2 self, the ought‑to L2 self, 
and the L2 learning experience. According to Dörnyei (2009), learners’ 
internal desires are at the center of the L2 ideal self, which acts as an 
internal motivator for language learners. Driven by a strong desire to 
narrow the gap between their present language level and future profi‑
cient L2 users, L2  learners envision their ideal L2 self as the language 
users they would like to become in the future. In addition, Csizér (2020) 
suggests that learners’ connection with the target language community 
is an integral aspect of their ideal L2 self. The second component of the 
L2MSS model, the ought‑to L2 self, is the language user that one thinks 
they should become to fulfill the expectations of their family, social envi‑
ronment, or significant others. The third category, the L2 learning expe‑
rience, was originally described as “the impact of the L2 teacher, the 
curriculum, the peer group, and the experience of success” (Dörnyei & 
Ryan, 2015, p. 88). According to Dörnyei (2019), the L2 learning experi‑
ence is “undertheorized,” which led to it being considered as “the Cinder‑
ella” of the L2MSS model (p. 22). In his efforts to redefine this category, 
Dörnyei (2019) reconceptualized it to describe learners’ engagement dur‑
ing the L2  learning process. In addition, Li and Liu (2023) developed 
a framework of the L2  learning experience of learners of Chinese that 
includes learners’ emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and 
accomplishments. As such, this revised version of the L2 learning experi‑
ence extends beyond the classroom environment to encompass any aspect 
of the learners’ language learning journey. Indeed, students’ engagement 
with the learning experience may go beyond the classroom, as suggested 
by Sulis (2023).

To date, several studies have drawn on the L2MSS to examine LOTE’s 
motivation. In a study by Meristo (2022) on Estonian university students’ 
motivation to learn French, findings indicated that students aimed for a 
future self as proficient speakers of French and living in France. Another 
study by Howard and Oakes (2024) explored LOTE motivation among 
university learners of French in England, Ireland, Sweden, and Poland. 
The quantitative results showed students’ high motivation to learn French 
in the UK, which may be influenced by the social status of French. More‑
over, the ought‑to self did not affect students’ drive to learn French. In 
the Finnish context, Huhtala et al. (2019, 2021) used narrative inquiry to 
examine university students’ motivation to choose LOTEs, namely French, 
German, and Swedish, as their major or minor. A key factor in maintain‑
ing students’ motivation was their ideal L2 self. A professional L2‑related 
vision was also reported to be an emerging theme. In all these studies, the 
ideal L2 self emerged as the most prominent element that drives LOTE 
students’ motivation, thus revealing its key role in shaping a learners’ will‑
ingness to learn a language.
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The ideal multilingual self

The concept of ‘multilingual turn’ introduced by May (2014) has sig‑
nificantly influenced all areas of applied linguistics, including language 
motivation research. It calls researchers to take a multilingual perspective 
where languages are not seen as isolated entities but rather as intercon‑
nected within an individual’s language repertoire.

Building on the growing prominence of multilingualism in applied lin‑
guistics (The Douglas Fir Group, 2016), leading motivation scholars have 
advocated for the incorporation of a multilingual perspective in research 
on language learning motivation (Busse, 2017; Dörnyei & Al‑Hoorie, 
2017; Henry, 2017; Ushioda, 2017). Drawing on Dörnyei’s (2009) L2MSS 
model and aiming to understand the cross‑linguistic interactions between 
the different languages in a learner’s repertoire, Henry (2017) proposed 
the concept of multilingual self guides, which emerge from the complex 
interactions between the languages in a learner’s repertoire together with 
the influences of attitudes and beliefs about multilingualism (p. 553). To 
illustrate the differences between the self guides shaping a learners’ moti‑
vation, he distinguishes between a contentedly bilingual self and a multi‑
lingual ideal self. The contentedly bilingual self is a confident speaker of 
the second language (typically, English) who does not display any need or 
has any particular interest in speaking another language. In contrast, an 
ideal multilingual self reflects an individual’s aspiration to become multi‑
lingual more broadly, regardless of the specific language (Henry, 2017). 
Thompson (2020) notes the dynamicity of the ideal multilingual self, argu‑
ing that: “as language learning is inherently dynamic, formation of selves 
and perceiving positive language interactions are ever‑changing and are 
highly dependent on the context” (p. 173). Recently, Liu (2022) put for‑
ward the ought‑to multilingual self, which refers to students’ obligation to 
have a multilingual repertoire due to the general demand of mastering a 
third or fourth foreign language. Indeed, it is worth noting that becoming 
multilingual is not always a choice but can be an obligation, as is often 
the case of immigrants or refugees. Hajar (2024), for instance, examined 
the multilingual self of six displaced Syrians studying Turkish at a private 
language center. Learners’ long‑term goal was to move to Turkey and inte‑
grate into the culture and society of the host country, which represented 
their ideal multilingual self. Their ought‑to self was influenced by the pres‑
sures of finding a job and escaping military service. Wang (2024) discussed 
the multilingual ought‑to self for two Chinese LOTE learners of German. 
By examining the trajectory of learners to become multilingual, the study 
results give insight into Chinese cultural norms and the influential role of 
the social milieu in students’ language learning motivation. In light of these 
studies, Henry’s (2017) model could be used to explore LOTE motivation 
and could add to the L2MSS from a multilingual perspective.
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Against this background, this study seeks to respond to the calls to focus 
more on LOTEs from a multilingual perspective and fill the current gap 
related to the Estonian and Hungarian contexts. The study investigates the 
following research questions:

RQ1. What motivates university students to study LOTEs in Estonia and 
Hungary?

RQ2. How do students describe their LOTE motivation in terms of the 
L2MSS categories?

RQ3. How is the ideal L2 self different from the ideal multilingual self?

Methods

Sampling

Participants were contacted via email through their language instructors, 
were informed about the study, its aims, and how their data will be securely 
and anonymously stored. They were invited to volunteer for an interview 
and confirmed their participation by registering through a Google Form. 
Most respondents in Estonia were not available for an interview as it was 
the end of the semester, which resulted in an imbalance in the number of 
participants in the two contexts. A total of 18 students were interviewed 
in Estonia (n = 6) and Hungary (n = 12). Besides their L1 and LOTE(s), 
all interviewees knew English, which was the language used during the 
interview.

Estonian participants

Participants were recruited from two universities in Estonia. Two males 
and four female learners of LOTEs volunteered to be interviewed. They all 
speak Estonian as their first language except for Bella, who was born and 
raised in Estonia to Russian parents. She uses Russian at home and went to 
a Russian school. Her case is quite common among students in Estonia in 
the post‑Soviet era and due to geographical proximity with Russia (Lova‑
kov et al., 2022). Participants were from various majors and levels (B.A. 
and M.A.) and had different self‑reported proficiency levels in French, Ital‑
ian, and Spanish. Table 7.1 shows the demographic details of participants 
as well as their chosen pseudonym.

Hungarian participants

Participants were recruited from three Hungarian universities. Both Hun‑
garian (n = 5) and international (n = 7) students took part in the study. 
There were four male and eight female students from different majors and 
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levels (B.A., M.A., and Ph.D.). Five participants (Annabella, Meilo, Mate, 
Lulu, and Dogomosho) were Ph.D. students who were required to attain 
a B1 level in a LOTE according to their doctoral school regulations. More 
biographical information is provided in Table 7.2.

Instruments and procedures

Interviews were conducted online via Zoom. All participants were inter‑
viewed in English even when I shared another language with interviewees 
(Arabic, French, Spanish, and German). Before conducting each inter‑
view, I emailed participants a brief summary of the research, a consent 
form to record the interview, and overall description of the questions. 
While Haukås and Tishakov (2024) recommend providing participants 
with questions prior to an interview, I chose not to share the questions as 

Table 7.1 Demographic information of Estonian participants

Number Participant Gender First language LOTE Level

1 Bella Female Russian French C1
2 Joelle Female Estonian French C1
3 Chris Male Estonian Spanish B1
4 Maarit Female Estonian Spanish B2
5 Mark Male Estonian Italian B2
6 Rita Female Estonian Italian C2

Table 7.2 Demographic information of Hungarian participants

Number Participant Gender First language LOTE Level

1 Greta Female Hungarian German B1
2 Nadine Female Hungarian Spanish B1 
3 Yas Female Arabic Spanish C1
4 Annabella Female Hungarian German B1 
5 Zoè Female Hungarian French/

German/
Spanish/
Arabic/
Lingala

A1–2

6 Ahlem Female Arabic German A2
7 Meilo Male Farsi Chinese B1 
8 Leona Female Hungarian Spanish C1
9 Scott Male Hungarian German B1
10 Mate Male Hungarian Portuguese B2
11 Lulu Female Chinese German B1 
12 Dogomosho Male Turkish German B2
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I aimed to provide students with the opportunity to reflect spontaneously 
on their language learning experience. Interviews were audio recorded and 
transcribed using Otter.ai. Transcripts were revised manually and analyzed 
following a thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Data analysis

The analysis was guided by the six‑step process of thematic analysis pro‑
posed by Braun and Clarke (2006). I started by familiarizing myself with 
the data by reading and revising the generated transcripts and taking notes 
of any preliminary ideas. Based on the research questions and drawing on 
the L2MSS model (Dörnyei, 2009) and the notion of the multilingual ideal 
self (Henry, 2017), I then wrote down initial codes that describe learn‑
ers’ LOTE experiences. The final codes were grouped into broader themes 
(e.g., “cultural motivation,” “future proficient self”). In the next stage, 
these themes were refined and grouped together (e.g., “visiting the tar‑
get language country” and “fascination by the culture” were combined 
into one theme). The last phase consisted of reporting on each theme and 
selecting vivid examples. The findings are organized in terms of the L2MSS 
model and ideal multilingual self categories.

Findings

This section presents the findings of the study, which are structured into the 
following categories: the ideal L2 self, the multilingual self, the ought‑to 
self, and the learning experience. To contextualize the findings, the pseudo‑
nym of each participant is followed by the country (Estonia (EE)/Hungary 
(HU)) and their respective LOTE (French (Fr), Spanish (Sp), Italian (It), 
Portuguese (Pt), Lingala (In), Chinese (Ch), and German (Gr)).

The ideal L2 self

Four participants reported having an L2 ideal self which guided their moti‑
vation to learn a specific LOTE. Their desire to learn these languages was 
not simply about mastering vocabulary and grammar, but it was rather 
driven by their willingness to interact with another culture. Indeed, when 
learning a foreign language, students are exposed to its related culture 
whether through social connections or their own effort to explore the tar‑
get language culture. This connection is illustrated in the experience of 
participants whose cultural exposure, whether through books, music, or 
personal relationships, has boosted their motivation to learn a LOTE. In 
Bella’s case, for instance, her ideal L2 self is deeply rooted in her passion for 
the French culture, literature, theater, and musicals. Her goal of becoming 



122 Psychology of Multilingual Learners and Teachers

proficient in French is not merely about the language itself but also about 
engaging with the cultural aspects that interest her. Bella’s motivation is 
thus shaped by her aim to immerse herself in the French culture: “One of 
my goals was to get to know the French culture quite well, because I was 
interested in culture, in literature, in theater, and especially in French musi‑
cals” (Bella_EE_Fr). For Bella, every new French class is a step closer to the 
vibrant world of French arts and traditions.

Maarit, also from Estonia, recounts an experience that significantly 
changed her relationship with Spanish language. At 16, her life took an 
unexpected turn when her family moved to Finland, where a warm Mexican‑ 
Finnish family welcomed them. During a summer spent with them, Maarit 
was introduced to the rich Mexican culture through music, food, and con‑
versations. This vivid cultural immersion ignited her interest in Spanish, 
leading her to develop an ideal L2 self. The following excerpt illustrates how 
social ties and cultural immersion can lead to the development of an ideal 
self that seeks to build cultural understanding and social connection:

When I was 16, my family moved to live in Finland. And then there was 
a Finnish family and the father was Mexican. So, he took my family into 
his home and helped them with the whole process of immigration. And 
I stayed with them for the summer for three months. And then during that 
time, this Mexican dad introduced me to his culture, played the guitar, 
sang songs and cooked Mexican meals. So that’s how my interest sparked.

(Maarit_EE_Sp)

Another Estonian participant, Mark, offers a broader perspective on how 
his language learning experience was a way to better understand the world. 
In his opinion, learning a language is not just acquiring a new skill but an 
opportunity to gain a global perspective and engage with different cultures: 
“Well, when you learn a language, you get closer to another culture. And 
I think that is a very valuable experience in these times. It makes you more 
aware of the world” (Mark_EE_It).

Moving to the Hungarian context, Mate’s experience with Portuguese 
resonates with the previous accounts. His ideal L2 self is driven by his love 
for the Portuguese culture. He started learning the language after visiting 
Portugal as part of the Erasmus+ program. His motivation to continue 
learning the language is a result of his successful social integration within 
the host country. This connection between language and culture reinforces 
his ideal L2 self as someone who is not only proficient in Portuguese but 
also culturally immersed:

Then I just fell in love with the language and with the culture as well. So 
when you learn the language, you get insights into the culture as well. 
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And since I loved the culture of the country and everything in  connection 
with Portugal and Brazil, but back then just Portugal, I decided to 
continue.

(Mate_HU_Pt)

Thus, for both Hungarian and Estonian participants, the journey of learn‑
ing a LOTE is not just about learning a new language; it’s about promoting 
cross‑cultural understanding and sparking their curiosity for exploring the 
world.

In addition to their socio‑cultural impact, two LOTE learners shared 
how languages represent springboards to their future professional life. 
Rita, who spent 20 years in Italy, states that Italian has become part of her 
identity and that she now speaks it more fluently than her native Estonian. 
She depicts a vivid picture of her future career, where language is the key 
to opening new professional possibilities as follows:

It does contribute to my future career plans, because me and my hus‑
band plan to travel to Egypt. He’s originally from Egypt. And it does 
contribute a lot to my future plans. Because I’ve already been working 
in Italy in the banking area. So, in finance, having a degree in Italian, it 
gives me the possibility to enter the Italian banks in Cairo.

(Rita_EE_It)

Alongside Rita’s vision, Meilo, a dedicated badminton player, tells his 
story of language learning and his pursuit of excellence. He was inspired 
by a famous badminton player to choose to learn Chinese. The badminton 
player’s dedication to learning Chinese during his recovery from an injury 
created an aspirational image for Meilo. Meilo then envisions himself 
learning Chinese in a similar manner, showcasing the motivational influ‑
ence of role models:

There’s a Danish badminton player that I’m following on his YouTube 
channel, and he had an injury for one year. He couldn’t play tennis 
properly and he missed one year. He just focused on learning Chinese 
and sharing the videos and everything. And so, you know, it makes me 
motivated to learn Chinese as well.

(Meilo_HU_Ch)

For Meilo, the player’s determination exemplifies how challenges could 
be met with passion and perseverance, which inspires him to continue 
own linguistic adventure. Both stories showcase the transformative role 
that LOTE learning may play with these learners’ professional goals and 
aspirations.
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The ideal multilingual self

Five participants reported on their desire to become multilingual more 
broadly; in this case, their motivation was not just guided by their willing‑
ness to learn a specific language but also by their desire to broaden their 
language repertoire regardless of the specific language. Their ideal multi‑
lingual self was shaped by a variety of factors. For instance, Leona’s moti‑
vation to become multilingual is largely due to her love for languages and 
her desire to be considered exceptional: “Well, I want to speak as many 
languages as I can, of course, because I just love languages and I feel really 
special” (Leona_HU_Sp).

In contrast, Yas offers a unique perspective, connecting the ideal multi‑
lingual self with the preservation of linguistic and cultural diversity. Her 
concern about the dominance of English and its potential to ‘kill’ other 
languages showcases her eagerness to learn and use LOTEs. She supports 
linguistic diversity as well as the cultural heritage that languages carry as 
she explains:

If we continue to only use English on a daily basis, then that would kill 
so many languages and heritage that they kind of hold on their shoul‑
ders. So that would not really be good as far as culture is concerned.

(Yas_HU_Sp)

Her statement shows her advocacy for the preservation of minority lan‑
guages and their associated cultures. Along these lines, Bella’s experience 
showcases her awareness that speaking English only may not be sufficient 
in the future. Her motivation to learn LOTEs alongside English is driven 
by uncertainty about the global dominance of English and the possibility 
that linguistic demands might change: “I guess nowadays it is not really 
enough to speak English because, as I have already mentioned, no one 
knows. Well, will English be a universal language forever? Or something 
can change? Or can it always change?” (Bella_EE_Fr). As such, Bella 
expresses her uncertainty about the future of a universal language that 
fuels her determination to explore other linguistic horizons.

Zoè, another Hungarian participant, reported that one of the factors 
shaping her ideal multilingual self was her willingness to integrate with 
local communities. For instance, while living in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, she experienced firsthand how speaking the local language, Lin‑
gala, transformed her interactions and even ensured her safety:

I lived in the Democratic Republic of Congo, in Kinshasa, and I could 
easily take a picture because I spoke the local language Lingala. They 
wouldn’t accept me on the streets, but I was safe because I spoke the 
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local language, I could tell them. And then we were just friends. It makes 
everyday life much easier.

(Zoè_HU_In)

Her story indicates that linguistic skills pave the way for cross‑cultural 
understanding. Moreover, they are a practical tool for social integration 
and building trust with locals.

These accounts illustrate that foreign language learning is a journey 
toward understanding diverse cultures, forging meaningful social bonds, 
and preserving the rich heritage of every language. It should be noted 
that, while there are similarities between the factors driving students’ ideal 
L2 self and their ideal multilingual self, mainly in relation to the cultural 
aspect of LOTE learning, they also differ, for instance, in terms of the inter‑
actions between different languages and English.

The ought‑to L2 self

Interestingly, only one participant mentions having an ought‑to self among 
interviewees. Lulu’s accounts illustrate a good example of family pressure 
to reach an advanced level in German. Her Chinese parents put pressure 
on her to excel and persevere. She then strives to meet her family’s expec‑
tations to be proficient in German: “This is our family’s standard. If you 
do something, you have to persist and try your best and don’t give up 
and don’t quit” (Lulu_HU_Gr). Lulu recounted her family’s pressure dur‑
ing her language learning journey and illustrated her goal to meet their 
expectations.

The L2 learning experience

The L2 learning experience had a vital impact on learners L2/multilingual 
ideal self, especially in terms of their classroom experience and the role of 
their teachers. Beyond cultural, personal and social influences, students’ 
experiences with learning LOTEs illustrate how a positive and motivating 
classroom atmosphere can transform their learning experience. The sig‑
nificant impact of passionate and talented teachers was a common thread 
among the stories shared by interviewees. For instance, Bella describes her 
experience of learning French at university as follows:

Here in university, I guess it is really really great to learn French because 
we have such a great and highly skilled teachers who are very interested 
in their own subject, so they really motivate everyone to learn French, 
so it is a really interesting and exciting career to learn French here.

(Bella_EE_Fr)
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Her excitement captures the positive experience that her dedicated  teachers 
created. Dogomosho echoes Bella’s enthusiasm as he owes his motivation 
to learn German to his teacher. He shares the crucial role that his teacher 
played in supporting his language learning and transforming his approach 
to home assignments: “I choose to take this language course because of the 
teacher. She keeps me very motivated, and I have this feeling that I need to 
do my homework with joy” (Dogomosho_HU_Gr). Both Bella and Dogo‑
mosho express their gratitude toward their teachers who positively influ‑
enced their language learning journey.

Besides teachers’ expertise, Mark recalled positive classroom dynamics 
that made him enjoy learning Italian:

With Italian in university, our classes are all very fun and interactive. 
It’s like never before, before having taken those Italian classes. And I’ve 
been in a class where everyone just felt free and made jokes. So, in class, 
we learned Italian in a very fun way. We became friends with everyone 
in the class, including the professors. And even now, it is all very infor‑
mal. That makes the environment so much more rewarding.

(Mark_EE_It)

In addition, Yas described a memorable hands‑on experience of experien‑
tial learning as follows:

Well, I remember during our second year of learning Spanish, we would 
actually make Spanish dishes and bring them to the classroom. And 
that was really special and interesting because not only we had to look 
up the whole recipes in Spanish and kind of try to guess what eggs are, 
what flour is. That made it really fun and special in a way. And it made 
the whole learning process more enjoyable.

(Yas_HU_Sp)

Stepping outside of the classroom, however, the environment may not 
always be favorable for practicing the new language. Maarit recalls the lim‑
ited opportunities to practice Spanish outside of the classroom in Estonia:

Maybe one thing I would like to mention in the end is that what might 
be difficult when learning a foreign language. For example, for me, 
I couldn’t really practice Spanish outside of the classroom because I live 
in Estonia. So not many people speak Spanish. But if you choose to 
speak a language that they speak around you, it would definitely help 
you learn it.

(Maarit_EE_Sp)
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Overall, these narratives illustrate how a passionate teacher who creates 
an interactive and supportive classroom dynamic can not only ignite a love 
for the foreign language but also endow students with the confidence to 
overcome challenges beyond the classroom.

Discussion

The findings of this study indicate that LOTE learners have similar expe‑
riences in Estonia and Hungary. These shared experiences illustrate the 
multifaceted nature of language learning motivation and the pivotal role of 
the learner’s self in shaping their language learning journey.

The first research question examined students’ drive to choose to learn a 
specific LOTE. The results demonstrate that students are primarily driven 
by positive associations with the target language, particularly in relation 
to the culture and society where the language is spoken. A recurring theme 
in the data is the fascination with the target culture, which often forms a 
key determinant of their ideal L2 self. For instance, Bella’s case strongly 
resonates with the results of Meristo (2022) with regard to students’ inte‑
grative motivation to explore French culture. Bella was captivated by the 
values and traditions of French society, and these cultural aspects directly 
influenced her decision to pursue a degree in French. Her desire to become 
part of that world illustrates how deeply cultural affinity can drive lan‑
guage learning.

The second research question focused on the motivational dynamics of 
LOTE learners in terms of the L2MSS categories. Consistent with previous 
research (e.g., Huhtala et al., 2019, 2021), the ideal L2 self was the most 
salient component in students’ motivational narratives. This self‑image 
reflected aspirations related to career ambitions, travel opportunities, or 
cultural immersion. For instance, Meilo described how a role model from 
the world of badminton, who spoke the target language fluently, inspired 
him to pursue Chinese language learning. This example supports Dörnyei’s 
(2009) assertion that identifying with role models can be a powerful trig‑
ger for developing the ideal L2 self, as learners project themselves into 
desired future identities through the lens of their idols.

The analysis of interview excerpts revealed that the ideal multilingual 
self as a broader vision of oneself as a competent speaker of multiple lan‑
guages is shaped by an interplay of individual interests, aspirations, and 
socio‑cultural aspects. Participants’ motivations to study a LOTE often 
resulted from a desire to form authentic connections with speakers of the 
language, immerse themselves in new cultures, and expand their world‑
view. These motivations extend beyond academic goals, indicating a more 
personal approach to language learning.



128 Psychology of Multilingual Learners and Teachers

Determining whether to classify students’ LOTE‑related aspirations 
under Dörnyei’s (2009) ideal L2 self or Henry’s (2017) ideal multilingual 
self proved challenging in some instances. While many learners spoke 
of their LOTE experience as distinct and language‑specific, others inte‑
grated this experience into a broader multilingual identity. This complex‑
ity echoes Thompson’s (2020) view that learners may possess multiple, 
coexisting ideal selves that do not necessarily converge into a unified 
multilingual identity. Thus, motivational orientations are often fluid and 
context‑dependent, shaped by both personal affinities and linguistic ideol‑
ogies. In contrast, the ought‑to L2 self was less prevalent in the data. Only 
one participant, Lulu, expressed a strong sense of duty to improve her Ger‑
man due to family expectations. Her case resonates with Wang’s (2024) 
study on Chinese learners of LOTEs, where the ought‑to self played a more 
prominent role, suggesting that this motivational dimension may be more 
culturally prevalent in certain contexts, particularly in Asia. In European 
settings, such external pressures appear to be less influential, with learners 
more commonly driven by internal aspirations. Another significant factor 
contributing to students’ motivation was the classroom experience itself. 
Participants consistently highlighted the impact of skilled, enthusiastic, 
and supportive teachers on their motivation and enjoyment of language 
learning. Maarit’s experience stood out in particular; she appreciated her 
teacher’s efforts to engage students in the target language outside of class‑
room. This aligns with Sulis (2023), who advocates for extending language 
exposure beyond formal instruction. Such extracurricular interactions 
were not only beneficial for language development but also helped students 
internalize the language as part of their identity.

Lastly, the third research question explored the distinction between learn‑
ers’ ideal L2 self and ideal multilingual self. The findings clearly indicate that 
these constructs, though related, serve different functions and are shaped 
by different aspirations. The ideal L2 self is typically oriented toward deep 
engagement with a particular language, often connected to professional 
goals, cultural immersion, or travel. In contrast, the ideal multilingual self 
reflects a broader appreciation for linguistic diversity, intercultural commu‑
nication, and the uniqueness of each language within a multilingual reper‑
toire. Some participants expressed their enthusiasm for languages and desire 
to go beyond English to maintain linguistic diversity and resist monolin‑
gual tendencies in a globalized world. Others emphasized the importance of 
building personal and social connections through language, reinforcing the 
multidimensional nature of their multilingual identities.

Conclusion

This chapter presented a small‑scale qualitative study exploring learn‑
ers’ multilingual selves at Estonian and Hungarian universities. Using 
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semi‑structured interviews with 18 LOTE learners and employing a  thematic 
analysis approach, the study aimed to investigate and compare the motiva‑
tion of multilingual learners in these two contexts. It responds to the recent 
call in language learning motivation research to shift the focus from English 
language only to include various LOTEs, and to incorporate a multilingual 
perspective on motivation. This study stresses the centrality of self‑driven 
motivations in LOTE learning and highlights the differences between 
 language‑specific and multilingual aspirations. It also suggests that recog‑
nizing and supporting learners’ ideal selves – both L2 and multilingual – can 
play a central role in sustaining motivation, fostering deeper engagement, 
and enriching the language learning experience. It equally highlights the 
importance of including learners from countries with shared historical 
backgrounds yet differing foreign language policies and performance, such 
as Estonia and Hungary, which remain under‑represented in the broader 
LOTE literature. While the findings provide valuable insights into LOTE 
learners’ motivations, particularly in Central and Northern Europe, they 
may not fully represent the experiences of LOTE learners in other contexts, 
particularly in Asia (Wang, 2024). For future studies, African and Asian 
countries that are characterized by their rich multilingualism and diverse 
linguistic landscape are worth further exploration. Moreover, a longitudi‑
nal study that looks into learners’ LOTE journey can yield more insight‑
ful findings as to the dynamics of learners’ L2 and multilingual selves. By 
acknowledging students’ ideal multilingual self, educators can tailor their 
teaching methods to be more inclusive, offering opportunities for learners 
to engage with multiple languages and cultures in meaningful ways. An 
interdisciplinary curriculum that integrates cultural studies, global issues, 
and language learning could drive learners to feel that their language learn‑
ing is contributing to a global multilingual identity, rather than just acquir‑
ing isolated language skills.

Note

 1 https://www.etis.ee.
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Maria Andria

Introduction

While there has been growing attention to learners’ motivation to learn 
Languages Other Than English (LOTEs) (e.g. Busse, 2013, 2017; Csizér & 
Lukács, 2010; Dörnyei & Chan, 2013; Howard & Oaks, 2024; Lanvers, 
2017; Wang & Fisher, 2021), research in this area remains relatively lim‑
ited compared to the extensive array of studies focusing on L2 English 
(Mendoza & Phung, 2019). Examining and interpreting the motivation 
for learning LOTEs across different settings could not only expand but 
also potentially reshape researchers’ and teachers’ understandings of why 
students are motivated to study a particular language (Boo et al., 2015; 
Ushioda & Dörnyei, 2017). Such research could determine whether exist‑
ing theoretical frameworks, typically used for L2 English, are applicable to 
the study of LOTEs. Aside from the particular language being examined, 
the demographics of participants in motivational studies have generally 
been quite uniform, with research largely dominated by samples of second‑
ary and university students (Boo et al., 2015). This prompts us to consider 
how motivation functions later in life and what drives learners of different 
age groups to study a particular LOTE, as well as what inspires them to 
begin and sustain such a learning journey.

To address these questions, the present study aims to explore motiva‑
tion for learning Modern Greek, a less commonly spoken language in the 
European context. Specifically, it focuses on motivation to learn Modern 
Greek as a Foreign Language (FL) in the unique setting of Catalonia, Spain. 
Catalonia’s multilingual landscape presents an intriguing context for FL 
learning research, as the population is typically bilingual in Spanish and 
Catalan—its two official languages—and many residents have also stud‑
ied English or other FLs in school. Additionally, over 300 languages are 
currently spoken in Catalonia (Institut d’Estadística de Catalunya, 2018), 
reflecting the region’s rich linguistic diversity. Within this context, learn‑
ing Modern Greek often represents at least a third language, which shows 
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the need to consider how multilingual individuals construct and negotiate 
motivation across their broader linguistic experiences. This study, there‑
fore, adopts a holistic perspective on multilingualism, viewing learners as 
multilingual speakers whose motivation, ideologies, beliefs, and attitudes 
are embedded in a fluid and evolving linguistic landscape (Lasagabaster, 
2017; Ushioda, 2017). This perspective also recognizes that multilingual 
speakers develop unique linguistic repertoires and identities over time 
(Cenoz & Gorter, 2019; Douglas Fir Group, 2016). As such, their motiva‑
tion to learn Modern Greek is not viewed as an isolated phenomenon but 
integrally shaped by their personal trajectories, linguistic biographies, and 
the multilingual context in which they are situated.

Given the limited empirical research on motivation to learn Modern 
Greek as an FL (Andria, 2024; Rodríguez Lifante & Andria, 2020), this 
study seeks to fill this gap by focusing on the following key objectives: first, 
to investigate the reasons and motivation for learning Modern Greek as 
an FL in Catalonia, as well as learners’ attitudes toward the language; sec‑
ond, to examine whether there are perceived connections between learning 
Modern Greek and learners’ experiences of speaking Catalan as a minor‑
ity, and also minoritized language. The study is part of a larger project, 
titled ‘Learning, teaching, and learning to teach in Greek as an L2: Evi‑
dence from different learning contexts’ (henceforth LETEGR2).

This research approaches motivation from a Positive Psychology (PP) per‑
spective. PP emphasizes the positive aspects of individuals’ experiences that 
can enhance, facilitate, and support motivated language learning. Inspired 
by the recent PP application in Applied Linguistics studies (MacIntyre & 
Mercer, 2014; MacIntyre et al., 2019), Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model 
has been shown to be a particularly valuable framework for understanding 
learners’ motivational development (Gregersen, 2019; Li, 2023; Li & Liu, 
2023). Among recent studies, Li and Liu (2022) used the PERMA model, 
originally developed to explore individuals’ well‑being, to investigate the 
L2  learning experience, a key component of language learning motiva‑
tion. They showed that the L2 learning experience is multi‑dimensional, 
encompassing the five elements of the PERMA model: emotions, engage‑
ment, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. Although designed for 
well‑being research, these elements were found to effectively account for 
how learners experience and sustain language learning motivation. Build‑
ing on this conceptualization, the present study adopts the PERMA frame‑
work to analyze the learning experience dimension of Dörnyei’s (2005, 
2009) L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS). This approach aims to offer 
a more detailed and comprehensive understanding of this component in 
less explored LOTE contexts, such as the one examined here. The study 
also incorporates the anti‑ought‑to self, as introduced by Thompson and 
Vásquez (2015) and further developed by Thompson (2017a, 2017b). 
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Lastly, the study integrates the concept of the ideal  multilingual self, 
 suggested by Henry (2017) as an extension of the L2MSS tailored to mul‑
tilingual contexts.

In order to explore motivation for learning Modern Greek in Catalonia, 
this study adopts an emic perspective drawing on narrative data of multi‑
lingual learners. Language learning narratives can “offer insights into peo‑
ple’s private worlds, inaccessible to experimental methodologies and thus 
provide the insider’s view of the processes of language learning, attrition 
and use” (Pavlenko, 2007, p. 165).

Literature review

Language learning motivation: theoretical underpinnings

The present study draws on Dörnyei’s (2005, 2009) L2MSS framework, 
which is based on the concept of possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 
1986). The L2MSS posits that language learning motivation is driven by 
perceptions of the ideal self, the ought‑to self, and the learning experi‑
ence. The ideal self represents who the learner aspires to become in terms 
of language ability, while the ought‑to self reflects who the learner feels 
obliged to become due to external pressures, such as those from society, 
family, and friends. Research has shown that a strong ideal self is crucial 
for language learning motivation and success (Kormos & Czizer, 2014; 
Taguchi et al., 2009).

Although the L2MSS has significantly enhanced our understanding of 
language learning motivation, it has also faced both conceptual (Papi & 
Teimouri 2012; Teimouri, 2017) and methodological (Al‑Hoorie et  al., 
2024) criticisms. Empirical studies have highlighted several issues, includ‑
ing asymmetricity between the ideal and ought‑to self, lack of inclusion 
of learner profiles described as “rebellious” (Lanvers, 2016) or resistance‑ 
oriented, and ambiguity in defining the role of non‑language‑specific 
motivation.

Thompson and Vásquez (2015) and Thompson (2017a, 2017b) pro‑
posed adding another dimension to the L2MSS: the anti‑ought‑to self. This 
concept aligns with the idea of “rebellious self” or “rebellious motivation” 
(Lanvers, 2016, 2017), often observed among learners of LOTEs. This 
concept, inspired by Reactance Theory (Brehm, 1966), describes moti‑
vation driven by resistance to external pressures. As Thompson (2017a, 
p.  40) explains, the anti‑ought‑to self combines the internal vision of 
the ideal self, while also incorporating the contextual importance of the 
ought‑to self. Thompson’s (2017b) study revealed that students of Less 
Commonly Taught Languages (LCTLs), often viewed as more challenging 
for first language (L1) English speakers, exhibited stronger anti‑ought‑to 
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selves compared to learners of more commonly studied language. The 
anti‑ought‑to self has emerged as a key motivating factor, and further 
exploration of this concept in different contexts and with LOTEs could 
provide valuable insights into L2 motivation (Dörnyei & Al‑Hoorie, 2017; 
Thompson & Liu, 2018; Thompson, 2021).

The L2 learning experience, the third component of the L2MSS, pertains 
to “situation‑specific motives related to the immediate learning environ‑
ment and experience” (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 29). While its significant role in 
motivated behavior has been empirically supported, it has not received the 
same level of attention as the other two components (for a comprehensive 
discussion, see Dörnyei, 2019; Li, 2023; Li & Liu, 2022).

As has been increasingly recognized, research in language learning moti‑
vation has long exhibited an entrenched monolingual bias, with individual 
variability in learning success being prioritized over the exploration of 
multilingual development (Henry, 2017; Henry & Thorsen, 2018a; Ushi‑
oda, 2017). This monolingual mindset has often overlooked the complex, 
dynamic realities of learners operating in multilingual environments, where 
language learning is not simply about learning the language, but also about 
negotiating and enriching evolving multilingual identities. In response to 
this gap, Henry (2017) proposed the concept of the ideal multilingual self 
as an extension of the L2MSS, highlighting how learners may hold an ideal 
image of themselves not just as speakers of a specific additional language, 
but as speakers of multiple languages. This shift underscores the need for 
motivation research that more accurately reflects the lived experiences and 
identity trajectories of multilingual learners. In this regard, adopting a 
holistic approach to motivational research becomes essential, as it enables 
a deeper understanding of the multilingual individuals’ practices, motiva‑
tions and experiences within the complex and dynamic realities of contem‑
porary multilingual societies (Ushioda, 2017).

The present study draws on three key theoretical constructs to guide its 
analysis and interpretation of the data. Firstly, it focuses on the L2 learn‑
ing experience component of Dörnyei’s (2005, 2009) L2MSS, one of the 
most widely used and influential models in language learning motivation 
research. Secondly, it incorporates the concept of the anti‑ought‑to self, 
which is particularly relevant in the context under analysis, as it pertains 
to learners of LOTE. Lastly, the study integrates the concept of ideal mul‑
tilingual self, suggested by Henry (2017) as an extension of the L2MSS for 
multilingual settings. This addition is particularly relevant for the current 
study, as it explores how multilingual speakers in Catalonia envision the 
role of Modern Greek within their broader linguistic repertoires and per‑
sonal trajectories and how external expectations influence their motivation.

Recent studies have highlighted the potential of PP in SLA research 
(MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014), particularly in the area of motivation. 
Unlike prevalent approaches that focus on the challenges of language 
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learning, such as experiencing anxiety, PP emphasizes the positive aspects 
of  individual experiences that enrich learners and help them thrive and 
flourish (MacIntyre et al., 2019). Gregersen (2019) has demonstrated how 
the principles of PP, especially Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model, align 
with established motivational theories and provide valuable insights into 
language learning motivation. Seligman’s PERMA model consists of five 
components: Positive emotions (P), encompassing happiness and life satis‑
faction; Engagement (E), which refers to deep involvement and investment 
in an activity; Relationships (R), involving social rapports; Meaning (M), 
referring to a profound personal purpose that adds significance to people’s 
actions; and Accomplishment (A), associated with personal advancement, 
success, and achievement. Although these elements were initially intended 
to examine individuals’ well‑being, recent studies have shown that they 
can be also highly effective in explaining learners’ motivation, as each com‑
ponent aligns with key motivational drivers, and their dynamic interplay 
significantly enhances and sustains learners’ interest in language learning 
(Li & Liu, 2022; Oxford & Cuéllar, 2014).

Over the past years, there has been a significant rise in Applied  Linguistics 
studies that adopt the principles of PP perspective (for an extensive review, 
see Dewaele et  al., 2019). Lake (2013, 2016), for instance, conducted 
some of the first empirical studies exploring the relationship between 
PP and L2 motivation within the Japanese context. His research demon‑
strated links between the positive self, the positive L2 self, and various 
motivational factors. The positive self refers to an individual’s overarch‑
ing self‑concept encompassing traits that foster well‑being and personal 
growth. Its key components include flourishing, curiosity, and hope. These 
elements collectively enhance a person’s overall well‑being and serve as a 
foundation for domain‑specific self‑concepts, such as the positive L2 self, 
which focuses on L2 learning. The L2 positive self can be defined by inter‑
est, passion and mastery goals in language learning. Similarly, Ibrahim 
(2016) employed a phenomenological approach to explore positive emo‑
tionality and long‑term motivational engagement of L2 learners. Partici‑
pants reported that feelings of enjoyment and happiness during dynamic 
motivational changes stemmed primarily from personal growth and trans‑
formation. Dewaele et al. (2022) conducted a longitudinal study and dem‑
onstrated that FL Enjoyment can act as a buoy, helping to sustain learners’ 
decreasing motivation. Pavelescu (2019) investigated the L2 motivation of 
two teenage EFL students in Romania, focusing on the connection between 
motivation and the emotional aspects of their learning experiences. Her 
study revealed that emotions play a crucial role in shaping motivation, 
showing that strong positive emotions can enhance and sustain it, while 
their absence can impede motivation. Oxford and Cuéllar (2014) utilized 
the PERMA model to investigate the motivation of Mexican students 
 learning L2 Chinese. Their analysis revealed clear instances of the PERMA 
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components in the learners’ retrospective narratives, suggesting that the 
model serves as a valuable framework for a holistic understanding of 
language learning motivation. In a more recent study, Li and Liu (2022) 
applied the PERMA model to theorize the language learning experience 
of international students studying Chinese. Their findings demonstrated 
that the L2 learning experience is a complex construct encompassing all 
five dimensions of the PERMA model, each of which emerged as a sig‑
nificant factor influencing students’ motivation. Drawing on these recent 
applications of PERMA in LOTE motivation research, the current study 
draws on this model not only to describe the qualitative dimensions of 
learners’ L2 learning experience, but also to explore how these dimensions 
may function as motivational drivers. Specifically, PERMA is employed 
as an interpretative lens to deepen the understanding of the L2  learn‑
ing experience component of the L2MSS. By integrating the two frame‑
works, this study focuses on how the affective and experiential dimensions 
emphasized in PERMA align with and enrich the conceptualization of the 
L2 learning experience dimension. This integration is examined within the 
under‑researched context of L2 Modern Greek in Catalonia.

Motivation for L2 Modern Greek

Research on motivation to learn Modern Greek, especially in Spain, is 
limited. Tsamadou‑Jacoberger and Zerva (2017) examined motivation to 
learn Modern Greek at the University of Strasbourg, France, and found 
that learners’ ideal L2 self and the symbolic capital of the Greek language 
were key motivators for learners. Indeed, participants in the study assigned 
considerable value to learning Modern Greek due to its deep historical 
roots and its association with ancient Greek culture, civilization, and litera‑
ture. These connections were perceived as conferring prestige and symbolic 
capital upon those who study the language. Notably, this symbolic value 
may be especially pronounced for learners of LOTEs, where motivation is 
often shaped less by instrumental goals and more by cultural, intellectual, 
or identity‑related investments. Similarly, Sykara (2017) investigated moti‑
vation in Greece, revealing that attitudes toward language learning, the L2 
community, the ideal L2 self, and instrumental factors were the primary 
motivators for 280 adult learners.

Rodríguez Lifante and Andria (2020) conducted qualitative research 
within the LETEGR2 project to explore the meanings that 101 L2 Modern 
Greek learners in Greece associated with the language and how these mean‑
ings interacted with their motivation. Participants were asked to complete 
the prompt, “For me, Modern Greek is….” The analysis identified four 
main aspects associated with the language: as an instrument, an attitude, 
a personal bond, and culture. The findings highlighted generally positive 
attitudes toward the language and revealed how learning Modern Greek is 
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influenced by extralinguistic factors, such as intergenerational connections 
and the language’s cultural and historical significance. These dimensions 
are particularly significant in the context of LOTEs, where learners often 
engage with the language not for immediate instrumental gain but for sym‑
bolic, emotional, or heritage‑related reasons. The findings therefore high‑
light how the decision to learn a LOTE such as Modern Greek is frequently 
rooted in deeper cultural connections and identity‑related commitments, 
which may be less prominent motivational factors in the learning of more 
globally dominant languages.

