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i. 
The Ecology of Agency

Learner agency plays a pivotal role in education by empowering individuals to take charge of their learning and self-development. This book explores the dynamics of learner agency among high-level English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners in China's secondary education system.

Adopting an ecological perspective, the author delves into the English learning histories of over 20 high-level EFL learners from a secondary school in East China. She examines how these learners strategically navigate their learning journeys by engaging with temporal (past experiences/future aspirations) and relational (family/teacher/peer/societal) resources within a high-stakes ecosystem. Specifically, the book studies the multidimensionality of learner agency, including its cognitive, behavioral, and psychological manifestations; the interplay between individual agency and ecological contexts; and the practical cultivation of learner agency in EFL settings.

This book offers empirical insights for EFL learners, educators, parents, researchers, and policymakers seeking to foster learner agency in diverse educational environments.

Hengjie Chen has a Ph.D. in Applied Linguistics from Shanghai International Studies University, China. She is currently a lecturer of Applied Linguistics at East China University of Science and Technology, China. Her research interests include language learner psychology, individual differences, etc.ii is blank. 
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Abstract

This chapter lays the groundwork of the study by highlighting the vital role of learner agency in the evolving English as a Foreign Language (EFL) landscape. It addresses significant research gaps regarding high-level secondary school EFL learners, utilizing an ecological lens to examine how individual effort interacts with environmental affordances to construct agency. Guided by two research questions, the study employs a qualitative grounded theory methodology, incorporating data triangulation from students, parents, and teachers. The significance of the study and the potential readers of the book are also introduced. Finally, the chapter previews the book's organization, guiding readers through subsequent chapters.

In the contemporary educational landscape, the mastery of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) has transitioned from a mere academic requirement to a fundamental tool for personal agency and international participation (Zheng et al., 2025). This shift is particularly pronounced in China, where the educational system is undergoing profound reforms aimed at moving away from traditional rote learning toward the cultivation of core competencies and lifelong learning skills (MoE, 2022). Within this context, learner agency, i.e., the capacity of students to act intentionally and responsibly to control their learning processes and outcomes (Larsen-Freeman et al., 2021), has emerged as a pivotal construct in applied linguistics and educational psychology.

Learner agency is not a static trait but a dynamic, multidimensional capacity that allows students to navigate the complexities of language acquisition both within and beyond the classroom (Chen et al., 2025). As information technology and the internet have decentralized knowledge, what it means to be a successful learner has been fundamentally altered (Kern, 2024). In the past, achieving academic success in an EFL context often required little more than diligent adherence to teacher instructions and the completion of assigned tasks. However, in today's era of ubiquitous learning resources, success is increasingly dependent on a learner's ability to harness their agentic power to discover, evaluate, and utilize affordances, or, opportunities for action, in their learning environment (Lawrence & Tar, 2018).

Despite the recognized importance of agency, how it is developed and enacted remains understudied in the basic education sector, particularly among secondary 2. school students in high-pressure educational environments like Shanghai. While tertiary-level learners have been the primary focus of agency research, the secondary school stage is a critical period where learners’ self-beliefs, motivational orientations, and regulatory styles undergo significant transformation (Zentner & Renaud, 2007). Among secondary school students, these higher-achieving learners often face a unique tension: The need to maintain top-tier academic performance in a high-stakes examination culture while simultaneously seeking to develop genuine, use-oriented communicative competence. How these students negotiate this tension through the interplay of individual effort, social support, and contextual affordances constitutes the core motivation for this study.

The main objective of this book is to explore the agency of high-level EFL learners from a key secondary school in Shanghai, China. Adopting an ecological perspective (Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998), the study examines how these learners strategically negotiate their learning pathways through ongoing engagement with temporal (past experiences/future aspirations) and relational (family/teacher/peer/societal) resources within a high-stakes ecosystem. Furthermore, the study seeks to understand how the perception of and action upon the affordances in the learning environment mediate these learners’ agency. To address these objectives, the study was guided by the following two research questions:


	How is high-level EFL learners’ agency manifested?


