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Dynamicity of EFL learners’ willingness to communicate in an
online class
Ju Seong Lee and Linlin Liu

Department of English Language Education, The Education University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, Hong Kong SAR

ABSTRACT
This study used an idiodynamic method to investigate fluctuations in the
level of willingness to communicate in a second language (L2 WTC) in an
online class. Seven EFL university students took part in four online class
sessions (each lasting 20 min). They rated their L2 WTC after each
session while watching a video recording of their performance.
Following that, stimulated recalls and semi-structured interviews were
used to identify factors influencing moment-to-moment changes in
their L2 WTC. The findings indicate that EFL learners’ levels of L2 WTC
are highly dynamic as a result of the combined influences of various
trait-like (e.g. openness to a new online learning experience) and state-
like factors (e.g. technical issues) factors during their participation in an
online class. In practice, these findings indicate that L2 teachers can
continue to play an important role in increasing students’ active
participation in an online classroom by creating a positive learning
environment through affective, technical, and pedagogical supports.
This study demonstrates, methodologically, that an idiodynamic
method is a useful analytical approach for comprehending the fluid and
dynamic nature of L2 WTC in an online classroom—an emerging L2
learning environment.
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Introduction

Willingness to communicate in a second language (L2 WTC), defined as ‘a readiness to enter into
discourse at a specific time with a specific person or persons, using an L2’ (MacIntyre et al. 1998,
547), has been identified as a key predictor of L2 communication behaviour (Shirvan et al. 2019).
Extensive research has shown that L2WTC is not simply the result of stable trait-like characteristics
such as age and gender, which are relatively consistent and enduring across time and situations.
Rather, it is influenced by complex interactions among learners as well as a number of transient
state-like factors in which the individual is embedded, such as teachers and classroom environment
(Dewaele and Dewaele 2018). In this regard, a dynamic viewpoint, or fluid and dynamic process of
L2 WTC, is gathering steam (Zhang, Beckmann, and Beckmann 2018). A dynamic perspective is
conceptually aligned with complex dynamic systems theory in this paper (CDST; Larsen-Freeman
and Cameron 2008; Talebzadeh, Shirvan, and Khajavy 2020). According to Larsen-Freeman (1997),
L2 acquisition should be viewed as a developmental process. Thus, we can describe and trace the
nonlinear, complex, dynamic, and unpredictable phenomenon of L2 learning through the lens of
CDST (Hiver and Al-Hoorie 2020).
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As digital communication becomes more common in young people’s daily lives, researchers in
Teaching English to Speakers of Other Language (TESOL) and Computer Assisted Language Learn-
ing (CALL) have attempted to understand English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners’ L2 WTC
in various digital contexts (Reinders and Wattana 2014). According to a dynamic system approach,
EFL learners’ L2 WTC in digital settings has recently been understood at both trait-like and state-
like levels (Kruk 2019, 2021). Kruk (2019), for example, demonstrated how the L2 WTC of
advanced Polish EFL adult learners was influenced by several factors (e.g. topics and interlocutors)
during their communication in ‘Second Life’ (an online virtual world).

Despite a growing body of knowledge about L2 WTC in digital settings with EFL learners, two
research gaps remain. First, while a dynamic system approach to understanding L2WTC in face-to-
face settings is gaining popularity, there is a dearth of dynamic system research on L2 WTC in digi-
tal settings (Kruk 2021). This is surprising given that L2 WTC has been found to be highly dynamic
and unpredictable in digital contexts (Kruk 2019). In particular, despite the rapid proliferation of
the online classroom in L2 learning environments, CALL researchers pay little attention to language
learners’ L2 WTC in an online class (Shirvan et al. 2019; Zhang, Beckmann, and Beckmann 2018).
Second, previous studies of L2WTC in digital settings (e.g. Kruk 2019, 2021) collected self-reported
data from EFL learners. Although the data was collected shortly after the end of each session, the
participants were susceptible to recall bias because their responses were based solely on their mem-
ories (Bradburn, Rips, and Shevell 1987). The idiodynamic method, or ‘a new approach to studying
the affective or cognitive states that accompany human communication’ (MacIntyre 2012, 361), can
address a limitation of this retrospective method. Hiver and Al-Hoorie (2020) also indicate, ‘the
idiodynamic method allows the CDST research to subject the phenomenon to sharp focus within
a short timescale, using procedures that focus on the time-dependent variation within a single indi-
vidual or unit’ (226).