As part of the LETEGR2 project, Andria’s (2024) mixed‑methods study 
also examined the motivation of 156 adult learners of Modern Greek as FL 
in Barcelona. The research identified four key motivational factors: interest 
in the L2 community, country, and culture; general interest in other cultures 
and in cross‑cultural connections; interest in cultural products associated 
with the L2; and direct interaction with Greek people and travels to Greece. 
In the qualitative part of the study, participants expressed positive attitudes 
toward the language, often linking it to personal growth and their multilin‑
gual identity, as well as connections to both ancient and Modern Greek cul‑
ture. Similarly to previous studies, participants attributed symbolic capital 
to the learning of Modern Greek. Interestingly, several participants viewed 
learning Greek as a means of enriching their multilingual repertoire and 
as an investment in identity construction. Those participants appeared to 
embody an ideal multilingual self (Henry, 2017); for them, learning Mod‑
ern Greek represented a meaningful step toward realizing a cosmopolitan 
future self grounded in intercultural openness and linguistic diversity. The 
study also highlighted the influence of the Catalan context in shaping learn‑
ers’ motivation and called for further research in this area. In particular, 
Catalonia’s multilingual landscape and the coexistence of diverse language 
ideologies seemed to influence how these multilingual learners perceived 
the value and purpose of learning LOTEs such as Modern Greek.

Building on these findings, the current research seeks to investigate 
more deeply the dynamic relationship between motivation to learn Mod‑
ern Greek and the Catalan context. The next section will discuss the 
unique characteristics that make this setting particularly worthy of further 
investigation.

The multilingual context of Catalonia, Spain

As a multilingual country where over 40% of its population lives in 
regions with official bilingual status, Spain offers an interesting context 
for researching FL learning, particularly in the area of language learn‑
ing motivation (Lasagabaster, 2017). Located in the northeastern part of 
Spain, Catalonia is an autonomous community that is officially bilingual, 
using both Spanish, the language of the state as a whole, and Catalan, 
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the language historically spoken by the region’s native population. Simi‑
larly to other regional minority languages such as Basque and Galician, 
Catalan has experienced a history of repression during the Franco dictator‑
ship (1939–1975). Franco’s authoritarian regime sought a homogeneous 
Spain by rejecting ethnic, cultural, religious, and linguistic diversity, ban‑
ning public use of minority languages until his death in 1975 and Spain’s 
transition to democracy (Hernández‑Campoy & Villena‑Ponsoda, 2009). 
Despite the repression, Catalan was spoken privately as an act of resist‑
ance, reinforcing the connection between the Catalan language and the 
Catalan identity. This deep connection between language and identity has 
remained strong even after the restoration of democracy. Recent studies 
reveal that although local political discourses promoting ethnolinguistic 
divisions persist, young Catalan speakers highly value bilingualism and 
embrace a “linguistic cosmopolitanism” (Newman & Trenchs‑Parera, 
2015). This cosmopolitan outlook, may lessen competition between minor‑
ity and majority languages, fostering a more cohesive social  environment 
where diverse languages and identities coexist harmoniously (for a more 
extensive discussion, see Lasagabaster, 2017). Research has shown that 
language learners’ motivation, ideologies, beliefs, and attitudes are sig‑
nificantly influenced by the sociocultural dynamics of their environment 
(Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009). Importantly, in multilingual context such as 
Catalonia, motivation to learn additional languages is often shaped not 
only by practical or instrumental factors, but also by a recognition of lin‑
guistic diversity as a valuable social asset (Andria, 2024). Learners’ moti‑
vation is intertwined with their identities as multilingual, interculturally 
aware individuals who navigate complex language ideologies and sociopo‑
litical dynamics (Cenoz & Gorter, 2019). This interplay makes motivation 
in multilingual settings such as Catalonia distinct, as it involves balancing 
personal, cultural, and community‑oriented goals within a dynamic lin‑
guistic landscape. Understanding why individuals in the Catalan context 
might opt to learn a lesser‑spoken language such as Modern Greek can 
shed light on how language learning choices can be influenced by ideologi‑
cal, identity‑based, and intercultural factors. This perspective can deepen 
our insight into the complex and multifaceted nature of language learning 
motivation in multilingual contexts.

Methods

Methodological underpinnings

The present study is framed within Interpretative Phenomenological Anal‑
ysis (IPA), whose aim is to examine individuals’ meaning‑making of signifi‑
cant lived experiences (Smith et al., 2009). Grounded in the principles of 
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phenomenology and hermeneutics, IPA considers individuals as self‑aware 
beings who actively reflect on and interpret their experiences. Another key 
feature of IPA is its idiographic approach, which emphasizes giving equal 
attention to each individual case and participant.

To explore the experiences of FL learners of Modern Greek, narrative 
data were collected. Narratives allow learners to articulate their personal 
experiences, feelings, and thoughts, providing rich, in‑depth insights into 
their motivation. They capture the complexities of individual experiences, 
including emotional and psychological aspects (Pavlenko, 2007). By nar‑
rating their stories, learners engage in a reflective process that can uncover 
underlying motivational factors which may be inaccessible through more 
direct, structured methods such as surveys or questionnaires. Furthermore, 
narrative data “allow us to see the dynamic interactions between the con‑
text and the learner” (Thompson, 2017a, p. 42), as learners’ stories illumi‑
nate how cultural background, social interactions, and community shape 
their motivation. Grasping these sociocultural dimensions is essential for a 
comprehensive understanding of language learning motivation, especially 
in linguistically and socially complex settings such as Catalonia.

Participants

The participants in this study were 20 adult FL learners of Modern Greek, 
seven males and 13 females, attending a language school in Barcelona, 
Spain. The language school belongs to a non‑profit association whose 
members are either Greeks living in the area or local philhellenes. The 
school provides courses for adult learners at several proficiency levels. 
Beyond the language classes, the association arranges a variety of activities 
for students, such as festivals, conferences, dance lessons, cooking work‑
shops, and other cultural events. Participants belonged to two proficiency 
levels: intermediate (n = 13) and advanced (n = 7), with ages ranging from 
22 to 72 years (Mean: 46.9, SD: 16.96). All participants were multilingual, 
with a reported knowledge of six languages (mean). Catalan and Spanish 
were the L1s for all participants, except for one participant who also had 
German as her L1 and another participant who also had Italian as his L1. 
In terms of their perceptions of bilingualism, nine participants considered 
themselves Catalan‑dominant, four identified as Spanish‑dominant, and 
seven viewed themselves as balanced Spanish/Catalan bilinguals. All of 
the participants held a university degree. Many of them had degrees and/
or worked in professions related to the humanities or linguistics, in fields 
such as philosophy, history, language, Classics, translating and interpret‑
ing, or education. All the participants reported having been to Greece at 
least once, and many of them mentioned that they visited the country on 
a regular basis.
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It is important to note that participants who were heritage learners of 
Modern Greek or those learning the language due to familial connections, 
such as having Greek spouses, were intentionally excluded from this study. 
While these learners could offer valuable insights into motivation, they 
were not the focus of the study. Instead, this research aimed to examine the 
motivation of Catalan learners who chose to study Modern Greek inde‑
pendently, without such external influences. Therefore, this exploration 
offers a deeper understanding of the factors driving learners’ interest in 
the language within this specific context. The language school was selected 
as the research site because it is one of only two institutions in Catalonia 
that provide formal instruction in FL Modern Greek. Its selection was also 
informed by logistical considerations, as the researcher held a dual role 
there as both coordinator and instructor, facilitating access and familiarity 
with the educational context. The participants included in the study were 
those who met the selection criteria outlined previously.

Instruments and data collection

Data for this study were collected through face‑to‑face, in‑depth, semi‑ 
structured interviews, during which participants responded to a series of 
questions regarding their language learning motivation, experiences, prac‑
tices, and language preferences (Polat, 2013). These interviews yielded 
valuable data on participants’ language learning histories (Mercer, 2013), 
offering insights into how FL learners conceptualize their experiences and 
the language learning process. The interviews were conducted individu‑
ally by the researcher, who was in most cases also the participants’ FL 
instructor. Participants were free to choose the language of the interview 
(Spanish, Catalan, or Modern Greek) and could switch between languages 
as needed. The interviews were between 20 and 45 minutes long. The total 
length of the compiled recordings was 553 minutes. All participants pro‑
vided written informed consent for their participation in the study before 
the data collection began.

Data coding and analysis

The interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and imported into 
ATLAS.ti 24 for analysis. The narratives of the learners were then analyzed 
using IPA. The analysis began inductively, allowing themes to emerge directly 
from participants’ narratives without predefined categories. Although the 
study was informed by the PERMA model and the L2MSS these frame‑
works were introduced later in a deductive phase to guide and deepen inter‑
pretation. While using theoretical frameworks is not a common practice in 
IPA, the incorporation of theoretical foundations was both valuable and 
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necessary in this study. These theoretical underpinnings did not constrain 
the analysis but served as tools to enhance the interpretative process.

The data coding and analysis process adhered to six steps based on IPA 
methodology (Smith et al., 2009). Initially, the researcher became familiar 
with the data through repeated readings of each transcript. This was fol‑
lowed by initial annotation, where key fragments were highlighted, and 
exploratory comments on semantic content and language were made. Fur‑
ther readings led to detailed annotations including descriptive, linguistic, 
and higher‑level interpretive comments. Next, the researcher developed 
emergent themes. After analyzing one case, the researcher would move 
to the next, maintaining the idiographic focus by treating each case indi‑
vidually. Once all cases had been analyzed, step six involved identifying 
patterns across all cases, looking for shared themes as well as similarities 
and differences. Following this process, the analysis was deepened through 
formally connecting the data to the PERMA model and the L2MSS, which 
served as the theoretical foundations for interpreting the findings.

Results and discussion

The aim of the study was to explore the motivation and attitudes of 
L2  learners of Modern Greek in Catalonia, Spain. Two central themes 
emerged from the analysis of the interviews: (1) The L2 experience of 
learning Greek is a powerful motivating force for FL Modern Greek learn‑
ers, and (2) Learning Modern Greek strengthens L2 anti‑ought‑to‑selves. 
The first theme, in particular, revealed five sub‑themes that align closely 
with the elements of the PERMA model: (a) emotions, (b) engagement, 
(c) relationships, (d) meaning, and (e) accomplishment. These sub‑themes 
were central to participants’ accounts of their L2  learning experience. 
Regarding the second theme, three sub‑themes were identified: (a) learn‑
ing Modern Greek challenges the utilitarian approach to language learn‑
ing, (b) connections between choosing to learn Modern Greek and coming 
from a minority and minoritized L1 background, and (c) learning LOTEs 
as an act of reactance to language hierarchies and the hegemony of ‘strong’ 
languages. Lastly, a third, less central yet meaningful theme emerged from 
the data: (3) The ideal multilingual self as a motivational driver for learn‑
ing FL Modern Greek.

L2 experience is a powerful motivating force in Modern Greek

Emotions

All participants reported that their experience learning Modern Greek as 
an FL was characterized by positive emotions, which significantly boosted 
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their motivation. Common words used by participants to describe these 
positive experiences included “interesting,” “fun,” “amazing,” “pleasur‑
able,” “exciting,” and “motivating.” These emotions appeared to enhance 
their motivation during the course. A particularly strong and recurring 
feeling among learners was the joy they experienced as they delved deeper 
into the study of Modern Greek. For instance, Carla1 shares her enthusi‑
asm for the Greek classes and highlights how this experience stood out 
from other FL classes she had previously attended:

I study Greek because I love it, I’m drawn to it, and I enjoy it. The Greek 
classes have been the most motivating of all the language classes, like 
English for instance. In English classes I was never motivated. I went 
because I needed them. But with Modern Greek, from the very begin‑
ning, I was excited to attend. First, when I was not working, and later, 
even when I was working and I was tired, I still looked forward to the 
classes.

These findings align with previous research on LOTEs learner motivation 
(Li & Liu, 2022; Oxford & Cuéllar, 2014), as well as broader studies on 
language learning motivation, where positive feelings sustained learners’ 
motivation over the years. They are also consistent with studies indicating 
that positive learning experiences often become learners’ main source of 
motivation (Papi & Hiver, 2020).

It is worth noting that although positive emotions dominated the learn‑
ers’ interviews, some negative feelings were also expressed. These were 
primarily related to the challenges of the language, such as its complex 
grammar, writing system, vocabulary and different alphabet, as well as 
the difficulty in reaching a threshold level where fluent speaking and writ‑
ing became possible. Interestingly, while these feelings, such as frustration 
and difficulty, could be seen as negative, learners did not perceive them as 
demotivating. Instead, they viewed them as challenges that further moti‑
vated the learners to work harder in order to overcome them. For example, 
Vincent expresses certain feelings of struggle and frustration due to the 
complexity of the Greek language. However, he has managed to turn these 
challenges into motivation, deepening his engagement with the language—
a process that now brings him joy:

I think it is a difficult language. In every language there comes a point 
in learning when you start talking and writing in an automatic way, but 
in Modern Greek reaching that point is hard. I hope I’ll get there one 
day. In the language school where I used to go, when we were studying 
B1 level, after every class my classmates and I would always say “We will 
never learn.” But now I feel even more motivated; my sole motivation is 
to learn Greek, I have entered this “grammar game,” and I love it!
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Similarly to previous studies, these negative emotions coming from the 
 difficulty of the language under study did not undermine motivation; 
instead, they encouraged learners to work harder and persist (Li & Liu, 
2022). This supports the idea that positive and negative emotions interact 
and that negative emotions do not necessarily lead to demotivation or dis‑
couragement (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2019).

Engagement

The analysis of the interviews revealed that learners engaged with multi‑
ple aspects of the language learning process. Participants not only dem‑
onstrated active involvement in classroom tasks but also took part in 
extracurricular activities connected to Greek culture. In the excerpt below, 
Lidia conveys her deep immersion in the learning process and the joy and 
personal satisfaction that arise from this journey.

When I study Greek at home, I feel good and at ease. In my office, I have 
all my books, and I keep a page with all the verbs handy in case I forget 
one. Studying is a pleasant experience. I feel calm and happy, without 
any pressure.

Engagement with culture was found to play a significant role in motivating 
participants, and it was closely linked to the meaning that they attributed 
to the target language (see Section 4.1.4 below). This connection that has 
been also documented in previous studies (Oxford & Cuéllar, 2014). All 
of the participants emphasized the importance of having access to Greek 
cultural products, including music, literature, theater, and cinema, as a key 
factor in their learning experience. Cultural interest was important both 
as an initial motivation to begin studying the language and as a power‑
ful force in sustaining learners’ long‑term commitment. This result aligns 
with previous research on motivation for learning Modern Greek (Andria, 
2024; Rodríguez Lifante & Andria, 2020) and LOTEs (Li & Liu, 2022; 
Oxford & Cuéllar, 2014). Although culture plays a crucial role in deepen‑
ing our understanding of language learning motivation, it has not been 
included into either Dörnyei’s (2019) conceptualization of L2  learning 
experience or the PERMA model, a limitation noted in previous studies 
(Li & Liu, 2022; Oxford & Cuéllar, 2014; Oxford, 2016).

Relationships

Another recurring theme that emerged from the data is the powerful 
influence of interpersonal relationships on learners’ motivation. These 
relationships fell into three main categories: connections with Greek 
people, teacher‑student interactions, and peer dynamics. Many students 
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connected their initial desire to learn Modern Greek with a willingness 
to  communicate with locals during visits to Greece or with their Greek 
friends. Their interviews revealed an integrative orientation (Gardner, 
2001), as they emphasized the importance of building relationships with 
Modern Greek speakers. This finding aligns with previous research, which 
highlights interactions and personal connections with Greek individuals 
as a key motivation for beginning the study of Modern Greek in Spain 
(Andria, 2014, 2024; Rodríguez Lifante & Andria, 2020). Some par‑
ticipants also expressed that learning Modern Greek for use during their 
travels and stays in Greece is, for them, an “act of respect” toward the 
local community and its culture. They linked this motivation to a sense 
of gratitude, noting that they feel similarly appreciative when foreigners 
make the effort to learn their own language, Catalan. This perspective is 
particularly meaningful in the Catalan context, especially in Barcelona, 
where newcomers and visitors more commonly learn or use Spanish, the 
more globally dominant language. In contrast, Catalan tends to receive 
less attention, even though it holds official status and cultural importance. 
As a result, when foreigners make the effort to learn Catalan, it is often 
appreciated by locals as a gesture of respect and cultural awareness. For 
many locals, this effort seems to carry deeper symbolic weight, reflecting 
both a subtle challenge to prevailing language hierarchies and an acknowl‑
edgment of the region’s linguistic diversity.

Relationships with Greek individuals, in many cases, served as the initial 
impetus for studying the language. However, as learners progress, their 
interactions with teachers and peers played an increasingly influential role 
in shaping their motivation. The rapport established with teachers, along 
with the supportive and harmonious learning environment among class‑
mates, was highlighted as a crucial factor in maintaining learners’ motiva‑
tion and their eagerness to continue learning. Raquel explains: “I think that 
it was important that I have always felt so comfortable with the teacher 
and with the classmates.” Moreover, Carla underscores the significance of 
the tight‑knit community she found within her Greek classes, highlighting 
the strong sense of belonging they gave her:

The Greek classes have been for me a parallel world, because it was 
a day of the week in which you were connecting with a very special 
group, with people who were also going above and beyond in order to 
attend the classes.

This finding is consistent with previous research emphasizing the impor‑
tance of a positive classroom environment, particularly the pivotal role 
of  the teacher, in influencing and sustaining L2  learners’ motivation 
(Henry & Thorsen, 2018b; Papi & Hiver, 2020).
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In summary, the significance that participants placed on personal rela‑
tionships supports Mercer’s (2014, 2015) view that language learning is 
fundamentally relational. This suggests that learners’ language learning 
selves are shaped by “a network of relationships”—including past, pre‑
sent, and future—that they establish not only with people but also with 
objects (such as cultural products) and places around their language learn‑
ing experience (Mercer, 2015, p. 80).

Meaning

A central theme in the learners’ interviews is their belief that learning Mod‑
ern Greek is a meaningful and worthwhile activity. All of them emphasized 
that their initial motivation came from a love of learning rather than any 
external factors. Participants perceived it as meaningful due to different 
reasons. Firstly, most of them viewed Modern Greek as an important lan‑
guage, primarily due to its deep historical legacy and the rich culture asso‑
ciated with it. Bernando, for instance, states:

It is a wonderful language, and it has a very glorious and splendid past. 
For that reason alone, it would be worthwhile for everyone to learn 
Greek. I think that just to know your origins, it is important to know 
Greek.

Learners also revealed a strong intrinsic motivation, connected to their 
perceived humanistic, linguistic, and cultural value of learning Modern 
Greek. This aligns with previous studies that emphasize the perceived sym‑
bolic capital of this language for FL learners (Andria, 2024; Tsamadou‑ 
Jacoberger & Zerva, 2017). Participants saw the learning process as a 
means of personal growth and enrichment (Chen et al., 2021). Rosa, for 
instance, underscores the role of language learning in fostering intercul‑
tural awareness, seeing it as cultural capital rather than just an instrumen‑
tal skill. She also emphasizes the humanistic value of language learning and 
challenges neoliberal views on language learning motivation:

I would recommend everyone learn Modern Greek, first because it’s an 
important language and it’s the foundation of our [Spanish and Cata‑
lan] culture and of our languages. And secondly, because, in general, 
I would always recommend studying a language not according to its 
usefulness, which is what we are doing now. (…) But I think we should 
all study a language that is not for a utilitarian purpose. First, because 
language is thoughts, it is a way of thinking, a way of living that is 
incorporated into language, and second, because this is helping lan‑
guages not to die.
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For other learners, the experience extended beyond simply learning an FL; 
it became a deeply personal endeavor. Laura, for example, associates learn‑
ing with a profound personal journey, describing it as an empowering pro‑
cess that boosts her self‑confidence: 

But Greek gives me power, because I can do things for myself. I want to 
do it, and I’m doing it. For me, learning Greek is one of the best things 
I have done.

Accomplishment

Accomplishment emerged as an important theme for participants, often 
framed in relation to the perceived difficulty of the language. While they 
were motivated to succeed in learning Modern Greek and to make progress 
toward their goals, accomplishment for these learners was not always tied 
to external markers such as passing exams or earning certificates (Li & 
Liu, 2022). Instead, they viewed it as an internal sense of satisfaction and 
fulfillment when reaching more personal milestones. Carla’s experience in 
Greece, described below, exemplifies this sense of personal accomplishment:

It was incredible to think that I rented a car, thanked the lady at the hotel 
for preparing an excellent breakfast, went to a restaurant, and spoke 
with the cook, telling him how much I loved everything. I met an old man 
at the beach, and we would greet each other on the street. And all of this 
was happening in Greek! It was like, wow, I’ve reached the point where, 
yes, I can believe it—good or bad, but I actually speak this language!

Accomplishment was reflected in learners’ growing confidence in their 
abilities. As students felt more capable of mastering the language, they 
became more motivated to stay engaged in their classes. For most of them, 
this sense of accomplishment was closely tied to positive experiences in 
Greece. Whether their progress was modest or substantial, the ability to 
communicate while in Greece provided them with a deep sense of achieve‑
ment. Lidia illustrates this feeling, as she describes a pivotal moment when 
she recognized her significant progress in Modern Greek:

It was in the past few years when I went to Greece and realized that 
I could talk with the local people. I think it was very interesting, it gave 
me another…power!

In summary, the participants’ L2 experience with learning Modern 
Greek emerged as a central motivational factor. The findings revealed the 
multi‑dimensional nature of L2 learning experience, which aligns with the 
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five elements of the PERMA model: emotions, engagement, relationships, 
meaning, and accomplishment. Although the PERMA model was initially 
developed for well‑being research, its components proved highly effective 
in capturing how learners experience and sustain motivation throughout 
their FL learning journey.

Learning Modern Greek strengthens the anti‑ought‑to‑self

The anti‑ought‑to‑self seems to serve as a powerful motivating force for 
FL Modern Greek learners in Catalonia. Related to this, three sub‑themes 
have been identified as follows.

Learning Modern Greek challenges the utilitarian approach  
to language learning

In their interviews, many students mentioned that they chose to learn 
Modern Greek as a way of resisting societal pressures that promote a utili‑
tarian approach to language learning. These learners appear to embody 
an anti‑ought‑to‑self, driven by a desire to defy societal expectations in 
opting to study a less commonly spoken language. Some participants 
revealed that their decision to study Modern Greek was often questioned 
by their social circles, with a few even facing disapproval. Ada, for exam‑
ple, recounted instances where her choice to learn Modern Greek was met 
with criticism:

I have received disapproving reactions in the sense that ‘ah, why do you 
study Greek? Why don’t you take up French, which would be more use‑
ful to you?’ Because I just really don’t feel like it. It’s my time and I want 
to learn Greek!

In her interview, Ada reacts to external pressures that dictate which lan‑
guages are deemed “useful” or “valuable.” She rejects the dominant utili‑
tarian discourse around language learning and asserts her autonomy by 
choosing a language that does not conform to these external expectations. 
However, the social criticism often faced by learners of Modern Greek 
does not appear to diminish their motivation. On the contrary, participants 
reported that such reactions often strengthen their motivation, as they feel 
driven to defend their choice of language. Carla’s experience illustrates the 
depth and intentionality of her personal connection with the language—a 
connection that remains unaffected by external criticism:

People question why you do it (studying Modern Greek). Romanti‑
cists versus pragmatists, right? To me the romanticism associated with 
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studying this language is much more fulfilling than the pragmatism of 
learning an extremely useful language. Its usefulness will vary  depending 
on the learner. And Modern Greek, and everything that learning it 
entails, is much more fulfilling than studying a language that is super 
practical and that is spoken by a lot of people.

Connections between choosing to learn Modern Greek and coming from 
a minority and minoritized L1 background

Interestingly, many participants (n = 17) drew connections between their 
decision to learn Modern Greek and their experiences as native speakers 
of a minority language. They noted that coming from a Catalan‑speaking 
background, which is itself a minority language, heightened their sensitiv‑
ity to other lesser‑spoken or minority languages. This linguistic context 
fostered in them a sense of empathy and interest in minority languages, 
as well as a positive attitude toward promoting the learning of such lan‑
guages. Xavier’s statement below offers insights into how his L1 back‑
ground and the context in which he lives has shaped his mentality toward 
languages and language learning:

I think that if I were not a Catalan speaker, if I were not a native speaker 
of a minority language, I would not have felt this attraction. I am con‑
vinced that if I had not come from a minority reality, I would not have 
paid attention to these things, because from the reality of a strong lan‑
guage you are inevitably less aware of the situation of these languages, 
you are less linguistically aware.

Some students also saw their choice to learn a minority language as a way 
to protect and preserve both the language and its associated culture, as it 
is explained in Clàudia’s statement:

But I like to speak languages that are ‘small’… I like that. And I think 
that you protect a small language by speaking it. And with Catalan 
I think the same thing.

Learning LOTEs as an act of reactance to language hierarchies and the 
hegemony of “strong” languages

In line with what it was described before, some learners in their inter‑
views expressed a strong disposition against language hierarchies and chal‑
lenged distinctions between “big” and “small” languages. This opposition 
was expressed sometimes by adverse attitudes toward English, due to its 
hegemonic position. For these learners, the pervasive presence of Global 
English is perceived as a threat for minority languages, including their 
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own (Catalan), which can foster a deeper sense of identification with other 
 languages, such as Modern Greek in this case. In Bernando’s words:

I openly admit—knowing that it might be politically incorrect—that 
I don’t have a fondness for English. I find it to be a rather imposing lan‑
guage, and I’m not a fan of impositions. I support minority languages 
and have always been dedicated to preserving Romance minority lan‑
guages. This cultural wealth and beauty are at risk of being lost, and 
I feel deeply committed to safeguarding them.

Pau also expresses certain concerns about the hegemonic position of Eng‑
lish and the impact on minority languages:

The primary difference between Modern Greek and English is that 
Modern Greek is a language that I have deep within me, I feel this lan‑
guage. It’s not the same with English, which I don’t like at all. I don’t 
blame the language itself. What I don’t like is this notion that if you 
don’t know English you are… an idiot! I don’t like the status around 
this language, that everyone must learn it. I think that this is a problem, 
English “eats” Modern Greek, Catalan, all the languages. (…) It domi‑
nates all the other languages.

All the learners expressed that they embrace and enjoy the multilingual 
and multicultural reality that characterizes Barcelona, the city they live in. 
However, as illustrated in the examples above, some also voiced concerns 
about the potential negative impact of “big” languages, such as English, 
on minority languages—a concern echoed in other studies conducted in the 
Spanish context (Busse, 2017; Lasagabaster, 2017).

The ideal multilingual self as a motivational driver for learning 
FL Modern Greek

In their interviews, participants also highlighted the influence of broader 
multilingual aspirations on their decisions to learn FLs, particularly Mod‑
ern Greek. As noted earlier, all participants expressed appreciation for the 
multilingual and multicultural nature of their sociolinguistic context, and 
they demonstrated a genuine interest in other languages and cultures. Many 
attributed their ease with language learning to their bilingual upbringing 
and life in a bilingual society, describing their ability to navigate between 
languages as a “natural” process. As a result, they tended to hold a positive 
self‑image as multilingual individuals.

Beyond the desire to acquire another language, participants expressed 
an aspiration to construct a multilingual identity, which reflects openness 
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to linguistic diversity and a commitment to intercultural engagement. This 
orientation aligns with Henry’s (2017) concept of the ideal multilingual 
self, in which learners envision themselves as capable and confident users 
of multiple languages. In this sense, the motivation to learn Modern Greek 
is not solely rooted in interest in the language itself, but also in a broader 
vision of the self as a cosmopolitan and linguistically versatile individual. 
The ideal multilingual self functions as a future‑oriented motivational 
image, encouraging learners to invest in languages that may lack immedi‑
ate instrumental value but carry personal or symbolic meaning within their 
broader linguistic repertoire. Thus, the pursuit of Modern Greek becomes 
part of a larger process of multilingual self‑development and identity for‑
mation, in line with previous research in the same context (Andria, 2024). 
In the excerpt below, Ada expresses her opinion on her multilingual reality 
and her positive and empowering experience as a multilingual speaker:

I love that several languages are spoken here. I think it brings so many 
ways of thinking—the more options, the better. (…) It’s something 
I  adore, being able to speak in multiple languages. When I forget a 
word in one, I turn to another, and it’s never the same to say a word 
in just one language—being able to add all these nuances when speak‑
ing. I grew up in an environment where three or four languages were 
spoken constantly. It was a mix of all the languages we learned, and it 
was fantastic because you could add subtle shades to the conversation, 
and we understood each other very well. Multilingualism in any society 
seems to me something worth preserving and promoting, and I think it’s 
a treasure that is deeply undervalued.

Conclusion

Drawing on narrative data from multilingual adult learners in Catalonia, 
this study explored their motivation for studying Modern Greek as an 
FL. As one of the few empirical studies on Modern Greek as an FL, this 
research sought to fill a gap in the literature by providing insights into 
an underexplored language within a sociolinguistically intriguing context. 
The study approached FL motivation from a PP perspective, using Selig‑
man’s (2011) PERMA model as an insightful framework for understand‑
ing the learner L2  learning experience (Li & Liu, 2022). Data analysis 
revealed that both the L2  learning experience and the anti‑ought‑to self 
significantly influenced learners’ motivation. The L2 experience emerged 
as a multi‑dimensional construct, consisting of the five interconnected 
dimensions reflected in the PERMA model—emotions, engagement, rela‑
tionships, meaning, and accomplishment—whose interrelationship shaped 
learners’ motivation. The initial motivation to study Modern Greek 
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stemmed from learners’ relationships with Greek individuals, the meaning 
they attributed to the target language, and their strong cultural interest. 
Positive emotions, engagement, accomplishment, and the development of 
new relationships (such as those with teachers and peers) served as vital 
factors in maintaining learners’ motivation. Although the PERMA model 
offers valuable insights into learners’ motivation, the findings of this study 
indicated it may require certain additions to fully capture the complexity 
of learners’ experiences, as it has been also suggested previously (Li & Liu, 
2022; Oxford & Cuéllar, 2014). For instance, the role of culture is not 
fully addressed, despite its fundamental importance for the study of LOTEs 
such as Chinese and, as reported here, Modern Greek. These observations 
highlight the need to further elaborate the PERMA model when applying 
it to FL learning contexts, particularly those involving LOTEs. In addi‑
tion, while emotions during the FL learning process were predominantly 
positive, some negative ones occasionally surfaced. Notably, these negative 
feelings did not diminish learners’ motivation. On the contrary, they fueled 
a stronger determination to persevere and work harder (Li & Liu, 2022). 
Future research should further explore how seemingly negative emotions 
could, in fact, foster motivated behaviors.

The study offered new empirical insights into the concept of the 
anti‑ought‑to self, identifying it as a key motivational force for FL Mod‑
ern Greek learners in Catalonia. This construct emerged in response to 
the unique characteristics and historical background of the learners’ socio‑
cultural context. Their narratives revealed psychological reactance, i.e., a 
desire to resist societal pressures and expectations. As speakers of a minor‑
ity and minoritized language, the learners showed a sensitivity and affinity 
for LOTEs, rejecting a purely utilitarian view of language learning. Instead, 
they advocated for a humanistic approach that sees language learning as 
a path to intercultural enrichment and personal growth. While all par‑
ticipants valued the multilingual and multicultural environment they lived 
in, some expressed concerns about the hegemonic dominance of Global 
English, which they viewed as a potential threat to minority languages. For 
them, studying a LOTE was an act of resistance to external pressures—a 
form of “rebellious” motivation (Lanvers, 2016). The findings suggest a 
need to revisit and expand the L2MSS framework to better account for 
LOTE learners with “rebellious” or “resistance‑oriented profiles,” par‑
ticularly by including the anti‑ought‑to self (Thompson & Vásquez, 2015; 
Thompson, 2017a; Thompson & Liu, 2018).

In addition to the anti‑ought‑to self, the study identified the ideal multi‑
lingual self as an important source of motivation. This ideal multilingual 
self reflected learners’ aspirational self‑images as cosmopolitan speakers of 
multiple languages. It was closely tied to their lived experience in the mul‑
tilingual Catalan environment which fosters openness, cultural curiosity, 
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and an appreciation of linguistic diversity. The pursuit of Modern Greek, 
in this case, was not only driven by the goal of learning a new language 
but also a part of a broader effort to cultivate and affirm a multilingual 
identity.

Further research should explore the emergence of both the anti‑ought‑to 
self and ideal multilingual self in the Catalan context and similar mul‑
tilingual settings, where learners navigate multiple languages alongside 
complex and often conflicting identity dynamics. This line of inquiry is 
essential to addressing monolingual bias in motivational studies. By focus‑
ing on LOTEs, researchers can better capture how learners resist exter‑
nal pressures and expectations tied to dominant language ideologies. Such 
research would shed light on how multilingual learners construct their 
motivation in ways that challenge normative language hierarchies, negoti‑
ate cultural identities, and respond to the unique sociopolitical and linguis‑
tic landscapes of their multilingual communities.

As this study indicated, LOTE learners often possess deeply personal 
motivation for language learning, and understanding their experiences can 
significantly enhance our knowledge of language learning motivation and 
its dynamic nature (Dörnyei & Al‑Hoorie, 2017). Future studies should 
examine motives to learn an FL not in isolation, but by investigating their 
dynamic interactions and their relationship with the opportunities and 
challenges, along with the learners’ personal histories and ecologies pre‑
sent in the specific learning context (Papi & Hiver, 2020).

Exploring language learning motivation through narrative data offered 
valuable insights into the L2 learning experience, and future motivational 
research can greatly benefit from this approach. Learner narratives pro‑
vide researchers and educators with a deeper understanding of learners’ 
thoughts and emotions, offering firsthand accounts of what FL learning 
truly means to them. This qualitative method captures nuances that quan‑
titative instruments may overlook, ultimately enhancing our awareness of 
what drives learners to begin and persist in their FL journey.
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Introduction

Reading is an essential skill to acquire knowledge and participate effec‑
tively in society (Castles et al., 2018). The goal of reading is to understand 
what is written, that is, reading comprehension, an immensely complex 
task building on various linguistic and cognitive processes (Castles et al., 
2018). From a cognitive perspective, reading comprehension includes 
“three operations as the critical core (…): decoding, text‑meaning con‑
struction, and assimilation with prior knowledge” (Koda, 2005, p. 6).

According to Snow (2002), developing sufficient reading comprehen‑
sion requires explicit instruction and thorough, repeated practice. Reading 
competence is usually defined as the ability to understand and use different 
kinds of written texts. It extends beyond processing written language and 
is essential for communication, knowledge sharing, and participation in a 
literate society (Becker‑Mrotzek et al., 2019).

The majority of the world’s population is multilingual (Crystal, 2006). 
Multilingual people possess “repertoires and agency in several languages, 
in different contexts, in which the individual is the locus and actor of con‑
tact” (Marshall & Moore, 2018, p. 19). Thus, reading competence is not 
only important in one’s first language (L1), but also in one’s second lan‑
guages (L2s). In this study, we understand L2 to refer to all languages 
acquired after the L1, regardless of the order of acquisition, as is common 
in L2 research (Hammarberg, 2010). 

Both L1 and L2 reading depend on lower‑level processes, such as word 
recognition and phonological decoding (Graham et  al., 2020). Read‑
ers also need higher‑level processes, including self‑regulatory strategies. 
These strategies assist readers in engaging with text despite possible chal‑
lenges. They support persistence and help readers develop their reading 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003503620-10


Exploring Finnish high school students’ multilingual repertoires 161

proficiency, including their reading comprehension, reading rate, and 
vocabulary (Graham et al., 2020; Jeon & Day, 2016).

Self‑regulatory strategies are partly linked to readers’ underlying beliefs 
of their capability to succeed in an activity, such as reading. In previous 
studies, these underlying beliefs have been referred to as self‑efficacy beliefs 
(e.g., Pajares, 2002). Self‑efficacy refers to individuals’ judgments of their 
ability to achieve performance goals (Bandura, 1997). Self‑efficacy has been 
linked to motivation (Toste et al., 2020), acknowledging the link between 
actions, goals, and beliefs, as well as the link between psychosocial pro‑
cesses and achievements. Closely related to self‑efficacy is the term self‑ 
concept, which has also been researched in L2 reading (e.g., Walker, 2015). 
Self‑ concept refers to the broader perception of one’s abilities in a certain 
domain. This is different to self‑efficacy in that self‑efficacy refers to one’s 
confidence in one’s ability to perform a specific task (Bandura, 1997). How‑
ever, self‑efficacy contributes to shaping self‑concept, and thus the two con‑
cepts overlap. Those interested in self‑efficacy may wish to further explore 
the related work in self‑concept. However, in this chapter, we will not dis‑
cuss self‑concept in detail, as the focus of this study is on self‑efficacy.

Both high school students’ reading competence and its development in 
their L1 (see, e.g., Kozminsky & Kozminsky, 2002), as well as their L1 read‑
ing self‑efficacy, have been widely studied (for a review on intervention stud‑
ies, see, e.g., Unrau et al., 2018). However, previous research focuses mostly 
on young and/or beginner‑level language learners (see, e.g., Coddington & 
Guthrie, 2009 on first‑grade students reading in English; Graham et  al., 
2020 on young beginner learners of French as an L2). To date, less atten‑
tion has been paid to more advanced language learners’ self‑efficacy and its 
impact on reading. In addition, research has typically focused on one L2 at 
a time, rarely in comparison with an L1 or other L2s. Considering the link 
between L1 and L2 reading, and the relevance of similar skills needed in 
both, the current understanding of reading self‑efficacy needs further devel‑
opment. Our approach of comparing students’ reading self‑efficacy in differ‑
ent languages offers a more holistic layer of complexity to existing research. 
The aim of the present study is thus to investigate multilingual high school 
students’ self‑efficacy in their L1 reading (Finnish or Swedish) and three 
L2s (Swedish or Finnish, English, and German). Investigating reading per‑
formance and reading self‑efficacy in four languages is a new perspective, 
combining research on reading, multilingualism, and psychology.

Literature review

L1 and L2 reading comprehension

Reading comprehension, as defined by Snow (2002, p. xiii), can be seen 
as the interaction between the reader and the text, that is, “the process 
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of simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through interac‑
tion and involvement with written language”. This process is influenced, 
for instance, by readers’ previous linguistic and world knowledge, the 
text itself, and the purpose for reading (Castles et al., 2018). L2 reading 
comprehension is closely linked to L1 literacy. According to Bernhardt’s 
(2011) compensatory reading theory, various factors influence L2 reading 
comprehension, primarily one’s language knowledge but also one’s L1 lit‑
eracy, that is, “the ability to navigate semiotically through the world” 
(Bernhardt, 2011, p. 4). A third factor influencing reading comprehension, 
which  Bernhardt names “other” (2011, p. 63), consists of, for example, 
background knowledge, comprehension strategies, and motivation. Brevik 
and colleagues (2016) also support the view that L1 and L2 reading share 
various features. Their study found a strong positive relationship between 
L1 and L2 reading proficiency among high school students in Norway. 
Koda (2005, p.  4) considers reading competence to include “linguis‑
tic knowledge, processing skills, and cognitive abilities”. For this study, 
in which we investigate reading competence in four languages (Finnish, 
Swedish, English, and German), we consider the following three aspects of 
reading comprehension in L1 and L2 as vital: linguistic, psychological, and 
experiential variables.

The most important factors contributing to L2 reading comprehension 
are grammar and vocabulary knowledge (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014), which 
we understand as linguistic variables. Moreover, reading in an L2 is primar‑
ily a language‑related challenge, rather than a mere reading‑related issue 
(Jeon & Yamashita, 2014). Nevertheless, L2 reading also has a psychologi‑
cal component or is, as Jeon and Yamashita (2014) stress, reading‑related. 
This is evidenced by the consistent and meaningful correlations between 
L2 reading comprehension and factors such as L1 reading ability, working 
memory, and metacognition. The knowledge about and use of adequate 
strategies (or the lack thereof) can be understood as an experiential vari‑
able. In their longitudinal study, Malmberg et al. (2000) found that com‑
prehension of a text as a whole was difficult for L2 learners, because for 
a long time they translate foreign language texts word for word. Instead, 
the researchers argued, L2 learners should learn to use their prior knowl‑
edge and understanding of the world to support their reading comprehen‑
sion. Malmberg et al. (2000) therefore concluded that text‑related tasks 
should require a deeper understanding of text rather than simply guiding 
L2 learners to find certain key words.

Researchers have studied different L2 readers, focusing on different 
developmental and contextual aspects (Koda, 2005). In addition to the 
three aforementioned variables, when trying to understand L2 reading, one 
must acknowledge the complexity of the experience for different types of 
learners. Moreover, researchers should, for instance, consider “L1 literacy, 
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cognitive maturity, and conceptual sophistication” and “contextual varia‑
tions relating to where, how, and why L2 literacy is being pursued” (Koda, 
2005, p. 7). L2 reading research has shown that general literacy level can 
significantly impact performance. On the one hand, this means that strug‑
gling to read in one language may mean struggling to read in another. On 
the other hand, the variety of strategies a competent reader has acquired 
in one language can be useful when reading in another (Bernhardt, 2011). 
In the present study on L1 and L2 reading self‑efficacy, the psychological 
variable of motivation and reading strategies as experiential factors are of 
importance, as we will discuss in the next subsection.

Self‑efficacy in language learning and reading

Following Conradi et al.’s (2014) consensus definition, reading self‑efficacy 
is defined as “[t]he judgment of one’s ability to accomplish a specific read‑
ing task” (p. 154). Self‑efficacy, which belongs to (self) beliefs, is a compo‑
nent of motivation. The concept highlights one’s beliefs in one’s ability to 
succeed in a particular situation or task and how these beliefs shape one’s 
motivation and persistence in said situation or task (Bandura, 1997).

One source of self‑efficacy beliefs can, as Bandura (1997) explains, be 
mastery experiences in previous tasks, serving as concrete evidence of 
learning outcomes and possibly linking those to students’ own strategies. 
Thus, through this feeling of control, students may potentially develop 
greater self‑efficacy and persistence (Graham & Macaro, 2008).

Raoofi et al. (2012) found a positive relationship between self‑efficacy 
and the use and/or teaching of strategies. Mills et al. (2007) reported simi‑
lar results in their study among 30 learners of French in higher education. 
They concluded that effective and appropriate self‑regulatory practices can 
increase self‑efficacy and L2 achievement. Their results showed that stu‑
dents’ self‑efficacy for self‑regulation proved to be the strongest predictor 
of all motivation variables for the participants’ final grades in intermediate‑ 
level French (Mills et al., 2007).