	What ecological affordances in the learning environment mediate high-level EFL learners’ agency? And how?



To explore the above research questions, this study adopts a qualitative, grounded theory approach to capture the lived experiences of 26 high-achieving EFL learners from a prestigious secondary school in Shanghai. These participants were selected using snowball sampling to ensure they met the criteria of high-level English proficiency. Data collection involved a multi-layered approach to ensure triangulation, using retrospective narratives and semi-structured interviews to generate rich and contextually valid accounts of participants’ language learning experiences. External triangulation was also achieved by conducting individual interviews with four parents and two teachers to provide an ecological perspective on the affordances provided to the students. The resulting data bank comprises over 500,000 Chinese words, offering a rich, bottom-up perspective on how agency is enacted in one of China's most competitive educational environments. Qualitative data analysis was used to code the data, group them into categories, synthesize key insights, and theorize the findings.

The significance of this study is anchored in two major research gaps that have hindered a comprehensive understanding of language learning success.

First, although research on successful language learners has a rich history dating back to the 1970s, it has often focused on isolated strategy use or personality traits. However, in the current sociocultural milieu, success is increasingly viewed as a product of how a learner interacts with their environment. There is a paucity 3. of research that investigates the process of effective learning—how successful learners integrate cognitive, behavioral, and psychological resources to sustain motivation and proficiency over time.

Second, there is a growing consensus that an ecological approach is necessary to understand the multifaceted interactions between EFL learners and the political, social, and cultural layers of the Chinese context (Shu, 2021). Viewed as an ecosystem, language learning involves a hierarchy of nested systems, including government policy, social institutions, schools, and families. Schools are pivotal, acting as the nexus where policy meets practice; however, the student remains the most vital element of this system. Their agency determines the ultimate outcome of the ecosystem's functioning. There is a distinct lack of empirical evidence that disentangles how different parties, including parents, teachers, and peers, provide affordances that successful language learners then perceive and act upon to fuel their agentic development.

The primary readers of this book are academics and researchers in the fields of applied linguistics, second language acquisition, and educational psychology. By providing an updated and comprehensive review of research related to learner agency and the ecological perspective, the book offers a solid theoretical foundation for understanding the intricate psychological and behavioral worlds of high-level EFL learners. It provides researchers with a robust exploratory model that can be applied to their own investigations into individual differences and the development of learner agency. Postgraduate students will also find this book useful, benefiting from the detailed methodological rigor of the grounded theory approach and the systematic analysis of agentic trajectories.

For practitioners, particularly EFL teachers and school administrators, the book offers practical insights into the self-regulatory strategies of successful students. It helps educators recognize the situated nature of agency and provides a roadmap for transitioning from direct instruction to a more facilitating role that empowers students to discover environmental affordances. Furthermore, the book is a valuable resource for parents and policymakers in the EFL context. It elucidates how the synergy between home scaffolding, institutional support, and broader societal goals can create a sustainable ecosystem for language mastery. Ultimately, any stakeholder interested in navigating the tensions between high-stakes examinations and genuine communicative competence will find the lived stories and agentic patterns depicted here both illuminating and transformative.

The book is organized into six chapters. This chapter is a brief introduction of the book. Chapter 2 reviews the theoretical foundations, proposing a working definition of learner agency that integrates an ecological perspective. Chapter 3 explains the context of the study and details the research design, justifying the use of grounded theory and qualitative measures within the Shanghai secondary school context. Chapters 4 and 5 present the core empirical findings by focusing on high-level EFL learners’ agentic manifestations and how the affordances in the learning environment mediate their agency. The findings are also discussed in relation to previous literature, proposing an exploratory model of the agency of secondary school high-level EFL learners and positioning affordances within a nested 4. ecosystem. Chapter 6 concludes with the major findings, practical implications, and points to the limitations of the present study and directions for future research.