To address these gaps, this study seeks to adopt an idiodynamic method to investigate fluctu-
ations in L2WTC levels of Chinese EFL learners in an online class, guided by the research questions
(RQ) listed below:

RQ1. Is there variation in the L2 WTC of participants in a single session of an online class and from one ses-
sion to the next?

RQ2. What factors may have influenced the participants’ L2 WTC fluctuations?

Literature review

Willingness to communicate in a second language (L2 WTC)

Early L2 WTC researchers investigated how stable trait-like characteristics might influence L2 com-
munication (MacIntyre and Charos 1996). Thanks to MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) pyramid-type L2
WTC model, the initial trait-like perspective has been expanded. As shown in Figure 1, Layer VI
(social and individual context) is at the bottom of the pyramid and focuses on trait-like and stable
factors such as intergroup climate (e.g. international posture; Yashima 2002) and learner personal-
ity (e.g. openness to new experience; Piechurska-Kuciel 2018). Moving up the pyramid, Layer V
(affective–cognitive context) and Layer IV (motivational propensities) represent a variety of
intra-/inter-personal, social, and environmental variables in relation to L2 WTC. Personal factors
such as anxiety, perceived L2 competence, and motivation are associated with L2WTC (Ghonsooly,
Khajavy, and Asadpour 2012; Shirvan et al. 2019). In particular, positive peer and teacher social
support, as well as supportive relationships, have been shown to improve L2WTC in EFL classroom
settings (Khajavy et al. 2016; Lee, 2020; Peng and Woodrow 2010). The pyramid’s top three layers
represent immediate, momentary, and situational impacts on L2 WTC. Layer III includes situa-
tional antecedents such as situation-specific communicative self-confidence and desire to commu-
nicate with a particular person. According to the pyramid model, Layer VI, V and IV (relatively
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stable, distal, trait-like, and learner-internal factors) and Layer III (relatively transient, immediate,
state-like, and learner-external factors) interact to influence Layer II (L2 WTC), resulting in Layer I
(actual L2 use).

L2 WTC has been studied in several contexts, including ESL (Cao 2011), EFL (Dewaele 2019;
Ghonsooly, Khajavy, and Asadpour 2012; Lee 2018), and multilingual contexts (Henry, Thorsen,
and MacIntyre 2021a, 2021b). To date, researchers have provided extensive evidence that trait-
like internal factors (e.g. L2 self-efficacy and L2 anxiety) and state-like external factors (e.g. teachers
and social support) affect L2 WTC independently or collectively (Dewaele and Dewaele 2018;
Dewaele and Pavelescu 2019; MacIntyre and Legatto 2011; see a meta-analysis in Shirvan et al.
2019; also see a systematic review in Zhang, Beckmann, and Beckmann 2018). A fluid and dynamic
approach to understanding L2 WTC is gaining ground in the current literature (Dewaele and
Dewaele 2020; Zhang, Beckmann, and Beckmann 2018, 2019). Regrettably, most existing studies
have been conducted in face-to-face settings, and research on L2 WTC in digital settings has
received little attention. Even less research has been done to understand L2 WTC in digital settings
using a dynamic approach.

A dynamic perspective of L2 WTC in digital settings

With the advancement of technology and its increased affordances, digitally mediated L2 communi-
cation has become an increasingly important part of the daily lives of today’s L2 learners (Ebadi and
Ebadijalal 2020). In tandem with this changing L2 environment, TESOL and CALL researchers have

Figure 1. The pyramid model of L2 WTC (MacIntyre et al. 1998).
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sought to understand whether and to what extent digital technology can influence language lear-
ners’ L2 WTC levels. Digital games (Reinders and Wattana 2014), virtual reality (Ebadi and Ebadi-
jalal 2020), and Google Assistant (a conversational AI chatbot; Tai and Chen 2020) have all been
shown to improve EFL learners’ L2 WTC levels. These studies suggest that digital technology func-
tions (e.g. asynchronous and multimodal modes of communication) contribute to the creation of
low affective-filter environments for EFL learners (e.g. decreasing levels of negative L2 emotions),
thereby increasing their levels of L2 WTC. Such affective benefits, however, are scarce in traditional
EFL classrooms (Reinders and Wattana 2014).