Several lines of evidence also suggest a positive relationship between stu‑
dents’ self‑efficacy beliefs and reading performance across different ages and 
proficiency levels (for a review, see Unrau et al., 2018). For young L1 readers 
aged 8–11, Carrol and Fox (2017) showed a clear relationship between read‑
ing self‑efficacy and word level reading skill. However, there was no signifi‑
cant relationship between reading self‑efficacy and reading comprehension.

Positive effects of self‑efficacy have also been found on L2 learners’ read‑
ing motivation (for a review, see McBreen & Savage, 2020). Experiencing 
successful learning outcomes, potentially leading to greater self‑efficacy, 
seems to positively impact students’ active engagement with texts through 
strategies, thus supporting proficiency (Unrau et  al., 2018). A recent 
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intervention study by Graham et al. (2020) among beginner  learners of 
L2 French aged 11–12 supports these findings also. They found that read‑
ing self‑efficacy in certain learner profiles increased significantly after 
receiving strategy‑based instruction during the intervention.

Although the studies presented so far give insights into self‑efficacy and 
its sources and explore links between reading proficiency and/or compre‑
hension and self‑efficacy, they usually focus either solely on L1 reading 
or on one L2 at a time and/or on beginner or very young learners. Fur‑
thermore, research on L2 reading self‑efficacy usually focuses on English 
(Raoofi et al., 2012). A study by Hsieh and Schallert (2008) investigated 
students’ L2 self‑efficacy in Spanish, German, and French. However, in 
their study, the participants were only tested in one language each. To our 
knowledge, there are no studies on reading self‑efficacy for Finnish and/or 
Swedish as an L2 nor for comparisons between reading self‑efficacy across 
and between various languages.

There are thus several important areas where this study makes an origi‑
nal contribution to the field of reading, multilingualism, and psychology. 
First, it contributes to the general knowledge about reading self‑efficacy 
in advanced language learners in high school. It also sheds new light on 
students’ L1 and L2 reading self‑efficacy, while, at the same time, relating 
it to students’ actual reading comprehension. Finally, this study compares 
four different languages for each individual participant, helping to better 
understand the role of self‑efficacy in and between various L2s, as well as 
compared to the L1.

The Finnish context

Finland has two official languages: Finnish and Swedish (From, 2023). 
Depending on their L1, students study in either a Finnish‑ or Swedish‑ 
medium school. In basic education (grades 1–9), students study at least 
two languages in addition to their L1 (i.e., Finnish or Swedish). Depending 
on the municipality and the variety of languages offered at the students’ 
school and on the students’ interests, they can study up to four languages, 
including their L1 (Alisaari et al., 2024).

In addition to their L1, students in Finland start studying so‑called 
A‑languages in primary school and B‑languages in grade 6 or later. An 
obligatory A1  language is introduced at the latest in the second half of 
grade 1. The A1 is most often English in the Finnish‑medium schools and 
Finnish or English in the Swedish‑medium schools. Students may study 
an optional A2  language starting in grade 4 or 5. This language is usu‑
ally English or Finnish in the Swedish‑medium schools, depending on the 
A1 language. The A2 in the Finnish‑medium schools may be Swedish or 
other European languages, such as Spanish, German, or French. At the 
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latest in grade 6, students start an obligatory B1  language. This is most 
often Swedish in Finnish‑medium schools and other European languages 
in Swedish‑medium schools. Students may also choose an optional B2 lan‑
guage in middle school (grades 7–9), which is most often a different Euro‑
pean language. After basic education, other languages may be studied as 
B3 languages in high school. In addition to European languages, Mandarin 
Chinese, Japanese, and Arabic are also taught, depending on the schools’ 
or municipalities’ resources (Alisaari et al., 2024).

Methods

Aim and research questions

The overall aim of this study is to examine the possible relations between 
reading performance and self‑efficacy in high school learners’ L1 and L2s. 
The study is guided by the following research questions:

RQ1. How do high school students perform in reading in their L1 and 
three L2s?

RQ2. What level of reading self‑efficacy do the high school students report 
for their L1 and three L2s?

RQ3. Are the high school students’ reading performance and reading 
self‑efficacy in their L1 and L2s linked? If so, in what ways?

Participants

The participants (N = 29) for this study were recruited by contacting high 
school teachers of German as a foreign language within our local networks 
via e‑mail, briefly explaining the purpose and scope of the research. Half 
the participants attended School 1 in Swedish (n = 15) and the other half 
School 2 in Finnish (n = 14). In this study, the school language is considered 
the participants’ L1. Both schools were located in small towns in Southern 
Finland and both were highly ranked high schools in Finland. As Finland 
has a national curriculum for schools as well as for teacher training, we can 
assume that students were instructed in similar ways and similar content 
areas in all languages regardless of which school they went to.

In addition to their L1, all participants studied the second national lan‑
guage (Swedish or Finnish) as their A2 or B1 language and German as their 
A1/A2 or B2/B3 language. Depending on the participants’ other language 
choices, they studied English as an A1/A2 or B1 language. Table 9.1 shows 
the participants’ background information.

To ensure the comparability of the two groups, we calculated Chi Square 
tests, Cramér V, and z‑tests. There were no significant differences between 
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Table 9.1  Information on participants in School 1 (Swedish medium) and School 
2 (Finnish medium)

Variable School 1 (SWE)  
(n = 15)

School 2 (FIN)  
(n = 14)

Group 
differences 
(z‑tests)

Age M = 17.2;  
SD = 0.41

M = 16.7;  
SD = 0.83

Home language
Only FIN 0 13
Only SWE 12 0
SWE + FIN 2 0
SWE + other 1 0
FIN + other 0 1

Languages studied
Finnish
Starting from 1 to 3 15 14
Starting from 4 to 6 0 0
Starting from 7 to 9 0 0
Starting from high school 0 0

Swedish
Starting from 1 to 3 15 0 * FIN < SWE
Starting from 4 to 6 0 13 * SWE < FIN
Starting from 7 to 9 0 1
Starting from high school 0 0

English
Starting from 1 to 3 1 14 * SWE < FIN
Starting from 4 to 6 14 0 * FIN < SWE
Starting from 7 to 9 0 0
Starting from high school 0 0

German
Starting from 1 to 3 0 0
Starting from 4 to 6 0 7 * SWE < FIN
Starting from 7 to 9 15 2 * FIN < SWE
Starting from high school 0 5 * SWE < FIN

French
Starting from 1 to 3 0 0
Starting from 4 to 6 0 0
Starting from 7 to 9 0 0
Starting from high school 1 1

Caregivers’ educational level
Basic education 1 0
Upper secondary education 10 10
Higher education 19 17

* Indicates a statistically significant difference between groups at level p < 0.05.
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the groups regarding age or caregivers’ education levels.  However, as 
expected, there was a statistically significant difference between the groups 
regarding the starting time for studies in Swedish (X2(2, 29) = 29; p < 0.001; 
Cramér’s V = 1.0), with participants in the Finnish‑medium school start‑
ing their Swedish studies in 4th–6th grade, whereas the participants in 
the Swedish‑medium school started their Swedish studies in first grade. 
Also expectedly, the participants in the Swedish‑medium school started 
their English studies later (in 4th–6th grade) compared to the participants 
in the Finnish‑medium school who usually started their English studies 
in grade 3 (X2(1, 29) = 25.3, p < 0.001, Cramér’s V = 0.93). There were 
also significant differences between the groups’ starting times for German 
studies: most participants in the Swedish‑medium school started in grades 
7–9, whereas the starting time was more varied for the participants in the 
Finnish‑medium school (grades 4–9 or high school) (X2(2, 29) = 21.93, 
p < 0.001, Cramér’s V = 0.87).

Data collection

The data were collected through quasi‑experimental testing, which was 
conducted twice in each group. We compared two groups of students and 
their reading self‑efficacy in four languages. Due to scheduling issues, the 
Finnish‑speaking participants (School 2) participated in the study as an 
extracurricular activity, while the Swedish speakers (School 1) participated 
in the study as a part of their regular German lesson. For this reason, 
the sessions in School 1 were two weeks apart, while in School 2, they 
were only some hours apart from each other. In each of the two sessions, 
the participants were tested in two languages. Altogether, the participants 
were tested in their L1 and three L2s. Either Finnish or Swedish was tested 
first, followed by English or German (see Table 9.2). The first author con‑
ducted the testing in person in a regular language lesson (School 1) and in 
an extracurricular afternoon activity (School 2) with the language teacher 
present throughout the testing sessions for both schools.

Table 9.2  Order of languages tested in School 1 (Swedish medium) and School 2 
(Finnish medium)

School School 
language

Participants Testing 
session

Tested 
language 1

Tested 
language 2

School 1 Swedish (n = 15) 1 Swedish German
2 Finnish English

School 2 Finnish (n = 14) 1 Finnish German
2 Swedish English
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Each testing session consisted of two parts: (1) a reading comprehension 
task and (2) a self‑efficacy questionnaire adapted from Carroll and Fox 
(2017). Both parts were completed on paper. The participants read the text 
(1,000–1,200 words) and answered questions targeting their reading com‑
prehension in the given language. The content, grammar, and vocabulary 
in the text were consistent with the curriculum for the year in which the 
participants were studying and matched for providing participants with 
similar and comparable reading experiences in all the four languages. The 
reading task was similar to tasks previously used in research (see, e.g., Pat‑
zelt, 2023), and it was administered and answered in the school language 
(Finnish or Swedish) to stress comprehension instead of production and to 
promote motivation.

Immediately after completing the reading task, the participants were 
given the self‑efficacy questionnaire. We shortened the original question‑
naire (Carroll and Fox, 2017) by leaving out four items directed more 
at beginner readers. The survey included questions on different types of 
reading activities which the students complete on a regular basis in all of 
the languages tested. Instead of the numerical scale used in Carrol and 
Fox’s survey, we asked participants to evaluate their self‑confidence in 
reading competence on a Visual Analogue Scale (VAS) in one  language 
at a time. Self‑report abstracted scales for measuring reading self‑efficacy  
have been criticized: They state that participants in studies on self‑efficacy  
are often asked to generally assess their abilities in an activity, for which 
they have to use their memory (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2009). In this 
study, instead of assessing self‑efficacy dependent on general memory, 
we were focusing on a task‑based perspective. As we could not be sure 
that students had read in all four languages, we assessed the participants’ 
self‑efficacy after the reading performance task. However, the self‑effi‑
cacy items targeted a variety of reading activities, not only what students 
did in the reading performance task.

During the first testing session, the participants filled in a background 
questionnaire along with the self‑efficacy questionnaire. It included, among 
others, information on their age, home language, caregivers’ educational 
level, and language learning history (see Table 9.1). The participants were 
not asked for their names or other personal information. Instead, they 
completed all tasks and questionnaires using a personal code known only 
to the participant themselves and their teacher.

Data analysis

The data consist of both reading task and self‑efficacy scores for each par‑
ticipant’s L1 and their three L2s, that is, four languages per participant. 
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To analyze the reading tasks in each of the four languages, we devised a 
scoring scheme with a maximum score of 16 divided over five parts of the 
reading task (see Table 9.3).

The scores were then entered into an Excel spreadsheet. To explore 
the answers in the self‑efficacy questionnaire regarding participants’ self‑ 
efficacy in the four languages tested, the responses to the 15 VAS items, 
that is the marks the participants set on the 10 cm scale for each of the 
questions were measured manually with a ruler (in cm, out of 10 cm in 
total) and entered into an Excel spreadsheet.

Table 9.4 (Section 4.1) contains the mean and standard deviations for 
the total reading performance scores (maximum 16 points) and the aver‑
age self‑efficacy scores (0–1). We performed a repeated measures ANOVA 
to examine possible differences between the two groups (L1 Swedish and 
L1 Finnish), between reading performance and self‑efficacy in the four lan‑
guages, and the possible interactions between groups and reading perfor‑
mance or self‑efficacy. In addition, we calculated Pearson correlations to 
investigate possible correlations between the four languages within reading 
performance and within self‑efficacy. We also examined possible corre‑
lations between reading performance and self‑efficacy within each of the 
four languages.

Ethical considerations

Our study received approval from the Ethical Review Board at Åbo Aka‑
demi University (15.02.2024). Before recruiting participants, we provided 
principals and teachers with our research plan and the approval from the 
Ethical Review Board. Prior to the testing, the prospective participants 
were informed of the overall purpose of the study. Being above the age of 
15, they were able to give their consent without needing their caregivers’ 
consent as well. They were also informed that participation in the study 
was voluntary and in no way linked to their involvement or assessment in 
the language class. All but one person gave their informed written consent 

Table 9.3 Scoring scheme for reading performance task

Task number Task Maximum score

1 Topic of the text 1 point
2 Key words in the text 3 points
3 Rephrase what the text was about in at the 

most three sentences
3 points

4 Three questions the text gives answers to 3 points
5 Multiple‑choice (true/false) 6 points
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to participate in the study. Additionally, the participants who did not par‑
ticipate in both testing sessions, that is, testing in all four languages, were 
excluded from the analysis. We report our findings in a way that ensures 
that no data can be linked to any individual person.

Results

Reading performance in L1 and L2s

The reading performance score in both the L1 Swedish group (School 1) 
and the L1 Finnish group (School 2) was the highest in the L1. The second‑ 
highest score in reading performance was in L2 English in both groups, 
although for the L1 Swedish speakers, the score in L2 German was close 
to or identical with L2 English. In both groups, the reading performance 
in L2 Swedish/Finnish was the lowest. Table 9.4 presents the reading per‑
formance scores.

We used a repeated measures ANOVA to investigate the possible differ‑
ences in reading performance between the two groups and the four lan‑
guages. A significant difference was found in reading performance between 
the four languages (F(3, 29) = 245.45, p < 0.01). No statistically significant 
difference was found between the two groups (L1 Finnish vs. L1 Swedish), 
nor was there a significant interaction between group and reading perfor‑
mance, meaning that the groups did not differ in their reading performance.

Self‑efficacy in L1 and L2s

In the L1 Finnish group, self‑efficacy was highest in their L1. However, 
the L1 Swedish group had the highest self‑efficacy in L2 English, and the 
second‑highest in the L1. Both groups had the lowest self‑efficacy values 
in L2 German. The average self‑efficacy performance scores based on all 
15 items (0–1; 1 = 10 cm) are shown in Table 9.5.

When testing for possible differences between groups and languages 
using repeated measures ANOVA, a significant difference was found for 

Table 9.4 Reading performance total scores (maximum score 16 points)

Languages School 1  
(L1 Swedish) (n = 15)
M (SD)

School 2  
(L1 Finnish) (n = 14)
M (SD)

English 12.2 (1.5) 12.9 (2.0)
German 12.1 (2.5) 12.3 (1.8)
L2 Finnish/Swedish  9.3 (2.2) 10.1 (2.9)
L1 (Finnish/Swedish) 12.9 (1.5) 13.9 (1.5)
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the four languages (F(3, 28) = 35.69, p < 0.01). However, no significant 
difference was found between groups, nor was there a significant interac‑
tion between the groups and languages, that is, reported self‑efficacy did 
not differ in the two groups.

Correlations between self‑efficacy and reading performance

In this section, we will first look at the possible correlations between the 
four languages in reading performance. There were no significant correla‑
tions in reading performance within the four languages for the L1 Swedish 
group. In the L1 Finnish group, however, significant strong positive correla‑
tions (p > 0.05) were evident between L1 Finnish and L2 English (r = .70), 
as well as between L2 Swedish and L2 German (r = .70), meaning a higher 
score in one language was correlated to a higher score in the other language. 
This indicates that high reading performance in L1 Finnish was indication 
of high reading performance in L2 English, and low reading performance 
in L2 Swedish was indication of low reading performance in L2 German.

In the L1 Swedish group, there were also no significant differences 
between the self‑efficacy scores in the four languages. However, signifi‑
cant, strong positive correlations were found in the L1 Finnish group. Self‑ 
efficacy scores for L2 Swedish were positively correlated with all the other 
languages (L2 Swedish and L1: r = .63; L2 Swedish and EN: r = .59; L2 
Swedish and GE: r = .60). Positive correlations were also found between 
L1 and L2 English (r = .54), as well as L2 German and L2 English (r = .60). 
These results indicate that higher self‑efficacy scores in one language cor‑
related with higher scores in the other language. Thus, it seems that high 
self‑efficacy in L2 Swedish correlated with high self‑efficacy in all the other 
investigated languages, as well.

Finally, we investigated possible correlations between reading perfor‑
mance and self‑efficacy within the four languages. However, no signifi‑
cant correlations were found, meaning that in this study, no evidence was 
found for higher self‑efficacy being linked to higher reading performance, 
as expected.

Table 9.5 Self‑efficacy total scores (0–1)

Languages School 1  
(L1 Swedish) (n = 15)
M (SD)

School 2  
(L1 Finnish) (n = 14)
M (SD)

English .82 (.16) .80 (.13)
German .56 (.11) .56 (.10)
L2 Finnish/Swedish .63 (.20) .60 (.14)
L1 (Finnish/Swedish) .77 (.13) .82 (.14)
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Discussion

Reading performance and self‑efficacy in reading

Our aim in this study was to investigate Finnish high school students’ read‑
ing performance and self‑efficacy in their L1 and three L2s and the possible 
links across them. As expected, both reading performance and self‑efficacy 
were high in the participants’ L1 (Finnish or Swedish). Interestingly, the 
L1 Swedish group’s self‑efficacy in L2 English was even higher than that of 
their L1, although their actual reading performance was higher in their L1.

English is used widely in Finland (Laitinen et  al., 2023) which may 
explain the participants’ high L2 English reading performance and self‑ 
efficacy. Previous research has shown that being surrounded by the target 
language increases motivation to learn that language. In their study, Gra‑
ham and colleagues (2020) suggest that because French was not found 
in students’ immediate surroundings, it may have impacted their motiva‑
tion to learn the language. However, our findings do not confirm this sug‑
gestion: reading performance in the L2 Finnish/Swedish was the lowest 
of the four languages investigated even though Finnish and Swedish are 
both prevalent in Finnish media and government, and a command of both 
languages is required to be eligible for state and municipality job posi‑
tions, which could thus be considered a motivating factor for learning 
them. In contrast, the youth in Finland are surrounded by English through 
online media, social media, and gaming (see, e.g., Räsänen, 2021). In their 
free‑time, many high school students read more in their L2s, especially 
English, than their L1s (see, e.g. Härkönen, 2024). For example, the domi‑
nance of the English language in students’ everyday life and the amount of 
time they spend engaging with it, could have had an impact on the results 
in this study.

As expected, reading performance in L2 German was higher than in 
L2 Finnish/Swedish, although most participants had started their studies 
in L2 German later than their studies in L2 Finnish/Swedish. For the L1 
Finnish group, this high performance may reflect the fact that German 
is an optional language for all participants. However, for the L1 Swed‑
ish group, German is taken both as an obligatory and optional language 
in grades 7–9. Interestingly, the L1 Swedish participants’ self‑efficacy in 
reading L2 German was lower than in their L1 Swedish and L2 English. 
Although most L1 Swedish participants had studied L2 Finnish longer than 
L2 German, their reading performance was higher in L2 German. How‑
ever, self‑efficacy was higher for the L2 Finnish compared to self‑efficacy 
in L2 German. This may be partly explained by the fact that German is 
less prevalent in the participants’ everyday lives, and Finnish is a language 
they need to live, study, and work in Finland. Yet, the attitudes toward the 
second national languages in Finland can be quite negative.
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Negative attitudes toward a specific language in society as well as 
 limited exposure may reduce motivation to learn a language (Graham 
et  al., 2020), reducing reading performance and reading self‑efficacy in 
that particular language. Our findings also show that the attitudes of the 
surrounding society may negatively affect self‑efficacy and reading perfor‑
mance, as seems to be the case for the national languages in Finland. As 
has been suggested elsewhere (Alisaari et al., 2024), schools, teachers, and 
the media have an important role in creating a positive atmosphere and 
supporting positive attitudes toward the languages prevalent in society. In 
addition, the prevalence of the target language in the language learners’ 
immediate surroundings seems to motivate language learning.

Interestingly, the L1 Swedish speakers’ reading performance in Finnish 
was slightly lower than the L1 Finnish speakers’ reading performance in 
Swedish; usually Swedish‑speaking students (40%) are more often bilin‑
gual compared to Finnish speakers (2%) (Hansell et al., 2023). However, 
the results for self‑efficacy in reading in L2 Finnish/Swedish are the other 
way around—as expected: the L1 Finnish speakers’ self‑efficacy in reading 
L2 Swedish is lower compared to the L1 Swedish speakers’ self‑efficacy in 
reading L2 Finnish. The attitudes toward Swedish as the second national 
language, especially, have been somewhat negative for a long time. Discus‑
sions in the media and among right‑wing politicians on the requirement to 
learn Swedish as an L2 have had a negative tone, which reduces students’ 
motivation to study Swedish (Alisaari et al., 2024). Many Finnish speakers 
do not gain sufficient skills in Swedish (Åkerlund et al., 2022). Likewise, 
many Swedish speakers are not fluent in L2 Finnish (Härmälä & Mar‑
janen, 2023). However, in practice, many Swedish speakers are bilingual 
and often need to know Finnish for employment, as the majority language 
in Finland is Finnish (see, e.g. Hansell et al., 2023).

Links between reading performance and reading self‑efficacy

Interestingly, no significant correlations were found between reading per‑
formance and self‑efficacy within a specific language. Thus, it seems like in 
this study, assessing self‑efficacy after the actual reading performance does 
not affect self‑efficacy scores. Also, previous studies have reported a lack of 
correlation (Carroll & Fox, 2017).

Regarding possible links between reading performance or self‑efficacy in 
the four languages, surprisingly, there were no correlations between them 
in the L1 Swedish group. Understanding the reasons for this is beyond the 
scope of this study and warrants further investigation. In the L1 Finnish 
group, however, strong positive correlations in reading performance were 
found between L1 Finnish and L2 English. These findings support previ‑
ous research (Wilson & Bai, 2010), stating that strong reading competence 
in one’s L1 can also transfer to one’s L2s. It can also be assumed that the 
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L1 Finnish group reads the most in their L1 Finnish and in L2 English. 
Moreover, in the L1 Finnish group, low reading performance in the sec‑
ond national language, L2 Swedish, was linked to low performance in L2 
German. One explanation for this may be that Swedish and German are 
typologically similar languages and share much of their vocabulary. Thus, 
knowing one of these languages can promote a higher reading performance 
in the other. For self‑efficacy in the four languages, many correlations sur‑
faced in the L1 Finnish group. Interestingly, a higher self‑efficacy in the 
second national language, Swedish, was also linked to a higher self‑efficacy 
in all the other three languages investigated. Thus, it seems that being con‑
fident in the second national language, which is often viewed negatively 
in the wider society, is testament to the students’ trust in themselves as 
language learners and readers.

Based on previous research (Unrau et al., 2018), it may be helpful for 
teachers to support their students’ reading self‑efficacy to enhance their 
reading performance. This can be done, for example, by creating oppor‑
tunities to experience success and mastery (see Bandura, 1997) and by 
using or teaching strategies (Mills et al., 2007; Raoofi et al., 2012). Previ‑
ous studies (Graham et al., 2020; Graham & Macaro, 2008) have shown 
that self‑efficacy can result from learners’ attributing learning outcomes 
to the strategies they use and the feeling of control. Merely giving positive 
feedback is not enough, as students are very good at recognizing insin‑
cere positive feedback. Thus, to be effective, feedback should be based on 
the students’ actual performance (Mežek et al., 2022). Teachers can also 
explicitly teach their students reading strategies to improve competence 
(see, e.g., Patzelt, 2023) and engage them in meaningful and motivating 
reading materials in different languages and their L1, in and outside the 
classroom.

Limitations

The data for the study was gathered from one Finnish‑medium and one 
Swedish‑medium high school in one area of Finland. However, we tried to 
match the schools based on the size of the town and the school’s national 
ranking. The fact that the Finnish‑speaking participants participated in the 
study as an extracurricular activity being tested in four languages in one 
session, while the Swedish speakers participated in the study as a part of 
their regular German lesson in two separate sessions being tested in one 
language in each of them, may have influenced our findings. A possible 
risk with testing in only one session is a fatigue effect. However, in the 
Finnish‑speaking group, the language tested last had one of the highest 
scores in reading performance, which we take to indicate that there was 
no fatigue effect.
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Future research

As our data is limited, the findings of the study should also be confirmed 
with a larger sample of participants from different schools throughout Fin‑
land, possibly also larger municipalities and lower‑ranking high schools. 
A longitudinal approach to reading and self‑efficacy would provide us with 
important knowledge regarding the development of reading. An interven‑
tion investigating the possible effects of teaching reading strategies and its 
effects on reading performance and self‑efficacy would also be interesting. 
This study has analyzed the data at hand quantitatively. To gain a deeper 
understanding of the participants’ reading performance, a qualitative anal‑
ysis of the open‑ended responses to the reading task would provide new 
information on how they react to specific types of tasks. It would be of 
interest to study these qualitatively in the future, for example by looking 
at the kind of questions the participants asked about the text. Many par‑
ticipants wrote so‑called textbook questions (see, e.g., Maijala & Patzelt, 
2023), which reflect the types of questions their language teachers may 
have asked their students in the classroom, for example, questions that 
guide students to finding certain key words instead of promoting holistic 
reading comprehension of the text at hand (Malmberg et al., 2000).

This study focuses on high school students’ reading performance and 
reading self‑efficacy. However, it would also be useful to investigate lan‑
guage teachers’ understandings of the importance of L1 and L2 reading 
self‑efficacy, as well as their pedagogical practices supporting reading 
self‑efficacy and reading strategy instruction that may improve both L1 
and L2 reading (see, e.g., Patzelt, 2023). These topics could be studied, for 
example, through questionnaires and/or interviews with language teachers 
and language classroom observations to examine teachers’ point of view.

Conclusion and implications

This study provides valuable new knowledge regarding both reading per‑
formance and reading self‑efficacy, as only very few studies compare these 
variables in participants’ L1 and L2s. Investigating four languages instead 
of one also adds strength, as most often studies on reading have focused 
only on English as either an L1 or L2 (see, however, Hsieh & Schallert, 
2008). Moreover, comparative reading studies involving less frequently 
studied languages, such as Swedish and Finnish, are scarce. Finally, the 
inclusion of Finnish, a Finno‑Ugric language, produces important informa‑
tion on reading in languages other than Indo‑European languages.

The main implication of the study is that high reading performance in 
one language is linked to high reading performance in another language. 
Thus, we propose that for example reading strategies can benefit reading 
in other languages as well.
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10 Multilingual identity, 
metalinguistic abilities and 
their complex interaction 
in education

Jacopo Torregrossa, Valentina Carbonara, 
and Sílvia Melo‑Pfeifer

Introduction

Numerous studies have examined the impact of schooling on children’s 
learning outcomes and the development of their multilingual identities. 
For example, research on multilingual pedagogies has examined their 
benefits in terms of enhancing students’ academic outcomes (e.g., Carbon‑
ara et al., 2023) or fostering their language awareness and multilingual 
identities (Fisher et al., 2018; Gayton & Fisher, 2022). However, these 
dimensions are often studied in isolation, limiting our understanding of 
their interplay. This chapter aims to bridge this gap by adopting a more 
holistic approach, exploring the intrinsic connection between multilin‑
gual identities and learning outcomes, with a particular focus on metalin‑
guistic abilities (MAs, henceforth). Our analysis is based on two studies 
conducted in superdiverse schools in Germany: one primary and the other 
secondary.

To adopt this holistic approach, we examined both aspects related to 
learners’ psychology and learning outcomes. From the psychological point 
of view, we considered children’s multilingual identities as a complex 
construct concerning the awareness of their language resources, attitudes 
towards multilingualism and well‑being related to the multilingualism 
in their lives across various contexts, including family and classrooms 
(De Houwer, 2020). To assess learning outcomes, we tested their MAs. We 
then draw connections between multilingual identity and MAs, proposing 
that students’ awareness of their multilingual identity positively influences 
the development of their MAs.

The discussion of the findings will highlight the complexity of corre‑
lating multilingual identity with MAs at school, contributing to a deeper 
understanding of the psychological foundations of learning (Mercer & 
MacIntyre, 2014; Mercer & Ryan, 2016).

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003503620-11
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Students’ linguistic and multilingual identities

On alignments and misalignments between individuals’ languages 
and their multilingual identity

Fisher et al. (2018), in their comprehensive analysis of the intricate con‑
struct of identity, delineate three principal domains that intersect across 
diverse conceptualisations of identity: psychological, sociocultural, and 
post‑structural. They argue that identity constitutes both an individual 
and a social phenomenon, emerging through a dynamic process rather 
than existing as a static condition, and encompassing mutable facets, thus 
allowing individuals a degree of agency in actively shaping their identi‑
ties. Within this broader framework, we focus on an individual’s linguistic 
identity, which Fisher et al. (2018, pp. 448–449) define as “the way one 
identifies (or is identified by others) in each of the languages in one’s lin‑
guistic repertoire.” Building on this, we consider the notion of multilingual 
identity. Following Forbes et al. (2021), we define it as the awareness of 
oneself as a user of multiple languages within an intertwined repertoire, 
which includes national languages, dialects, language varieties, registers, 
and non‑verbal semiotic resources. This broad conceptualisation thus 
encompasses not only proficient bi/multilinguals but also monolingual 
speakers engaging with diverse intralinguistic practices.

The most essentialist way to conceptualise linguistic identity is to assume 
that each language of an individual is inherently tied to a specific identity. 
Studies have problematised and reconceptualised this relationship between 
language and identity. For example, a language may be part of an indi‑
vidual’s repertoire, but still not be constitutive of identity. Henry (2023) 
reports the results of an ethnographic study concerning the motivation to 
learn English by students attending an agricultural college in a rural area in 
Sweden. Henry noticed that although English was a school subject in col‑
lege, many students were reluctant to see English as part of their identity.

Another interesting (and more complex) example of possible misalign‑
ment between language and identity is offered by some heritage language 
(HL) speakers, i.e., speakers of a family language that is different from the 
societal language, usually having a migration history. Some of them may 
hesitate to consider themselves as speakers of their family language because 
they feel that their proficiency is lower than the one of their family mem‑
bers or the speakers from the family’s country of origin. HL speakers might 
identify (or not) with a language depending on whether the broader com‑
munity considers them as ‘legitimate’ speakers of that language—a legiti‑
macy often defined by proficiency (Melo‑Pfeifer & Tavares, 2024). This 
legitimacy can vary across different contexts, underscoring the importance 
of considering the contextual dimension. Other heritage speakers may not 
want to identify themselves with their family language (or certain aspects 
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of it) to distance themselves from cultural values they see as  embedded 
in the language (Leeman, 2015). In other cases, the absence of identifica‑
tion with the HL may be related to the family’s negative attitudes towards 
it, mainly if the host society does not support its maintenance (Caloi & 
 Torregrossa, 2021).

It is also possible to observe the opposite pattern, namely that speakers 
identify themselves with languages they are not comfortable with or do not 
speak yet (Beaudrie et al., 2009), which suggests that a low level of profi‑
ciency in a language does not necessarily correspond to a lacking sense of 
identification with that language. A more extreme case is when individu‑
als identify with a language they do not speak at all (yet). Busch (2012, 
2021) employed the method of language portraits, where participants col‑
our a body silhouette to represent and describe their linguistic identity, 
with each colour symbolising a different semiotic resource. Busch (2017) 
reports a  teenager’s description of his language portrait, which featured 
white parts. He said: “Alles, was weiß ist, is halt noch offen” (Everything 
that is white is still open), meaning he included languages he did not yet 
speak as part of his linguistic identity. Using a similar methodology, Car‑
bonara (2023) found that Italian‑speaking primary and secondary school 
students, who had been exposed to multilingual pedagogies for at least two 
years, also included the languages spoken by their bilingual and multilin‑
gual peers in their language portraits as part of their own repertoire. Inter‑
estingly, this expanded repertoire often extended to languages not spoken 
in class associated with the students’ curiosity, especially those linked to 
youth pop culture, such as Korean or Japanese.

These examples not only offer a complex picture of the relationship 
between language and identity but also demonstrate that linguistic identity 
emerges from the interaction of multiple dimensions. Fisher et al. (2018) 
identify three key dimensions: psychological/intramental, contextual and 
relational. An individual’s linguistic identity evolves over time based on 
their experiences with different languages: each associated with various 
contexts such as family, education, leisure, work and society (Caloi & 
 Torregrossa, 2021). The relational dimension highlights how linguistic 
identities are “constructed through engagement in different semiotic prac‑
tices and interactions” (Fisher et al., 2018, p. 9), including external factors 
that inevitably shape one’s linguistic identity.

On the representation of the multilingual self

The perspective on languages has shifted from considering them as isolated 
entities that directly represent the ethnic, cultural and national identities 
of specific groups to recognising them as components of a repertoire that 
includes linguistic and other multimodal resources for  communication 
and identity construction (Joseph, 2016). However, both perspectives 
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can coexist in how individuals conceptualise their multilingual identity. 
Melo‑Pfeifer (2015) asked approximately 1,000 children speaking Portu‑
guese as HL and living in Germany to represent their multilingual selves 
through visual narratives. Some children depicted themselves as sur‑
rounded by flags or language designations in speech bubbles which were 
separated from one another. However, other children portrayed all of their 
languages as part of an integrated system, likely reflecting a sense that lan‑
guages interact with each other in a dynamic, interconnected way.

Individuals may have varying perceptions of how their languages interact. 
Henry (2017) distinguishes between a contentedly bilingual self and an ideal 
multilingual self. Contentedly, bilingual selves may perceive their languages, 
such as a second and a third language, as being in conflict. For instance, a 
person might believe that learning English as a second language is sufficient 
for their career and no additional languages are necessary. In contrast, ideal 
multilingual selves view their languages as mutually supportive, where the 
knowledge and strategies used to learn one language can be ‘transferred’ to 
another. Such individuals not only value the languages they speak but also 
take pride in being multilingual, envisioning their future selves as continu‑
ing to embody this multilingualism. In this perspective, multilingual iden‑
tity arises from the dynamic interaction of different linguistic identities, 
where the distinct contribution of each language‑specific identity becomes 
inseparable (see Henry, 2017 for an emergentist approach to multilingual  
identity).

The multifaceted nature of multilingual identity was explored by Haukås 
et  al. (2021), who examined several factors influencing the multilingual 
identity of school‑aged children. One key factor is their beliefs about being 
multilingual, which include the perception that knowing multiple lan‑
guages provides cognitive advantages, enhances the ability to learn addi‑
tional languages, and contributes to academic success. Another important 
factor is children’s representation of their future multilingual self, specifi‑
cally the extent to which they reject the ‘English‑is‑enough’ mindset and 
envision themselves as speakers of multiple languages in the future. Lastly, 
this contribution considers children’s open‑mindedness, which is framed in 
terms of intercultural competence.

Multilingual identity and metalinguistic abilities

Through the development of a multilingual identity, individuals become 
increasingly aware of their linguistic resources and how these resources 
interact. Multilingual identity thus serves as a lens through which indi‑
viduals make sense of their language experiences. For instance, students’ 
past and present language learning experiences may equip them with valu‑
able linguistic and cognitive tools that aid in learning additional languages 
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at school (Eisenbeiß et  al., 2026). Additionally, having a multilingual 
 background may inspire the construction of a future multilingual self (Wu &  
Forbes, 2023).

The hypothesis we aim to explore in this contribution is that the more 
developed students’ multilingual identity is (and consequently, the more 
aware they are of their language resources), the better their MAs will be. 
We will focus on MAs, defined as the capacity to consciously reflect on and 
analyse the structure of a language (Tunmer et al., 1984). Several studies 
have shown that students’ MAs are among the strongest indicators of their 
proficiency in reading, writing, and learning languages, extending beyond 
language‑focused subjects (Homer, 2009; Roehr‑Brackin, 2018; Speller‑
berg, 2015). Therefore, in this contribution, we will consider them as a 
proxy for students’ overall learning outcomes. Our hypothesis is that chil‑
dren who exhibit greater awareness of their linguistic repertoires are better 
equipped to leverage these repertoires effectively during learning activities 
(Cenoz & Gorter, 2022 for a similar idea).

Children develop some MAs relatively early. From age four, they begin 
to identify and comment on errors made while speaking (Karmiloff‑Smith, 
1992). The ability to construct abstract representations of language relies 
on language knowledge—intended here as the ability to understand and 
produce sentences—but extends beyond it. As individuals develop, the 
process of building these language representations becomes increasingly 
conscious, resulting in more abstract representations. For instance, older 
children may not only identify errors and correct them but also explain 
why a linguistic structure is correct or incorrect, which involves verbalisa‑
tion (Melogno et al., 2022; Torregrossa et al., 2023).

The literature has identified several factors that influence students’ 
MAs, including age and the level of proficiency in the target language 
(Altman et al., 2018). Children’s language experience plays a crucial role, 
too. For instance, literacy exposure at home—particularly in multilingual 
contexts—has been shown to positively affect the development of MAs 
(Chaney, 1994). However, to our knowledge, no study has examined 
whether students’ awareness of their multilingual identity positively influ‑
ences the development of their MAs.

Preliminary indirect evidence supporting the relationship between MAs 
and multilingual identity can be drawn from two studies that inform this 
research. The first study, conducted by Rutgers et al. (2024), involved 818 
Year 11 students who spoke either only English or an additional language 
at home. The researchers examined the extent to which students’ scores on 
a multilingual identity questionnaire, their identification by the school and 
self‑identification as multilinguals predicted their academic achievements. 
Notably, the questionnaire scores emerged as the strongest predictors of 
students’ academic outcomes. The second study by Carbonara et al. (2023) 
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compared the narrative competence of children exposed to translanguaging 
pedagogies with those who were not. Importantly, narrative competence 
is recognised as a key indicator of academic achievements (Bongartz & 
 Torregrossa, 2020). The findings revealed that children engaged in trans‑
languaging pedagogies demonstrated superior performance in the narra‑
tive task. Given that these pedagogies likely foster a more developed sense 
of multilingual identity, it is plausible that this enhanced identity positively 
affected their academic outcomes.

Before introducing our study, it is important to note that the research 
design outlined in the next section assumes a direct relationship between 
multilingual identity and MAs, suggesting that higher levels of multilingual 
identity are associated with enhanced MAs. However, the reality may be 
more complex than this straightforward assumption: The effect of multi‑
lingual identity on MAs could be mediated by various other factors, such 
as students’ overall well‑being (Bücker et  al., 2018; De Houwer, 2020; 
Kaya & Erdem, 2021).

The relationship between multilingual awareness and 
metalinguistic abilities: two case studies

Our comparative case study employed a mixed‑method approach, focus‑
ing on two classrooms from distinct schools (a primary and a secondary) 
in Hesse, Germany. To ensure robust triangulation and comparison of 
results in this multi‑site study, we collected quantitative data through a 
questionnaire on multilingual identity and a task tapping into students’ 
MAs. This task was administered in German to the younger students. For 
older students, we assessed their MAs in Spanish to explore whether the 
relationship between MAs and multilingual identity was also evident in 
a foreign language in the curriculum (specifically, a third language for 
these students). This design allowed us to validate our findings across two 
age groups and two subjects in the curriculum. For the qualitative aspect, 
we used language portraits.

Study 1: multilingual identity and metalinguistic abilities in a primary 
school in Germany

Participants

Seventeen children (nine females) participated in the study, all of whom 
were recruited from a public primary school in Germany. The participants, 
all third‑graders, ranged in age from eight to nine years. In the multilingual 
identity questionnaire, the majority (n = 13) indicated that German was not 
their home language. The native languages reported included Bulgarian, 
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Croatian, English, Farsi, Greek, Moroccan Arabic, Romanian, Russian, 
Serbian, Spanish, and Turkish. Thirteen children indicated that they had 
been speaking German for more than four years, while the remaining four 
had spoken it for two to three years.

Materials and data analysis

Questionnaire on multilingual identity. The questionnaire was adapted 
from Haukås et al. (2021) (see Section 1.2), translated into German and 
shortened to better suit the younger participants in Study 1. It comprised 
three main sections. The first section focused on the languages spoken by 
the children in various contexts. The second section addressed the children’s 
beliefs about multilingualism, including perceptions of its advantages for 
learning additional languages, fostering creativity, and its relevance for 
future employment. We also explored their vision of a future multilingual 
self (e.g., whether they aspired to speak more than two languages or felt 
that English alone would suffice), and their open‑mindedness (to diverse 
opinions and new encounters). Based on Haukås et al. (2021), the ques‑
tions in this section employed a 5‑point Likert scale, enabling children to 
express their level of agreement with each statement, ranging from ‘I totally 
agree’ (5 points) to ‘I do not agree at all’ (1 point). From this section, 
we extracted three scores as averages of the responses: a ‘Multilingualism 
Beliefs Score’, a ‘Future Multilingual Self Score’ and an ‘Open‑mindedness 
Score’, respectively. As mentioned in Section 1.2., these three scores cor‑
respond to different components of multilingual identity.

Test for metalinguistic abilities in German. We administered a subset 
of the test for MAs in German by Jessner et al. (2015) in written form, 
focusing on two key sections. The first section assesses the children’s abil‑
ity to detect ambiguities in sentence meanings. The children were asked 
to explain the different meanings of each expression given, which assesses 
their MAs, as it involves the ability to manipulate and rephrase meanings. 
The second section tests children’s ability to identify the grammatical func‑
tion of sentence constituents. We assigned 0 points for incorrect answers 
and 1 point for correct ones (slightly modifying the coding scheme pro‑
posed by Jessner et al., 2015; see Study 2 for further details).