Finally, the author acknowledges the use of DeepSeek (latest version as of 2025), a generative artificial intelligence (AI) tool developed by DeepSeek, in the preparation of this book. The tool was employed mainly to help refine the language, so as to enhance the clarity, coherence, and academic rigor of the book as well as to overcome language-related challenges during the revising process. All AI-generated suggestions were carefully reviewed, adapted, and integrated by the author to ensure they accurately reflected her scholarly voice and the integrity of the research. The final content remains her own intellectual responsibility.
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Abstract

This chapter establishes the ecological theoretical foundation for learner agency, unpacking agency from its cognitive, behavioral, and psychological manifestations. It then discusses the three temporal dimensions of learner agency: Iterational (past-influenced), projective (future-oriented), and practical-evaluative (present-engaged), as well as the situatedness of agency from the lens of Bronfenbrenner's bioecological model, so as to frame how the environment supports this temporal-contextual agency. It finally outlines the research design, a qualitative approach, to ensure theory and method alignment.



2.1 Theorizing Learner Agency: Toward an Ecological Perspective

In educational settings, learner agency usually refers to the capability that a learner possesses to take control of his or her learning (Flowerdew & Miller, 2008; Gao, 2010; Larsen-Freeman et al., 2021). As a key feature of learners achieving academic success, the notion of agency is crucial for understanding learners’ motivation, engagement, and self-regulation (Mercer, 2011). Learner agency can be theorized through multiple, sometimes overlapping, theoretical perspectives, including social cognitive theory, sociocultural theory, complex dynamic systems theory, ecological view, etc., each emphasizing different dimensions of how learners act, make choices, and shape their educational experiences.


2.1.1 Major Theoretical Perspectives on Learner Agency

With distinctive significance attached to the concept, agency is defined in various ways in different theoretical debates (Mercer, 2011). Table 2.1 demonstrates a summary of the major theoretical perspectives and their definitions of/views on learner agency.


Table 2.1 A summary of major theoretical perspectives on learner agency Return to text.⏎


	Perspectives

	View on agency

	Key features

	Researchers






	Social cognitive

	Agency is seen as an emergent capacity involving intentionality, motivation, self-regulation, and self-efficacy, shaped by the interplay of personal, behavioral, and environmental factors.

	Intentionality, self-regulation, self-efficacy

	Bandura (1989, 2001); Chen et al. (2025)




	Sociocultural

	Agency is co-constructed through social, cultural, and technological interactions, highlighting relational and collective dimensions.

	Co-construction, collaboration, context

	Vygotsky (1978); Li and Yang (2022); Qin et al. (2022)




	Complex dynamic systems

	Agency is viewed as relational, emergent, and contextually situated—constantly evolving through interactions with the environment, and characterized by multidimensionality and adaptability.

	Emergence, adaptability, multidimensionality

	Mercer (2011); Larsen-Freeman (2019); Yung (2025)




	Ecological

	Agency is viewed as embedded in and shaped by contextual, interpersonal, and temporal factors, emphasizing the dialogic and processual nature of agency.

	Contextual embeddedness, materiality

	van Lier (2004); Biesta and Tedder (2007); He et al. (2024)




	Dialogical/ Authorial

	Agency is linked to identity formation, voice, and the ability to act as an author of one's own learning narrative.

	Identity, voice, authorship

	Sun and Ruohotie-Lyhty (2023); Lee (2024)