Kruk (2019) used one of the first dynamic approaches to investigate whether there is variability
in L2 WTC in Second Life, in accordance with a dynamic system approach (Peng, Jager, and Lowie
2021). Kruk recruited two Polish students majoring in English, both of whom spoke English fluen-
tly. The participants took part in eight Second Life sessions and interacted with other English users
via chat text or voice chat. Participants self-rated their L2 WTC levels immediately following the
conclusion of each session. Both participants displayed fluctuating patterns of L2 WTC during a
single Second Life session, as indicated by the average levels of L2 WTC at the beginning, middle,
and end of the sessions. It was also reported that both participants’ L2 WTC levels fluctuated from
one session to the next. Qualitative data revealed that various factors such as avatar and interlocutor
were constantly influencing L2 WTC levels. Kruk (2021) conducted a similar line of research with
one female Polish student majoring in English. The female participant took part in 19 sessions of
Second Life. Consistent with his findings from his 2019 study, Kruk (2021) concluded that L2 WTC
is influenced by various factors such as interlocutors, topics, avatar, inadequate English skills, and
the impact goes on constantly.

In relation to the Asian EFL context, Tai and Chen (2020) conducted a non-experimental mixed
methods study on the impact of Google Assistant on 112 EFL secondary students in Taiwan. Par-
ticipants interacted with Google Assistant on a variety of tasks during the intervention period. The
quantitative findings revealed that Google Assistant significantly improved the participants’ L2
WTC. Despite the fact that this study did not take a dynamic system approach, qualitative data
revealed that L2 WTC in digital environments is influenced by a variety of factors, such as Google
Assistant interactive features and unfamiliarity tasks. Lamently, unlike Kruk’s studies (2019, 2021),
Tai and Chen (2020) did not explicitly show fluctuating trends of L2 WTC levels in a digital setting.

Online class as an emerging L2 learning environment

As technology has advanced, online classes have become more common in educational settings,
allowing for greater accessibility and affordance for learning (Fraschini and Tao 2021). In this
study, an online class is defined as a digital environment in which a teacher and students can inter-
act synchronously, such as through live-streamed lectures or writing in a chat window (e.g. Zoom).
Thus, asynchronous online teaching that does not occur in real time (e.g. a pre-recorded video lec-
ture) is not of interest in the current study. During the current COVID-19 pandemic, this type of
online class has become increasingly popular in the field of L2 teaching and learning (Derakhshan
et al. 2021; Li and Dewaele 2021; Moser, Wei, and Brenner 2021). Thus, contemporary L2 learners
spend a significant amount of time (e.g. 30 h or more per week) taking lessons and interacting with
teachers and classmates in a virtual classroom, such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Google Hangouts,
and Tencent Classroom (Moser, Wei, and Brenner 2021).

Regrettably, despite the rapid expansion of the online classroom in L2 learning environments,
online L2 educators do not have as much information about language learners’ L2 WTC as face-
to-face language educators do (Shirvan et al. 2019). This is an important issue because, just like
in a traditional face-to-face classroom, L2 learners in an online classroom are heavily influenced
by a variety of factors (Derakhshan et al. 2021). Furthermore, there has been little research exam-
ining L2 WTC in an online class from a dynamic perspective up to this point (Kruk 2019, 2021).
Van Le, Cunningham, and Watson (2018) gathered interview data to investigate the L2 WTC of

4 J. S. LEE AND L. LIU



Vietnamese EFL students in an online class (e.g. Skype). This qualitative method, however, was
unable to account for the variability (or dynamic nature) of L2 WTC in an online class. Derakhshan
et al. (2021) recently observed Iranian EFL learners in an online class from a dynamic standpoint.
Unfortunately, they only examined the ‘boredom’ trajectory and did not examine the L2WTC. Fur-
thermore, there is room for methodological improvement in Kruk’s (2019, 2021) studies on the
dynamic perspective of L2 WTC in online settings. That is, because the participants’ responses
were primarily based on their memories, the self-reported data was susceptible to recall bias (Brad-
burn, Rips, and Shevell 1987). This methodological challenge is expected to be addressed by the cur-
rent study’s use of an idiodynamic method (see Method). In light of these research gaps, and in
order to further this line of research, this study aims to use an idiodynamic method to investigate
fluctuating levels of L2 WTC among EFL learners enrolled in an online class.