Language portrait. The children were asked to colour a language por‑
trait, with each colour representing a different language they know. We 
adopted a body outline developed by the Research Group Sprecherle‑
ben (Experiencing Language) at the Institute of Linguistics, University of 
Vienna, which has been validated and applied in multiple studies. This tem‑
plate was selected for its gender‑neutrality and the varied arm positions, 
including one raised in greeting, which enables participants to ascribe a 
broader range of symbolic associations (Busch, 2018, 2021). Children 
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could include languages they speak, languages spoken in their environ‑
ment, or languages they wish to speak in the future. We explained that they 
could associate these languages with different body parts and that the col‑
ours could overlap or be kept separate. It was emphasised that there were 
no right or wrong answers, and they were encouraged to be as creative 
as they liked. We triangulated the portraits with the data collected from 
the initial section of the questionnaire and analysed them qualitatively, 
adhering to a defined set of categories. These categories included: (i) the 
correspondence between language portraits and the linguistic backgrounds 
indicated in the questionnaire; (ii) the number of languages represented in 
the portraits; (iii) the positioning of languages, interpreted through previ‑
ously examined metaphors in the literature (Busch, 2018); (iv) the presence 
or absence of HLs (either personal or spoken by peers); (v) the extent of 
body space assigned to a language; and (vi) the depiction of languages as 
distinct identities or in a more fluid manner. The drawings included in this 
chapter were chosen for their informative and illustrative potential.

Findings

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE ON MULTILINGUAL 

IDENTITY AND THE TEST FOR METALINGUISTIC ABILITIES

Table 10.1 reports the mean and standard deviation for each score extracted 
from the multilingual identity questionnaire. The ‘Multilingualism Beliefs 
Score’ and the ‘Future Multilingual Self Score’ correlated highly with each 
other (r(14) = .62, p=.01), whereas the ‘Open‑mindedness Score’ did not 
correlate with any other variable (r(14) = ‑.09, p = .73 with the ‘Multi‑
lingualism Beliefs Score’ and r(14) = .02, p = .94 with the ‘Future Multi‑
lingual Self Score’, respectively). We created a new variable averaging for 
each child the ‘Multilingualism Beliefs Score’ and the ‘Future Multilingual 
Self Score’, in order to avoid multicollinearity problems in later analyses. 
We called this new variable ‘Beliefs and Future Self Score’ (Table 10.1).

The main analysis focused on the effect of the variables related to mul‑
tilingual identity on children’s accuracy in answering the metalinguistic 

Table 10.1  Descriptive statistics for the scores extracted from the questionnaire on 
multilingual identity

Mean SD

Multilingualism beliefs score 3.39 0.84
Future multilingual self score 3.94 0.87
Open‑mindedness score 4.45 0.63
Beliefs and future self score 3.67 0.77
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questions. In particular, Table 10.2 shows the results of the generalised  linear 
mixed‑effect model, with response accuracy in the test for MAs (scored 0 
or 1) as the dependent variable and the ‘Beliefs and Future Self Score’ and 
the ‘Open‑mindedness Score’ as main effects. We found a nearly significant 
effect for the ‘Beliefs and Future Self Score’ and a significant effect for the 
‘Open‑mindedness Score’. In both cases, higher scores were associated with 
greater accuracy in the test for MAs, as illustrated in Figure 10.1.

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE LINGUISTIC PORTRAITS

A qualitative analysis of the language portraits reveals the intricate relation‑
ship between perceptions of multilingual identity, multilingual awareness 
and MAs. In this section, we focus on four children, two with high MA scores 
and two with low scores, to explore potential differences.  Figures 10.2 and 
10.3 present drawings from two children who scored highly on the test for 
MAs, offering a visual representation of this complexity. In all these draw‑
ings, handwritten details were removed to preserve anonymity. The text is 
reported exactly as originally written by the children.

Both children visually expressed a multilingual identity, illustrating lin‑
guistic repertoires including 4 and 3 languages, despite reporting a more 
limited number of spoken or encountered languages in the questionnaire. 
CH003, whose home language was German, scored above average in all 
three measures of the multilingual identity questionnaire. In their por‑
trait, they also included Italian and Croatian in a mirrored and equally 
distributed way between the legs and head, thereby assigning equal impor‑
tance to the languages spoken by classmates. Notably, although they did 
not speak these languages, as indicated by the captions (‘kann ich nicht’/ 
‘I can’t’), they still acknowledged them as part of her/his multilingual 
environment. It is noteworthy that the child did not mention Italian and 
Croatian in response to the questionnaire prompt, “What languages do 
your friends speak?”. However, the language portrait provided more space 
for reflection, allowing greater awareness of their individual linguistic rep‑
ertoire, which in this case was intertwined with the collective linguistic 
resources of the class. All the languages in their repertoire converged in 

Table 10.2  Parameters of the generalised linear mixed‑effects analysis with 
response accuracy with metalinguistic questions as a function of the 
‘beliefs and future self score’ and the ‘open‑mindedness score’

Estimate SE z p

Intercept −4.13 1.49 −2.77 .006
Beliefs and future self score 0.39 0.20 1.89 .059
Open‑mindedness score 0.55 0.26 2.15 .03
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the chest, depicted in a particularly creative representation. In contrast, 
the language portrait of CH004, whose HL were Arabic and Moroc‑
can Arabic, did not include the languages of classmates and instead left 
a large blank space. This aligned with their above‑average scores in the 
multilingual identity questionnaire on the “Future Multilingual Self” and 
“Open‑mindedness”, suggesting that the child might have left room in the 
portrait to represent languages they could learn in the future. Interestingly, 
the classmates’ languages were mentioned in detail in the questionnaire.

Figures 10.4 and 10.5 present drawings by two children with low scores 
in the test for MAs.

CH006, whose family language is Serbian, scored below average on 
both the measures ‘Multilingualism Beliefs’ and ‘Future Multilingual Self’. 

Figure 10.1  Predicted probability of an accurate response in the metalinguistic 
task as a function of the ‘beliefs and future self scores’ (left) and the 
‘open‑mindedness score’ (right).

Note. For both variables ‘beliefs and future self scores’ and ‘open‑mindedness score’, 
higher scores are shown toward the right. The shaded areas represent the 95% confidence 
intervals.
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This was reflected in their language portrait: the school language, German, 
dominated most of the body and head, while Serbian, represented with an 
indistinct colour, is placed in the lower part of the body. The child also did 
not mention their classmates in either the language biography or the ques‑
tionnaire, which may indicate a lack of interest in their languages. CH008, 
whose HL was Persian, scored below average on the ‘Open‑ mindedness 
Score’. However, in their language portrait, they included languages spo‑
ken by peers, indicating that the number of languages depicted was not 
always an indicator of higher awareness of one’s multilingual identity. 
What made this portrait particularly striking was the absence of any lan‑
guage in the head. Both the HL and school language were instead depicted 
in the arms, perhaps suggesting that the child viewed these languages pri‑
marily as tools, used for practical, instrumental purposes.

Figure 10.2 Drawing by CH003.
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Figure 10.3 Drawing by CH004.

Figure 10.4 Drawing by CH005.
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A preliminary reflection on the similarities and differences between the 
four portraits revealed that, in all the drawings, languages tended to be 
portrayed as discrete identities, kept separate from one another. Addition‑
ally, a commonality across the portraits was that children were generally 
aware of their multilingual identity, with each depicting a range of lan‑
guages spoken in the family or in their environment. Furthermore, rep‑
resenting the school language as a resource for ‘thinking’ did not seem to 
be a requirement for the development of multilingual identity awareness. 
The triangulation of the portraits with data from the multilingual identity 
questionnaire revealed important correspondences. These alignments (or 
misalignments), in turn, reflected varying degrees of multilingual identity 
awareness.

Study 2: multilingual identity and metalinguistic abilities in 
a secondary school in Germany

Participants

Twenty‑one students (12 females) from a public secondary school (Gym‑
nasium) in Germany participated in the study. All students were eighth‑ 
graders, aged 13–14, and were enrolled in a curriculum that included 
English and Spanish as foreign languages. In the multilingual identity 
questionnaire, 11 students identified German as their sole native language. 

Figure 10.5 Drawing by CH006.
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Seven participants reported an additional native language, including 
 English (n = 1), Kurdish (n = 1), Serbian (n = 1), Spanish (n = 4) and one 
participant identified both Spanish and English (in addition to German). 
One participant listed American English and another Georgian as their 
native languages; however, both had been speaking German for over four 
years. Regarding Spanish (the language of the test for MAs), 13 partici‑
pants had been speaking it for more than four years, while the remaining 
had spoken it for two to three years.

Materials

Questionnaire on multilingual identity. The questionnaire was a German 
translation of the one developed by Haukås et al. (2021). We chose not to 
shorten it, as the participants in Study 2 were older than those in Study 1. 
For the quantitative analysis, we extracted the same three scores as in 
Study 1.

Test for metalinguistic abilities in Spanish. We administered a subset of 
the test for MAs in Spanish by Núñez Delgado and Pinto (2015), focus‑
ing on two sections that were also used in Study 1. For example, in the 
section on detecting ambiguities, similar to the German version, children 
were asked if the verb hacerse (to make oneself) carried the same mean‑
ing in the expressions hacerse ilusiones (to get one’s hopes up), hacerse 
kilómetros (to cover many miles), and hacerse mayor (to grow older), and 
to explain the meaning of each expression. In the section assessing the 
grammatical function of sentence components, participants were asked, 
for instance, to read a sentence and explain who performed the action and 
how this was indicated. For this task, we adopted a different scoring from 
Study 1, following the guidelines of Núñez Delgado and Pinto (2015). We 
awarded 2 points for detailed explanations that reference relationships 
between sentence constituents, 1 point for simpler but correct explana‑
tions, and 0 points for incorrect answers. This tripartite coding was not 
used in Study 1, as the younger children were unable to provide the most 
detailed explanations due to their age.

Language portrait. The language portrait task was administered using 
the same methodology as in Study 1.

Findings

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE ON MULTILINGUAL 

IDENTITY AND THE TEST FOR METALINGUISTIC ABILITIES

Table  10.3 presents the mean and standard deviation for each score 
derived from the multilingual identity questionnaire. Unlike the findings 
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from Study 1, we did not observe any significant correlations between 
the three scores (‘Multilingualism Beliefs Score’ vs. ‘Future Multilingual 
Self Score’: r(19) = .18, p = .43; ‘Multilingualism Beliefs Score’ vs. ‘Open‑ 
mindedness Score’: r(19) = ‑.15, p = .53; ‘Future Multilingual Self Score’ vs. 
‘Open‑mindedness Score’: r(19) = ‑.26, p = .26). As a result, these variables 
will be analysed independently in the model presented below. Overall, 
both the ‘Future Multilingual Self Score’ and the ‘Open‑mindedness Score’ 
tended to be higher than the ‘Multilingualism Beliefs Score’.

Table  10.4 presents the results of the multinomial logistic regression 
analysis, where the explanation score for responses to the metalinguistic 
questions (0, 1, or 2) served as the dependent variable, and the three vari‑
ables extracted from the questionnaire acted as independent variables. The 
purpose of conducting a multinomial logistic regression is to model the 
probability of a categorical dependent variable (with three or more levels, 
as in this case) as a linear combination of the independent variables. We 
chose the score 0 as the reference level for the dependent variable (Tor‑
regrossa et al., 2023, for methodology). We found a significant increase 
in the log odds of providing an explanation scored as 2 (compared to an 
explanation scored as 0, our reference level) with a 3.79 increase for each 

Table 10.3  Descriptive statistics for the scores extracted from the questionnaire on 
multilingual identity*

Mean SD

Multilingualism beliefs score 3.19 0.49
Future multilingual self score 3.78 0.27
Open‑mindedness score 3.70 0.28

* The questionnaire was administered to 21 children.

Table 10.4  Parameters of the multinomial logistic regression analysis for explana‑
tion scores in response to the metalinguistic questions, focusing on the 
‘multilingualism beliefs score’, the ‘future multilingual self score’ and 
the ‘open‑mindedness score’

Predictors Explanation  
Score

Log OR SE p

Intercept 1 1.88 2.26 .40
2 −8.76 6.86 .20

Multilingualism beliefs score 1 −0.22 0.21 .29
2 −1.56 1.03 .13

Future multilingual self score 1 0.24 0.38 .53
2 3.79 1.76 .03

Open‑mindedness score 1 −0.68 0.36 .061
2 −1.18 1.21 .33
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one‑unit rise in the participants’ ‘Future Multilingual Self Score’, meaning 
that higher levels of the ‘Future Multilingual Self Score’ were associated 
with an increased likelihood of producing the most complex responses to 
the metalinguistic questions.

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE LINGUISTIC PORTRAITS

The linguistic portraits of Study 2, with older children, also depict complex 
relationships between multilingual identity and MAs. As in the previous 
section, we focus on four children, the first two with high MA scores and 
the last two with low scores.

Figure 10.6 illustrates the language portrait of adolescent CH020, who 
achieved above‑average scores in both the ‘Future Multilingual Self Score’ 
and ‘Open‑mindedness Score’, and an average score in the ‘Multilingualism 
Beliefs Score’. Their home language is German. While the participant pri‑
marily represents their mother tongue and the languages studied at school 
as distinct entities in the biography (despite Spanish being a language spo‑
ken by peers), they provide several comments to explain how they use 
these languages, highlighting that they feel more confident in German 
than in English and wish to improve their Spanish. This indicates that the 

Figure 10.6 Drawing by CH020.
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participant verbally overcomes a limitation in the graphical representation, 
expressing awareness of their linguistic repertoire as well as their attitudes 
associated with it. Figure 10.7 depicts the language portrait of adolescent 
CH025, whose HL is Kurdish. They score above average in all multilin‑
gual identity measures, except for Open‑mindedness. Nevertheless, they 
included the languages spoken by classmates in both the biography and the 
questionnaire, showcasing a multilingual identity that encompasses several 
languages. Notably, both portraits represent the same languages inhabit‑
ing different parts of the body, suggesting that the participant struggled 
to assign a single language to a specific body part. Another shared feature 
is the depiction of school languages in the upper part of the drawing (the 
head), likely signifying their importance in cognitive development.

Figure  10.8 displays the linguistic portrait of adolescent CH033. 
Although their HL is Spanish, they fall into the category of students who 
scored below average in MAs in that language. In their language portrait, 
German emerges as the predominant language, which is also reflected 
in their below‑average score in ‘Multilingualism Beliefs’. Similar to the 
language portraits discussed in the previous section, CH033 represents 

Figure 10.7 Drawing by CH025.
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languages across different body parts and conveys ideas of fluidity. This 
characteristic is common among many participants in Study 2, regard‑
less of their multilingual identity awareness scores. In CH033’s portrait, 
a language spoken by classmates (Italian) is included, albeit minimally, 
in the hears. The limited space given to this language correlates with a 
below‑average score in Open‑mindedness. Finally, Figure 10.9 represents 
the language portrait of adolescent CH023, who similarly scored low 
in MAs in Spanish. The participant has German as the family language. 
Notably, this drawing resembles that of CH020, but with two significant 
differences: the lack of additional details on language use and the absence 
of Spanish in the head, a placement typically associated with a higher level 
of cognitive reflection.

Discussion

A simple way to conceptualise the relationship between students’ multilin‑
gual identity awareness and their MAs is to assume that the richer students 

Figure 10.8 Drawing by CH033.
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perceive their language repertoire (encompassing both the languages they 
speak and those in their environment), the higher their MAs will be. How‑
ever, the triangulation of data from the tests for MAs, the multilingual 
identity questionnaire and the language portraits reveals no clear correla‑
tion between students’ MAs and the number of languages they indicated. 
For instance, CH008 and CH025, who referenced the highest number of 
languages in their portraits, displayed contrasting MAs—one low and one 
high. This led us to delve deeper into how the children who achieved high 
and low MAs constructed their language repertoires. Through this analysis, 
we identified several key indicators of children’s MAs within their language 
portraits, although not all indicators needed to appear simultaneously.

One important indicator was the children’s ability to reflect explicitly 
on their language repertoire. Among the four children with higher MAs 
in Studies 1 and 2, two not only mentioned the languages they spoke or 
encountered in their environment but also provided details about how they 
used these languages, their proficiency levels and the values they attached 
to each language. While many students included classroom languages in 

Figure 10.9 Drawing by CH023.
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their repertoire, only those who explicitly reflected on them tended to have 
higher MAs. In Section 2, we emphasised that verbalisation is a crucial 
aspect of MAs. The observation that children with high MAs were also 
more “verbal” in reflecting on their multilingual identities suggests that 
their ability to articulate “knowledge and experience through language” 
(Swain, 2006, p. 98; see also Torregrossa et al., 2025) underlies advanced 
MAs and more nuanced reflections on multilingual identity. Notably, 
schools can empower children to reflect on their language repertoires 
explicitly through tools like language portfolios, which serve as instru‑
ments “for students to record and celebrate their language learning and 
cultural experiences over time” (Celic & Seltzer, 2012: 23).

Another promising indicator of students’ MAs in the language portraits 
is the representation of fluidity in their language repertoires. In Study 2, 
we observed that most children did not associate a specific language with 
a single part of the body, suggesting they embraced a dynamic view of 
their language repertoire. While this fluidity was not necessarily an indi‑
cator of advanced MAs in Study 2, this may be due to the students’ age 
(13–14 years), by which point they may already perceive their languages as 
interconnected in their learning process. Therefore, the depiction of fluid 
languages could be related to age effects in our study—across Study 1 and 
Study 2—indicating better MAs among older children. It is possible that 
in younger children, aged 9–13 (a group not considered in this study), 
whether languages are portrayed as fluid or separate might be a more sig‑
nificant indicator of high or low MAs within that age range.

A third feature to consider when triangulating evidence from the lan‑
guage portraits and the test for MAs is the placement of the school lan‑
guage in relation to the HL. In Study 2, the participants with higher MAs 
consistently represented Spanish—a language learnt in school—in the 
head or another upper part of the body, likely signifying the high cogni‑
tive activity associated with this language. Notably, among these children, 
there was no evidence of “conflict” between Spanish and their HL(s) (see, 
e.g., the balanced distribution of languages in Figure 10.7). In contrast, 
children with lower MAs either did not represent Spanish in the upper part 
of the body (Figure 10.9) or, when it was depicted in the head, it appeared 
concomitantly to German, the dominant societal language (Figure 10.8; 
see also Figure 10.4 in Study 1).

This association of school language(s) with the upper body suggests that 
schooling plays a crucial role in developing multilingual identity awareness 
(Chik & Melo‑Pfeifer, 2024). However, the “conflict” observed in children 
with lower MAs indicates that the role of school might be influenced by 
issues of linguistic prestige and hierarchies, which are often tied to experi‑
ences of immigration and mobility. One possible explanation for this is 
that some children might be socialised to suppress or erase certain parts 
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of their linguistic repertoire, leading to reduced valorisation and use of 
those languages. As a result, these languages may be less activated in tasks 
perceived within the domain of school. There are exceptions to this pat‑
tern, as found in our study. For example, the child in Figure 10.3 (Study 1) 
coloured Moroccan Arabic in the head, suggesting a high value attributed 
to the HL, even though it is not the language of school.

The results of the quantitative analysis support the conclusions reached 
so far. In Study 1, the ‘Multilingualism Beliefs Score’, ‘Future Multilingual 
Self Score’ and ‘Open‑mindedness Score’ all emerged as important predic‑
tors of children’s MAs: Children who were aware of their multilingual 
identity and recognised that their languages were not in conflict tended to 
exhibit higher MAs. These were also the children who expressed interest 
in ‘new’ languages, such as the classroom languages, and reflected on their 
desire to learn them in the future. In Study 2, the ‘Future Multilingual Self 
Score’ emerged as the sole significant predictor of students’ MAs. Older 
students appeared more conscious of the importance of learning school 
languages for their future multilingual selves not only because mastering 
these languages might be advantageous for future employment but also 
because it could facilitate the learning of additional languages. Among the 
participants in Study 2, school languages were given greater importance 
than in Study 1, suggesting that as students age, societal beliefs about 
which languages are valued might shape their attitudes. Consequently, 
they may lose interest in maintaining their HL, particularly if they lack 
social prestige. For example, the HL in Figure 10.7 is one among several 
languages, losing the central role that it had in Figure 10.3.

From a methodological perspective, one potential limitation of this 
study is the absence of narrative input from the students regarding the 
linguistic biographies they produced. However, consistent with previous 
research (Melo‑Pfeifer, 2015), we considered the triangulation of data—
combining students’ linguistic backgrounds and attitudes toward multilin‑
gualism from questionnaires with the independent interpretations of the 
three researchers conducting the study—sufficient to effectively address 
our research questions.

Conclusion

The primary aim of this contribution was to explore whether students’ 
awareness of their multilingual identities positively affects their MAs. 
While the overall answer to this question is affirmative, our study reveals 
the complexity of the relationship between multilingual identity and MAs, 
indicating that different components of multilingual identity play varying 
roles, particularly as students get older. Overall, higher MAs appear to 
be linked to the harmonious coexistence of all the languages within one’s 
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repertoire. Additionally, the ability to reflect on the significance of these 
languages in shaping one’s identity, the perception of their interconnect‑
edness and importance ascribed to the HL(s) by younger children or the 
school languages by older ones are associated with superior performance 
in tests for MAs. More broadly, this contribution has identified beliefs and 
experiences that can empower students in their learning process and can be 
made objects of explicit reflection in the classroom.

This study highlights the classroom’s role in fostering multilingual iden‑
tity development, making learner agency a central consideration in curricu‑
lum design (Miller & Kubota, 2013; Rampton, 2006). As students navigate 
diverse multilingual experiences, with varying beliefs (De Houwer, 2020), 
teachers should therefore facilitate discussions on language and identity, 
helping students reflect on their linguistic experiences (Carbonara, 2023; 
Chik & Melo‑Pfeifer, 2024). These conversations can inspire interest in 
other languages (Candelier, 2003) and highlight linguistic inequalities 
(García & Hesson, 2015), empowering students to shape their multilin‑
gual selves and enhance intercultural competence.

Before concluding, it is important to address a methodological consid‑
eration. Many of the conclusions drawn in this article would not have been 
possible without employing a triangulation of three distinct research tools. 
Thus, a learner‑centred approach to education—such as the one presented 
in this contribution—should always be supported by an integrated and 
holistic use of various research instruments. Recent identity research indi‑
cates that identity must be examined in the context of globalisation, hybrid 
linguistic practices, and the intersecting movements of people. Accordingly, 
research will be further enriched by incorporating an interdisciplinary and 
multimethod approach that includes psychological and cognitive dimen‑
sions, as demonstrated in this study.
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11 Language teachers’ self‑efficacy 
beliefs, agency, and students’ 
engagement in multilingual 
digital storytelling

Camilla Spaliviero

Introduction

In today’s increasingly interconnected world, international policy frame‑
works (e.g., Council of Europe, 2022) emphasise the importance of 
adopting innovative teaching practices that promote linguistic diversity, 
intercultural understanding, and inclusive digital resources. Therefore, lan‑
guage teacher education programmes must provide teachers with both the 
technical skills and the pedagogical knowledge needed to effectively foster 
students’ multilingualism while integrating digital tools into their teaching. 
The success of such programmes depends not only on skill acquisition but 
also on psychological factors related to language teaching and learning. 
In particular, teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs, agency, and students’ engage‑
ment play a pivotal role in the effective implementation of multilingual and 
digital pedagogies. Teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs and agency can influence 
their confidence and willingness to adopt innovative practices, and indi‑
rectly shape how students perceive and engage with new approaches and 
resources in the classroom. At the same time, students’ engagement can 
sustain intrinsic motivation, reinforce their perception of the relevance and 
utility of the learning process, and in turn positively affect teachers’ sense 
of agency by validating and supporting their pedagogical choices (Hiver 
et al., 2021; White, 2018; Wyatt, 2018).

Despite the recognised importance of these interrelated psychological 
aspects, research on the impact of language teacher education on teach‑
ers’ self‑efficacy beliefs, agency, and students’ engagement in the context 
of both multilingual and digital pedagogies is limited. To address this gap, 
the present study is grounded in the idea that teachers’ professional devel‑
opment and students’ engagement are mutually reinforcing. Therefore, it 
explores the development of self‑efficacy beliefs and agency among a group 
of in‑service Italian language teachers in Argentina who participated in a 
training course on integrating multilingual approaches with digital tools. 
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It  also examines students’ engagement with teachers’ multilingual and 
 digital activities, offering insights into the broader implications of  adopting 
multilingual and digital pedagogies in innovative ways.

Literature review

Multilingual digital storytelling

Multilingual digital storytelling (MDST) builds on and extends the concept 
of digital storytelling (DST). DST is a multimodal approach that integrates 
both traditional and emerging literacies by combining narrative techniques 
(written text) with digital media (images, audio, and video) (Lambert & 
Hessler, 2018). MDST goes a step further by focusing on the interplay 
between multilingual and digital literacies to value students’ entire linguis‑
tic repertoires and enhance their multilingual competences (Anderson & 
Macleroy, 2017).

MDST develops various multiliteracies skills related to language learning 
(Anderson & Macleroy, 2016). Besides research, organisation, creativity, 
assessment, and presentation skills, it fosters linguistic, intercultural, and 
digital skills across languages. By drawing on voice‑overs, subtitles, and 
soundtracks in multiple languages, MDST enables learners to fully express 
their multilingual identities. It also encourages collaborative storytelling, 
intercultural exchange, and self‑representation while challenging stereo‑
types to deepen cultural understanding. Finally, it fosters responsible digi‑
tal navigation and empowers students to address local and global issues.

MDST typically follows a three‑stage, collaborative, process‑oriented 
approach (Anderson & Macleroy, 2016). First, students conduct prelimi‑
nary research, develop a storyline, and receive digital training. Second, 
they draft multilingual scripts, create storyboards, and gather multimodal 
resources ensuing copyright compliance. Third, they present their multilin‑
gual digital stories to diverse audiences.

Research on MDST has predominantly focused on students’ percep‑
tions (e.g., Anderson & Macleroy, 2017; Cersosimo, 2023; Nuroh et al., 
2021). Overall, results confirm that MDST provides a highly beneficial, 
student‑centred language learning experience, enhancing learners’ self‑ 
confidence, multilingualism, multiliteracies, and intercultural awareness. 
However, to date no study has focused on MDST from the combined per‑
spectives of both language teachers and students. Gaining insights from both 
groups is essential, as the success of MDST depends not only on students’ 
engagement but also on teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs and sense of agency to 
implement it effectively. These aspects are deeply interconnected and shape 
how both teachers and students experience and contribute to the learning 
process. This research examines how training in MDST influences teachers’ 
professional development alongside students’ perceptions,  offering insights 
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into how language teacher education can effectively integrate multilingual 
and digital pedagogies, bridge theory with real‑world classroom applica‑
tion, and enhance students’ multilingual identity expression.

Teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs and agency related to multilingual 
digital storytelling

Self‑efficacy beliefs are defined as “people’s judgements of their capabili‑
ties to organise and execute courses of action required to attain designated 
types of performances” (Bandura, 1986, p. 391). These beliefs are closely 
linked to self‑confidence and task completion, since they are specific to par‑
ticular tasks, domains, and contexts, and must be understood in relation to 
outcome expectations. Language teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs can signifi‑
cantly influence their choice of activities, the effort they invest, and their 
persistence in overcoming challenges. These beliefs are shaped by reflective 
evaluations of past successes, verbal feedback, and sensory experiences, 
and are most meaningful when considered alongside actual teaching prac‑
tices (Bandura, 1986). Moreover, they are flexible and dynamic, naturally, 
in the context of teachers’ professional development (Pajares, 1992).

Self‑efficacy beliefs and agency are closely interconnected. When teach‑
ers feel confident in their abilities across various tasks, they are more 
likely to feel motivated, engage in continuous learning, and exhibit greater 
agency (Irie, 2022). Agency is described as “the socioculturally medi‑
ated capacity to act” (Ahearn, 2001, p. 112), which is shaped by social, 
cultural, and institutional factors. Language teachers’ agency involves 
decision‑making across various aspects of their professional lives. These 
include building relationships, adapting to curriculum changes, embracing 
innovative teaching approaches, participating in professional development 
programmes, and responding to the diverse demands of their teaching 
contexts (Kalaja & Ruohotie‑Lyhty, 2022; White, 2018). Language teach‑
ers’ agency can be conceptualised as a complex dynamic system, involving 
both observable actions and internal factors such as beliefs, emotions, val‑
ues, and feelings (Mercer, 2011). It is not only a personal attribute but is 
also contextually enacted through interactions within social, cultural, and 
institutional environments, with teachers’ decisions and actions shaped by 
the affordances, constraints, and their awareness of social responsibilities 
in these contexts (van Lier, 2008).

Investigating language teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs and agency is critical, 
since these factors directly affect teachers’ psychological well‑being, which, 
in turn, plays a key role in their ability to manage classroom dynamics and 
foster students’ personal growth and academic success (Mirmojarabian & 
Rezvani, 2021; Poulou et al., 2019; Sulis et al., 2023).

To date, research in this field has mainly investigated English lan‑
guage teachers in West Asia and the USA, using quantitative approaches  
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(e.g., Irie, 2022; Kalaja & Ruohotie‑Lyhty, 2022). While several stud‑
ies have examined self‑efficacy beliefs in relation to language proficiency 
and emotional intelligence, there is limited research on their connections 
to teaching practices (Mirmojarabian & Rezvani, 2021; Poulou et  al., 
2019; Wyatt & Dikilitaş, 2021). Recent studies have explored language 
teacher agency concerning digital tools (Ashton, 2022) and multilingual 
approaches (Davis & Howlett, 2022; Venegas‑Weber, 2019), but the influ‑
ence of teacher training on both self‑efficacy beliefs and agency is underex‑
plored (Yüksel, 2014; Zonoubi et al., 2017). This research investigates the 
effects of training in MDST on Italian language teachers in Argentina using 
a mixed‑methods approach, offering new insights into the role of language 
teacher education in fostering self‑efficacy beliefs and agency in a less com‑
monly studied context.

Students’ engagement with their linguistic repertoires 
and digital resources

Engagement is defined as “a dynamic, multidimensional construct compris‑
ing situated notions of cognition, affect and behaviors including social inter‑
actions in which action is a requisite component” (Hiver et al., 2021, p. 3). 
Its dimensions encompass various aspects, including the degree and quality 
of students’ participation (behavioural), their mental effort, attention, and 
focus (cognitive), their emotional responses to activities (affective), and their 
interactions (social) (Mercer, 2019). Exploring language students’ engage‑
ment is crucial for understanding how learners participate in and benefit 
from language learning opportunities. Moreover, this exploration provides 
insights for improving teaching practices, classroom environments, and task 
design, fostering greater intensity and quality in students’ participation and 
contributing to successful learning outcomes (Zhou et al., 2021).

Engagement research in applied linguistics has typically focused either 
on how learners engage with specific tasks, or on how they engage with lan‑
guage itself (e.g., Philp & Duchesne, 2016; Svalberg, 2009). In this study, 
the focus is on how learners engage with their linguistic repertoires, rec‑
ognising these as an integral part of their multilingual identities. This per‑
spective aligns with the evolution of the construct from “engagement with 
language” (Svalberg, 2009) to “engagement with languages” (Sulis, 2023). 
While the former focused on second language learning, conceptualising 
the learner as the agent and the language as the object, the latter includes 
students’ linguistic repertoires as an integral aspect of their identities. From 
this perspective, behavioural engagement involves the active use of stu‑
dents’ entire linguistic repertoires within and beyond school.  Cognitive 
engagement entails examining, interpreting, and understanding all aspects 
of language form and use across multiple languages. Finally, emotional 
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engagement encompasses students’ positive and negative  attitudes towards 
the multiple languages they come into contact with across different con‑
texts. All these dimensions are inherently socially embedded (Sulis, 2023). 
This perspective reveals the plurality of languages and language varieties 
multilinguals possess and actively draw upon across the different contexts 
of their multilingual life, framing “engagement with one’s linguistic reper‑
toire” as an integral aspect of engagement with languages.

Exploring students’ engagement with their linguistic repertoires pro‑
vides insights into how their prior linguistic and strategic knowledge can 
be used cross‑linguistically and effectively transferred into the language 
classroom. Moreover, this exploration shows practical teaching strategies 
to recognise and value students’ entire linguistic repertoires, along with 
their metalinguistic and cross‑linguistic awareness.

So far, a growing body of research has explored students’ engagement 
with digital resources in language learning, examining how these resources 
foster active and sustained engagement, and providing recommendations 
for their integration into the language classroom (e.g., Chen‑Chung et al., 
2016; Rafique, 2023; Vinogradova, 2017). However, research on students’ 
engagement with languages remains limited in the digital domain (Sulis, 
2023). This study examines students’ engagement with both their linguistic 
repertoires and digital tools to understand their participation in MDST 
activities and the perceived benefits. It also aims to inform effective teach‑
ing practices in multilingual and hybrid learning contexts by highlight‑
ing how teachers’ professional development in MDST both shapes and is 
shaped by students’ engagement.

Methods

The study explores the development of self‑efficacy beliefs and agency among 
a group of in‑service Italian language teachers in Argentina in relation to 
MDST. It also investigates students’ engagement with teachers’ MDST activ‑
ities, considering students’ feedback both as an outcome of and a contribut‑
ing factor to teachers’ evolving beliefs and practices. The research examines 
how a professional development intervention (PDI), which involved design‑
ing and implementing MDST activities as part of an action research project, 
shaped these aspects. The three research questions (RQs) were:

1 What are teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs regarding MDST, and how do 
they change during the training?

2 What is teachers’ agency in implementing MDST, and how does it 
develop during the training?

3 What is students’ engagement with MDST activities designed and imple‑
mented by teachers during the training?
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While the RQs are presented separately, the discussion examines the 
dynamic relationship between teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs, agency, and 
students’ engagement, as these aspects are closely intertwined in the imple‑
mentation of MDST.

The research context

The study was conducted as part of a PDI about multilingual education, 
which included the use of multilingual authentic materials and digital 
resources within MDST projects. The PDI, delivered online by the researcher 
over six months (April‑October 2023), targeted in‑service Italian language 
teachers at the Dante Alighieri Society in Argentina. Argentina is a multilin‑
gual country where Spanish coexists with various languages. Italian immi‑
gration from the late nineteenth century brought about 3   million Italians 
into the country, thereby establishing a long‑ standing tradition of Italian 
language teaching. Today, Italian is the second most studied language in 
Argentina after English. The Dante Alighieri Society, with nearly 130 cen‑
tres, accounts for 27% of Italian language students, offering both in‑person 
and online courses for all age groups and proficiency levels (Patat, 2004).

The PDI included three synchronous lessons and five asynchronous 
modules. The lessons, conducted at the beginning, middle, and end of 
the course, focused on the PDI content and objectives (Lesson 1), action 
research (Lesson 2), results of the interventions and future MDST activities 
(Lesson 3). The modules, each lasting one month, addressed multilingual 
theories and approaches (Module 1), multilingual comprehension through 
authentic materials (Module 2), multilingual production through MDST 
(Module 3), designing (Module 4) and implementing (Module 5) MDST 
activities. In particular, during Module 3, teachers learned to create mul‑
tilingual digital stories using Book Creator (Spaliviero, 2022), analysed 
examples of MDST projects, and discussed strategies for adapting them 
to their teaching contexts. During Module 5, teachers implemented their 
MDST activities with a total of forty students across various proficiency 
levels (A1 to C1, primarily B1/B2), ages (from adolescents to adults aged 
18–70), and languages (Italian, Spanish, English, French, Portuguese, Sin‑
halese, and Italian dialects). They observed students’ reactions and collected 
data through learners’ questionnaires and their own reflective diaries.

Participants

A total of nineteen in‑service teachers from five centres of the Dante Aligh‑
ieri Society across Argentina participated in the PDI, of whom ten suc‑
cessfully completed the course. Table  11.1 summarises teachers’ main 
characteristics.
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As shown in Table  11.2, teachers typically taught multiple courses, 
working with students of various ages, proficiency levels, and multilingual 
backgrounds.

This background information was collected through an enrolment 
questionnaire administered before the start of the PDI. Participants were 
informed about the general purpose and procedures of the study and pro‑
vided written consent for data collection. To maintain confidentiality, par‑
ticipants’ names were anonymised using acronyms (T for teachers, S for 
students) followed by a number to distinguish individuals.

Procedures

The research was framed within action research and designed as a 
longitudinal multiple‑case study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; 
Yin, 2018). By examining the five centres as distinct cases, the study 

Table 11.1 Teachers’ characteristics

Gender Female: 89%, Male: 11%
Age distribution 20–30: 11%, 31–40: 37%, 41–50: 5%, 51–60: 

26%, Over 60: 21%
Nationality Argentinian: 47%, Italian: 26%, 

Argentinian‑Italian: 26%
Mother tongue Spanish: 63%, Italian: 37%, English: 5%, 

German: 5%
Additional languages Italian: 84%, Spanish: 74%, English: 68%, 

Portuguese: 47%, French: 32%, German: 
21%, Swedish: 11%, Hebrew: 11%, Chinese: 
5%, Japanese: 5%, Italian dialects: 5%

Previous DST training Yes: 74%, No: 26%
Experience in multilingual 

education
Yes: 16%, No: 84%

Table 11.2 Students’ characteristics (as reported by teachers)

Students’ age groups taught 11–13: 16%, 14–18: 32%, 19–30: 95%,  
31–50: 100%, 51–70: 95%, Over 70: 53%

Proficiency levels taught A1: 79%, A2: 89%, B1: 68%, B2: 53%,  
C1: 47%, C2: 42%

Students’ mother tongue Spanish: 95%, Portuguese: 26%, English: 21%, 
German: 16%, Italian: 11%, French: 11%, 
Ukrainian: 5%

Students’ additional languages English: 95%, Portuguese: 89%, Spanish: 84%, 
French: 74%, Italian: 68%, German: 47%, 
Chinese: 11%, Russian: 5%, Sinhalese: 5%, 
Italian dialects: 5%
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employed a  mixed‑methods approach to explore participants’ evolving, 
 context‑specific interpretations of MDST through primarily qualitative 
and limited quantitative data. These data were gathered at multiple points 
during the PDI to track changes in teachers’ perspectives. Teachers were 
involved in a systematic, self‑reflective process to theorise and evaluate their 
self‑efficacy beliefs and agency related to MDST within authentic teach‑
ing contexts. They designed MDST activities, collected data from their 
students, reflected on their practices, and discussed the results with  the 
researcher and other PDI participants. The aim was to guide them through 
a process of reflection‑in and reflection‑on‑action (Burns, 2009).

Data were collected through the following instruments:
Teacher pre‑ and post‑training questionnaires: Teachers completed the 

same questionnaire before and after the PDI. Among the items exploring 
teachers’ beliefs, training needs, and teaching practices related to the main 
themes covered in the PDI, three closed‑ended items (Likert scales) focused 
on their self‑efficacy beliefs and agency in relation to MDST. All nineteen 
teachers completed the pre‑training questionnaire, while ten completed the 
post‑training one.

Teacher reflective diaries: Teachers reflected on changes in their knowl‑
edge, training needs, and teaching practices related to MDST after 
 Modules  3 and 5. For Module 3, they responded to prompts such as 
“What knowledge and skills did you acquire?”. For Module 5, examples 
of prompts included “What contribution did multilingual approaches and 
digital tools make to the interventions?”. Ten teachers completed the first 
diary, and nine completed the second one.

Teacher focus group discussions: During the final lesson (Lesson 3), ten 
teachers reflected on the outcomes of their interventions, their experiences 
with the PDI, and their plans for future use of MDST. The discussions 
were prompted by questions such as “Based on the results of your inter‑
ventions, what will you incorporate into your future lessons? What will 
you approach differently, and why?”. Before the focus group discussions, 
teachers were given sufficient time to review their reflective diaries and 
student questionnaires.

Student questionnaires: The researcher designed a questionnaire, which 
was administered by the teachers to their students. Among the items inves‑
tigating students’ perceptions of teachers’ activities related to the main 
themes covered in the PDI, two closed‑ended items (Likert scales) and two 
open‑ended questions addressed MDST. To ensure conciseness, the focus 
was on their motivation to use their entire linguistic repertoires and the 
perceived usefulness of digital tools. Aspects of students’ engagement with 
MDST emerged inductively from the qualitative data. All forty students 
answered the questionnaire anonymously.
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Analysis

Qualitative data from teacher reflective diaries, focus group discussions, and 
open‑ended responses in student questionnaires were transcribed verbatim 
and imported into NVivo 12. Reflective thematic analysis was employed, 
with data undergoing repeated readings to ensure familiarity (Braun & 
Clarke, 2012). The data were then segmented into distinct codes represent‑
ing meaningful descriptive units. Most codes emerged inductively, particu‑
larly those related to students’ engagement in MDST activities as reflected 
in their responses, supporting a bottom‑up approach. For example, when 
exploring students’ agreement with the motivating potential of drawing 
on their linguistic backgrounds, additional aspects emerged, such as the 
development of metacognitive strategies and a growing interest in using 
all the languages they knew. In the final stage, codes were grouped into a 
smaller set of broader themes. Continuing the example, the codes “devel‑
oping metacognitive strategies” and “interest in involving all known lan‑
guages” contributed to the themes “cognitive engagement” and “emotional 
engagement” with one’s own linguistic repertoire, respectively. Visual data 
representation, such as tables, supported the thematic analysis, and quotes 
from participants were used to deepen insights into their experiences.

Quantitative data from the closed‑ended items in both teacher pre‑ and 
post‑training questionnaires and student questionnaires were analysed 
using descriptive statistical procedures. These data were exported to an 
Excel spreadsheet, coded, and visually represented through graphs to illus‑
trate trends and patterns (Dörnyei, 2007). Due to the small sample size, 
no inferential statistical tests were conducted. However, the data remained 
valuable for triangulation purposes.

To explore the relationship between teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs, 
agency, and students’ engagement, data were analysed in parallel and 
then brought into dialogue during interpretation. For example, changes 
in teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs, as captured in their pre‑ and post‑training 
questionnaires, diaries from Module 3, and focus group discussions, were 
compared with students’ engagement with MDST activities, as emerged 
in their questionnaires. This comparison was guided by the assumption 
that teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs and agency in implementing MDST influ‑
enced, and were influenced by, how students responded to the activities.

Results

Teacher pre‑ and post‑training questionnaires

Data from both the first and the second closed‑ended items directly address 
RQ1, which focuses on teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs related to MDST. 
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 Figure 11.1 shows that teachers’ perceptions of the benefits of using digi‑
tal tools to enhance students’ multilingual competences improved during 
the PDI. Responses were classified into four levels of agreement (from 
1  =  “Strongly disagree” to 4 = “Strongly agree”). Before the training, 
nineteen teachers responded. The majority (n = 10, 53%) strongly agreed 
that digital tools promote the use of the languages known by students, 
while eight teachers (42%) moderately agreed. Only one teacher expressed 
strong disagreement with the statement. After the training, ten teachers 
completed the follow‑up questionnaire. Among them, six (60%) strongly 
agreed with the statement, and four (40%) moderately agreed. Notably, 
no teacher expressed strong disagreement.