As can be seen, the primary distinction among these perspectives lies in the nature of agency: Whether it is an internal capacity, a social process, or a relational achievement. The social cognitive view treats agency as an individual's internal belief system or psychological capacity, whereas the sociocultural perspective defines it as a mediated capacity co-constructed through social interaction and cultural 6. tools. In contrast, the ecological perspective views agency as a temporal achievement emerging from the transaction between a person and the environment's affordances, meaning agency is “done” rather than “owned”. This is further distinguished from complex dynamic systems, which emphasizes the non-linear, emergent properties of agency within a whole system over time, and also the dialogical/authorial lens, which focuses on the discursive act of a learner authoring their own voice and identity. The shift across these theories represents a move from viewing agency as a stable, internal property toward seeing it as a fluid, context-dependent event. This is also linked to the distinction between the concept of learner agency and that of learner autonomy. According to Holec (1981), an autonomous learner possesses “the ability to take charge of [his] own learning” (p. 3), but this concept of learner autonomy is chiefly individual and independent without taking into consideration an interactive and social dimension. In contrast, learner agency contains a social element (Mairitsch et al., 2023), which means “having the authorship of one's action, having the voice that speaks one's words, and being emotionally connected to one's actions and speech, within one's community of practice” (van Lier, 2004, p. 8).

7. Regarding the research orientation, the present study adopts an ecological perspective on learner agency given the theory's unique emphasis on embeddedness, materiality, and temporal factors, which allows for a more comprehensive analysis of how learner agency is not only a product of social interaction but is also fundamentally shaped by the physical resources and temporal shifts within the language learning ecosystem.



2.1.2 Toward an Ecological Perspective on Learner Agency

Since language is “socially mediated and context dependent” (Gerami & Baighlou, 2011, p. 1567), language learners extensively interact with their environment—social, cultural, and so on—while learning a language. Therefore, the context of language acquisition must be taken into account, and it is always complex and dynamic, for how a learner learns a language is inseparable from the family, community, or the society he or she lives in, no matter it is a first or second language. As Leather and van Dam (2003) stated:


Very little can be taken for granted in respect of how a child goes about ‘coming into language’ – even in monolingual middle-class families in the Western world. Who (and how many) their caregivers are; how people individually and conventionally interact with them, and what beliefs they hold about children's language learning; what kinds of activities the child engages in (with and without peers or siblings); the interactions in relation to which they are only an overhearer – all may codetermine the course of their language acquisition. (p. 14)


Things would be even more complex for second or foreign language learning. The linguistic development of foreign language learners is mediated by complex personal–contextual relations and cannot be separated from particular experiences in lived space. Therefore, an ecological perspective to the study of language learning regards the learner's cognitive processes as “inextricably interwoven with their experiences in the physical and social world” (Leather & van Dam, 2003, p. 13). This indicates that the environment, or, the context, is closely related to what the learners would do to make successful language learning happen (Mairitsch et al., 2023). Hence, it implies the need to take a holistic view of language learning and the variations in the learning outcomes affected by different factors in the context.

Compared with other theoretical perspectives on learner agency, the ecological view puts more emphasis on embeddedness in the context (Thoms, 2014). It aims to understand “what is it in this environment that makes things happen the way they do” (van Lier, 2004, p. 11) and “places perception and action in the center of the educational process” (van Lier, 2008a, p. 602). From an ecological perspective, a learner is regarded as an agent engaged in multiple ways in this process, who “picks up affordances and creates meaningful signs in the pursuit of some purpose” (van Lier, 2008a), and the context and learner agency are closely related to each other. The context in which learning takes place determines what resources or affordances a learner has, while learners’ distinctive agentic power is manifested in their 8. different ways of interacting with the context as well as interpreting and utilizing the resources (Oxford, 2017). Learner agency is thus considered as “something that has to be achieved in and through engagement with particular temporal-relational contexts-for-action” (Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 136) instead of a trait that a learner naturally has. Therefore, the ecological lens focuses on the process of achieving agency with particular attention to the ecological conditions under and through which agency is developed and achieved.




2.2 Manifestations of Language Learner Agency

Learner agency is not easy to examine, as it is a complex and multifaceted concept which is closely interrelated with the notions of volition, autonomy, learner identities, motivation, and strategic learning behaviors (Gao, 2010; Jiang & Zhang, 2019). To conceptualize agency as an empirical construct that can facilitate research, van Lier (2008b) proposed three core features of learner agency: (1) involving initiative or self-regulation by the learner; (2) contextually interdependent; (3) including an awareness of the responsibility for one's own actions in relation to the environment.