Method

Participants and context

Participants were invited to attend four sessions of an online class during the 2020–2021 academic
year (each lasting for 20 min). Seven Chinese EFL students enrolled in a public vocational college
took part in the study (Table 1). They had been studying English for more than 10 years, with no
overseas experience. Their English levels ranged from intermediate to advanced based on an
instructor’s discretion and the participants’ self-rated English proficiency (Council of Europe
2016). All participants were asked to rate their frequency of attending an online class based on
their prior learning experience, and five of the seven students (more than 70%) reported a
lower-than-average self-rated familiarity with an online class. Since we adopted the idiodynamic
method, the investigation took place in a laboratory-style online class via Tencent Classroom
(Teng Xun Ke Tang in Chinese), a popular online educational platform in Mainland China (MacIn-
tyre and Legatto 2011; UNESCO n.d.).

Online class procedures and L2 tasks

At the pre-task stage (for two minutes), students reviewed the previous lesson by answering tea-
cher-led questions. At the during-task stage (for 15 min), three or four activities were implemented
based on session topics (Table 2). With the hope of generating fluctuations in L2 WTC, each lesson
began with easy tasks (e.g. describing pictures), then mixed difficult tasks (e.g. expressing opinions;
MacIntyre and Legatto 2011). Students completed a self-evaluation sheet and reflection log during
the post-task stage (three minutes).

Research procedure and data collection

An announcement on an online university platform was used to recruit participants. They were
informed about the study’s nature, including its objectives, procedures, and the benefits and

Table 1. Characteristics of the participants.

Name (Pseudonyms) Age Gender English proficiency Familiarity with an online class (1 = lowest to 5 = highest)

Emma 20 Female C1 1
Sophia 20 Female B2 2
Roy 21 Male B2 3
Anne 21 Female B1 2
Lucy 21 Female C1 3
Jacky 20 Male B1 2
Linda 20 Female B2 1

Note: English proficiency was rated based on The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.
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risks of participating in the research. Following the participants’ consent, the second author taught
the online lessons while collecting data using the idiodynamic method (MacIntyre and Legatto
2011). The following are the specifics of data collection (Figure 2):

a. Video recordings: In all four sessions, the oral and written performances of individual partici-
pants, as well as the dyadic and group interaction between the teacher and students during pair/
group work and impromptu speech, were video recorded. The four sessions’ video recordings
were posted to a QQ group, a virtual online classroom where the teacher and students
exchanged messages and shared teaching materials and other resources.

b. Self-reported ratings: While watching a video recording of their performance, participants
were requested to self-rate their level of L2 WTC in an excel spreadsheet on a scale from −5
to 5 and on a minute basis.

c. Stimulated recalls and interviews: Stimulated recalls and semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted concurrently for further analysis. Stimulated recalls were conducted using video data to
‘prompt participants to recall thoughts they had while performing a task or participating in an
event’ (Gass and Mackey 2002, 17). After being asked to watch the video recordings, the par-
ticipants met with the second author and shared what they had done and felt during each ses-
sion. The participants were asked to stop watching the recorded videos at any time when
certain factors had affected the ups and downs of the changes in their L2 WTC levels. If necess-
ary, the researcher followed up with questions for elaboration (e.g. Can you tell me more in
detail?) or clarification (e.g. Is that what you meant?).

d. Observation field notes: The second author observed the classroom interaction. The investi-
gator took notes in the notebook at the end of each session if observation data were related
to the causes of sudden increases or decreases in L2 WTC.

Table 2. Topics and main activities.

Session Topic Main activities

1 Hometown 1. Talk about expressions that ask a question, such as ‘Where are you from?’
2. Discuss topics related to their hometown.
3. Listen to a narration about their hometown and retell what they hear.
4. Introduce to others famous food from their hometown.

2 Campus life 1. Describe images depicting campus life.
2. Listen to a short passage and retell it to their classmates.
3. Compare and contrast campus life in Mainland China and the United States.

3 Movies 1. Watch a conversation in front of a movie theatre.
2. Retell the conversation to their peers.
3. Discuss their favourite movie(s) and why they like them.
4. Introduce their favourite film to the entire class.

4 Shopping 1. Analyze and explain conversation patterns about buying things.
2. Practice asking information in order to buy things.
3. Explain conversation patterns about saving and investing money.
4. Practice talking about money savings and investments.

Figure 2. Procedures and steps of the idiodynamic method.