Figure  11.2 illustrates that the PDI had a positive impact on teach‑
ers’ self‑assessment of their ability to use digital tools to recognise and 
value students’ entire linguistic repertoires. Responses were classified 
in four levels of self‑assessed competence (from 1 = “I cannot do this” 
to 4 = “I can do this very well”). Before the training, nineteen teachers 
responded. The majority (n = 10, 53%) felt they could use digital tools, 
but not effectively. Four teachers (21%) believed they could not use these 
resources at all, and another four (21%) thought they could only do so to 
a limited extent. Only one teacher expressed high confidence in their digi‑
tal competence. After the training, ten teachers completed the follow‑up 
questionnaire. Notably, no teacher reported lacking confidence in their 
abilities. The percentage of teachers who felt they could use digital tools 
only somewhat effectively decreased to 30% (n = 3). Four teachers (40%) 
felt moderately confident in their ability to use digital tools for multi‑
lingual purposes, while three (30%) indicated that they could use these 
resources very well.
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Figure 11.1 Teachers’ responses to the first closed‑ended item.
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Data from the third closed‑ended item correspond to RQ2, regarding 
teachers’ agency in relation to MDST. Figure 11.3 presents the changes in 
teachers’ reported practices regarding their current and intended future use 
of digital tools to enhance students’ multilingual competences. Responses 
were classified in four frequency levels (from 1 = “Never or almost never” 
to 4 = “Always or almost always”). Before the training, nineteen teach‑
ers responded. Many teachers reported infrequent use of digital tools for 
multilingual purposes, stating that they never or rarely used these tools 
(n = 6, 32%), or used them only occasionally (n = 6, 32%). In contrast, 
some teachers reported frequent (n = 3, 15%) or consistent (n = 4, 21%) 
use. After the training, ten teachers completed the follow‑up questionnaire. 
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Figure 11.2 Teachers’ responses to the second closed‑ended item.
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Figure 11.3 Teachers’ responses to the third closed‑ended item.
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The majority (n = 6, 60%) expressed their intention to use digital tools 
often, while three teachers (30%) planned to use these resources always or 
almost always. Only one teacher indicated occasional future use. Notably, 
no teacher reported plans to use digital tools rarely or never in the future.

Teacher reflective diaries

Module 3

A total of ten teachers completed the first diary, which primarily contrib‑
utes to RQ1, focusing on teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs related to MDST. 
Table 11.3 presents the themes and codes that emerged from their reflec‑
tions on Module 3.

Teachers’ responses revealed varied levels of prior knowledge regarding 
MDST (Theme A). While four teachers (40%) reported little familiarity 
with the module content, another four (40%) were already acquainted 
with key teaching techniques for enhancing written production skills in the 
target language. The remaining two teachers (20%) had prior experience 
with DST.

Moreover, Module 3 proved effective in introducing new concepts and 
skills, as teachers gained greater confidence in integrating multilingual 
approaches and experimenting with new digital tools (Theme B). Four 
teachers (40%) reported learning innovative teaching techniques for fos‑
tering written production skills in multiple languages. T6 wrote: “I learned 
new multilingual teaching strategies that will be very useful in my lessons”. 
Another four teachers (40%) emphasised the value of learning to use Book 
Creator for classroom purposes, while two (20%) stated that the entire 
module content was completely new to them.

Table 11.3 Themes and codes from teacher diaries on Module 3

Themes Codes

A.  Prior knowledge of MDST Lack of prior knowledge, Monolingual writing 
strategies, Experience with DST 

B.  New knowledge of MDST Multilingual writing strategies, Use of digital 
tools for personal and professional purposes, 
All module content

C.  Alignment with training needs Exploration of the multilingual potential of 
DST, Introduction to new digital tools

D.  Challenges encountered No difficulties, Difficulty using new digital 
tools, Time management, Integrating MDST

E.  Satisfaction with learning 
outcomes

Innovative approaches, Proficiency with digital 
tools, New strategies for MDST
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All teachers agreed that the module content aligned well with their 
 training needs and reported feeling more prepared to implement MDST 
effectively (Theme C). Half of them (n = 5, 50%) appreciated exploring the 
educational potential of Book Creator within a multilingual framework. 
T5 affirmed: “The critical analysis of existing multilingual and digital 
activities, and reflecting on how to adapt them, provided practical and con‑
crete ideas we can use in our classrooms”. In addition, four teachers (40%) 
valued the opportunity to create their own multilingual digital stories using 
Book Creator, integrating all their languages and language varieties.

Regarding the challenges encountered, all were framed as opportunities 
for growth, as teachers overcame obstacles, demonstrating increased con‑
fidence in using new digital tools and multilingual approaches (Theme D). 
Four teachers (40%) reported no significant difficulties. Another four 
(40%) initially struggled with using Book Creator and understanding 
its classroom applications, but overcame these challenges by reviewing 
instructional videos and engaging in hands‑on practice. T8 and T9 com‑
mented: “Understanding how Book Creator worked was not easy at first, 
but then I used it without any issues” and “Starting with Book Creator 
was challenging, but I listened to the instructions several times and kept 
going”. Moreover, two teachers (20%) reported difficulties related to time 
management, and one indicated challenges in integrating multilingual and 
digital pedagogies into their language teaching.

Overall, teachers expressed high satisfaction with their progress, as 
they felt more empowered to design and implement MDST activities 
(Theme E). Four teachers (40%) reported updating their teaching meth‑
ods, three (30%) discovered new digital tools, and another three (30%) 
learned innovative techniques to enhance students’ multilingual and digi‑
tal skills. T8 wrote: “I am learning new, current things. I keep expanding 
my knowledge on creating teaching materials, and I am getting new ideas 
related to technology and multilingualism”.

Module 5

A total of nine teachers completed the second diary, which primarily con‑
tributes to RQ2, focusing on teachers’ agency in the design and implemen‑
tation of MDST activities. Table 11.4 presents the themes and codes that 
emerged from their reflections on Module 5.

Nearly all teachers (n = 8, 89%) observed that multilingual activities 
enhanced students’ attention, motivation, and engagement by fostering 
cross‑linguistic comparisons (Theme A). T3 explained:

The use of different languages made the lesson more dynamic and stimu‑
lating as students were constantly engaged in identifying similarities and 
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differences between languages. This not only maintained their attention 
but also facilitated a better understanding of the structure and rules of 
Italian and other languages.

Moreover, six teachers (67%) agreed that multilingual activities facilitated 
students’ acquisition of Italian. T9 noted: “Students were surprised to dis‑
cover how much their linguistic backgrounds helped them understand and 
express themselves better in Italian”. Additionally, three teachers (33%) 
recognised the value of multilingual activities in understanding students’ 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds, while another three (33%) appreci‑
ated the opportunity to build on learners’ prior knowledge.

Moreover, two teachers (22%) highlighted the role of digital stories 
in enhancing students’ intercultural awareness, in addition to improving 
their digital skills (Theme B). T3 stated: “Digital tools allowed students to 
delve into the languages and cultures presented in the materials through 
online research and discussions, broadening their linguistic and cultural 
horizons”. The majority of teachers (n = 5, 55%) noted that students’ 
age and course type influenced their engagement with digital tools, with 
adult learners facing more challenges. Meanwhile, three teachers (33%) 
observed that students attending online courses were generally more com‑
fortable using digital tools.

Regarding the strengths of the interventions (Theme C), four teachers 
(44%) identified active students’ participation and another four (44%) 
emphasised learners’ personal involvement as key benefits. They noted 
that the use of authentic materials related to multilingual and multicultural 
aspects of contemporary Italian society connected with students’ migra‑
tion histories and multilingual identities, fostering empathy and a sense of 
group belonging. T5 wrote: “The topic allowed us to work on emotions. 

Table 11.4 Themes and codes from teacher diaries on Module 5

Themes Codes

A.  Contribution of 
multilingual education

Discovering relationships between languages, 
Facilitating comprehension, Understanding 
students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds, 
Drawing on students’ prior knowledge 

B.  Contribution of digital 
tools

Influence of students’ age and course type, 
Fostering intercultural awareness, Enhancing 
digital skills

C.  Strengths of the 
interventions

Active class participation, Personal involvement, 
Inclusion of multiple languages, Novelty in using 
digital tools

D.  Obstacles to the 
interventions

Limited digital literacies, Small class size, Initial 
resistance to peer collaboration 
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Each student shared their family story, and the group listened in silence 
with genuine interest. This created a sense of trust and a different kind 
of relationship between them”. Three teachers (33%) noted that students 
experimented with using multiple languages more enthusiastically than 
anticipated. T6 reflected: “I was pleasantly surprised because I expected 
more resistance to multilingual education in the context of teaching Ital‑
ian to adults in Argentina. But I was wrong!”. Two teachers (22%) also 
pointed out that the novelty of using digital tools contributed to a more 
dynamic lesson flow.

However, several obstacles to the interventions were reported (Theme D). 
Three teachers (33%) mentioned that students’ limited digital literacies ini‑
tially hindered participation. T6 wrote: “The only challenge was the initial 
need to introduce Book Creator as students were not familiar with it. This 
was easily overcome with a brief demonstration at the end of a lesson”. In 
addition, two teachers (22%) cited small class sizes as a challenge for col‑
laborative learning, and one teacher noted initial resistance to working col‑
laboratively with peers.

Teacher focus group discussions

The focus group discussions directly address both RQ1 and RQ2, explor‑
ing teachers’ evolving self‑efficacy beliefs and agency in relation to MDST. 
They also offer indirect insights into RQ3, regarding students’ engagement 
with MDST. A total of ten teachers shared their experiences in design‑
ing and implementing MDST activities. Initially, four of them (40%) 
reported feeling overwhelmed by the novelty of both the approaches and 
the resources, and expressed concern about how to present them effec‑
tively, revealing their initial lack of confidence in integrating multilingual 
and digital pedagogies. T2 said: “My first reaction was fear and doubt. 
I kept asking myself: What will students think? Will they enjoy the activi‑
ties? Will they get bored?”. Teachers needed some time to get used to the 
idea of implementing the MDST activities they had designed outside the 
PDI context. They identified support from colleagues, exchange with PDI 
participants and the researcher, and thoughtful class selection as essential 
factors contributing to their growing self‑efficacy.

The implementation of MDST activities led to much better outcomes 
than expected. All teachers observed their students’ enthusiasm, even 
though MDST activities required greater focus. T4 said: “Our role as 
teachers is surprising! Sometimes, you surprise yourself with how you 
manage certain situations and grow professionally. You think: Wow, I was 
so afraid at first, but in the end, it was a success!”. This recognition of 
personal growth and adaptability marked a turning point in the develop‑
ment of their agency. Reflective practice further reinforced this change, 
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since teachers began to see themselves as facilitators of metacognitive 
 development. Five teachers (50%) recognised the importance of encourag‑
ing students to reflect on the activities, while also engaging in their own 
reflective processes. T7 commented:

We all evaluated the intervention from our own point of view, and it 
was very helpful. Often we do not take the proper time to reflect, but 
in this way, we have a written record to refer back to. The same applies 
to students. When they write down their impressions, they can better 
define and understand them. Plus, it helps us get to know them better.

All teachers acknowledged a strong alignment between their own percep‑
tions and students’ feedback. T3 said: “Student questionnaires confirmed 
my impressions. My students appreciated the use of technology and mul‑
tilingual approaches. It was a positive experiment”. This awareness ena‑
bled teachers to articulate the benefits of the interventions and to recognise 
that they had adopted innovative teaching approaches and resources dur‑
ing the PDI. T10 commented: “The implementation of multilingual and 
 digital activities helped improve my teaching practices. I learned to use 
new approaches and tools that were previously unknown to me, and my 
students agreed that these activities were both enjoyable and challeng‑
ing”. As a result, all teachers expressed their willingness to continue using 
MDST, as well as to regularly gather feedback from their students. Those 
who implemented MDST activities in in‑person courses considered adapt‑
ing them for online settings, and vice versa.

Student questionnaires

Data from both the closed‑ended items and open‑ended questions directly 
address RQ3, examining students’ engagement with MDST activities. 
 Figures 11.4 and 11.5 show students’ motivation to use their entire lin‑
guistic repertoires and their perceptions of the usefulness of digital 
resources. Responses were categorised into four levels of agreement (from 
1 = “Strongly disagree” to 4 = “Strongly agree”). A total of forty students 
completed the questionnaire. Figure  11.4 presents students’ responses 
regarding the inclusion of all the languages they knew in MDST activi‑
ties, showing that the majority (n = 34, 85%) strongly agreed that this 
aspect was highly motivating. An additional four students (10%) agreed, 
while only two students (5%) disagreed. Notably, no student strongly dis‑
agreed. Figure 11.5 shows students’ responses concerning the use of digital 
tools, revealing that most of them (n = 28, 70%) strongly agreed that these 
resources were beneficial for their learning process. Moreover, ten students 
(25%) agreed, while only two students (5%) disagreed. Once again, no 
one strongly disagreed.
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Table 11.5 presents the themes and codes that emerged from students’ 
reflections on their experiences with multilingual activities (see Figure 11.4).

Regarding cognitive engagement with one’s linguistic repertoire 
(Theme A), eleven students (28%) reported that using multiple languages 
enhanced their language learning and retention, comprehension of Italian, 
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Figure 11.4 Students’ responses to the first closed‑ended item.
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Figure 11.5 Students’ responses to the second closed‑ended item.
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and multilingual vocabulary, while also helping them develop metacog‑
nitive strategies, monitor their own progress, and make cross‑linguistic 
comparisons. S6, S23, and S29 wrote: “It is a good technique for asso‑
ciatively fixing what we learn and remembering it”, “I have noticed that 
I can understand different languages, and Italian much better than two 
years ago”, and “I was able to relate the meanings of words in different 
languages and find the root of many terms used in my country in the Ital‑
ian language”, respectively. An additional ten students (25%) appreciated 
the challenge of switching between languages, which enhanced their mul‑
tilingual awareness and promoted their self‑fulfilment. S2, S22, and S26 
affirmed: “Using many languages in the same activity opens your mind”, 
“It encourages you to step out of your comfort zone, and that is so moti‑
vating!”, and “It is a challenge, and I am proud of myself for managing in 
so many different languages”, respectively.

With respect to emotional engagement (Theme B), ten students (25%) 
felt emotionally engaged with their linguistic repertoires, expressing 
increased interest in language learning, involving their prior linguistic 
knowledge, and discovering their classmates’ languages. S32 and S1 stated: 
“I really enjoy studying languages, and using words in languages I know 
was interesting” and “It is always enriching to hear other languages that 
my classmates know”, respectively.

In terms of intercultural awareness (Theme C), nine students (23%) felt 
that engaging with multiple languages enhanced their understanding of 
other cultures and fostered empathy. S10, S20, and S18 wrote: “Using 
different languages on the same topic shows a variety of cultural perspec‑
tives”, “Language is the trigger for how we think and see the world, so 
using many languages allows you to understand different cultures”, and 
“Using many different languages helps you to put yourself in someone 
else’s shoes, and that is always a good thing”, respectively.

Table 11.5 Themes and codes from students’ reflections on multilingual activities

Themes Codes

A.  Cognitive engagement with 
one’s linguistic repertoire

Fostering language learning and retention, 
Facilitating comprehension, Expanding 
vocabulary, Developing metacognitive 
strategies, Monitoring progress, Enhancing 
multilingual identity and personal growth

B.  Emotional engagement with 
one’s linguistic repertoire 

Motivation in further language learning, Interest 
in involving all known languages, Curiosity 
about peers’ known languages

C. Intercultural awareness Interest in learning about other cultures, 
Development of empathy

D.  Challenges associated 
with MDST

Feelings of being overwhelmed, Difficulty in 
understanding others’ feelings 
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Finally, concerning the challenges of MDST (Theme D), three students 
(8%) found switching languages overwhelming or confusing. S27 and S3 
affirmed: “I do not know many other languages, and it was a bit difficult 
for me” and “It does not allow me to truly understand the feelings of the 
speaker”, respectively.

Table 11.6 presents the themes and codes that emerged from students’ 
reflections on their experiences with digital tools (see Figure 11.5).

As concerns cognitive engagement with digital resources (Theme A), 
thirteen students (33%) reported that these tools supported the develop‑
ment of communicative competence, introduced new metacognitive strate‑
gies, and improved teaching effectiveness. S20 and S32 wrote: “In this age, 
digital resources cannot be overlooked. They are vital for teaching and 
learning” and “While using digital tools we worked with new strategies”, 
respectively.

In terms of emotional engagement (Theme B), nine students (23%) felt 
more emotionally engaged with the learning process, finding that these 
tools contributed to more enjoyable lessons. S8 and S23 stated: “The les‑
son is much more motivating and interactive with digital resources” and 
“Using digital resources is very dynamic, and the possibilities for learning 
are limitless”, respectively.

Regarding the development of digital literacies (Theme C), nine students 
(23%) expressed interest in expanding their digital skills to learn new 
resources for language acquisition. S25 and S33 affirmed: “I do not know 
much about digital resources, and I like incorporating new tools alongside 
traditional ones” and “At first, I struggled, but then I enjoyed it. It is a 
challenge to manage and learn how to use technology”, respectively.

With respect to resistance to digital resources (Theme D), seven students 
(18%) were reluctant to use these tools, primarily due to age‑related chal‑
lenges and a preference for more traditional, paper‑based methods. S7 and 

Table 11.6 Themes and codes from students’ reflections on digital tools

Themes Codes

A.  Cognitive engagement with  
digital resources

Developing communicative competence, 
Introducing new strategies for language 
learning, Enhancing the effectiveness of 
teaching

B.  Emotional engagement with 
digital resources 

Increasing dynamism in lessons, Making 
language learning more enjoyable

C.  Development of digital literacies Interest in learning to use further digital 
tools, Enhancement of digital skills

D.  Resistance to digital resources Age‑related difficulties, Preference for 
traditional methods 

E.  Convenience and accessibility Providing easy access to materials, Enabling 
independent study
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S37 wrote: “It is important to know how to use digital resources, but I do 
not like to work with them because it is very difficult at my age” and “For 
me, learning digital tools is very difficult. I need more time to succeed, 
maybe another lesson”, respectively.

Finally, in relation to convenience and accessibility (Theme E), three 
students (8%) appreciated digital tools for facilitating access to materials 
and independent study. S19 explained: “The material is available wherever 
I go without needing to bring it, as I always have my mobile with me”.

Discussion

Changes in teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs

To address RQ1 and explore how teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs related to 
MDST changed during the training, data were collected before, during, 
and after the PDI through pre‑ and post‑training questionnaires, diaries 
from Module 3, and focus group discussions. At the beginning of the PDI, 
teachers’ familiarity with DST stood in contrast to their limited exposure 
to multilingual education, revealing an initial tension between their digital 
competence and confidence in managing linguistic diversity. Although the 
multilingual profiles of their students were well recognised, most teach‑
ers expressed low confidence in their ability to integrate multilingual 
approaches with digital tools. Their reliance on monolingual practices 
reflected not a lack of interest but a perceived gap in multilingual pedagog‑
ical knowledge and skills. These early perceptions suggest that fostering 
teacher self‑efficacy beliefs in MDST requires not only technical training 
but also meaningful opportunities to reconceptualise language use in the 
classroom.

During Module 3, teachers experimented with Book Creator to engage 
students’ entire linguistic repertoires. While some found this pedagogi‑
cally demanding, all agreed that the PDI addressed key training needs. 
Initial concerns about students’ reactions to MDST were mitigated when 
outcomes exceeded expectations. Teachers reported both teaching and 
learning gains, alongside increased reflective awareness. These experiences 
contributed to strengthened self‑efficacy beliefs and professional growth, 
as teachers began to perceive themselves as capable of integrating multilin‑
gual and digital pedagogies.

By the end of the PDI, they expressed more confident and consistent 
beliefs about the value of digital tools in multilingual education and 
felt empowered to design and implement MDST projects. These find‑
ings confirm the dynamic nature of self‑efficacy beliefs, as successful 
hands‑on experiences, combined with reflective practice and collabora‑
tive support, led to positive changes in teachers’ professional development 
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(Pajares, 1992). The results also highlight the role of targeted training 
in  enhancing  specific teaching competences, and reaffirm that stronger 
self‑efficacy beliefs foster greater persistence and effort in addressing ped‑
agogical challenges (Bandura, 1986). Moreover, the findings underscore 
the importance of investigating the development of teachers’ self‑efficacy 
beliefs within longitudinal, practice‑based PDIs, where beliefs can evolve, 
emerge, and be revisited through sustained reflection on authentic class‑
room experiences. Finally, the results demonstrated that changes in teach‑
ers’ self‑efficacy beliefs were closely linked to students’ engagement with 
MDST activities. As teachers gained confidence in integrating multilingual 
approaches and digital tools, they designed more innovative activities, 
which increased students’ engagement and, in turn, reinforced teachers’ 
self‑efficacy beliefs.

Development of teachers’ agency

To address RQ2 and examine how teachers’ agency in implementing 
MDST developed during the training, data were collected before, during, 
and after the PDI through pre‑ and post‑training questionnaires, diaries 
from Module 5, and focus group discussions. At the start of the PDI, most 
teachers reported limited experience with digital tools for multilingual pur‑
poses, despite expressing interest in integrating them into their teaching.

During Module 5, however, they successfully designed and implemented 
MDST activities that supported students’ acquisition of Italian while also 
fostering multilingual and digital literacies. Teachers gained deeper insights 
into the pedagogical value of students’ linguistic backgrounds and noted 
the influence of learners’ multilingual profiles, age, and course format on 
the development of MDST activities. They also recognised how multi‑
lingualism and digital tools could be meaningfully integrated into their 
classroom practices. Although challenges emerged, particularly related to 
students’ varying levels of digital competence, teachers reported high levels 
of students’ engagement, which, in turn, reinforced their sense of agency.

By the end of the PDI, teachers expressed a stronger commitment to 
continuing MDST implementation, emphasising how students’ posi‑
tive responses motivated them to adopt new approaches and resources. 
These findings reinforce the situated and developmental nature of teach‑
ers’ agency, showing that it evolved throughout the training, shaped by 
reflective practice, classroom interaction, and context‑sensitive pedagogi‑
cal choices (Kalaja & Ruohotie‑Lyhty, 2022; White, 2018). This process 
was closely intertwined with growing self‑efficacy beliefs. As teachers’ 
confidence in their ability to implement MDST activities increased, so did 
their willingness to sustain innovative practices beyond the training con‑
text (Irie, 2022; van Lier, 2008). Moreover, these changes highlight the 
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value of longitudinal, practice‑based PDIs and action research in support‑
ing the emergence and evolution of teachers’ agency. Such frameworks 
create iterative spaces for reflection‑in and reflection‑on‑action, enhanc‑
ing teachers’ capacity to act in complex multilingual and hybrid settings, 
and guiding the transition from early experimentation to the confident, 
sustained integration of multilingual and digital pedagogies. Finally, the 
results confirm the reciprocal relationship between teachers’ agency and 
students’ engagement with MDST activities. Teachers’ evolving practices 
encouraged greater students’ engagement, further strengthening their sense 
of effectiveness and professional growth.

Students’ engagement with multilingual digital storytelling

To address RQ3 and explore students’ engagement with MDST activities 
designed and implemented by teachers during the training, data from ques‑
tionnaires on their motivation to use their entire linguistic repertoires and 
their perceived usefulness of digital tools were analysed. Aspects of engage‑
ment, particularly cognitive and emotional, and involving both students’ 
linguistic repertoires and digital resources, emerged inductively. Teachers’ 
perceptions were confirmed by students, who provided nuanced feedback 
reflecting the multidimensional nature of engagement (Philp & Duchesne, 
2016).

While some students reported initial challenges using digital tools, most 
described MDST activities as stimulating and meaningful, highlighting 
their interactive, collaborative, and creative dimensions. Students actively 
drew on their entire linguistic repertoires, valued opportunities to compare 
and connect multiple languages, and enjoyed exploring both their own 
and their peers’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds. These elements sup‑
ported deeper multilingual learning and fostered students’ metalinguistic 
and cross‑linguistic awareness, peer collaboration, and digital literacies. 
Students’ high levels of engagement were closely intertwined with teachers’ 
professional development, not only confirming the pedagogical changes 
fostered by the training but also contributing to their sustained implemen‑
tation over time.

These findings confirm the potential of MDST to enhance students’ 
engagement, supporting previous research on learners’ positive percep‑
tions of MDST (Anderson & Macleroy, 2017; Cersosimo, 2023; Nuroh 
et al., 2021) and engagement with digital tools (Chen‑Chung et al., 2016; 
Rafique, 2023; Vinogradova, 2017). Moreover, they expand the focus to 
include students’ engagement with languages (Sulis, 2023) and their lin‑
guistic repertoires, highlighting the role of multilingual and digital pedago‑
gies in fostering multilingual identity, learner autonomy, and intercultural 
awareness. Engagement was not merely a reaction to the novelty of mul‑
tilingual approaches and digital tools, but emerged from the  meaningful 
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integration of students’ prior linguistic knowledge into linguistically 
diverse and hybrid learning contexts. Finally, the findings emphasise that 
engagement is enhanced when teaching practices resonate with students’ 
linguistic identities and provide space for creative  self‑expression (Zhou 
et al., 2021). This reinforces the value of examining students’ engagement 
not only to understand learning outcomes but also to inform and sustain 
teachers’ professional development.

Conclusion

This study explored how a PDI about multilingual education and focused 
on  MDST contributed to the professional development of a group of 
in‑service Italian language teachers in Argentina, enhancing their  self‑ 
efficacy beliefs and agency, and promoting high levels of students’ engagement.

Overall, the findings confirm the value of investigating the development 
of teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs and agency related to MDST through longi‑
tudinal and action research‑based PDIs that foster ongoing reflective prac‑
tice. Moreover, the results emphasise the importance of exploring students’ 
engagement with their linguistic repertoires and digital tools, providing 
deeper insights into their perceived learning outcomes and well‑being. 
Finally, the study underscores the importance of considering the reciprocal 
relationship between teachers’ self‑efficacy beliefs, agency, and students’ 
engagement to fully understand the dynamics of implementing multilin‑
gual and digital pedagogies. However, the study presents some limitations, 
including the small sample size, the absence of long‑term evaluation of the 
PDI due to time constraints, and the lack of direct classroom observations 
because of geographical distance.

Future research should investigate a broader range of languages and 
educational settings to allow for comparisons of teachers’ experiences and 
students’ feedback related to MDST. Including additional data collection 
instruments, such as classroom observation checklists and follow‑up inter‑
views, could offer a more comprehensive understanding of how teachers’ 
self‑efficacy beliefs, agency, and students’ engagement develop over time. 
Implementing these recommendations could enhance the understanding of 
how to develop students’ multilingualism and multiliteracies while sup‑
porting teachers’ professional growth.

To conclude, this study contributes to a growing body of research that 
bridges teachers’ and learners’ psychologies in multilingual approaches 
and digital tools, shedding light on the reciprocal relationship between 
teachers’ professional development and students’ engagement. By examin‑
ing how teachers’ evolving self‑efficacy beliefs and agency both influenced 
and were influenced by students’ responses to MDST, the study shows how 
multilingual and digital pedagogies can transform beliefs, practices, and 
classroom dynamics in diverse and hybrid learning environments.
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12 Well‑being challenges 
and growth
Insights from Australian 
pre‑service language teachers

Gary Bonar, Ruth Fielding, and Meihui Wang

Introduction

Language teacher well‑being is affected by many factors in countries such 
as Australia (Lanvers et al., 2021). In these anglophone settings where an 
‘English monolingual mindset’ (Clyne, 2008) prevails, language learning is 
often marginalised in the curriculum, and student participation rates dwin‑
dle beyond middle high school to the point where language educators must 
continually justify the inclusion of language learning in the curriculum. 
For pre‑service language teachers (PSLTs) who first encounter these chal‑
lenges during their placements, they can also experience significant emo‑
tional stresses due to intense workloads and the need to balance personal 
and academic responsibilities, all of which can lead to heightened feelings 
of fatigue and anxiety (White, 2020). Additionally, challenges in relation‑
ships with supervising teachers, such as feeling unsupported or unfairly 
critiqued, can further contribute to emotional strain and negatively affect 
their confidence and well‑being during the teaching placement in schools 
(Grant‑Smith et al., 2018).

These challenges coincide with their own identity transformations, as 
they shift from being students to becoming teachers, and often from learn‑
ers of the language to teachers of that language in the case of those teach‑
ing an LX1 (Bonar et  al., 2022). This transitional phase often involves 
negotiating their multilingual identity, as PSLTs must reconcile their self‑ 
perception as language learners with their emerging professional identities 
as teachers. Many PSLTs experience crises of confidence regarding their 
language proficiency, cultural knowledge, and their sense of ownership 
over the language they are teaching (Asención Delaney, 2012; Barkhuizen, 
2017), all of which can have significant impacts on their well‑being. Given 
that well‑being is dynamic and context‑dependent (Sulis et al., 2021), it 
is important to consider how PSLTs’ identity transformations and agency 
interact to influence their professional growth and sense of well‑being.

In recognition of this, this study explores the well‑being issues faced by 
Australian PSLTs, their expectations of becoming language teachers, and 
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the implications for their well‑being once they enter the classroom. To do 
so, we invited initial teacher education students who were studying to 
become teachers of diverse languages (French, German, Indonesian, Italian, 
Japanese, Mandarin Chinese, and Spanish) to participate in this research. 
Over a period of four years, 24 participants from four cohorts of PSLTs 
took part. We use the term ‘target language’ (TL) to refer to the language(s) 
these PSLTs will teach in schools, which may be their L1 or an LX.

Literature review

This literature review highlights recent studies into in‑service and PSLTs’ 
well‑being. While most research has focused on teachers of English, the 
findings are still relevant for understanding the well‑being of teachers of 
other languages. Beginning with how well‑being is conceptualised in this 
study, we then summarise relevant studies on language teacher (multilin‑
gual) identity construction, including studies into the transition from stu‑
dent to teacher, and from language learner to language teacher. This is 
followed by exploring studies on how teacher agency and systemic factors, 
such as professional recognition and support, influence PSLT well‑being. 
By examining these areas, we can better understand the unique pres‑
sures faced by language teachers and identify strategies to support their 
well‑being during teacher education and early classroom experiences.

Conceptualising well‑being

The conceptualisation of well‑being in research has evolved from its tradi‑
tional association with health, particularly within biomedical and positivist 
discourses, to a broader approach that considers not only personal aspects, 
but also the influence of social and institutional dynamics  (Talbot &  
Mercer, 2021). In advancing an argument for the application of an eco‑
logical lens, Mercer (2021) underscores this interaction among personal, 
relational, and structural factors. Rather than positioning well‑being as a 
solely individual responsibility, this approach foregrounds its inherently 
collective dimension, shaped by broader educational and institutional 
frameworks. Such a holistic conception of well‑being is also echoed by 
others who propose a multidimensional framework that transcends the 
individual to incorporate social, economic, and environmental factors 
(La Placa et al., 2013). This suggests that there must also be a focus on 
the systemic challenges faced by teachers, which in some contexts may 
manifest as precarious working conditions and low professional status 
(Mairitsch et al., 2021; Mercer, 2020). This ecological view rejects placing 
the burden of well‑being on individuals, instead advocating for structural 
transformations within the language teacher profession.
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In this study, we embrace this ecological perspective, recognising 
well‑being as foundational to pedagogical practice. As an important first 
step, we argue that understanding well‑being from the PSLTs’ subjective 
experiences is paramount. While studies into the well‑being of PSLTs of 
English have been accumulating, a similar attention to pre‑service teachers 
of other languages, many of which are marginalised in education systems, 
remains underexplored.

Multilingual identity construction

Multilingual identity refers to the way individuals perceive themselves in 
relation to the languages they speak or are learning, shaped by linguistic, 
cultural, and social interactions (Bonar et al., 2022). In the context of lan‑
guage education, multilingual identity also involves the recognition of one’s 
role as both a language learner and a teacher. Multilingual identity plays a 
crucial role in the well‑being of PSLTs by influencing their confidence and 
sense of legitimacy in the classroom (Creese et al., 2014). As our previous 
work has shown (Bonar et al., 2022), PSLTs often navigate complex feel‑
ings related to their language proficiency and cultural affiliations, which 
can either bolster or undermine their well‑being. For instance, PSLTs who 
see themselves as ‘legitimate’ members of the TL community and who can 
integrate cultural understanding into their teaching report a stronger sense 
of professional identity. Conversely, those who struggle with their connec‑
tion to the language may believe that they are not sufficiently proficient or 
culturally competent enough, leading to feelings of self‑doubt and anxiety 
(Iversen, 2021). This emotional labour, compounded by the pressure to 
conform to ‘native speaker’ norms, can negatively affect their well‑being 
and lead to increased stress during their initial teacher education and early 
teaching experiences.

Identity formation during transition from learner to teacher

The transition from student to teacher is a critical period in shaping the 
professional identity of PSLTs. This phase, marked by uncertainty and 
emotional labour, can significantly affect teacher well‑being. As Sulis et al. 
(2021) highlight, well‑being during this transitional phase can fluctuate, 
with personal agency and adaptability playing crucial roles in how PSLTs 
manage the demands of their new professional responsibilities. PSLTs who 
can exert control over their environments and make intentional decisions 
regarding their practice are more likely to experience positive well‑being 
outcomes.

However, many PSLTs lack the resources or support to navigate this 
transition successfully. Hong (2010) identifies a crisis of professional 
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identity as a major cause of early career attrition. Teachers often enter 
the profession with idealistic expectations, only to encounter the reali‑
ties of classroom management, institutional demands, and limited sup‑
port systems, leading to emotional burnout and diminished self‑efficacy, 
particularly for teachers who feel unsupported within their school 
environments.

For those PSLTs teaching an LX, the shift from language learner to 
language teacher adds another layer of complexity to this identity tran‑
sition. In our previous studies (Bonar et al., 2022, 2024), we examined 
this identity shift among PSLTs in Australia, highlighting how personal 
experiences shape teaching practices and beliefs. We argue that language 
teachers must navigate a dual identity, balancing their connection to 
their language with professional expectations, a process that can be 
particularly challenging in contexts such as Australia where language 
teaching is marginalised. Similar findings have been found in studies 
of teachers of Chinese in the UK (Jin et al., 2021). The teachers in that 
study had to navigate institutional expectations, cultural adaptation, 
and the low status of language teaching. A key finding was that strong 
support networks, both within and beyond the professional environ‑
ment, are essential in helping teachers manage these challenges while 
maintaining a sense of well‑being. Moreover, as PSLTs and early career 
teachers navigate their evolving professional identities, their ability to 
exercise agency becomes a crucial factor in shaping their well‑being and 
professional resilience.

Teacher agency and its role in well‑being

Language teacher agency refers to the capacity of teachers to act intention‑
ally and reflectively in response to the sociocultural and structural factors 
shaping their professional environment. According to Biesta and Tedder’s 
ecological model (2007), agency emerges through interactions with the 
environment, influenced by past experiences, present actions, and future 
aspirations.

The development of agency is crucial for PSLTs’ well‑being.  Challenges 
such as self‑doubt about linguistic competence and pressures to meet ‘native 
speaker’ norms can undermine professional identity and well‑being (Creese 
et al., 2014). However, exercising agency by making informed pedagogical 
choices and reflecting on their experiences can positively impact well‑being, 
leading to greater job satisfaction and emotional resilience. PSLTs who 
engage in reflective practices and professional development often feel 
more legitimate as educators, enhancing their sense of well‑being. Foster‑
ing agency helps PSLTs feel empowered, reduces burnout, and strength‑
ens their commitment to the profession, highlighting the importance of 
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supporting agency development during initial teacher  education (Bonar 
et al., 2025). While prior studies have focused on pre‑service and in‑service 
teachers of English (e.g., Barkhuizen, 2017; Mercer, 2020), less attention 
has been given to pre‑service teachers of other languages who are navigat‑
ing identity and well‑being challenges.

Research questions

Drawing on findings from the studies mentioned above and seeking to 
explore in a systematic way how PSLTs of diverse languages perceive fac‑
tors that shape and impact on their well‑being, the following research 
question was developed:

What are the prevailing viewpoints of multilingual PSLTs in Australia 
regarding issues of well‑being during their initial teacher education?

Methods

Participants

Over a four‑year period, 24 pre‑service teachers volunteered to partici‑
pate in this research. The languages they were preparing to teach were 
French, German, Indonesian, Italian, Japanese, Mandarin Chinese, and 
Spanish. The two pathways to becoming a language teacher in Victoria are 
to complete a four‑year Bachelor of Education degree or two‑year Master 
of Teaching postgraduate course. The academic year is divided into two 
12‑week semesters, with a language method unit (course) in each semester. 
These units focus on language teaching pedagogy to prepare participants 
as future language teachers for Australian schools. All language teachers 
study together, providing opportunities to collaborate within and across 
language groups. Teachers of English as an additional language (EAL) 
study in a different unit as their curriculum and teaching contexts are dif‑
ferent. Language learning is not part of the course, as PSLTs are either 
teaching their L1 or have completed tertiary‑level studies in an additional 
language (LX). There are also entry pathways for students to take a profi‑
ciency test in cases where they do not meet these two criteria. During each 
12‑week course, PSLTs complete a school placement lasting three to five 
weeks, where they take on teaching responsibilities under the mentorship 
of a school‑based teacher.

Q methodology

Q methodology is a research technique that combines qualitative and quan‑
titative elements to study subjective viewpoints (Watts & Stenner, 2005). 
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Participants rank a series of statements based on their perspectives, and 
by‑person factor analysis reveals patterns in how these viewpoints cluster. 
This method is increasingly being utilised in fields such as education and 
applied linguistics (Fraschini et al., 2024) as it allows for a nuanced under‑
standing of individual experiences while facilitating comparison across 
groups.

The first stage of a Q methodology study involves sampling the area 
of interest (referred to as the ‘concourse’ in Q methodology) and gener‑
ating statements that represent the topics of inquiry (Stenner & Watts, 
2012). In this study, the statements were drawn from previous literature 
and interview transcripts from the initial cohort of seven participants in 
the first year of the research. Seven individual 40–60‑minute interviews 
with these teachers of Mandarin Chinese, French, German, Indonesian, 
Japanese, and Spanish were transcribed and analysed focusing on themes 
from the literature as well as new themes that were identified. Addition‑
ally, written responses from PSLTs during their language teaching studies 
were analysed to extract relevant comments for the concourse. This pro‑
cess initially resulted in over 80 statements. To ensure the Q sorting pro‑
cess was manageable for the participants, similar or redundant statements 
were merged or eliminated, resulting in a final set of 38 statements (called 
a Q‑set) (Table 12.1).

In undertaking the Q‑sort activity, participants place the statements on 
a grid (Figure 12.1) on a continuum ranging from statements that most 
closely represent their opinion (+5) to those that are most unlike their 
opinion (−5) in response to a prompting statement (condition of sort).

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5

Figure 12.1 Sample Q‑sort grid.
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Due to COVID‑19 restrictions in the first and second years of this study, 
the Q sorting process was conducted online in year one using an open‑source 
online Q application (Banasick, 2022). To maintain consistency in data 
collection, online sorting and online interviews have been used for each 
subsequent data collection stage. For the Q‑sort ‘condition of instruction’, 
participants were asked to arrange the statements in response to the fol‑
lowing statement: ‘When I think of being a language teacher, I believe…’. 
 During the online session, the participants first completed the online Q sort 
and then engaged in a semi‑structured interview to discuss their arrange‑
ment of the statements and any other pertinent points that emerged dur‑
ing the conversation. The Q‑sort statements remained consistent for each 
cohort over the four years and were analysed as a unified dataset.

Interviews were transcribed and thematically coded in NVivo using an 
iterative, reflexive approach. Initial themes were derived from the exist‑
ing thematic structure of the Q‑set and key concepts identified during 
the first‑year interviews, as well as from relevant literature. These initial 
themes formed a coding framework that guided subsequent coding pro‑
cesses. Each new set of interview transcripts was added to NVivo annually, 
and the coding framework was applied. During this process, the authors 
remained open to identifying emergent themes that were not captured in 
the original framework but were significant to participants’ experiences 
and perspectives. Any new themes were discussed and, if deemed relevant, 
incorporated into the coding framework, creating a dynamic and respon‑
sive analytical process.

To ensure consistency and reliability, Authors 1 and 3 alternated in cod‑
ing the transcripts, cross‑checking each other’s work to reduce individual 
bias. Regular meetings were held with all three authors to discuss the cod‑
ing process, address discrepancies, and achieve consensus on theme defini‑
tions and coding decisions. This collaborative approach ensured that the 
coding was thorough, consistent, and reflective of the data.

Analysis

Factor analysis was done using KADE (Banasick, 2019). Using principal 
component analysis and Varimax rotation, a threshold of eigenvalues 
greater than 1.0 and at least two statistically significant Q sorts guided 
the process of factor identification. After a series of iterations, we identi‑
fied a four‑factor solution with 62% explained variance with 22 out of 
the 24 participants loading significantly on one of the four factors. Two 
participants had confounded sorts (loaded on more than one factor) and 
were not included in the analysis. Table  12.1 shows the statement grid 
placements for each factor.
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Table 12.1  Factor array showing statement position on sorting grid for each of the 
four factors (F1, F2, F3, and F4)

Statement F1 F2 F3 F4

1 I have sufficient language knowledge to 
teach senior levels.

−1 3 0 −3

2 Being able to speak fluently with native 
speakers is important to me.

2 1 3 0

3 Students often think language classes are 
unimportant.

1 −1 −1 −1

4 Classroom management is an important 
part of language teaching.

1 1 0 0

5 Students have lower expectations of 
teachers who are non‑native speakers.

−2 −3 −3 −1

6 I have reflected on how to teach about 
culture in my language classes.

0 0 −1 −1

7 I am confident to teach my TL in 
a classroom.

0 2 3 −2

8 I use my TL in a variety of social contexts. −3 4 −2 2
9 External language assessments/exams 

should be used to check a teacher’s TL 
proficiency.