Larsen-Freeman et al. (2021) also suggested the characteristics of agentive learners encompassing dimensions such as social behaviors, beliefs and attitudes, emotional and cognitive factors, and awareness, as are shown in Table 2.2.


Table 2.2 Characteristics of an agentive learner Return to text.⏎


	Social and other behaviors

	

	Asks questions when unsure or takes the initiative to find out answers


	Finds opportunities to use English outside class


	Brings language from outside life into the classroom


	Can adapt the way they use language as the context changes


	Sets goals and monitors progress toward meeting them







	Beliefs and attitudes

	

	Believes that knowing English is worthwhile


	Believes that learning English is possible


	Is curious about English and its speakers


	Feels confident in their ability to learn


	Is willing to make mistakes


	Is willing to take ownership and responsibility for their learning







	Emotional factors

	

	Wants to be present


	Can recognize and understand their own emotions


	Is not anxious about learning or using English


	Is cooperative and empathic


	Is resilient, not easily discouraged, and perseveres







	Cognitive factors

	

	Has knowledge of and ability to use learning strategies


	Is able to use strategies to investigate language


	Can compare a language they know with English and learn from their similarities and differences


	Understands and can learn from teacher feedback







	Awareness

	

	Has a developing awareness of how they learn best


	Recognizes when they have made a mistake


	Can accurately self-assess and track their own progress


	Recognizes learning opportunities when they occur









Source: Larsen-Freeman et al. (2021, p. 29).
9. As can be seen, there are some common characteristics of agentive learners such as setting goals and monitoring progress, being willing to make mistakes, finding opportunities to use English, etc. Therefore, an agentive language learner, or, the achievement of agency, implies a desirable condition of a learner's cognitive, psychological, and behavioral states, and is the result of the progressive interplay between “individual efforts, available resources and contextual and structural ‘factors’ as they come together” (Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 137).


2.2.1 Cognitive and Behavioral Manifestations of Language Learner Agency

Language learners’ knowledge of what to do for learning to occur is seen as an essential expression of agency (Gao & Zhang, 2011). The cognitive manifestation of this agency encompasses not only learners’ knowledge and strategic competence but also their self-beliefs which shape their perceptions of control and capability within the learning process (Larsen-Freeman et al., 2021). These self-beliefs inform and energize the conscious use of learning strategies, ultimately driving the behavioral enactment of agentic power in their own learning (Gao, 2010).


2.2.1.1 Language Learning Strategies

The concept of language learning strategies has been in dispute since its initiation (Thomas & Rose, 2019). In the early era of research, dissatisfaction with the ways language learning strategies were identified was expressed by some scholars (e.g., Bialystok, 1983; Skehan, 1989; Stevick, 1990). Later, definitions of learning strategies were described by Ellis (1994) as “ad hoc and atheoretical” (p. 533); Dörnyei (2005) noted that it was unclear what different researchers meant by the term “language learning strategy” due to the absence of a tight definition. The early 2000s have witnessed a steady decline in prominent language learning strategies research, while other concepts such as self-regulation, agency, autonomy, and strategic learning gradually emerged and were incorporated into the field (Gu, 2012; Rose, 2012a; Thomas et al., 2021). This trend of the convergence of language learning strategies with other concepts has been gaining support in recent years (see Cohen & Macaro, 2007; Gao, 2007; Gao & Zhang, 2011; Rose, 2012b; Rose et al., 2018; Tseng et al., 2006). The developing trajectory of the definition of language learning strategies reflects the changing focus of the field as well. The early definitions highlighted the functional perspectives of learning strategies, while the cognitive aspects of strategy use as well as the element of choice were underscored in later definitions.