−1 0 −1 −2

10 My primary/high school language teachers 
seemed to be engaged in improving their 
language teaching.

0 −3 −1 0

11 Parents regard non‑native speakers as 
inferior to native speakers.

−1 −1 −3 0

12 Teaching about cultural aspects is very 
motivating for students.

2 1 2 −2

13 My language teacher identity is strongly 
influenced by my language learning 
experiences.

3 −2 1 −2

14 I feel confident about using my TL in 
a variety of social contexts.

−1 5 1 0

15 I am highly motivated to continually 
develop my knowledge of my TL.

5 2 0 2

16 Schools are not the best place to learn 
languages.

0 −2 1 −3

17 It’s difficult to understand the culture 
embedded in a language if it’s not your L1.

−3 −2 0 −5

18 Maintaining networks for me to use the 
language regularly is important.

1 −1 5 5

19 Building good relationships with students 
is the most important thing for a 
language teacher to teach effectively.

3 2 0 −1

20 I feel confident about using my TL in a 
variety of formal contexts.

−4 3 1 1

21 All students can become successful 
language users.

4 0 5 4

(Continued)
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Statement F1 F2 F3 F4

22 Classroom management is harder for 
teachers who are non‑native English 
speakers.

−4 −5 −1 0

23 I am confident about integrating language 
and culture in my teaching.

1 0 1 −3

24 Being multilingual is a strong marker of my 
identity.

2 4 −4 3

25 I would feel comfortable using the TL 
anywhere in a school (e.g., staffroom 
and staff dining area) with other native/
non‑native speakers.

−2 3 4 5

26 Language teaching will be a rewarding 
career.

3 1 2 1

27 Reflecting on my actions as a language 
teacher is a high priority for me.

4 2 2 3

28 Native‑like pronunciation is the best model 
for students.

−3 0 4 3

29 It’s sufficient for students to just learn 
about the mainstream culture linked to 
my TL.

−5 −4 −2 1

30 Using the TL in regular classroom 
interactions will feel natural to me.

−2 5 3 −4

31 Using English is the most effective way to 
manage the classroom.

−2 −4 0 −1

32 Most of my primary/high school language 
teachers were good at teaching.

0 −3 −3 2

33 Learning about culture is optional in 
language learning.

−5 −5 −5 −5

34 Language teachers are respected in schools. 0 −1 −2 −4
35 My identity changes when I am using an L2. 1 1 −5 4
36 I need to spend more time developing my 

TL proficiency.
5 −2 −4 1

37 External language assessments/exams 
should be used to check a teacher’s 
knowledge of the TL grammar.

−1 −1 −2 1

38 I need to spend more time developing my 
knowledge of TL grammar.

2 0 2 2

Table 12.1 (Continued)

Findings

This section begins with a focus on the consensus statements, as these are 
ones which showed minimal statistical variation in their grid placement. 
Each factor (viewpoint) is then analysed with a focus in the distinguishing 
statements (p < 0.05) as these are helpful in delineating key areas of differ‑
ences between the viewpoints. Each viewpoint will be analysed through the 
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lens of multilingual identity and agency, in order to discern the  connection 
and impact on teacher well‑being. Salient quotes from the post‑sorting 
interviews are added to provide further context and detail.

Consensus statements

Consensus statements are those in which participants, regardless of their 
factor groupings, placed the statements in similar positions on the sorting 
grid, whether in the ‘agree’, ‘disagree’, or ‘neutral’ areas. For instance, 
Statement #2 [Being able to speak fluently with native2 speakers is impor‑
tant to me] was placed similarly across viewpoints, indicating that partici‑
pants, regardless of their factor loading, tended to share a similar degree of 
agreement on the importance of fluency with ‘native speakers’. This may 
reflect participants’ own language learning experiences, where the ‘native 
speaker’ model was often emphasised. The consensus around this state‑
ment may also indicate that ‘native speaker’ fluency continues to be seen 
as a valuable goal in language teaching. As a manifestation of their multi‑
lingual identity, the fact that there was mild but not strong agreement with 
this statement suggests that either communication with other LX speak‑
ers of the language was also valued, and/or there was less concern about 
achieving fluency if the language was their LX.

Another consensus statement related to multilingual identity was #5 
[Students have lower expectations of teachers who are non‑native speak‑
ers], with all viewpoints expressing disagreement with this statement. 
There is an interesting contrast here between how some participants (par‑
ticularly those in Viewpoint 2) were more critical of their own perceived 
lack of proficiency and ‘legitimacy’, yet when they considered this from the 
student perspective, they did not believe that students held similarly high 
standards. This was commented on in some interviews when participants 
were reflecting back on their own language learning and how they were 
often not aware or concerned about whether their teacher was an L1 or 
LX speaker.

Additional consensus can be found in Statement #27 [Reflecting on my 
actions as a language teacher is a high priority for me], with agreement 
across all factors suggesting that reflection is a key component of partici‑
pants’ professional identity. This collective emphasis on reflection indicates 
a shared commitment to agency and the desire to continuously improve as 
language teachers. However, other consensus statements reveal stronger 
collective opinions. For instance, Statement #33 [Learning about culture is 
optional in language learning] was universally rejected by all participants 
across all factors. The strong disagreement with this statement suggests 
that participants consider cultural learning an integral aspect of language 
teaching, reinforcing the idea that they have reflected on the significance 
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of integrating cultural learning into their language classes. Statement #3 
[Students often think language classes are unimportant] saw some level of 
disagreement across the factors. This suggests that participants are aware 
of potential challenges in conveying the importance of language learning to 
their students and highlights the need for careful planning in how they may 
approach this issue in their future classrooms. In contrast, Statement #26 
[Language teaching will be a rewarding career] garnered general agree‑
ment across factors, particularly in Factor 1, which rated it as +3, while 
other factors ranged from +2 to +1. This optimism reflects participants’ 
early‑stage enthusiasm, as they are still immersed in learning language 
teaching pedagogy and have had limited experience in classroom observa‑
tions. The positive outlook suggests a sense of purpose as they anticipate 
their future roles as language educators.

Viewpoint 1: Motivated but insecure teachers

Viewpoint 1 comprises 10 participants, the largest group, representing 
a range of languages including French, Italian, German, and Japanese. 
A notable feature of this group is that they are all teaching an LX rather 
than an L1 (Table 12.2).

Multilingual identity

In examining Viewpoint 1, several distinguishing statements reveal key 
insights into the participants’ attitudes and perceptions. Firstly, partici‑
pants in this group express a clear need to further develop their profi‑
ciency in the TL. This is a distinguishing characteristic of this cohort 
and is reflected in their strong agreement with Statement #36 [I need to 

Table 12.2 Participants in Viewpoint 1*

Name** L1 LX

Talia English French
Kara English French
June English French
Amelia English French
Sara English French
Claire English German
Imogen English Italian
Melanie English Japanese
Ken Vietnamese English and Japanese
Sue English Japanese

*  All names are pseudonyms.
** Italics indicates language they will teach.
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spend more time developing my TL proficiency], where they emphasise the 
importance of improving their language proficiency. This following com‑
ment from Talia is indicative of how many of these PSLTs expressed their 
apprehension about communicating in the TL:

I’m actually really nervous about that. I think I struggle a bit with con‑
fidence when it comes to like speaking French, because I just haven’t 
properly committed to it since Year 12 [final year of high school].

(Talia)

This viewpoint is further reinforced by their disagreement with State‑
ment #20 [I feel confident about using my TL in a variety of formal con‑
texts]. The strong disagreement with this statement at −4 highlights the 
participants’ lack of confidence in formal language use, suggesting feelings 
of insecurity or inadequacy in terms of their TL proficiency. Together, these 
two statements provide significant insight into how participants’ multi‑
lingual identities are shaped by a perceived lack of language proficiency, 
which may in turn impact on their sense of authenticity and legitimacy as 
language teachers. There appears to be an underlying concern regarding 
their ability to function as language educators, particularly in formal or 
high‑stakes linguistic environments.

Interestingly, this cohort’s attitude towards ‘native speaker’ models, 
reflected in Statement #28 [Native‑like pronunciation is the best model for 
students], is also a distinguishing feature. The group expressed disagree‑
ment with the idea that ‘native‑like’ pronunciation is the best model for 
students, giving it a rating of −3. This indicates a potential resistance to 
the traditionally dominant ‘native speaker’ model, particularly in relation 
to pronunciation. This pushback may be related to the fact that many 
participants in this group are teaching an LX, leading them to question 
the relevance or feasibility of adhering strictly to ‘native speaker’ norms in 
their teaching practices.

Further complicating this group’s sense of legitimacy is Statement #30 
[Using the TL in regular classroom interactions will feel natural to me]. 
The relatively low confidence in using the TL in regular classroom interac‑
tions expressed here could stem from a lack of opportunities to use the TL 
outside of formal learning contexts, either during their own education or 
in their broader professional environments. This apprehension aligns with 
well‑documented phenomena in the literature, such as foreign language 
anxiety and a reluctance to communicate in the TL. It suggests that the 
same types of anxiety observed in language learners may also manifest 
among PSLTs, particularly in their reluctance to use the language in infor‑
mal or spontaneous interactions.
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Agency

In terms of agency, however, there are notable signs of motivation and 
commitment to personal and professional development. Statement #15 
[I am highly motivated to continually develop my knowledge of my TL], 
for example, reveals a strong sense of determination to continually develop 
their knowledge of the TL, with participants rating this statement at +5, 
indicating a high level of agreement. This suggests that despite their inse‑
curities regarding proficiency, participants are highly motivated to engage 
in lifelong learning and professional development.

This was expressed strongly by Claire in the post sort interview where 
she recalled:

Yeah, I’m a perfectionist. I didn’t want to get it wrong. But then I just 
realised, people, like EAL [English as an additional language] students 
come here and they don’t say everything correctly, but we still under‑
stand what they’re saying. It’s fine to not sound like a native speaker

(Claire)

This was also evident in shifts in her thinking of ‘native speaker’ as the 
ideal model and truly legitimate language teacher. As she noted when 
discussing how students’ reactions to having L1 versus LX teachers of a 
language:

I think non‑native speakers understand what it’s like to learn a foreign 
language, and I really do believe that. I feel like sometimes my native 
teachers, they don’t really get it. Whereas me as a non‑native speaker, 
I can understand why the kids are getting certain things wrong, because 
I was there as well.

(Claire)

Nevertheless, this sense of motivation exists alongside continued anxi‑
ety and a lack of confidence in certain teaching contexts. For instance, 
Statement #7 [I am confident to teach my TL in a classroom], shows less 
conviction when it comes to teaching in their TL. Additionally, State‑
ment #25 [I would feel comfortable using the TL anywhere in a school 
(e.g., staffroom, staff dining area) with other native/non‑native speakers] 
highlights that these participants may still feel uneasy about integrat‑
ing the TL into broader aspects of school life, beyond the confines of 
formal teaching. The fact that the participants within this viewpoint 
ranked it at −2 while all the other participants within the other view‑
points agreed with this statement ranging from +3 to +5 highlights this 
stark difference.



246 Psychology of Multilingual Learners and Teachers

Viewpoint 2: Balanced and empowered teachers

Viewpoint 2 comprises eight participants, similarly reflecting a diverse lin‑
guistic representation as was seen in Viewpoint 1. However, this factor is 
distinguished by the presence of participants teaching their L1 or those 
who, as we learnt during the interviews, have spent time in immersive 
language environments, a factor which likely influences their instructional 
practices and perspectives (Table 12.3).

Multilingual identity

Turning to the distinguishing statements of Viewpoint 2, we see a cohort 
for who being a multilingual is a fundamental aspect of who they are, as 
shown by the strongest agreement (+4) amongst all the viewpoints with 
Statement #24 [Being multilingual is a strong marker of my identity]. They 
also expressed a strong sense of confidence in their TL use, particularly 
in social contexts. This is evident in their agreement with Statement #14 
[I feel confident about using my TL in a variety of social contexts], which 
received the highest level of agreement at +5. This suggests that partici‑
pants in this group are comfortable with their language abilities, poten‑
tially due to time spent in immersion environments, whether through living 
in a country where the language is spoken or engaging in similar linguistic 
experiences. Unlike participants in Viewpoint 1, for whom language profi‑
ciency emerged as a significant concern, those in Viewpoint 2 demonstrate 
a marked confidence, signalling that language anxiety is not a major issue 
for them.

While this confidence in using the TL could be expected from L1 teach‑
ers, it is notable that there were also LX teachers in this group. When 
asked about their thinking behind the agreement with this statement, the 
reason usually given was that they had experienced extended periods of 

Table 12.3 Participants in Viewpoint 2

Name L1 Lx

Yvonne Chinese English
Yiwei Chinese English
Yasmine Chinese English
Colin English French
Elise English French
Anna English Indonesian
Celia English Italian
Natalie English Spanish
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time in immersion contexts where their use of the TL became a regular 
reality. As Elise commented:

I think because I was recently there, I think if I hadn’t done that time in 
France … I know a lot of my peers are feeling quite daunted by it and 
I would be feeling exactly the same, but I’m just really glad that I did that.

(Elise)

Further reinforcing this sense of linguistic confidence, Statement #1 [I have 
sufficient language knowledge to teach senior levels] was also a distinguish‑
ing statement, with participants agreeing at +3 that they have sufficient 
knowledge to teach senior levels. In the Australian context, senior‑level 
language teaching requires a high degree of proficiency, encompassing 
various genres, text types, and registers of formality. While this was a 
major area of concern for Viewpoint 1, participants in Viewpoint 2 did 
not express the same apprehension, indicating that they feel adequately 
prepared to handle the linguistic complexities of teaching at higher levels. 
This may also suggest that their language proficiency is less likely to trig‑
ger stress or anxiety, aligning with their overall confidence in using the TL 
in both formal and social contexts. We view confidence as a signal of the 
extent to which language teachers identify the language skill as part of 
their identity and therefore a marker of multilingual identity. Some of the 
teachers already have a well‑developed sense of multilingual identity while 
others identify a tension in the need to continue their learning of the TL.

Agency

A further indication of their sense of legitimacy and authenticity in using 
the TL comes from Statement #31 [Using English is the most effective way 
to manage the classroom], which was strongly disagreed with at −4. This 
suggests that participants in Viewpoint 2 are confident in their ability to use 
the TL for classroom management, an area where many teachers, particu‑
larly in Australian schools, might rely on English. Classroom management 
often requires a level of authority and control, with commands and disci‑
plinary language that may feel more natural in the shared language (i.e., 
English). However, this cohort rejects the notion that English is necessary 
for effective classroom management, instead seeing the TL as an appropri‑
ate and effective tool in this regard. This confidence in using the TL for 
both instructional and classroom management purposes is significant in 
efforts to normalise the use of the TL across various classroom contexts.

An interesting distinguishing feature for Viewpoint 2 is their reflection 
on their own language learning experiences. Statement #10 [My primary/
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high school language teachers seemed to be engaged in improving their 
 language teaching] was rated at −3, reflecting a negative recollection 
of their own language education. This suggests that participants in this 
group may now possess a more informed understanding of effective lan‑
guage teaching pedagogy. Their critical view of past language instruction 
likely contributes to their identity as teachers who strive to improve upon 
the negative experiences they encountered as students. This points to an 
expression of agency, where participants are motivated to seek new knowl‑
edge and make proactive changes in their teaching practices, differentiating 
themselves from their former teachers and potentially positioning them‑
selves as more engaged and reflective educators.

Viewpoint 3: Fluid multilinguals

Viewpoint 3 presents a unique configuration, with one participant teaching 
LX Indonesian and another teaching L1 Chinese. This juxtaposition of L1 
and LX teachers within a single factor illustrates the nuanced intersection 
of language proficiency and teaching experience. The presence of these 
two distinct teaching contexts within the same factor suggests that the 
grouping of participants is not solely based on the type of language being 
taught (L1 versus LX) but may reflect deeper, underlying pedagogical or 
identity‑related factors that transcend the specific language or proficiency 
level (Table 12.4).

Multilingual identity

A key distinguishing feature of this viewpoint is the rejection of the idea 
that their identity changes when using a different language. Unlike other 
participants in the study who either strongly agreed or mildly agreed with 
this notion, these two participants rejected it outright. This is evident in 
Statement #35 [My identity changes when I am using an L2], where this 
group expressed strong disagreement. The underlying reasons for this per‑
spective are not immediately clear, but one possible explanation is that their 
transition between languages feels more fluid and natural. This might sug‑
gest that these participants experience no internal conflict or tension when 
navigating between languages, indicating a level of comfort and flexibility 

Table 12.4 Participants in Viewpoint 3

Name L1 Lx

Ziying Chinese English
Craig English Indonesian
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in their linguistic identities. From the standpoint of well‑being, this fluidity 
could be seen as indicative of a lack of tension or conflict when expressing 
themselves in different languages. Where others may grapple with how 
they are perceived or treated in different linguistic contexts, these partici‑
pants seem to experience no such identity dissonance. This could point to 
a more integrated sense of self that is unaffected by language shifts.

Agency

One way that agency can manifest is how these novice language teachers 
proactively seek out and nurture support networks. This was a notable 
element of Viewpoint 3 as shown by the strong agreement with State‑
ment #18 [Maintaining networks for me to use the language regularly is 
important]. As Craig explained:

The networks I found so handy, they’d just be like, “Hey do you know 
any songs, any dances that relate to this topic?” They’d go, “Yeah, I had 
this from my childhood.” Or I can talk to my counterpart from an 
exchange program I did at the start of the year, for any Indonesian 
advice, “Hey do you think this would be better than this?” Then, just 
the other Indonesian teacher support that you get through  teachers’ 
associations and yeah and other networks that just seems to be so 
handy when you discuss things more of an educational nature, that it 
can really help out.

(Craig)

This highlights the significance these participants place on remaining con‑
nected to the sociocultural and linguistic community of the TL. For these 
participants, the ability to use the language in a range of contexts is not 
only a professional priority but also an essential aspect that leads to a posi‑
tive impact on their well‑being.

Viewpoint 4: Hesitant but proficient teachers

Similarly, Factor 4 comprises two participants, with one teaching Italian as 
an LX and another teaching L1 Chinese (Table 12.5).

Table 12.5 Participants in Viewpoint 4

Name L1 Lx

Yvette Chinese English
Sienna English Italian
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Multilingual identity

As with the participants grouped in Viewpoint 2, both Yvette and Sienna 
expressed relatively strong agreement (+3) with Statement 24 and the 
notion that being multilingual was a key aspect of who they are [Being 
multilingual is a strong marker of my identity]. Three connected distin‑
guishing statements that this group disagreed with more than the other 
viewpoints were #7 [I am confident to teach my TL in a classroom], #23 
[I am confident about integrating language and culture in my teaching], 
and #30 [Using the TL in regular classroom interactions will feel natural to 
me]. As Yvette is an L1 speaker of Chinese, and Sienna has family connec‑
tions to Italy and noted that she uses the language regularly with relatives, 
the strong disagreement with these statements seemed puzzling in the initial 
analysis. The impetus for these responses became clearer through analysis 
of the interview data. When Sienna was asked about why she had disa‑
greed with statements #7 and #30, she made a clear distinction between the 
language she was more comfortable using in regular conversations versus 
how she viewed the language used in formal learning contexts. As she said:

I love speaking Italian to everyone, but I struggle to use Italian in that 
way – I suppose because I haven’t really spent much time in an authentic 
Italian classroom, I’m not that familiar with this kind of vocab.

(Sienna)

For Yvette, even though it was her L1 that she was intending to teach, she 
felt a lack of in‑depth knowledge of both Chinese grammar and the cultural 
and literature content needed for more advanced classes. As she noted:

I think I still need to build in my target some knowledge about my target 
language. I found that I never learned the grammar ever before about 
Chinese, and when I explained to the students about how the struc‑
tures work, it is quite kind of hard for me. Yeah, I want to build more 
understanding about Chinese grammar so that I can help students learn 
in a more systematic way. And another thing … about Chinese first lan‑
guage [i.e., heritage language learners], what they learn is not very easy. 
They will have some Chinese literature and stuff.

(Yvette)

While participants display confidence in their language proficiency, and cul‑
tural knowledge to some extent, there is a clear hesitation when it comes to 
the practical application of these in the classroom. Furthermore, despite a 
positive outlook on their own abilities and their students’ potential for suc‑
cess, there is a sense of pessimism regarding how they, as language teach‑
ers, are perceived and respected in educational settings. This suggests that 
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issues of professional recognition and status remain significant  concerns 
for these participants, impacting their overall sense of well‑being and mul‑
tilingual identity as language educators.

Agency

As was seen with the participants in Viewpoint 3, both Yvette and Sienna 
exercised their agency to develop and maintain support networks. This is 
evident in their strong agreement (+5) with Statement #18 [Maintaining 
networks for me to use the language regularly is important]. For Sienna 
these networks were interconnected with her family’s roots back in Italy. 
Maintaining these connections was also a way for her to be connected 
to her cultural and linguistic heritage and to draw on this knowledge to 
help her encourage her students to appreciate the rich cultural and linguis‑
tic diversity within Italy. During the interview, she recalled the following 
experience meeting relatives during one of her first trips there:

It was the funniest thing because at first, I didn’t understand what was 
going on because they’d speak to me in Italian and I understand well 
enough and be able to respond and then they’d start talking to each 
other and all of a sudden, I couldn’t understand and  –  even though 
I thought I was still listening to Italian ‑ and then I realised they were 
speaking dialect to each other and then standard Italian to me.

(Sienna)

Both Yvette and Sienna’s active engagement with support networks illus‑
trates their reliance on these connections to enhance their teaching prac‑
tice and overcome specific challenges. For Yvette, these networks provide 
access to resources for teaching advanced‑level Chinese, such as grammar 
explanations and literature, areas where she feels less confident. Similarly, 
Sienna draws on her familial and cultural ties to Italy not only to enrich her 
classroom content but also to deepen her connection to the language and 
its diverse dialects. These actions demonstrate how their agency manifests 
through targeted efforts to address gaps in their teaching readiness, show‑
ing that even confident multilinguals benefit significantly from sustained 
and meaningful professional and cultural interactions.

Discussion

Identity and language proficiency

A salient theme evident in the findings is the critical role of language pro‑
ficiency in shaping the professional identity of PSLTs. For participants in 
Viewpoint 1, a perceived lack of proficiency in the TL emerged as a key 
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factor influencing their sense of legitimacy as language teachers. This 
echoes previous literature (Asención Delaney, 2012; Barkhuizen, 2017), 
which has identified language proficiency as a significant source of anxi‑
ety for language teachers, particularly in contexts where ‘native speaker’ 
norms dominate. Language proficiency is not simply a technical skill for 
these participants; it is intricately tied to their sense of professional legiti‑
macy and their identity as educators. In contrast, participants in View‑
point 2 demonstrated higher levels of confidence in their language use, 
particularly in social contexts, as evidenced by their confidence in using 
the TL in a variety of social contexts (#14). This suggests that immersion 
experiences and greater exposure to the TL can mitigate language anxi‑
ety and enhance well‑being, aligning with Mercer’s argument (2021) that 
well‑being is inherently shaped by broader contextual factors, including 
opportunities for language use and immersion.

Cultural identity and teaching practice

Another critical dimension of well‑being for PSLTs, as seen in Viewpoint 4, 
is the relationship between language teaching and multilingual identity. 
Participants expressed reservations about their ability to integrate culture 
into language teaching, despite their background in the TL culture. The 
fact that even an L1 Chinese teacher hesitated to express confidence in 
teaching cultural aspects suggests that cultural familiarity alone does not 
guarantee confidence in pedagogy. This reinforces the idea that teaching 
about culture involves more than simply conveying facts; it requires an 
ability to navigate the complexities of cultural representation in a way 
that resonates with students. The findings align with Jin et al. (2021), who 
identified similar challenges among Chinese language teachers in the UK, 
where integrating culture into the curriculum required a deep understand‑
ing of both linguistic and cultural nuances. The PSLTs’ confidence in vari‑
ous aspects of TL use was seen as reflective of their comfort with their 
multilingual identity  –  those who felt multilingual also exhibited confi‑
dence in a range of language contexts. It was notable that some responses 
were puzzling where L1 speakers of a TL showed low confidence in certain 
aspects. We consider that perhaps these PSLTs set a very high bar for them‑
selves, in particular in terms of cultural ‘knowledge’ and therefore find that 
actually detrimental to their sense of multilingual identity.

Agency and resilience

Teacher agency emerged as a critical factor in shaping well‑being across all 
viewpoints. Participants in Viewpoint 2, for instance, displayed a high level 
of agency, as reflected in their strong disagreement with Statement #31 
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[Using English is the most effective way to manage the classroom]. These 
participants rejected the notion that English was necessary for classroom 
management, instead expressing confidence in their ability to use the TL in 
all aspects of teaching. This reflects a sense of autonomy and control over 
their teaching practice, which aligns with previous work (Sulis et al., 2021) 
that has shown how personal agency is pivotal in maintaining well‑being 
during periods of professional transition.

Similarly, participants in Viewpoint 1 exhibited strong motivation to 
engage in professional development, as seen in their agreement with State‑
ment #15 [I am highly motivated to continually develop my knowledge of 
my TL]. However, this motivation exists alongside feelings of insecurity 
about their language proficiency, suggesting that agency and self‑efficacy 
may be undermined by external factors, such as the pressures to conform 
to ‘native speaker’ norms. As noted previously (Mercer, 2021), agency is 
not solely an individual characteristic but is shaped by institutional and 
social structures. For these PSLTs, their ability to act with agency may be 
constrained by broader systemic issues, such as the undervaluation of lan‑
guage teaching in schools.

Conclusion and future research pathways

This study provides an in‑depth exploration of PSLTs’ well‑being using 
Q methodology, highlighting the interplay between language proficiency, 
cultural identity, professional recognition, and teacher agency. The find‑
ings show that well‑being is closely linked to PSLTs’ perceptions of their 
linguistic and cultural competence, how they are valued in educational 
settings, and their ability to exercise agency in teaching. The four perspec‑
tives captured – ranging from language confidence to concerns about pro‑
fessional respect – underscore the complex relationship between teacher 
identity constructions and well‑being.

Future research could focus on longitudinal studies following PSLTs as 
they transition into full‑time teaching, tracking how identity, well‑being, and 
agency evolve over time. Such studies would offer a dynamic understanding of 
how early teacher education shapes long‑term professional outcomes. Another 
key area is cross‑cultural comparisons, exploring how different educational 
systems influence language teacher well‑being, particularly in relation to pro‑
fessional respect and emotional labour in the contexts of teaching languages 
other than English. Finally, research should investigate interventions in teacher 
education programmes, such as mentorship and language proficiency work‑
shops, to support PSLTs’ well‑being. Evaluating these interventions across 
diverse teaching populations would provide evidence‑based recommendations 
to improve teacher preparation, ensuring future language teachers receive the 
support needed for sustained professional growth and well‑being.
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Notes

 1 To move beyond the problematic notion of ‘native/non‑native’ speaker in this 
chapter, we make use of Dewaele’s (2018) typology of L1 and LX user in which 
the link between language and nation state is deemphasised.

 2 As our participants tended to use the terms ‘native speaker’ and ‘non‑native‑ 
speaker’ in the interviews, and the Q statements were derived from the first set 
of interview transcripts, we chose to leave this unchanged in the statements 
(i.e., not to change it to L1 or LX).
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Introduction

The centrality of language teachers’ psychological health for themselves and 
their learners’ well‑being (WB) and their academic success has gradually 
earned due recognition among researchers and policymakers (cf. Gkonou 
et  al., 2020; Hiver, 2017; Mercer & Gregersen, 2020). The concept of 
teacher WB has grown in importance, especially in light of the challenges 
the educational profession has to face today. The stressors and adversities, 
highly likely to result in burnout and attrition (MacIntyre et al., 2019), 
include low salaries, insecure working conditions, excessive workload, time‑ 
consuming administrative duties, a poor work atmosphere, ineffective and 
autocratic management styles, discipline issues, lack of tools and resources, 
the constant need to catch up with advances in technology, and pressure 
related to exams and rankings (Gkonou et al., 2020; Mercer & Gregersen, 
2020; Mercer & Kostoulas, 2018; Piechurska‑Kuciel, 2011). In the case 
of language teachers, this list expands even further to include their own 
language anxiety (Gkonou et  al., 2020), high‑energy teaching methods, 
intercultural issues (Gregersen et  al., 2023), and threats or doubts con‑
cerning identity or sense of self (Hiver & Dörnyei, 2017; MacIntyre et al., 
2019). Teachers of multiple languages (TMLs) must also negotiate multi‑
ple identities intertwined with the identities of their learners and related 
to teaching either their L1 or a foreign language (Ku, 2023) or teaching 
at home or transnationally (Sadeghi & Pourbahram, 2024b). Moreo‑
ver, teachers’ stress levels oftentimes increase due to global challenges 
whose consequences they must also face in the classroom, for example, 
the COVID pandemic, natural disasters, religious persecutions, military 
conflicts, social and political unrests, all of which significantly compro‑
mise teacher WB (Pentón Herrera et al., 2022). Furthermore, supporting 
students who have undergone traumatic experiences may lead to vicari‑
ous trauma, which results in mental exhaustion and compassion fatigue 
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(Crossman, 2022; O’Loughlin & Custodio, 2021). Given the  challenges 
TMLs take on, it appears that their health and WB require more urgent 
attention. A better understanding of mechanisms that sustain and generate 
positivity among this professional group could inform effective policies of 
support and, perhaps, offer insights for teacher education and the language 
teaching profession in general.

The literature on multilingualism mostly emphasizes multilingual learn‑
ers and teaching techniques that capitalize on their linguistic knowledge 
and awareness (cf. Daryai‑Hansen & Drachmann, 2024). When the 
teacher becomes the focus of inquiry, research highlights the importance 
of negotiating multiple identities over time and navigating the complexi‑
ties of instructing students in diverse linguistic environments (cf. Morea & 
Fischer, 2023). Only recently, thanks to the applications of positive psy‑
chology to language learning and teaching (Gregersen et al., 2016; Mercer 
et al., 2016) more concern has been shown about the uniqueness of TMLs’ 
emotions that differ depending on each of the languages that they teach 
(Ku, 2023). This adds to the emotion labour (Benesch, 2017) that TMLs 
need to perform to match expectations regarding expressing emotions 
depending on the language taught (Ku, 2023).

Another important element of integrating a positive psychology per‑
spective is that it emphasizes not only negative emotions but also positive 
ones, as well as the broader factors that enhance overall WB, one of which 
is psychological flow. It is defined as an optimal psychological state of 
immersion, enjoyment, and concentration in an activity (Csíkszentmihályi, 
1990) and has mainly been considered with reference to language learners. 
Second language acquisition (SLA) research has shown that flow among 
learners contributes to improved task performance (Czimmermann & 
 Piniel, 2016; Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2024), and enhances learners’ moti‑
vation, self‑efficacy, and autonomy (e.g., Jacobs & Moran, 2022). In this 
chapter, we explore teachers’ flow and its connections to their WB. Situat‑
ing the study among multilingual teachers (MLTs) and TMLs has enabled 
us to investigate conditions triggering a positive experience of flow against 
a wide range of potentially disruptive factors that impact on educators’ 
comfort and their pedagogical practice. Thus, the main objective of this 
study is to determine the nature of flow, identify its sources, and examine 
its role in facilitating teachers’ WB while also to explore how flow varies 
with the different languages they speak and teach. In the case of the spe‑
cific group of teachers involved in this research, the character and scope of 
contextual and internal influences exceed those typically encountered by 
teachers of a single foreign language. Taking these influences into account 
reveals a richer tapestry of factors that either foster or hinder the experi‑
ence of flow.
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Teachers of multiple languages and multilingual teachers

Research on TMLs and MLTs addresses a range of interrelated themes 
tied to their professional experience and personal lives. Typically, discus‑
sions focus on teacher identity (e.g. Aslan, 2015; Li & Lai, 2022), emo‑
tions (e.g. Calafato, 2020), and beliefs (Haukås, 2015). One line of inquiry 
focuses on teaching practices that TMLs employ in their classrooms (Aslan, 
2015; Calafato, 2021; De Costa & van Gorp, 2023). Some studies examine 
perceived differences between teaching one’s native language and teaching 
a foreign language (Kramsch & Zhang, 2018). Drawing from TMLs’ expe‑
rience enables comparisons between beliefs, emotions, identities, as well as 
teacher knowledge and practices in relation to the different languages they 
teach to specific student populations. In the literature, teaching multiple 
languages is predominantly viewed as a complex and dynamic experience 
that is highly dependent on context characteristics (e.g., Aslan, 2015; Ku, 
2023). This contextual complexity extends to language teacher identities, 
which are shaped by how teachers perceive themselves and are perceived 
by others in the language teaching environment.

Ku (2023, p. 11) defines language teacher identities as “the ways that 
language teachers understand, construct, perform and reflect on who they 
are and how others perceive them within the context of language teach‑
ing.” What makes TMLs distinct from teachers of a single language is 
that having to manoeuvre between languages and cultures, they develop 
a specific kind of knowledge and skills. In the case of TMLs, identity also 
involves those that pertain to the complexity of teaching more than one 
language that may not be their mother tongue. Moreover, teaching two or 
more languages often involves applying different teaching methodologies 
and mediums of instruction in differing instructional settings, for example, 
comparisons and transfer across languages, strategies for metalinguistic 
awareness, code‑switching, and the use of cognates, all of which enhance 
and support language learning and instruction (Otwinowska‑Kasztelanic, 
2014). Transitioning from teaching one language to another may influ‑
ence teachers’ beliefs concerning their experience, the role, and effective 
pedagogical practice. They may need to deal with conflicting emotions 
concerning one language as opposed to another (e.g., Kim & Smith, 
2019), as well as judge emotions that motivate them to teach one language 
and demotivate them to teach another (Fan & de Jong, 2019). For some 
teachers, undertaking the teaching of another language may be a form 
of self‑development (Ku, 2023), from which they derive a sense of com‑
pleteness that extends beyond the classroom and makes them more open 
to different people and cultures (Mutlu & Ortaçtepe, 2016). Moreover, 
teaching more than one language can in some contexts increase employ‑
ability and translate into higher status (Rostami et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
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the possibility of shifting from teaching one language to teaching another 
may also help cope with negative emotions evoked in relation to the histor‑
ical or cultural aspects associated with one of the languages (Kramsch & 
Zhang, 2018). The negotiation of cultural identity is usually related to the 
native/non‑native status; however, it may also relate to living in the coun‑
try whose language one teaches and other multicultural experiences that 
increase teachers’ openness and tolerance, showing how the experience of 
teaching multiple languages can enrich the lives of TMLs beyond the class‑
room (Rostami et al., 2021).

Teacher well‑being

In mainstream educational research, there is a common agreement that 
teacher WB has a positive impact on teachers and students alike. Not only 
do higher levels of teacher WB result in better, more creative pedagogic 
practice and effective handling of discipline problems, but also students of 
such teachers reach higher levels of academic success (cf. Benesch, 2017; 
MacIntyre et  al., 2022; Mercer, 2021). Research on language teachers’ 
WB has grown significantly in recent years (e.g., Gkonou et  al., 2020; 
 Mercer & Kostoulas, 2018; Sulis et al., 2023). Initially, its focus was on 
teachers’ individual characteristics and their role in generating positive 
affect and buffering negativity, suggesting that teachers’ mental health and 
job satisfaction resides solely within their responsibility and neglecting the 
role of educational institutions in this process (Gregersen & MacIntyre, 
2024). Mercer (2021, p. 16) observes that, in her view, “well‑being is not 
only subjective and individual, but it is also objective and social,” pointing 
out that although individuals may react to similar conditions differently, 
the context and its structure play a critical role in shaping one’s experience 
and perception of WB. Therefore, Mercer (2021) advocates taking an eco‑
logical perspective that defines WB as a sense of leading a meaningful and 
satisfying life that emerges from interactions with the environment.

Research suggests that fostering a positive work environment is a collec‑
tive responsibility to be shared between all educational stakeholders (Babic 
et al., 2022; Sadeghi & Pourbahram, 2024a). Gregersen and MacIntyre 
(2024) underscore the importance of listening to teachers’ voices and using 
them as valuable resources for decision‑making processes related to educa‑
tional policies and practices. Despite the wealth of insights into individual 
and contextual conditions that contribute to or hinder WB provided by the 
research so far, there are still areas that require further investigations tak‑
ing into account a larger diversity of contexts and populations. The present 
study addresses one of such under‑researched settings: the WB of MLTs and 
TMLs and its link to the experience of flow. Barcelos (2015) proposes that 
teaching multiple languages should be understood as a dynamic, ongoing 
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process rather than a fixed role. This perspective implies that teachers who 
already speak two or more languages may decide to add another language 
to their teaching repertoire at any time. As a result, our study includes not 
only traditionally defined TMLs but also MLTs more generally. We rec‑
ognize that any educator with sufficient language proficiency and formal 
teacher training could potentially begin teaching an additional language, 
illustrating how the transition to teaching multiple languages can be fluid 
and situational, rather than strictly predetermined.

Flow

Flow is an intense and inherently dynamic, complex, and multidimensional 
state. It is an optimal experience that involves the right balance of posi‑
tive and negative emotions (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2022a). The voluntary 
aspect of task participation that triggers flow seems particularly interesting 
in the context of formal education, where most research in the SLA domain 
has been conducted (e.g. Czimmermann & Piniel, 2016; Piniel & Ritecz, 
2022; Wang & Huang, 2022). The first and most fundamental condition 
for flow to occur is experiencing the right balance between the perceived 
demands of a task and skills necessary to perform it. Other criteria known 
to promote flow include a strong goal orientation that allows a person to 
focus on the given activity, as well as explicit and constructive feedback 
that immediately follows the task and can involve both positive and nega‑
tive evaluation (Piniel & Albert, 2019). Finally, deep concentration should 
lead to a feeling of merging action and awareness, with the individual feel‑
ing in control of the activity, which in turn enhances intrinsic motivation 
(Dewaele et al., 2022). To remain in this state, all the requirements need 
to be fulfilled, the challenge gradually enhanced and new skills developed 
along the way (Csíkszentmihályi, 1988).

Emotion regulation also plays a role in flow, as an imbalance in the chal‑
lenge to skills ratio can lead to anxiety, apathy, and boredom, with the 
former two emotions triggered by tasks that are too difficult and the latter 
resulting from tasks that are too simple (Dewaele &  MacIntyre, 2022c). 
In fact, recent studies on flow and anti‑flow experiences (Wang & Huang, 
2022) concentrate on the interplay between these two constructs and 
the related emotions: foreign language enjoyment and foreign language 
classroom anxiety, which are predictive of the occurrence of each of the 
states, respectively (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c). How‑
ever, thus far, the research mainly focuses on learners, disregarding the 
potential of flow to be contagious or jointly shaped by all the course par‑
ticipants (Muir, 2020), including the teacher, who can either  co‑construct 
it, or enter the state independently (Khajavi & Abdolrezapour, 2022; 
Mystkowska‑Wiertelak & Słowik‑Krogulec, 2024). Flow has been shown 
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to positively influence FL leaners’ overall quality of life, or WB, by 
strengthening their autonomy, self‑efficacy beliefs and motivation to learn 
 (Piniel & Albert, 2019). Teachers who frequently experience flow often 
report higher job satisfaction, reduced stress, and stronger motivation (e.g., 
Oxford, 2016). However, the outcomes of flow, its possible contagion, and 
its relationship with teacher WB remain underexplored, particularly in the 
context of TMLs. Further investigation is needed so that both learners and 
educators can flourish and fully enjoy the socially stimulating experience 
of FL learning and teaching.

Aim of the study

The primary aim of the study has been to explore the nature of flow which 
TMLs and MLTs experience in the classroom. The study will identify the 
sources of teachers’ flow and its role in enhancing their WB. The following 
research questions (RQs) have been addressed:

RQ1: How does teaching a single language differ from teaching multiple 
languages when viewed through the lens of teachers’ job satisfaction as 
a possible precursor to flow?

RQ2: How do TMLs and multilingual teachers describe their experiences 
of flow and conditions related to it?

RQ3: What factors shape TMLs’ and multilingual teachers’ WB?
RQ3a: What appears to be the link between TMLs’ and multilingual teach‑

ers’ experience of flow and their WB?

Method

Participants

The snowball sampling technique was used to recruit ten language teachers 
to take part in the study, nine of whom were women, aged between 23 and 
42 years (average 32.2). Initially, we emailed two language teachers who 
met the recruitment criteria and were employed at the same university. 
Through their referrals, we contacted new candidates via a similar email 
invitation until the sample reached sufficient size and diversity. The partici‑
pants’ teaching experience in individual languages was difficult to establish 
due to the fact that not infrequently were the additional languages taught 
intermittently or for short periods. Three of the participants were native 
speakers of Polish, the others’ mother tongues (L1) included Czech, Italian, 
Kurdish, Russian, Slovak, Spanish, Turkish, and Ukrainian. Two declared 
themselves native speakers of two languages. Only two of the participants 
reported teaching their L1s to students, while the others taught their L2 or 
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Table 13.1 Demographics and languages spoken and taught

No. Name 
(pseudonym) 

Age Languages spoken Languages taught

L1 L2 L3 L4 Ln 

1. Tom 23 Polish English C2 German B2 Ukrainian B2 Serbian, Czech, 
Macedonian A1/2 

English 

2. Eve 34 Kurdish B1/
Turkish 

Kurdish/
Turkish 

German A2 French A2  English, Turkish 

3. Sue 42 Russian Belarusian 
C1/2 

English C2 Ukrainian A2 Polish B2 Russian, English, 
Polish 

4. Rita 28 Polish English C2 French C2   English, French 
5. Ann 23 Italian Polish C1 English C1 German C1 French B2 Italian 
6. Agnes 26 Slovak French C1 English C1/2 Polish B2+ Czech B2 English, French 
7. Betty 26 Ukrainian Russian C1 Polish C1 English C1 German B2 Polish, Ukrainian, 

English 
8. Mary 38 Spanish Polish C1 English C2 Portuguese C1 French, Colombian 

sign language C1 
Spanish, English 

9. Rose 40 Polish Chinese C1 English C1   Chinese, English 
10. Kim 42 Polish /

Czech 
English B2 French B2 Serbian B2 Russian B1 Polish, Czech 
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L3, and in one case, L4. Two participants were still involved in language 
teaching programmes at the time of data collection and taught only one 
language despite knowing other languages. Nevertheless, they used L3 in 
the classroom for instructional purposes (see Table 13.1 for detailed demo‑
graphic data).

Design and procedure

The data were collected through semi‑structured interviews lasting between 
approximately 23 minutes and 48 minutes; the total length of the record‑
ings was 5 hours 26 minutes 32 seconds. All but one interview, which was 
in English, were conducted in Polish because it was either the participants’ 
mother tongue or they expressly preferred it and their proficiency allowed 
for expressing complex ideas in this language. The interview protocol was 
structured around using and teaching multiple languages in the classroom, 
perceptions of WB, its sources, stressors, positive and negative emotions, 
circumstances conducive to the occurrence of flow, differentiating between 
teacher and student flow, as well as collective flow, that is flow experienced 
jointly by the teacher and students. While enquiring about both WB and 
flow, we encouraged the participants to discuss differences in their percep‑
tions and experiences depending on the language taught (see Appendix for 
Interview Protocol). The interviews were recorded, transcribed and put 
into NVivo 14 software for analysis. All participants were informed of the 
study aims and procedures before consenting to take part. Each partici‑
pant’s privacy and confidentiality were safeguarded by pseudonyms and 
secure data storage protocols. The interviews were conducted only with 
explicit, voluntary consent, and participants were advised they could with‑
draw from the study at any point.

Analysis

Data analysis involved reflexive thematic analysis (RTA; Braun & Clarke, 
2006, 2021) that focuses on understanding complex human experiences 
and perspectives. Following the method recommendations (Braun & 
Clarke, 2021, p. 39), themes were developed by using codes during a recur‑
sive six‑phase process: familiarization; coding; generating initial themes; 
reviewing and developing themes; refining, defining and naming themes; 
and writing up. We engaged with the data and performed the analysis in 
several rounds of coding separately to ensure internal validity. Then the 
themes were compared, and the discussion that followed aimed at achieving 
richer interpretations of meaning, instead of providing a single “correct” 
vision (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2013). Patterns were identified using semantic 
(explicit) or latent (implicit) coding frameworks. Both the inductive and 
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deductive analytic approaches were used in the analysis. While the former 
emphasized data‑based meanings, the latter was employed to make sure 
that the developed themes were relevant to the RQs underlying the study.

Results and discussion

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2013) recommendation that data should be 
synthesized and contextualized alongside their presentation, we will dis‑
cuss the themes that have emerged in the analysis and explain their signifi‑
cance in relation to the RQs and the results of previous research. 

Teaching multiple languages vs. teaching a single language

Two major themes pertaining to RQ1 emerged from the data: Multilin‑
gualism supporting language teaching and Multilingualism supporting 
language learning. In both cases, a few subthemes have also been estab‑
lished. In the case of teaching, a category labelled Language transfer con‑
tains descriptions of instances in which knowing additional languages 
expanded teachers’ didactic means, for example, by comparing language 
systems or showing cognates provided by each participant. This is in line 
with previous research (e.g., Calafato, 2021; de Costa & van Gorp, 2023; 
 Otwinowska‑Kasztelanic, 2014) that highlights ways in which multilin‑
gual practices contribute to improving language instruction. In addition, 
apart from providing examples, two teachers reflected more generally on 
this topic, as, for example, Mary, who noted:

Yes, it helps me. It allows me, for example, to compare. It helps me 
understand certain language functions better or compare what similari‑
ties or differences there might be. It also helps me show how language 
reflects the world. For example, in conversation classes, we analysed 
idiomatic expressions. I told them that in Polish, you can see how 
important mushrooms are. For example, there’s a saying ‘grows like 
mushrooms after rain,’ (…) in Spanish, at least in Colombia, they say 
‘grows like rice.’

Moreover, three teachers commented on ways in which additional lan‑
guages can serve as a means of instruction in a situation in which the only 
shared language is learners’ L1, as explained by Tom, who uses his L3, 
Ukrainian, to facilitate learning of English by Ukrainian students: “[The 
knowledge of] the Ukrainian language in the context of Ukrainian students 
gives me greater confidence that I have an additional tool through which 
students will be able to understand what I am teaching them, understand 
the [English] material.”
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The second subtheme identified here is Language choice and refers to 
dilemmas teachers have when teaching their L1 or Lns, as well as learn‑
ers’ expectations and preferences concerning the languages the teacher 
uses during classes. As also observed by Kramsch and Zhang (2018), for 
some teachers, it makes a difference if they teach their L1, as they feel 
better qualified and more adequate, but, for others, that does not matter, 
and they perceive the knowledge of multiple languages as a general asset 
they can draw from while teaching. Mary highlighted the role of learners’ 
preferences in this respect showing how this aspect can be perceived as 
an advantage or a disadvantage, depending on the learners’ proficiency 
level:

On the one hand, English students believe that at their level, it would 
be nice if all conversation classes, which I conduct, were with native 
speakers because of the cultural aspect. To some extent, I agree with 
this. On the other hand, Spanish students feel that at their level, classes 
with a native speaker can sometimes be too much because they don’t 
understand everything. 

The third subtheme embodying yet another way in which multilingualism 
supports language teaching has been labelled Importance of Culture and 
comprises teachers’ observations concerning the supportive and motiva‑
tional role their knowledge of other cultures can play in the classroom. 
This aspect emerged from three teachers’ responses and can be exemplified 
by Mary’s contribution:

Not only do you see the relationships between languages, but you also 
see cultural relationships, and it’s easier to refer to something. And this 
also shows students why we learn these languages in the first place, to 
notice these relationships.

The second major theme is Multilingualism supporting language learning 
and refers to teachers’ own experiences as language learners. The follow‑
ing subthemes have been found: Language transfer and Importance of cul‑
ture. The first concerns situations in which knowing additional languages 
facilitates comprehension or assists acquisition, mentioned by six partici‑
pants and aptly exemplified by Ann:

When learning French, knowing Italian, of course, helped me a lot 
because they are both Romance languages. And also, of course, know‑
ing English helps a bit with German because there are some similar 
words, and (…) many Polish words come from German (…) so I could 
always quickly understand what a word meant.
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The importance of culture has also transpired as a subcategory of the 
Learning theme. Apart from examples showing how immersing in the tar‑
get language culture has facilitated participants’ language learning, they 
also shared their opinions about the inseparability of the two:

There is a big difference between what people acquire in practice and 
how the language is really used. So, culture seems to me like a bridge 
between language as an entity that is described by rules and regulations 
of how it works. It’s what connects and allows us to understand how to 
use the language.

(Mary)

For Mary, culture serves as a crucial link or “bridge” that connects technical 
aspects of language (its rules and structures) with its practical usage. Thus, 
she can grasp not just the mechanics of a language, but also how to use it 
appropriately and effectively. The analysis of responses pertaining to teach‑
ers’ multilingualism suggests that MLTs’ experiences as language learners fuel 
their opinions concerning effective teaching and, consequently, shape class‑
room procedures. Being aware of how beneficial drawing from the knowl‑
edge of numerous languages can be, they create space for translanguaging 
and code‑switching in their classrooms, legitimizing learners’ L1 use.

Types and conditions of flow

In reference to RQ2, tapping into teachers’ experiences of the state of flow, 
the following main themes were developed: Types of flow, Emotions asso‑
ciated with flow, Conditions leading to flow. The first main theme com‑
prises four subthemes: (1) Teacher individual flow, (2) Student individual 
flow, (3) Group flow, and (4) Collective flow. An account of the first type 
of flow was provided by Rose:

I see that they are catching on, they have questions, so I write this and 
also that, and this as well while I’m at it. I tell them, if it’s too much or 
too fast, let me know because I can see that I’m starting to get excited 
as if I had 2–3 coffees.

Rose can clearly see that her students can understand the information or 
concepts she presents and the questions that they ask indicate curiosity and 
a desire to deepen their understanding. She contributes additional explana‑
tions in response to their inquiries, at the same time being aware of their 
potential limits. All that increases her energy level, likening it to the effect 
of consuming a large amount of coffee, which suggests she has become 
animated and engaged.
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Descriptions of students entering flow individually have been gathered 
under the second subtheme. An example provided by Rose shows learners 
deeply engrossed in checking and comparing their answers after a quiz:

Yeah, especially at moments like after they have had a quiz, and they 
are verifying things, and that’s how their time passes (…) [this happens] 
more often in Chinese, maybe because it’s the first year, so they really 
experience the difference of that language.

The teacher attributes the occurrence of flow to the challenge that learning 
Chinese poses to her students. They seem centred on correcting their errors 
and understanding the sources of their problems. Orientation towards a 
specific goal has been previously shown among flow antecedents (e.g., 
Egbert, 2003; Piniel & Albert, 2019) as a factor helping to focus attention 
on an activity, which is evident in the excerpt above.

Our data suggest that learners can enter yet another type of flow, which 
we subsumed under a label of Group flow which involves experiencing the 
state together with other group or pair members, as described by Mary:

I see that there are moments when they can all be engaged, working in 
their pairs, like when they were preparing questions because they were 
supposed to conduct an interview (…). The next part is asking those 
questions—you need to be prepared—what to ask, how to ask it. They 
asked me if it’s this way or that way.

The specific circumstances that lead to group flow will be discussed in the 
next section.

The final subtheme in this category is Collective flow, an experience 
shared by learners and their teacher, turned out to be an individual expe‑
rience that was mentioned by only four participants. The reciprocal or 
contagious character of this type of flow has been exemplified by Rita, who 
shows her conscious effort to “engage” her students so that they follow her 
in the state:

Together, definitely, both they and I. Sometimes it happens that it’s 
mainly me, but I try to engage them. But I think that when the flow is 
really great, then we are all together in it, both I and they.

A different direction of flow contagion, from students to the teacher, has 
emerged from Kim’s account, who thus described the situation:

Sometimes they work on their own, and I just leave them for 15–20 min‑
utes, and they kind of have to get themselves into it. I can’t just stand 
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over them like a mother hen and check if they are at the right energy 
level. It also affects me when they enter that state so deeply… maybe I’m 
a little crazy. (…) So yes, I really think that this flow is something that 
characterizes me, and that’s probably why it brings me pleasure.

These results corroborate Aubé et  al.’s (2014) as well as Muir’s (2020) 
observations that classroom flow is primarily a social phenomenon. More‑
over, the two excerpts presented above clearly demonstrate the dynamic 
character of flow (cf. Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2022c; Egbert, 2003) that 
can, in an instant but not without effort, expand to other participants in 
the learning process.

The second major theme, Emotions associated with flow, subsumes 
data corresponding to three emotions most frequently referred to by the 
respondents and, while excitement and satisfaction have often been men‑
tioned in the literature (e.g., Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2022a; Egbert, 2003), 
exhaustion, reported by five respondents, appeared as a slightly surprising 
consequence of flow. Rose explains how it blends with other emotions:

I finish the class, and I’m drained because I have such an emotional 
burst that later I don’t really feel like talking much. I’m already ful‑
filled, I’ve had my pleasures, so later I come back and I’m exhausted and 
I don’t feel like doing much afterwards.

The final category corresponding to flow and answering RQ2 has been 
labelled Conditions leading to flow and comprises five subthemes: 
(1) Engagement, (2) Atmosphere, (3) Task characteristics, (4) Autonomy, 
and (5) Topic, each of which denotes specific circumstances that respond‑
ents identified as conducive to the occurrence of flow. The aspects included 
here reflect conditions usually mentioned in the literature (cf. Czimmer‑
mann & Piniel, 2016; Piniel & Ritecz, 2022; Wang & Huang, 2022). 
Engagement in an activity seems to be the initial step for flow to occur. 
Although the two are distinct constructs, flow is frequently characterised 
as the highest form of engagement (Philp & Duchesne, 2016), a state of 
active involvement in an educational activity encompassing behavioural, 
cognitive, and emotional components (Hiver et al., 2021). Engagement can 
range from minimal attention to more intense focus, but it may lack the 
deep immersion characteristic of flow. Teachers can discern between the 
two states, as explained by Kim:

Of course, there can be engagement, like being involved in learning, 
wanting to do something, and then present it, but I think group work is 
on a different energetic level than working alone. At least it seems that 
way to me. So, the state of flow in group work is different.
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Kim’s excerpt also refers to the next subtheme, Atmosphere, implying that 
group dynamics can foster a heightened sense of motivation and inspi‑
ration. The phrase “different energetic level” suggests that the collective 
energy can stimulate collaboration and creativity that may not be pre‑
sent in individual work. A related subtheme of Task characteristics com‑
prises descriptions of highly engaging activities, mostly communicative, 
that necessitate collaboration, as aptly summarized by Sue: “I like to do 
interactive lessons to activate the students and encourage them to work 
together. In pairs, in teams, or in groups. (…) then time flies by quickly.”

The next flow antecedent comprised in the Autonomy subtheme pin‑
points the importance of enabling students’ control of the learning process 
as well as their creativity. Kim describes this in the following way:

I think that doing something together and then giving them the oppor‑
tunity to create something on their own provides a lot of flow. There’s 
an element of creativity, and I think that’s very important, and I try to 
make sure it happens, though not always, as it’s not always possible, but 
I try to make sure that often something like this happens in the lessons 
so they can create things themselves.

The teacher suggests that creative opportunities help learners engage with 
the material in a deeper and more meaningful way. At the same time, she 
reflects on the effort she undertakes to create an environment where learn‑
ers can fully immerse in their activities.

The final theme in this category is Topic and refers to the potential 
of an interesting topic to trigger increased focus and magnify emotional 
response, as mentioned by Tom: “I try to choose topics that are interest‑
ing both for me and my students. So, if we have a common interest and it 
clicks, then we really do lose track of time because of the topic.”

Precursors of MLTs’ WB

Themes pertaining to Promoting MLTs’ WB (RQ3) include Work‑related 
positive affect, further subdivided into Internal and Context‑related fac‑
tors; next, Triggers, comprising Novelty, Outcomes, Self‑development, 
as well as Student and Teacher flow. The third main theme, labelled as 
the Social dimension of WB, comprises two subthemes: Rapport and 
Concurrence.

Work‑related positive affect comprised under the Internal factors sub‑
theme, is related to teachers’ emotional states that translate into greater 
work‑satisfaction and general contentment, as presented by Mar: “There 
are classes after which I feel like I’ve recharged my battery, feeling that 
‘Oh, today I had a great class, so now I have energy and a lot of ideas 



270 Psychology of Multilingual Learners and Teachers

for the next classes.’” Context features can also induce similar emotions, 
which Kim describes in the following way:

When students are happy and leave the class, like today, saying, ‘Wow, 
it was great, such a tough topic, but actually it was fine, thanks, and 
can you recommend something else?’ It’s satisfying, though maybe a bit 
vain, but pleasant, that someone appreciates your work.

Here, the teacher’s positive affect has been triggered by the positive feed‑
back she received from her students, despite the lesson being challenging. 
Kim acknowledges that receiving such feedback is gratifying and boosts 
her morale.

Novelty, which belongs to the theme of Triggers suggests that many 
MLTs thrive when confronted with new challenges or meeting new people, 
which gives them an opportunity to get to know their cultures. For Rose, it 
was the challenge of, first, learning and then teaching Chinese, for Mary, 
the pleasure of starting to learn yet another language, which she summa‑
rizes in such a way: “It’s that phase of falling in love with the language, 
where there is novelty, it’s interesting, and now that I know these tenses, 
I can say or write it—that’s the novelty effect.”

The second subtheme among Triggers is Outcomes and concerns a boost 
of teachers’ WB when seeing the positive change in their students brought 
about by their work. Their learners’ success enhances their mood and 
the way they perceive themselves as teachers, being a source of satisfac‑
tion. The subtheme of Self‑development belongs to the same category and 
denotes all the instances in which the respondents commented on how the 
experience of teaching has enriched them personally and/or professionally. 
The satisfaction they feel, characteristic of intrinsic motivation (Deci & 
Ryan, 2001), makes teaching a highly rewarding experience. For example, 
Rita asserts:

I learned a bit of this during my work: distance from students’ com‑
ments, distance from the fact that sometimes we don’t know something, 
but also from making mistakes, and distance from taking everything too 
seriously, right? Because then it discourages both us and the students.

Both teachers’ accounts show that their WB should be understood as a 
combination of eudaimonic and hedonic perspectives (cf. Mercer, 2021), 
since, on the one hand, teaching leads to self‑actualization, on the other, it 
is a source of fulfilment and gratification.

Two types of flow, Students’ Flow and Teachers’ Flow have also been 
classified among WB Triggers. Observing students deeply engrossed in 
an activity or highly enjoying it fills instructors with positive emotions. 
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Realizing that one has also entered the state of flow is highly gratifying, as 
vividly described by Rose:

I get such an endorphin rush that I don’t even control it anymore. I just 
really enjoy that state, and I don’t even notice how much time has 
passed. We’re so absorbed that suddenly it turns out we’ve started and 
then, bang, the class is over.

The subtheme directly addresses RQ3a which examines the connection 
between WB and flow. It appears that not only does the teachers’ own flow 
strongly impact their emotions but also seeing one’s students in the state 
of flow heightens teachers’ satisfaction and enjoyment. Having an oppor‑
tunity to share the experience of flow with one’s students (collective flow) 
boosts one’s affect even stronger.

The theme of Social dimension concentrates on how WB can be fostered 
by relations with others. What both subthemes, Rapport and Concurrence, 
have in common is the concept of transmission of positive affect between 
teachers and students. Rapport concerns efforts and instances of establish‑
ing and sustaining good relationships with others, Concurrence empha‑
sizes reciprocity, a perfect example of which is a comment by Eve:

I like sharing what I know with others and especially I like being with 
teenagers, with young people so much and when they learn new things, 
and I like their faith, I like the emotions that they express on their face 
so… [it] makes me feel very happy.

Surprisingly, the topic of the responsibility of educational institutions for 
supporting teachers’ WB did not appear in our data, which corroborates 
Gregersen and MacIntyre’s (2024) claim that generally the role of institu‑
tions in this respect has not been emphasized enough so that even teachers 
themselves seem to neglect it. Nevertheless, our results confirm the social 
character of WB that, as stressed by Mercer (2021), necessitates consider‑
ing the phenomenon in conjunction with the environment. In our study, 
the personal perspective prevails as the respondents focused mainly on 
in‑class experiences when discussing factors increasing their WB.

The main themes under the category of Factors hindering WB that 
also relate to RQ3, include Work‑related negative affect and Contextual 
influences. The first comprises three diverse themes: Negative emotions 
with mentions of anxiety, boredom and frustration, Language dependent, 
a subtheme that recognizes the impact of individual languages on how 
teachers feel, and finally, Language independent, which refers to nega‑
tive emotions emerging irrespective of the language taught. Thus, Agnes 
admits that teaching French is more stressful for her than teaching other 
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languages: “There is one thing that seems to differentiate these languages 
and affects the stress a bit, and that is explaining to the parents of the 
children I teach that French is not impossible to learn.” The data show 
that MLTs’ WB may partly depend on the language they are teaching at a 
particular moment, as suggested by, for example, Fan and de Jong (2019); 
however, certain job‑related stressors remain constant across all language 
contexts. In other words, while each language may pose unique joys and 
challenges, many core pressures of the teaching profession continue to 
shape MLTs’ overall WB regardless of which language they happen to be 
teaching.

The second main theme among factors hindering WB has no subthemes 
and has been labelled as Workload. The self‑explanatory category, occupy‑
ing one of the central positions in the literature on WB (e.g., Babic et al., 
2022; Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2024), concerns to the sheer amount of 
time and effort that the job requires, as expressed by Sue:

Such negative emotions may be related to having too many different 
things to manage and spending a lot of time preparing and doing tasks, 
which leaves me with too little rest. This, of course, affects my physi‑
cal state. The negative emotions associated with this lead to a moment 
where I just want to reject everything and take a break.

We decided to single out yet another main theme since it could not be sub‑
sumed under any of the categories discussed so far. It has been categorized 
as Recognising the role of the student and further subdivided into Stu‑
dents’ negative affect and Students’ positive affect. The main reason behind 
this was the need to highlight the inseparability of students’ WB from the 
WB of their teachers. Thus, Eve contends: “When (…) most of the students 
get low scores from a certain course I also feel stressed because I think this 
time I blame myself,” showing that she is aware of the connection. Rose, 
in turn, comments on how her pupils’ nice gestures enhance her mood:

I revisit those thoughts, like when someone has said something to me, 
for example, someone sent me a nice email or drew something for me 
in the context of a task. Sometimes I would add to their drawings. Of 
course, these are small things, but they are nice gestures from people 
who are, after all, still somewhat like kids.

Both excerpts suggest that high and low WB states can be contagious, as 
has been shown with respect to akin phenomena such as emotions (cf. 
Moskowitz & Dewaele, 2019) and flow (Muir, 2020; Słowik‑Krogulec & 
Mystkowska‑Wiertelak, 2026).
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Conclusion

Our data show that flow can be an important building block of teacher 
WB. Since the conditions for the occurrence of flow have been precisely 
delineated in the literature, steps can be taken to maximize the experience 
in the classroom. Significantly, the positive impact of flow is not limited to 
teachers’ individual experience, but extends to collective flow, when  the 
teacher and their students immerse and focus on an activity together. This 
relationship, however, is clearly bidirectional as each student’s focus trans‑
fers onto other group members and the teacher thus the experience of 
flow becomes co‑constructed by all the participants. In addition, the mere 
act of witnessing students in flow can also increase teachers’ satisfaction 
and pride at their expertise as those who are capable of staging tasks 
that generate an intense and enjoyable state. It should therefore be high‑
lighted that the outcomes of flow, thus far often neglected in the literature 
on the topic (cf. Muir, 2020), are equally important to its antecedents, 
which have been given much more attention (e.g. Dewaele & MacIntyre, 
2022a; Piniel & Albert, 2019; Wang & Huang, 2022). Satisfaction, enjoy‑
ment, fulfilment, and feeling of gratification, all result from the inherently 
rewarding joint social experience of deep engagement, the conditions of 
which inadvertently create an environment that supports self‑development 
and facilitates learner and teacher subjective WB. In the analysis, teach‑
ers’ multilingualism emerges as a powerful asset, significantly enlarging the 
scope of pedagogical means but also creating opportunities for exploring 
novel languages and cultures, which adds up to the factors contributing to 
WB, flow being one of them. A teacher who views multilingual instruction 
positively may be more likely to experience flow due to perceived compe‑
tence and enjoyment, whereas negative or conflicted beliefs might impede 
it (cf. Haukås, 2015).

Even if some aspects of teaching remain the same for all languages taught, 
having the chance to compare different contexts grants a wider vision and 
deeper understanding of the processes leading to language attainment. In 
addition, a teacher’s personal interest in other languages and cultures may 
positively affect learners’ skill repertoire important also outside the class‑
room (Mercer et al., 2018). As a result, despite embarking on a difficult 
task of learning and teaching multiple languages that has its indisputable 
hazards (Ku, 2023), TMLs seem to benefit from this rich knowledge and 
the ability to transfer it onto their students, thus, making sure that both 
themselves and their FL learners can thrive. Although complex, dynamic, 
and multifaceted (Egbert, 2003), the experience of flow with the host of 
positive emotions it entails seems be a highly desirable state clearly facili‑
tating TMLs’ overall quality of life.
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14 Multilingual language 
teacher psychology
Interactions between emotional 
resonance, self‑efficacy, and 
metalinguistic knowledge

Raees Calafato

Introduction

Research on language teacher cognition and affect, for example, their atti‑
tudes, beliefs, emotional labor, and anxiety, has traditionally centered on 
how these factors relate to students’ learning (Burns et al., 2015;  Griffiths & 
Tajeddin, 2020; Kubanyiova, 2019). While this focus has advanced our 
understanding of classroom dynamics, it has largely overlooked teachers’ 
multifaceted identities as language learners, users, and professionals navi‑
gating their own linguistic and emotional landscapes (Mercer, 2018). It also 
risks oversimplifying teachers’ roles, reducing them to classroom ‘tools’ 
rather than recognizing their complexity as individuals. The dangers of 
oversimplifying the complexity of teacher’s psychological experiences are 
particularly acute against the backdrop of the growing number of language 
teachers working in multilingual contexts, for instance, teaching multiple 
languages, using more than one language as the medium of instruction for 
different school subjects, or working with multilingual learners (Calafato, 
2022, 2024; Kramsch & Zhang, 2018; Ku, 2023). Teachers who instruct 
in multiple languages must navigate complex cognitive and emotional 
demands tied to each language (Calafato, 2025), not only in their teach‑
ing but also in their personal engagement with these languages (after all, 
they must manage and nurture their own cognitive, affective, and social 
connections to their taught languages). Yet, little is known about how they 
manage this.

A critical, albeit understudied, aspect of language teachers is their meta‑
linguistic teaching practices, that is, the strategies and activities they use 
to explicitly teach students about language, its structure, rules, and func‑
tions. These practices involve making linguistic concepts visible, fostering 
students’ awareness of how language works, and encouraging reflection on 
language choices (Calafato, 2021, 2022, 2024). Such practices can be espe‑
cially valuable when teachers work with multiple languages, for instance, 
teaching French as a first language (L1) and German as a second language 
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(L2) or using multiple languages across school subjects. Here, teachers 
can draw on their metalinguistic knowledge, their conscious and declara‑
tive understanding of language (Andrews, 1999; Gutiérrez, 2013; Roehr, 
2008), to help students compare and contrast languages, building bridges 
between what students already know and what they are learning (Calafato, 
2021, 2022). However, even with a strong foundation in metalinguistic 
knowledge, implementing metalinguistic teaching practices meaningfully 
in the classroom is far from straightforward. It can depend on a range of 
cognitive, affective, and social factors (Aslan, 2015; Calafato, 2021).

Despite their limited number, studies indicate that, besides their metalin‑
guistic knowledge, teachers’ beliefs in their ability to leverage their meta‑
linguistic knowledge when completing tasks during lessons (metalinguistic 
self‑efficacy), their emotional ties to the languages they teach (i.e., emo‑
tional resonance), and broader institutional policies or language ideologies 
can also affect their metalinguistic teaching practices (e.g., Andrews, 1999; 
Aslan, 2015; Calafato, 2021; Wernicke, 2017). For instance, institutional 
policies emphasizing implicit language teaching over explicit focus on lin‑
guistic form can discourage teachers from using metalinguistic strategies 
(Calafato, 2022). Similarly, teachers who endorse monolingual ideologies, 
beliefs that devalue multilingual approaches or dismiss explicit language 
instruction, often avoid metalinguistic teaching altogether (Calafato, 
2021, 2022). Even when teachers do employ these practices, superficial 
understandings of language structures can limit the pedagogical impact 
of such practices, undermining student learning (Myhill, 2000). Research 
also documents how teachers with high metalinguistic self‑efficacy are 
more likely to implement these metalinguistic teaching practices, drawing 
from their formal and in‑depth study of their taught languages (e.g., Aslan, 
2015; Ng, 2018).

Emotions, too, play a role. Though limited, research documents how 
emotional resonance, the affective bonds individuals form with their lan‑
guages, varies across languages (Dewaele et al., 2024; Weimer et al., 2022), 
with variations influencing teachers’ metalinguistic self‑efficacy and teach‑
ing practices (e.g., Aslan, 2015). It is worth noting that the links between 
language teachers’ emotional resonance and metalinguistic self‑efficacy 
have primarily emerged incidentally in studies, where the focus was on 
other aspects of teachers’ professional identities (e.g., Aslan, 2015; Ng, 
2018; Wernicke, 2017). Even if incidental, the findings are not unexpected. 
For instance, a teacher who grew up speaking their taught language might 
feel a strong emotional connection to it, making them more enthusiastic 
and passionate when teaching it and leading them to incorporate engaging, 
culturally rich materials. However, such emotional resonance could also 
cause the teacher to rely more on personal experiences and cultural attach‑
ments, leading to a more intuitive, less structured approach to teaching 
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(Aslan, 2015). In this way, their emotional connection could make it 
 challenging for them to critically distance themselves from the language, 
which is a necessary step for them to leverage their metalinguistic knowl‑
edge when teaching (Sharpe & Zelazo, 2002).

Three theoretical frameworks help explain how emotional resonance 
and metalinguistic self‑efficacy can shape teachers’ metalinguistic teaching 
practices: Dual‑Process Theory (DPT) (Augusto, 2024), Cognitive Load 
Theory (CLT) (Sweller et  al., 2011), and Russell’s (2003) Dimensional 
Model of Emotions (DME). DPT posits two cognitive systems: System 1 
(fast, automatic, emotionally driven) and System 2 (slow, deliberate, ana‑
lytical). Metalinguistic teaching practices rely heavily on System 2, as they 
require conscious analysis of language rules. However, teachers with strong 
emotional resonance toward a language may default to System 1, favor‑
ing intuitive, emotionally charged instruction over explicit metalinguistic 
strategies, as observed in Aslan (2015). CLT adds nuance: high emotional 
arousal (e.g., excitement or frustration) can amplify cognitive load, deplet‑
ing mental resources needed for System 2 tasks like metalinguistic teaching 
(Plass & Kalyuga, 2019). For example, a teacher’s intense emotional reso‑
nance with a language might trigger activating emotions (e.g., enthusiasm), 
paradoxically overwhelming their working memory, reducing their capac‑
ity to teach metalinguistically and eroding their metalinguistic self‑efficacy 
over time.

Russell’s (2003) DME bridges these perspectives by framing emotions 
along dimensions of valence (positive/negative) and arousal (high/low). 
As already stated, high‑arousal emotions (e.g., passion or anxiety) (e.g., 
triggered by emotional resonance) interact with cognitive load, straining 
teachers’ ability to engage System 2 and implement metalinguistic teach‑
ing practices. The study reported in this chapter aims to contribute to the 
research on teachers of multiple languages and their cognition and emo‑
tions by exploring the relationship between their emotional resonance 
regarding their taught languages, metalinguistic self‑efficacy, and metalin‑
guistic teaching practices. The goal is to help language teachers become 
more aware of their emotional connections to their taught languages and 
how these connections can impact their metalinguistic self‑efficacy and 
teaching practices.

Literature review

Metalinguistic knowledge and self‑efficacy

A critical component of any language teacher’s professional competence 
is their Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) (Blömeke & Kaiser, 2017; 
Gordon & Arias, 2024), which integrates content knowledge (what to 
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teach) with pedagogical knowledge (how to teach). More recently, this 
framework has expanded to emphasize Technological Pedagogical Con‑
tent Knowledge (TPACK), which underscores the role of technology in 
enhancing instructional practices (Koehler et al., 2013). At its core, PCK 
involves understanding which subject‑specific topics are essential, identi‑
fying effective methods to represent and explain them, and anticipating 
challenges students may face. Language teachers with strong PCK can 
diagnose misconceptions, adapt their teaching strategies, and scaffold 
learning effectively. Central to PCK in language teaching is metalinguistic 
knowledge (Andrews, 2007), which manifests in metalinguistic teaching 
practices such as using phonetic transcription to compare sounds across 
languages, teaching morphemic awareness and word‑formation processes 
(e.g., compounding, affixation), developing cognate recognition and gram‑
matical comparisons between languages, deconstructing complex sentence 
structures (e.g., clause analysis, syntax trees), and exploring genre‑specific 
language use and semantic mapping (Nagle et  al., 2023; Watson et  al., 
2021; Wenling et al., 2002).

Research indicates that language teachers who implement metalin‑
guistic teaching practices positively contribute to their students’ learning 
outcomes (Ng, 2018; van Rijt et al., 2022), including for pronunciation 
and writing (Gordon & Arias, 2024; Matre & Solheim, 2016). At the 
same time, studies indicate that metalinguistic self‑efficacy (i.e., beliefs in 
one’s ability to leverage their metalinguistic knowledge when completing 
tasks) affects metalinguistic teaching practices (e.g., Andrews, 1999; Aslan, 
2015), aligning with broader findings that self‑efficacy in general is one 
of the most consistent predictors of teacher behavior (see Klassen & Tze, 
2014). Indeed, studies suggest that teachers who report low metalinguis‑
tic self‑efficacy either avoid metalinguistic teaching practices during class‑
room instruction or do so poorly (e.g., Andrews, 1999; Aslan, 2015). For 
example, one of the teachers participating in Andrews’ (1999) study, Rose, 
reports low metalinguistic self‑efficacy. As a result, she relies heavily on the 
textbook without critically assessing its content, leading to her students 
forming awkward and unnatural sentences in English. She also provides 
explanations that contradict established grammar rules without clarifying 
or providing examples. Ultimately, these shortcomings prevent her from 
offering meaningful and accurate explanations to her students, leading to 
confusion and hindering their progress.

Emotional resonance and language teaching

Historically, the affective domain in language education was overshad‑
owed by a focus on cognition, largely due to the subjective and complex 
nature of emotions, which made them difficult to observe and measure 
(Pekrun & Linnenbrink‑Garcia, 2014). This cognitive bias can be traced 
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to Cartesian dualism, a philosophical framework that positions emotion 
as separate from, and subordinate to, rationality (Zembylas, 2024). Since 
the 1990s, however, the ‘affective turn’ in educational research has chal‑
lenged this dichotomy, reframing emotion as inseparable from cognition 
(Pekrun & Linnenbrink‑Garcia, 2014; Zembylas, 2024) and central to 
language teaching (Haukås, 2024; Sulis et al., 2022). Parallel to this turn, 
research on language teacher emotions, often in relation to their cogni‑
tion, has expanded significantly over the past three decades. Spurred by 
the rise of positive psychology in language education research, studies have 
diversified beyond anxiety to explore themes such as emotion regulation, 
emotional labor, grit, and language teaching enjoyment (Han et al., 2023). 
Despite this growth, emotional resonance, that is, the emotional connec‑
tions individuals form with their languages, remains underexplored in the 
literature on teachers.

Research on emotional resonance reveals that individuals express them‑
selves differently across languages and experience varying emotional 
 intensities when switching between them (see Ivaz et al., 2016). For learn‑
ers, studies consistently show that languages acquired early in life (L1) 
carry stronger emotional weight than later‑learned languages (LX), often 
leading them to prefer their L1 for expressing heightened emotions like 
anger and love (Ivaz et al., 2016; Sharif & Mahmood, 2023). However, 
LX can still develop strong emotional resonance under specific conditions, 
such as prolonged cultural immersion or meaningful personal use, where 
individuals strategically switch to their LX to discuss sensitive topics, cir‑
cumventing cultural taboos tied to their L1 (e.g., Dewaele et al., 2024). For 
teachers, research remains limited, but emerging evidence suggests emo‑
tional resonance may shape instruction, including metalinguistic teaching 
practices. For example, Aslan’s (2015) case study of Ezgi, a French and 
German instructor in the United States, highlights this interplay. In the 
study, Ezgi exhibits strong emotional connections to French, her L1, infus‑
ing her lessons with humor and cultural insights. However, she struggles 
to deliver metalinguistic feedback (e.g., grammar explanations). She is not 
as emotionally connected to German as she is to French, yet she consist‑
ently employs metalinguistic terms when teaching. These findings imply a 
potential inverse relationship between emotional resonance and metalin‑
guistic teaching practices: stronger emotional ties to a language may pri‑
oritize affective engagement over metalinguistic teaching, whereas weaker 
ties may facilitate it.

Research questions

A lack of emphasis on metalinguistic teaching practices during instruction 
risks hindering learners’ language learning and their ability to transfer lin‑
guistic knowledge to new contexts, including the learning of additional 
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languages. However, research on the use of such practices by language 
teachers, particularly those working in multilingual contexts, remains lim‑
ited. While advanced metalinguistic knowledge is foundational (Andrews, 
1999, 2007), existing research has yet to systematically identify the cogni‑
tive, affective, and contextual factors that influence how teachers operation‑
alize such knowledge in the classroom. Research is needed to support the 
design of evidence‑based teacher education programs and targeted inter‑
ventions aimed at enhancing pedagogical effectiveness. This study seeks to 
address these dual gaps by investigating the following research questions:

RQ1. How do participants describe their emotional resonance with respect 
to their taught languages?

RQ2. What factors do they believe contribute to their emotional resonance?
RQ3. To what extent do they believe that their emotional resonance con‑

tributes to their metalinguistic self‑efficacy and teaching practices?

Methods

Research design

The study employed a qualitative research design, incorporating narrative 
elements to explore the research questions. The use of narrative inquiry 
allows for a deep exploration of language teachers’ life histories, captur‑
ing the complex ways in which their emotional connections to languages 
are formed and how these connections relate to their metalinguistic self‑ 
efficacy and teaching practices.

Participants

Purposive and convenience sampling strategies were employed to recruit 
participants for this study, targeting language teachers in Norwegian 
upper‑secondary schools who met three inclusion criteria: (1) teaching 
at least two foreign languages, (2) a minimum of ten years of teaching 
experience to prioritize seasoned educators with stabilized pedagogical 
practices, and (3) L2 speaker status in their taught languages (compari‑
sons between L1 and L2 acquisition contexts are inherently problematic 
due to fundamental differences in acquisition pathways). Recruitment 
proceeded via administrators at two schools in eastern Norway (with 
whom the researcher had prior collaborations). These administrators pro‑
vided a list of teachers who satisfied the criteria, after which the teachers 
were contacted. Ultimately, two teachers, Sarah and Nina (pseudonyms), 
participated in the study based on their alignment with the criteria, geo‑
graphic accessibility, availability (no scheduling conflicts), and willingness 
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to  participate. Sarah and Nina, both L2 speakers of English and French, 
had acquired these languages through formal education, reflecting trajec‑
tories typical of classroom‑based L2 learners. Sarah reported proficiency 
in Norwegian (L1), English (C2), French (C1), German (B1), and Italian 
(A0), while Nina’s was as follows: Norwegian (L1), English (C2), French 
(B2), German (A2), and Spanish (A1). Both used the CEFR scale, with 
which they were familiar, for self‑assessment. Note that their metalinguis‑
tic knowledge was not formally assessed for the study. Both teachers had 
over 20 years of experience teaching English and French exclusively in 
Norwegian upper‑secondary schools. Ethical protocols were rigorously 
followed: informed consent emphasized participants’ rights to skip ques‑
tions or withdraw, and confidentiality was ensured through pseudonyms.

Data collection

Eight classroom observations (two for English and two for French per 
participant) were conducted over five weeks in the spring, preceding the 
interviews to minimize priming effects, collect real‑time data on partici‑
pants’ metalinguistic teaching practices, and use the data to inform the 
interviews, contributing to more targeted inquiries based on actual class‑
room practices. Observations were scheduled flexibly, averaging two 
sessions per week per participant, with efforts to avoid having two ses‑
sions per participant occurring on the same day (i.e., one each for English 
and French for the same participant). A single researcher conducted all 
observations, taking detailed open‑ended field notes during 90‑minute les‑
sons to document instances of metalinguistic teaching practices, includ‑
ing explicit grammar instruction, linguistic task design, and feedback on 
student work (oral and written). Notes were shared with participants 
post‑observation for verification (member checking), allowing teachers to 
clarify or expand on their recorded (in the field notes) practices. No audio 
or video recordings were made. Semi‑structured interviews, conducted 
in English, followed the observations. To avoid influencing participants’ 
classroom behavior, the study’s focus on metalinguistic practices was not 
disclosed during recruitment; instead, participants were informed broadly 
that the research explored ‘language teachers’ experiences and pedagogi‑
cal strategies.’ Interviews probed participants’ life histories related to lan‑
guage learning and teaching, focusing on their emotional connections to 
English and French. Questions were tailored to observations to triangu‑
late observed practices with self‑reported beliefs. Specifically, participants 
were invited to discuss their experiences learning and teaching English and 
French, alongside (more briefly) learning other languages such as German 
and Spanish, including pivotal events (e.g., study abroad in France) and 
learning contexts (e.g., formal education versus self‑study). They were 
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asked to describe their emotional connections to each language,  reflecting 
on how these developed across stages of their lives (e.g., secondary school, 
university, teaching career) and assessing the intensity of these connec‑
tions. A pre‑interview guide, distributed to the participants one week 
prior, outlined themes (teaching approaches, emotional experiences, lan‑
guage proficiency self‑assessments) without specifying metalinguistic ter‑
minology to prevent rehearsed responses. Interviews lasted approximately 
150 minutes, were audio‑recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis

Data from the interviews and observations were analyzed through an itera‑
tive thematic analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process began 
with familiarization, during which the transcribed interviews and field notes 
were reviewed multiple times to understand participants’ language learn‑
ing trajectories, emotional resonance with English and French, and meta‑
linguistic self‑efficacy and teaching practices. Coding followed a hybrid 
inductive‑deductive approach. The text was systematically segmented and 
labeled with descriptive codes (e.g., ‘metalinguistic self‑efficacy,’ ‘cultural 
alignment’). Codes related to emotional resonance were explicitly guided 
by the study’s theoretical frameworks: valence (positive/negative) and 
arousal (high/low) dimensions (Russell, 2003) were applied deductively. 
For instance, Nina’s description of her detachment from French was coded 
as ‘low‑arousal, negative valence,’ while Sarah’s enthusiasm for British 
humor was coded as ‘high‑arousal, positive valence.’ Inductive codes (e.g., 
‘self‑initiated cultural engagement’) emerged organically from participants’ 
narratives. A second researcher independently coded 20% of the interview 
transcripts and observation notes. Discrepancies (e.g., differing interpre‑
tations of ‘metalinguistic self‑efficacy’ instances) were resolved through 
discussion until consensus was reached. Note that observation data were 
juxtaposed with interview data to identify patterns. For instance, Nina’s 
self‑reported challenges explaining the language (when teaching English) 
aligned with her brief, example‑scarce metalinguistic feedback in English 
lessons, whereas her systematic French grammar explanations during les‑
sons matched her interview claims of engaging in compensatory language 
study. Codes were clustered and then developed into broader themes. 
Finally, findings were contextualized within the study’s theoretical frame‑
works to explain how emotional resonance was linked to participants’ 
metalinguistic self‑efficacy and teaching practices.