To seek consensus in the definitional issue of language learning strategies, Oxford (2017) conducted a content analysis of definitions for language learning strategies and semantically related words/phrases. According to the findings from her analysis, she proposed a highly inclusive definition:


L2 learning strategies are complex, dynamic thoughts and actions, selected and used by learners with some degree of consciousness in specific contexts in order to regulate multiple aspects of themselves (such as cognitive, 10. emotional, and social) for the purpose of (a) accomplishing language tasks; (b) improving language performance or use; and/or (c) enhancing long-term proficiency. Strategies are mentally guided but may also have physical and therefore observable manifestations. Learners often use strategies flexibly and creatively; combine them in various ways, such as strategy clusters or strategy chains; and orchestrate them to meet learning needs. Strategies are teachable. Learners in their contexts decide which strategies to use. Appropriateness of strategies depends on multiple personal and contextual factors.

(Oxford, 2017, p. 48)


Later, Thomas et al. (2021) offered a simplified definition of language learning strategies based on Oxford's version: “[…] thoughts and actions used by learners with some degree of consciousness for purposes associated with language learning” (p. 10). Building on their definition, it can be argued that learning strategies constitute the concrete, operational manifestations of learner agency, serving as the primary vehicle through which agency is enacted, observed, and developed.

Meanwhile, the dual nature of language learning strategies as both “thoughts and actions” directly translates to the cognitive and behavioral dimensions of agency, thereby necessitating the designation of this section as cognitive as well as behavioral manifestations of agency. While agency originates in the cognitive realm of awareness and intentionality, it is ultimately enacted through observable, physical behaviors, such as the creative use of strategy chains or the proactive selection of learning materials. By acknowledging the behavioral dimension alongside the cognitive, agency is framed not merely as a latent internal state, but as a visible, situated practice through which learners tangibly exert control over their learning environment.



2.2.1.2 Metacognition and Self-Regulatory Capacity

Highly agentive learners are in control of their own learning, which requires strong metacognitive awareness to plan, monitor, reflect on, and adjust their learning process. Thus, a high level of agency has been closely connected with a high level of self-regulatory capacity (Oxford, 2017; Thomas et al., 2021). Self-regulation can be defined as “self-generated thoughts, feelings, and actions that are planned and cyclically adapted to the attainment of personal goals” (Zimmerman, 2000, p. 14). Deriving from educational psychology, the construct involves cognitive, metacognitive, motivational, behavioral, affective, and environmental processes that enable learners to actively engage in their learning to enhance academic performance or achieve their goals (Pawlak et al., 2020).

Concepts related to self-directedness (self-regulation, agency, autonomy, etc.) have been regarded as being innate characteristics of ideal learners, but are all high-level language learners highly self-regulated? Or, do all self-regulated learners find themselves successful in learning languages? If a student perfectly completes an exercise assigned by the teacher using a specific strategy instructed by the teacher, is he or she self- or other-regulated (in this case, teacher-regulated)? Thomas et al. (2021) believed that it is inappropriate to take a singular, generalized 11. view of successful learners who have been deemed as self-regulatory, agentive, and autonomous. Instead, they stated:


[…] some students may never reach the self-regulated side of the continuum but may still be considered successful in language learning and strategy usage. Others may be extremely self-directed and yet find themselves unsuccessful in their language learning due to a host of cognitive and non-cognitive individual differences and, of course, the strategies they use. (p. 3)


Chinese learners of English have been found to be highly teacher-regulated. For instance, Tao and Gao (2017) found that many of the university students in the Chinese context remained other-regulated even late into their studies, but they did employ complex strategies in learning. The freer atmosphere yet competitive nature of university study was found by many students to be counterintuitive to their autonomy. This may be explained by the finding “the ability to self-regulate requires scaffolding” in Mak and Wong's (2018, p. 12) investigation into primary school students in Hong Kong. They collected qualitative data over one academic year to evaluate the effect of using portfolio assessment for cultivating self-regulatory capacity among students, and their findings echoed the view of Lou et al. (2018), who indicated that care needed to be taken “to facilitate the internalization of regulation through support of the learner's autonomy, competence, and relatedness” (p.
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