Findings

The interview and observation data have been organized according to the 
study’s research questions.
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Emotional resonance regarding English and French

Both Nina and Sarah indicated strong, sustained, positive emotional con‑
nections with English throughout their lives, characterized by affection 
and enjoyment when using the language professionally and privately. 
Their emotional connections to French were more complex, ranging from 
frustration, self‑doubt, and regret to boredom in the present, and a love 
of French early on. In discussing their emotional connections, three main 
themes emerged: authenticity, internationality, and culture, though these 
gained importance at different times in their lives. Authenticity and culture 
were reflected in the participants’ strong desire to engage with authentic 
content in English and French, beginning in primary school, and to interact 
with English and French speakers, which became prominent in lower sec‑
ondary school, alongside internationality. Internationality represented the 
participants’ intense wish for international experiences, including want‑
ing to live in other countries, and was a reaction to their parents’ mostly 
monolingual, Norway‑specific experiences. In their teacher years, interna‑
tionality had waned somewhat due to now having their own families and 
had been replaced by a growing interest in American and French politics 
and society, as opposed to a love of primarily English and French literature 
and other media that dominated their childhood.

Asked about her emotional links to English, Nina referred to her pri‑
mary school years, noting, “I loved English, and I loved reading English. 
I wanted to watch the originals of movies, and I wanted to read the origi‑
nals of books.” She revealed that her love for English developed indepen‑
dently of her parents, who used Norwegian, except when traveling:

Researcher: Did your parents play any role in your love of English?
Nina:   I started reading books in English quite early, um, but my 

parents have never done that. There’s nothing from my mom 
and dad. Only Norwegian with us. And, at vacations, maybe 
English but then we haven’t been very, like, well‑travelled.

She said that, in some ways, her desire to learn English and French (and 
Spanish) was her way of differentiating herself from her parents, who only 
spoke Norwegian. She explained that she wanted to feel more international 
and gain international experiences, including living abroad. Similarly, Sarah 
saw languages as a means to connect with the world beyond Norway and 
recalled seeing English as ‘cool’ when she was a child. She attributed her love 
for English and languages in general (she studied German in school) to two 
individuals: her father and a boy from the fourth grade. She mentioned that 
her father was deeply interested in languages and their structure, especially 
German, and would often discuss proper language use and “sort of correct 
anything in the paper.” As for the boy, she explained that he had “moved 
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to our little community when we were eight or nine” and “he spoke only 
English,” which she found ‘extremely exotic’ because it was foreign. She 
noted that, during her school years, she had never traveled abroad except for 
trips to Sweden and Denmark, underscoring her desire to have international 
experiences. She would find pen pals from other countries, with whom she 
corresponded using dictionaries as a teenager.

While the participants’ emotional connections to French (and the rea‑
sons for such connections) resembled those provided for English during 
their school and early university years, they began to diverge as the partici‑
pants approached graduation and the start of their teaching careers. For 
example, at university, Nina’s connection to French was initially driven 
by her desire to live abroad. She studied French as an exchange student 
in France for a semester, where she ultimately experienced homesickness: 
“I ended up spending a lot of time with other exchange students. I didn’t 
necessarily make a best friend in French.” She noted that she now felt 
emotionally detached from French, which she regretted for instrumen‑
tal reasons: “Even though I feel that I should know more French, that’s 
only because I teach it, not necessarily for any other reason.” Discussing 
her connections to English, she associated it with American society and 
politics, which interested her. She said she now reads most of her news in 
English. In contrast, she admitted not being drawn to French politics and 
society to the same extent, exclusively associating these with France. Sarah, 
too, reported a weakening of her links with French as she drew closer to 
finishing university, although her reasons were quite different. Sarah’s love 
of English was strongly tied to Britain and British culture, especially British 
humor and the particularities of British English (e.g., idioms). She said she 
struggled to connect emotionally with French because she did not identify 
in the same way with French culture:

Researcher: Why is there this difference in English and French for you?
Sarah:   I think I like English culture more. Yeah. You know, in the sense 

that I understand their humor better. And it’s British. Some‑
times, I don’t know, but I think there are quite a few cultural 
similarities, which I don’t find in the same way with French 
culture. When I watch French TV, I sometimes see things and 
think I understand the language but why are they laughing?

Impact of emotional resonance on metalinguistic self‑Efficacy 
and teaching Practices

Both participants felt that they were competent teachers of French and 
English overall. They expressed confidence in designing lesson plans, man‑
aging classroom dynamics, providing feedback to students, and assessing 
their progress effectively. Their approaches to teaching English and French 
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were also broadly similar. In English, they worked on various texts (e.g., 
fiction and non‑fiction), tasked students with writing essays, reports, and 
summaries, explored the history, politics, and culture of English‑speaking 
countries such as the United Kingdom and United States, and discussed 
contemporary global issues, such as democracy, human rights, and diver‑
sity, often using media sources. They did much the same in French, an 
elective foreign language in Norwegian schools, although there was a 
stronger focus on grammar than in English. Nina and Sarah said they 
found teaching to be easier in English, explaining that they considered 
themselves generally more proficient in English and more emotionally con‑
nected to it. Referring to the differences between English and French, Nina 
noted, “I feel I should be more connected to French, maybe, but I’m not. 
I don’t know if it’s because I don’t necessarily visit France. Maybe I don’t 
speak French enough with other people.” However, this lack of emotional 
resonance with French led to an interesting dynamic: they compensated 
for their perceived lower proficiency and weaker emotional links vis‑à‑vis 
French by studying it more extensively as language teachers.

Referring to her need to compensate for her weak connections with 
French, Sarah observed, “French is maybe the one I feel least passionate 
about, but that’s also why I’ve studied it more, like French more than Eng‑
lish.” The result of this effort was that she had become more knowledge‑
able about the French language and could explicitly discuss its aspects with 
students in a way she could not with English. As Nina noted when asked 
about her ability to explain how English worked as a language, “With 
English, I sometimes struggle to find the right translations or explanations. 
I have to think more about how I teach it.” When asked whether stu‑
dents’ proficiency in English and French affected their ability to explain 
language explicitly, Nina said that her students had varying levels of abil‑
ity in both languages, which required her to frequently explain how each 
language functioned, regardless of which one she was teaching. Prompted 
to elaborate on why she had trouble explaining things in English, she noted 
that English was an emotionally loaded language for her, which sometimes 
made it difficult for her to organize her thoughts:

I don’t know if it’s emotionally loaded more than French, yeah. You 
know, something comes up with someone asking something, and you’re 
trying to formulate a response, right? Maybe more, I can be more dip‑
lomatic in French, or like, where your emotions are more contained? Is 
this something like that, where your thoughts are more, I don’t know, 
organized in one versus another? Yeah, I think my thoughts are more 
organized in French.

Sarah similarly described her English teaching as less reliant on ‘empiri‑
cal knowledge’ and, instead, drawing from her experiences visiting 
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English‑speaking countries and what she had learned through media. In 
observing the participants teach, notable differences were discovered in the 
level of detail and duration of metalinguistic feedback provided in English 
and French lessons. Note that no new grammatical concepts were introduced 
during these sessions, nor were any specific metalinguistic tasks assigned to 
students as part of the lesson plan. Both participants primarily provided 
metalinguistic feedback on their students’ oral and speech production. Spe‑
cifically, metalinguistic feedback during English lessons had a shorter deliv‑
ery, was less detailed than for French, and frequently lacked guidance (i.e., 
examples of correct usage). For instance, in one English class, when a student 
confused ‘fun’ with ‘funny’ when speaking, Sarah responded, “Remember, 
‘fun’ is something enjoyable, and ‘funny’ means something that makes you 
laugh.” She left it at that. Similarly, following a presentation in English by 
a student about a short story they had read in another lesson, she provided 
the following feedback: “You pronounced the word ‘society’ incorrectly. It 
is a very common word.” To another student, she said that they had placed 
the stress in the wrong part of the word ‘exuberant.’

In contrast, during a French lesson, when a student incorrectly conjugated 
a verb when speaking, Sarah took time to go over the rules of French verb 
conjugation. She pointed out that for regular ‘‑er’ verbs, the conjugation 
must align with the subject, explaining that with ‘il’ or ‘elle,’ the ending ‘‑e’ 
is added, whereas for ‘nous,’ the appropriate ending is ‘‑ons.’ She mentioned 
that these rules vary depending on the verb group and provided the example 
of regular ‘‑ir’ verbs, where the conjugation for ‘nous’ becomes ‘‑issons,’ 
as in nous finissons (we finish). She reminded students that irregular verbs, 
such as être (to be) or avoir (to have), do not follow these patterns and must 
be memorized separately. A similar dynamic was observable in Nina’s les‑
sons. For example, during an English writing task, Nina scanned their text 
and provided quick corrections on word choice to a student, simply telling 
them, “‘Big’ is better here than ‘large.’” Giving feedback on an essay in 
her French lesson, she spent more time discussing the difference between 
‘grand’ and ‘gros’ as used by the student writing the essay, highlighting 
how the choice depends on the context and type of noun. Addressing the 
student, she explained that ‘grand’ typically refers to height or size in terms 
of length or stature, while ‘gros’ is used to indicate bulk or volume. She said 
that understanding the nuances between the two adjectives was important 
because using one over the other could change the meaning of the sentence.

Discussion

Divergent emotional connections

Nina and Sarah’s emotional links with English and French appeared to stem 
from intrinsic factors, meaning their connections were deeply personal and 
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self‑motivated. Their love for both languages developed independently of 
external pressures, driven by a desire to engage with authentic content, 
such as literature and films, and to connect with the wider world beyond 
Norway. As they grew older, their ties to English were reinforced by an 
appreciation for the language’s relevance to understanding politics and 
society in the United States and Britain. In contrast, their connections to 
French became progressively more instrumental and weaker in adulthood, 
largely tied to their professional need to teach it (note that intrinsic factors 
tend to have a stronger influence on performance than extrinsic ones; see 
Cerasoli et al., 2014). They did not identify as strongly with French culture 
or politics as adults. While previous studies on learners (but not teachers) 
have shown that languages learned earlier in life and used more frequently 
tend to evoke stronger emotional resonance and correlate with higher pro‑
ficiency (e.g., Dewaele et al., 2024), the findings from this study suggest 
that emotional connections and proficiency can degrade as the factors that 
underpin them lose relevance. In other words, for French, ‘international‑
ity,’ participants’ aspiration for global experiences, and authentic media 
initially anchored their emotional investment. However, as personal priori‑
ties shifted, this anchor dissolved, leaving French adrift.

Paradoxically, their sustained efforts to improve their French as lan‑
guage teachers (see below) highlights a tension between their expectations 
of how a language teacher should be able to perform in the classroom 
and the cognitive‑emotional toll of teaching a language with dwindling 
personal resonance. These divergent emotional connections underscore 
the dynamic interplay between cognitive, affective, and contextual systems 
in multilingual individuals (Jessner, 2008). Indeed, for multilingual indi‑
viduals, emotional connections to languages may vacillate alongside pro‑
ficiency, reflecting the adaptive nature of dynamic systems. The findings 
suggest that teacher education programs must explicitly address the role 
of emotions in shaping teaching practices. Given that emotional resonance 
waxes and wanes, as seen in Nina and Sarah’s trajectories, teacher training 
should equip teachers with strategies to regulate and leverage these fluctua‑
tions, for example, through reflective practices and mindfulness techniques 
(see Lau, 2016).

Emotional resonance, metalinguistic self‑efficacy, 
and teaching practices

Sarah and Nina’s emotional connections to English appeared to foster 
greater confidence in teaching English and a stronger sense of overall pro‑
ficiency in the language compared to French, with the participants noting 
that English felt more intuitive due to their deeper affective engagement 
with it. However, their deeper affective engagement with English, combined 
with a weaker emotional connection to French and lower self‑perceived 
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proficiency in French, prompted a compensatory pedagogical strategy: they 
directed greater effort toward studying French structure to enhance their 
language teaching. This dynamic suggests an inverse relationship in which a 
declining emotional resonance with a language (and perceived proficiency) 
leads teachers to adopt a more analytical approach, addressing perceived 
linguistic gaps and weak emotional connections through more systematic 
study of that language, including its structure. This pattern aligns with 
Higgins’ (1987) self‑discrepancy theory, in that discrepancies between the 
participants’ ‘ideal’ and ‘ought’ selves drove compensatory strategies that 
contributed to the metalinguistic teaching practices observed in the partici‑
pants’ French lessons in this study. Over time, the frequent implementation 
of such practices would have reinforced their French‑related metalinguistic 
self‑efficacy. It is worth noting that the participants did not attempt to 
increase their emotional connections to French as a compensatory strategy; 
rather, they engaged in more formal study of the language, indicating the 
impact of professional exigencies as opposed to a personal need to reverse 
their weakened emotional connections to French.

Based on DPT (Augusto, 2024), the participants primarily relied on Sys‑
tem 1 (fast, intuitive, emotion‑driven processing) when teaching English but 
predominantly engaged System 2 (slow, deliberate, analytical processing) 
for French, as their weaker emotional connection to French likely reduced 
the accessibility of intuitive teaching modes. Their reliance on System 1 for 
English instruction was evident in their descriptions of teaching practices, 
which prioritized emotional, personal experiences over empirical knowl‑
edge. CLT (Sweller et  al., 2011) posits that high emotional engagement 
can deplete cognitive resources required for System 2 tasks. For example, 
Nina’s frustration with metalinguistic explanations in English (“I struggle 
to find the right translations”) contrasted with her analytical approach to 
French, highlighting a potentially critical challenge for teachers instruct‑
ing in multiple languages: balancing intuitive pedagogy with metalinguistic 
practices across languages of unequal emotional significance. Interestingly, 
the metalinguistic strategies employed by the participants in French did not 
transfer to their English teaching. Perhaps their emotional resonance with 
English acted as a filter or barrier, suppressing the cross‑linguistic appli‑
cation of metalinguistic practices. The findings contrast with theoretical 
frameworks for multilingualism, such as Jessner’s (2008) Dynamic Model 
of Multilingualism, which emphasizes the interactive, synergistic nature 
of linguistic repertoires. In the current study, the participants’ apparent 
emotional and cognitive compartmentalization of English and French sug‑
gests that the two languages occupied distinct pedagogical and personal 
spaces, with strategies used in one domain (i.e., English teaching) failing to 
reinforce those in the other (i.e., French teaching). Few studies have docu‑
mented similar phenomena, but this study partially supports the findings 
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from Aslan (2015). A key distinction, however, lies in the participants’ 
linguistic backgrounds: in Aslan’s study, French was the instructor’s first 
language (L1), whereas Sarah and Nina taught French as a second lan‑
guage (L2).

Conclusion and implications

The findings underscore the role played by teachers’ emotional connec‑
tions to their taught languages in shaping their metalinguistic self‑efficacy, 
and teaching practices. Teachers with strong emotional connections to a 
language may feel more intuitive and confident in their teaching, yet this 
may also interfere with their ability to implement metalinguistic practices 
and, over time, their metalinguistic self‑efficacy. These dynamics highlight 
the necessity for language teachers to consciously cultivate emotional 
engagement with their languages while simultaneously strengthening their 
metalinguistic knowledge and self‑efficacy, including an awareness of the 
importance of metalinguistic practices. With regard to research, more stud‑
ies are needed that explore the relationship between emotional resonance 
and teaching practices, particularly among teachers of multiple languages 
(and, ideally, longitudinally). Here, the current study’s narrow focus on 
two Norwegian teachers of English and French, while insightful, raises 
questions about how these dynamics might unfold in broader linguistic 
and sociocultural contexts. For example, future research could extend this 
work by examining teachers of marginalized languages (e.g., minority lan‑
guages) or typologically distinct languages (e.g., Mandarin and Arabic), 
where emotional resonance and metalinguistic practices may intersect dif‑
ferently. Finally, the study did not examine how participants’ metalinguis‑
tic self‑efficacy and teaching practices impacted student learning outcomes. 
It is hoped that future studies will address these issues.
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15 Breaking the boundaries
Integrating PLLT and 
multilingualism

Giulia Sulis, Sarah Mercer, and Åsta Haukås

Introduction

The aim of this edited volume was to explore the interconnections between 
Psychology of Multilingual Learners and Teachers (PLLT) and multilin‑
gualism. Although these are two closely related domains with many areas 
of overlap, they have essentially developed into two separate communities 
of scholars with only a small number working in both domains. How‑
ever, as the three editors all share interests in both domains, we were keen 
to create a space which would bring them together and illuminate areas 
of commonality, differences, and ways in which each domain could learn 
from the other.

As Krishnan (2009) suggests, academic disciplines are typically char‑
acterised by a distinct object of study, specialised bodies of knowledge, 
unique theoretical frameworks and methodologies, discipline‑specific ter‑
minology, and institutional presence within academia. While not all disci‑
plines may share these features, “the more of these boxes a discipline can 
tick, the more likely it becomes that a certain field of academic inquiry 
is a recognised discipline” (Krishnan, 2009, p. 10). Although PLLT and 
multilingualism share some of the characteristics of academic disciplines, 
they cannot be fully considered as disciplines in their own right. One of 
the main reasons is that both fields are inherently interdisciplinary: they 
exist at the intersection of several disciplines rather than as completely 
independent bodies of knowledge, their research topics often overlap with 
other fields, and they draw on theories and methodologies from differ‑
ent areas of study. This is particularly evident in the case of PLLT, where 
scholars are required to draw on and engage with the two areas of psy‑
chology and language learning and teaching (Mercer & Ryan, 2016). This 
is also the case of multilingualism (Ayres‑Bennett & Fisher, 2022); for 
instance, Cenoz (2013) identifies several key disciplines central to the study 
of multilingualism, such as linguistics, psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, 
sociolinguistics, education, and language policy. Wray and Wallace (2015) 
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recognise that the broader field of applied linguistics, from which many 
PLLT and multilingualism scholars come, is also inherently interdiscipli‑
nary. They explain,

Applied linguistics sits in pole position to integrate claims about lan‑
guage from across many other disciplines — including linguistics — into 
more coherent and comprehensive accounts of how form, function and 
usage combine through learning and cognition to achieve social pur‑
poses, and how information across all domains of human activity are 
influenced the medium of their expression.

(p. 31)

Therefore, since PLLT and multilingualism cannot be regarded as stan‑
dalone disciplines and inherently involve a degree of interdisciplinarity, we 
believe the term “fields of inquiry” is more appropriate to describe them. 
This term better reflects specific areas of investigation within a broader 
discipline or spanning multiple disciplines.

Yet, the challenges that arise when integrating multiple fields of inquiry 
often mirror those encountered when attempting to integrate distinct aca‑
demic disciplines. A popular definition of interdisciplinarity is provided by 
Moran (2010), who describes it as “any form of dialogue or interaction 
between two or more disciplines” (p. 16). Similarly, Repko and Szostak 
(2017) note that interdisciplinarity “studies a complex problem (includ‑
ing mega ones) by drawing on disciplinary insights (and sometimes stake‑
holder views) and integrating them” (Repko & Szostak, 2017, p. 26–27). 
In this edited volume, recognising the inherently interdisciplinary nature 
of both PLLT and multilingualism, we have encouraged the authors to 
integrate insights from both fields in order to enrich our understanding 
of the complex lived experiences and psychologies of learners and teach‑
ers in relation to multilingualism. As many participants naturally adopted 
the language of interdisciplinarity when describing their experiences of 
working on their chapters, we will broadly refer to an interdisciplinary 
approach when reporting on their experiences of working across PLLT 
and multilingualism in this chapter. It is important to note that this book is 
not meant as a how‑to manual or a step‑by‑step guide to integrating PLLT 
and multilingualism, but rather as a collection of diverse perspectives that 
explore their connections and interactions. Some authors draw more on 
one field of inquiry than the other, which is also a characteristic feature 
of much interdisciplinary work (Mercer & Ryan, 2016). Our hope is to 
showcase the diversity of lenses but also the rich potential stemming from 
working across fields of inquiry.

In order to understand the authors’ experiences of working at the cross‑
roads of these two fields of inquiry, we invited them to produce a written 
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reflection on their experience of collaborating on this project. Drawing 
parallels with interdisciplinary work, we explicitly asked them to reflect 
on the joys, challenges, and lessons learnt from working on these chapters. 
In this final chapter, we synthesise their insights to explore the benefits and 
challenges of combining PLLT and multilingualism as areas of scholarship, 
and we outline potential pathways for future research integrating these 
two domains.

Benefits

A recurring theme in the authors’ reflections was that adopting a multilin‑
gual perspective when examining PLLT constructs (e.g., WTC, motivation, 
etc.) allowed them to move beyond the traditional L2 perspective and the 
idea of languages as isolated, self‑contained systems. Much of the field has 
historically been grounded in second language acquisition (SLA) frame‑
works, which often rely on monolingual native speaker norms as a bench‑
mark for assessing L2 development. These approaches typically focus on 
a single target language at a time, typically English, rather than consider‑
ing languages as interrelated components of a broader holistic  linguistic 
repertoire. As highlighted by Kramsch (2015), this is also an issue in the 
broader field of applied linguistics, which “still remains  monolingual/ 
monocultural in its research cultures and intellectual/teaching tradi‑
tions” (p. 463). As such, multilingual approaches and ways of thinking 
often remain unfamiliar to researchers in PLLT. Contributing to this vol‑
ume has prompted these authors to engage in fresh thinking, to critically 
reflect on their assumptions about languages and language learning, and to  
re‑ examine the familiar through entirely new lenses.

One of the central issues emerging from the authors’ reflections is indeed 
about understanding PLLT constructs (e.g., motivation, WTC, engagement, 
etc.) across languages rather than only in relation to specific languages (see, 
e.g., Henry & MacIntyre, this volume). Naturally, this requires reconcep‑
tualising the notion of language domains and what exactly is meant by the 
domain specificity of such constructs. While multilingualism researchers 
often speak of a single, integrated linguistic repertoire, it is equally impor‑
tant to recognise that individuals often have different relationships to each 
of their languages in terms of aspects such as identity, emotion, and moti‑
vation. In our view, therefore, the core issue is not whether to reject sin‑
gle language‑domain specificity altogether, but rather to understand when 
it is more appropriate to view these constructs through the lens of the 
entire multilingual repertoire, and when it makes more sense to focus on 
individual languages. For example, learners may hold different beliefs 
or emotional associations with each language they know (see, e.g., Sulis 
et al., 2025), and this nuance matters to understand how certain constructs 
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exist “in the Lx and in the Ly”, as suggested by Henry and  MacIntyre in 
 Chapter 2. As such, the goal is to consider whether a construct is best 
conceptualised as spanning a person’s full linguistic repertoire, or whether 
it would be best examined in relation to specific languages, depending on 
the research focus.

Researchers who were less familiar with PLLT were also encouraged to 
see multilingualism through a new lens. This shift involved moving beyond 
the traditional emphasis on technical and cognitive skills in multilingual‑
ism research to acknowledge the crucial role of affective and other psycho‑
logical processes. Incorporating PLLT and multilingual perspectives can 
offer a richer understanding not only of what individuals can do with their 
languages, but also of who they are and how they feel in relation to their 
linguistic selves. It gives voice to learners as holistic, complex beings. As 
summarised by Lee and Forbes, “the ‘cognitive’, the ‘metacognitive’, and 
the ‘affective’ are, at the end of the day, inseparable and not to be discussed 
in isolation”, and this combined approach allows researchers to “explore 
‘the nuanced becoming’ of a multilingual”. In sum, as concluded by Shen 
and Lamb, “learning a language is rarely only about the language”, and 
combining lenses and fields of inquiry as we have tried to do in this collec‑
tion can do better justice to the multifaceted complexity of the psychology 
of learners and teachers in relation to multilingualism.

The authors also reported on other broader benefits from integrating 
these two fields of inquiry. As mentioned by most contributors, working 
across disciplines is a continuous learning journey, which requires flex‑
ibility, creativity, open‑mindedness, and perseverance (see also Mercer &  
Ryan, 2016). While it calls for stepping outside one’s comfort zone to 
engage with unfamiliar theories or methodologies, it is this challenge that 
makes it so intellectually rewarding. Nazila Fattahi and colleagues, for 
instance, explain:

I have realized that true interdisciplinary work is not about merely 
applying familiar methods in a new context but about actively engag‑
ing with different disciplines to understand their nuances. This requires 
a willingness to develop new skills and expand one’s knowledge base.

Thus, by challenging researchers to reflect on their ontological assump‑
tions and practices, such research opens up new ways of exploring and 
thinking and serves as a form of transformative learning. Crucially, it can 
also be a transformative experience for participants, as highlighted, for 
instance, by Humphries and colleagues: “Too many studies focus purely on 
the academic linguistic aspects of SA [study abroad], but it became clear 
from our participants that sharing their emotional experiences had more 
value as they grappled with their emerging multilingual identities”.
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As the authors from this collection highlight, sharing best practice across 
areas of expertise and incorporating diverse theoretical and methodological 
approaches not only allows fields to enrich one another but also enhances 
the rigour of research design and adds complexity and depth to the analy‑
sis. As highlighted by Kramsch (2015), in fact, interdisciplinary approaches 
lead researchers “to adopt mixed methods of research, which has produced 
more contextualized and therefore more valid findings than single research 
methods, and thus do better justice to the complex systems studied by 
the field” (p.  462). Crucially, interdisciplinary approaches can lead not 
only to new theoretical insights and methodological innovation, but also 
to new implications for practice, as highlighted by Słowik‑Krogulec and 
Mystkowska‑Wiertelak: “Overall, this project allowed us to expand our 
perspectives, offering not just theoretical insights but also practical impli‑
cations for supporting teachers in multilingual environments”. Similarly, 
Calafato highlights the practical value of interdisciplinary research and 
explains that, “venturing beyond traditional disciplinary boundaries can 
lead to innovative solutions for complex educational challenges”. As such, 
an interdisciplinary approach is well suited to solving practical “problems 
in the world in which language is implicated” (Cook, 2003, p. 3).

One of the most frequently mentioned benefits of this kind of research 
in the authors’ reflections is also the opportunity for professional collabo‑
ration across research areas. In several chapters, scholars from different 
fields of inquiry worked together. According to the authors, this exchange 
not only strengthens the research itself but also deepens the researchers’ 
understanding of each other’s fields of inquiry and opens up new research 
approaches and lines of thinking. Collaboration is therefore central to the 
success and value of any kind of interdisciplinary research. Torregrossa 
and colleagues, for instance, reflected on the value of such collaboration: 
“As three researchers with diverse linguistic background, working in dif‑
ferent contexts and employing varied methodologies” […] “our collabora‑
tion has been an incredibly enriching experience”. Thus, as suggested by 
Mercer and Ryan (2016), on a more practical level, “we need to make 
interdisciplinary collaboration an attractive proposition and a policy of 
gradual persuasion focusing on the potential benefits that collaborators 
can apply within their home discipline” (p. 3). However, there are chal‑
lenges from working through an interdisciplinary approach, too.

Challenges

Interdisciplinary research is notoriously challenging (Ayres‑Bennett & 
Fisher, 2022). As noted by most authors in their reflection pieces, each field 
of inquiry has its own constructs, terminology, methodologies, and theo‑
retical frameworks. As such, engaging in interdisciplinary dialogue requires 
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what Pavlenko (2008) describes as academic multilingualism, namely, “the 
ability to speak and read in more than one ‘academic language’, the ability 
to translate between them, and a willingness to interact with speakers of 
“other languages” (p. 197). Given the interdisciplinarity already inherent 
in PLLT, Mercer and Ryan (2016) highlight that a critical obstacle is the 
requirement to develop expertise in two or more disciplines, which “can 
place an unrealistic burden on individual scholars who are required to be 
fully conversant with the literature in both applied linguistics and psychol‑
ogy to fully appreciate the complexity and connections within and across 
the fields” (p. 4). Bringing multilingualism to the mix further expands the 
scope of required expertise, adding yet another domain with its own set 
of terminologies, theories, and methodologies to navigate – which can be 
challenging on both an intellectual and practical level. This issue was high‑
lighted by most authors including Andria, who explained: “One of the 
most substantial challenges I encountered was reconciling varying theoreti‑
cal frameworks and methodologies”. Accordingly, a key attitude required 
to engage in interdisciplinary work or work across fields of inquiry is 
academic humility, a point raised by several authors in their reflections.  
Fattahi and colleagues, for instance, recognise that “there is also a con‑
stant need to recognize one’s limitations and blind spots, as venturing into 
unfamiliar disciplines necessitates caution and humility”. This approach 
can help researchers to recognise the limits of their own knowledge and to 
appreciate how much there is still to learn from the other field of inquiry.

Working across these specific fields of inquiry also raises important ethi‑
cal considerations that researchers need to attend to. PLLT researchers 
often address sensitive issues, so they need to incorporate careful ethical 
considerations into their research designs in addition to the usual con‑
cerns such as about psychological risk through discussing possible trig‑
gers, where to seek psychological support, and the options for debrief after 
talking about topics which may be sensitive. Integrating both PLLT and 
multilingualism introduces an additional layer of ethical complexity. For 
example, well‑intentioned researchers need to take care not to make prob‑
lematic assumptions about learners’ willingness and comfort in discussing 
their linguistic repertoires, identities, or use of multiple languages. Indeed, 
there may be potential emotional triggers, including generational trauma 
associated with certain languages (see, e.g., Rolland et al., 2023). Learn‑
ers may not wish to embrace a certain language identity for complex per‑
sonal issues (Gayton & Fisher, 2022). The whole native speaker ideology 
can add problematic issues of confidence and perceptions of authenticity 
or imposter syndrome in respect to various languages (Ushioda, 2017). 
Different languages also bring with them varying associations of status 
and prestige which can affect an individual’s emotional attachments and 
comfort in talking about or identifying with a language (Becker, 2023). 
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Such issues thus need to be approached with care and respect, avoiding 
 assumptions. While striving to create inclusive, welcoming spaces, we 
must also recognise that this alone is not sufficient; ongoing ethical critical 
reflection is needed on how diverse participants may feel in multilingual 
research. In addition, PLLT scholarship can be emotionally demanding for 
researchers as a result of the vicarious impact of listening to participants’ 
experiences and perspectives, especially when dealing with difficult topics 
and emotions. Scholars therefore need to be prepared to handle others’ 
emotional responses, while also ensuring they have provided and planned 
for their own support and debrief options.

Researching across PLLT and multilingualism also requires scholars 
to carefully reflect on their own positionality. How researchers position 
themselves, socially and linguistically, and how they position others “raise 
broader concerns over language, identity and power that condition the 
research process and its outcome” (Selleck & Barakos, 2023, p. 674). As 
such, a researcher’s positioning informs which questions are asked, which 
voices are prioritised, and how language practices are framed – whether 
as resources or problems (Giampapa & Canagarajah, 2020; Heller & 
Martin‑Jones, 2001). In addition, researchers need to reflect critically on 
their positionality in relation to their own linguistic identities and assump‑
tions about languages, status, multilingualism, and supposed norms. This 
makes it equally important to consider the emotional and ethical impact 
of research not only on the participants but also on the researchers them‑
selves. Some of these issues are summarised by Siying Shen and Martin 
Lamb:

Therefore, while adopting a multilingual lens appears to be an exciting 
direction, careful considerations are also needed in the research design 
stage to reflect its strengths, such as forming a research team with dif‑
ferent language backgrounds, or integrating member‑checking into the 
process of data collection.

This means “questioning our own assumptions and taken‑for‑granted 
actions, thinking about where/who we are and where/who we would like 
to be, challenging our conceptions of reality and exploring new possibili‑
ties” (Cunliffe, 2004, p. 411).

There are also institutional and professional challenges to acknowledge 
when working across fields of inquiry. Rather than the cross‑fertilisation 
of ideas and the subsequent innovation and creativity of scholarship from 
this “interdisciplinary‑style” space, researchers may risk a lack of vali‑
dation from experts in either or both fields of inquiry (Mercer & Ryan, 
2016). Academic identities are typically fostered within specific spaces, 
communities, conferences, journals, and categories of scholarship so that 
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crossing those boundaries can be challenging and leave scholars in a kind 
of “no man’s land”. Additional tensions may arise over professional expec‑
tations, research outputs, and funding – for example, when departments 
pressure researchers to work exclusively within their own linguistic disci‑
pline, which may ultimately contribute to gatekeeping. As highlighted by 
Mercer and Ryan (2016), “the consequence of this is that interdisciplinary 
intellectual curiosity can get relegated behind the security of familiar struc‑
tures” (p. 4), meaning that rather than be celebrated for their innovation, 
scholars are directly and indirectly encouraged to focus and become nar‑
row and singular in their orientation to meet structural expectations and 
constraints.

Context‑sensitivity is another key challenge when integrating PLLT and 
multilingualism research. For instance, certain psychological constructs 
may have different meanings and significance across cultures and lan‑
guages (Mesquita, 2022; Tsai et al., 2006). Particularly when exploring 
the notion of multilingualism and working with diverse languages, it can 
be challenging to ensure constructs are communicated, conceptualised, 
and utilised in the same sense of meaning and appropriacy across lan‑
guages and settings.

The authors’ reflections also prompted us to critically consider the 
roles of English and LOTEs in this respect. Sometimes, there is an implicit 
assumption that a focus on LOTEs inherently reflects a multilingual per‑
spective. However, this is not always the case. LOTEs are often examined 
as isolated target languages, without considering their interaction with 
learners’ broader multilingual repertoires. As such, research on LOTEs 
may reproduce traditional SLA paradigms, rather than embracing a truly 
multilingual perspective. Furthermore, rejecting English or presenting it as 
inherently problematic simply replaces one narrow view of language with 
another. Ultimately, what is needed is a balanced, respectful approach that 
recognises and values all languages – including English – and their complex 
relationships within multilingual contexts. In this book, our authors pro‑
vided a multitude of perspectives on this relationship (see, e.g., Humphries 
et al., this volume; Kouraichi, this volume).

New directions and future research

The authors’ reflections also provided much food for thought about many 
new exciting directions that work in this area could take. We would there‑
fore like to conclude this edited volume by offering suggestions for future 
research integrating PLLT and multilingualism, in the hope of encourag‑
ing scholars to further explore how these fields can mutually enrich each 
other. We focus on four key areas: populations, contexts, ontologies, and 
methodologies.
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Populations

While this collection already covers a wide range of populations in differ‑
ent geographical, cultural, and educational settings, there remains even 
greater potential to broaden our understanding of the multilingual lives 
and experiences of learners and teachers in additional and underrepre‑
sented contexts. First of all, more research is needed on the psychology of 
language learners and teachers from minority groups who are at greater 
risk of systemic linguistic discrimination or marginalisation. Research 
merging PLLT and multilingualism has so far largely focused on élite forms 
of multilingualism (see De Costa, 2019). There is still considerable scope 
to illuminate the multilingual experiences of refugees, migrants, individu‑
als in war zones, and ethnic minorities, while remaining mindful of the 
ethical considerations discussed earlier (see, e.g., Hedman & Fisher, 2025; 
Tavares & Benediktsson, 2024; Xerri, 2024 as exceptions). Doing so can 
help amplify the voices of these communities. Crucially, we also need more 
research on the language experiences of indigenous populations whose lan‑
guages are at risk of being erased (see, e.g., Chiblow & Meighan, 2022). 
Finally, we must also understand the multilingual experiences of vulner‑
able groups such as people with disability or with specific learning needs; 
for instance, understanding issues related to their motivation and emotions 
in relation to language learning may help to better support their successful 
inclusion in the language classroom, and such research is still limited at 
present (for an exception see, e.g., Kormos & Smith, 2023).

Another population with a relative absence of scholarship concerns teach‑
ers of all kinds, working at all levels of the education system from primary 
through to tertiary and including language teacher educators (Calafato, 
2020; Gao & Yang, 2023). Only recently has PLLT begun to address the 
complex psychology of language teachers (see, e.g., Mercer & Kostoulas, 
2018) and the same gap is evident in multilingualism research. Both fields 
have so far tended to mainly focus on learners and, indeed, the chapters 
collected together in this volume represent the same imbalance. Yet, the 
chapters in this volume collectively emphasise the importance of considering 
teachers’ psychology in relation to multilingualism not only as a counterpart 
to students’ multilingualism, but also as a distinct and equally crucial area 
of investigation. One promising area for further research concerns teachers’ 
multilingualism and how this is psychologically experienced in their profes‑
sional lives (see, for example, Calafato, 2021; Haukås, 2016; Melo‑Pfeifer, 
2023; Morea & Fisher, 2025). The chapters by Bonar et al. (this volume) 
and Słowik‑Krogulec and Mystkowska‑Wiertelak (this volume), focusing 
respectively on the well‑being and flow of multilingual teachers and teachers 
of multiple languages, have illustrated how teachers’ construction of their 
multilingual identities influences their confidence, sense of legitimacy, and 
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well‑being within the language classroom. Calafato (this volume) showed 
how teachers’ emotional ties to the languages they teach influence their met‑
alinguistic self‑efficacy and multilingual teaching practices.

Furthermore, the concepts explored in relation to learner psychology in 
Part 1, such as self‑efficacy, identity, and emotions, are strongly echoed in 
Part 2, where they are re‑examined from the teachers’ perspective. These 
parallels between the two parts highlight the reciprocal, dynamic relation‑
ship between student and teacher psychology. For example, Spaliviero 
(this volume) suggests a complex interaction where language teachers’ 
self‑efficacy beliefs when implementing multilingual pedagogies influence 
how learners subsequently engage with their multilingual repertoires. 
These findings highlight the need to link research on student and teacher 
psychology in order to fully understand how multilingual pedagogies are 
experienced and implemented in practice.

Contexts

Another key area with potential for expansion concerns the types of 
research contexts in geographical and educational level terms. Some settings 
remain underrepresented in research, such as Africa and South America, 
despite the fact that many countries on these continents are characterised 
by great linguistic diversity and rich multilingualism (see Basnight‑Brown 
et al., 2022; Ndhlovu & Makalela, 2021; Oostendorp et al., 2024 as some 
exceptions). There is also a need for more cross‑cultural research that 
examines the PLLT across diverse contexts to explore the extent to which 
conceptualisations of constructs are indeed similar or different for different 
linguistic and cultural populations (see, e.g., Mesquita, 2017).

Furthermore, research is needed across both fields at all levels of educa‑
tion, including primary, secondary and tertiary education, as well as teacher 
education. For instance, research on primary‑level learners is particularly 
scarce in both PLLT and multilingualism (see, e.g., Hofer & Jessner, 2019, 
as an exception). In addition, there is also a need for further research into 
individuals’ multilingual experiences in informal contexts outside the class‑
room (see also Sulis, 2023). One particularly under‑researched but growing 
area is that of multilingual families, which offers valuable insights into the 
psychological experiences of how multilingualism is lived and enacted in 
everyday life (see, e.g., Hosseini & Haukås, 2024; La Morgia, 2025; Tang & 
Calafato, 2024), and how these out‑of‑class lives link to their formal lan‑
guage learning and teaching lives (Sulis & Mercer, 2025; Sulis, 2023).

Ontologies

The authors’ reflections revealed that such an interdisciplinary approach 
requires careful consideration of one’s ontological assumptions about 
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languages and language learning. As highlighted by Ortega (2018), 
“ ontology of language itself – what is language, what is its nature? – has 
been paid little attention” (p.  65). Similarly, Henry’s and MacIntyre’s 
chapter (this volume) has highlighted the crucial need for researchers to 
deeply engage with language ontologies and “to develop an awareness of 
the effects that ontological assumptions have on the conceptualization of 
constructs and the ways they are researched” (p. 13). A key issue in psy‑
chological work has been to reflect on domain specificity but what the 
domain is, especially in multilingual settings, may need much deeper reflec‑
tion than it is given or assumed at present.

In addition to the choice between essentialist and non‑essentialist 
ontologies of language, researchers seeking to bridge the fields of PLLT 
and multilingualism must make other important ontological choices that 
inform their work. For instance, they must deliberately choose to what 
extent they see constructs (e.g., motivation, WTC, and engagement) as 
fixed traits or as dynamic processes that evolve over time (see also Sulis, 
2024). They have to decide to what extent to view language learning as 
an internal, individual process or as a process fundamentally determined 
by social practices and interactions, and where the boundaries lie between 
the internal and external worlds (see, e.g. The Douglas Fir Group, 2016). 
They must reflect critically on the extent to which they conceived of lan‑
guage phenomena and learner/teachers experiences as being universal at 
their core across different settings, or as being uniquely different across 
different levels of social contexts (e.g., interaction, institution, social cul‑
ture etc.) and how those levels of experience relate to each other (see, e.g., 
Mercer, 2021; Van Lier, 2014). While some of these choices are often made 
implicitly, we encourage researchers to explicitly and deliberately reflect 
on their underlying ontological underpinnings especially when working 
across fields of inquiry as these ontological choices also inform researchers’ 
operational and design choices (Ortega, 2018).

Methodologies

Similarly, those ontological choices impact research designs and method‑
ologies. In this volume, there is a variety of quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed‑method approaches to exploring the connections between PLLT 
and multilingualism. Increasing use of technologies and multi‑modal forms 
of research offers great potential in this field as shown, for instance, by 
Spaliviero’s chapter (this volume) on multilingual digital storytelling which 
combines surveys, reflective diaries, and focus group discussions, and Tor‑
regrossa et al.’s chapter (this volume) drawing on language portraits and 
interview data to examine learners’ multilingual identities.

One area with specific potential for further work is longitudinal studies. 
Exploring the dynamic nature of PLLT and multilingualism across multiple 
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timescales (e.g., seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, years) and 
thus different levels of granularity, we can gain critical insights into how the 
psychology of learners and teachers in relation to multilingualism (e.g., self‑ 
efficacy, and agency) can change over time in diverse ways. This can also offer 
a critical set of insights for educational practice in helping to understand how 
and when positive change in relation to these aspects can occur (Sulis, 2024).

Relatedly, more research is needed which deliberately seeks to foster 
such change through interventions. Such research is still limited but shows 
great promise. For example, work conducted by Forbes, Fisher and col‑
leagues in the British context (see e.g. Fisher et al., 2020; Forbes et al., 
2024) has shown that their identity‑based interventions broadened learn‑
ers’ understanding of multilingualism and of themselves as multilinguals, 
which, in turn, increased their emotional connection to languages. Inter‑
vention studies also represent an invaluable means of bridging the gap 
between research and practice and could be an excellent context for more 
participatory and collaborative research (see, e.g., Storto, 2024).

Concluding remarks

To conclude, we would like to thank the authors for their invaluable con‑
tributions, from which we have learnt so much and for their openness 
to embracing the challenges of such scholarship and showcasing the rich 
potential and benefits it offers. This book is a first collective step in explic‑
itly connecting these two fields of inquiry and providing an impetus and 
stimulus for more research in this exciting space. We are looking forward 
to expanding our horizons and moving this agenda forward from and 
beyond this collection.
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