6 J. S. LEE AND L. LIU



Data analysis

To answer Research Question 1, participants’ self-reported L2 WTC values were calculated on a
minute basis to show the dynamicity of their L2 WTC for each session. Several steps were taken
to respond to Research Question 2. The second author began by trancribing stimulated recalls
and interview data in English. Second, the transcription’s accuracy was confirmed by returning
the transcribed material verbatim to the participants. Third, the researchers read through all tran-
scripts several times to familiarise themselves with the data. Fourth, the researchers performed pre-
liminary coding and proposed draft themes that described factors influencing L2WTC fluctuations.
Fifth, one experienced TESOL researcher was invited as an external coder, and the second author
and one external coder independently analyzed the transcribed data using open coding.

Sixth, while filtering out extraneous data, both coders chose frequently recurring themes for axial
and selective coding. When a discrepancy arouse between the coders, they discussed the disagree-
ment until a consensus was achieved. Both coders continued this coding process until they reached
more than 90% of inter-coder reliability (Cohen’s k = .90). Seventh, the first and second authors
juxtaposed the identified themes using four principles of MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) model. For
instance, the sub-themes (2nd order concept), such as ‘openness to a new online learning experi-
ence,’ were grouped into main themes (1st order theme), titled ‘Layer VI: social and individual con-
text.’ However, because the pyramid model was developed for WTC in an ESL context, it does not
specifically consider certain factors influencing L2 WTC in an EFL classroom, such as teacher and
peer support. As a result, we also refer to EFL-based L2WTCmodels for analysis and interpretation
(Khajavy et al. 2016; Peng and Woodrow 2010). Lastly, the main themes, sub-themes, and relevant
excerpts that reflect the final coding structure were compiled and are presented in the Results
section.

Results

Dynamic nature of L2 WTC in an online class

Session 1
Figure 3 showed fluctuations in the levels of L2 WTC for the seven participants in the first online
class session. Changing patterns for Lucy and Linda were particularly noticeable, as both partici-
pants had high levels of L2 WTC at the outset while continuing to drop to −5 point, the lowest
level of L2 WTC. Interestingly, most of the participants’ L2 WTC dropped in varying degrees
during a span of 11–17 min.

Table 5. Factors affecting fluctuations in L2 WTC.

Layers Main themes Sub-themes N Sum

III Situated Antecedents 1. Nonverbal and virtual affective support 5 10
2. Learning stimuli 3
3. Technical difficulties 2

IV Motivational Propensities 1. L2 self-efficacy 6 6
V Affective-Cognitive Context 1. Topic knowledge 7 40

2. Teacher’s use of wait time 6
3. Peer stimuli 5
4. Using playback videos 4
5. Peer encouragement 4
6. Game-embedded activities 4
7. Inadequacy of vocabulary 4
8. Teacher recognition 3
9. (Un)familiarity with the interlocutors 2
10. (Un)familiarity with an online platform and its functions 1

VI Social and Individual Context 1. Openness to a new online learning experience 7 7

Note: Layers = Pyramid Model Layers; N = the number of statements; Sum = the sum of the N.
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Session 2
As shown in Figure 4, most participants (n = 6) exhibited fluctuating trends of L2 WTC levels
throughout the second session. However, as opposed to Session 1, none of the participants rated
below zero on an L2 WTC level. Moreover, all indexes moved between 2 and 5, which exhibited
less fluctuation patterns than those from the first session (between −5 and 5). This suggests that
a trajectory of L2 WTC in the second session seemed more stable and less turbulent than in the
previous session.

Session 3
As seen in Figure 5, all participants maintained high and stable levels of L2 WTC throughout the
third session. At first glance, L2 WTC levels, particularly in the cases of Lucy, Sophia, and Anne,
appeared to go up and down. On closer inspection, these fluctuation trends (between 3 and 5)

Figure 3. Fluctuations in the levels of L2 WTC in Session 1.

Figure 4. Fluctuations in the levels of L2 WTC in Session 2.

8 J. S. LEE AND L. LIU



were more stable than those in the first (between −5 and 5) and second sessions (between 2 and 5).
Surprisingly and interestingly, Jacky exhibited higher and more stable levels of L2 WTC (between 4
and 5) during the third session, which was different from those in the first (oscillating between −3
and 5) and second sessions (between 2 and 5).

Session 4
As shown in Figure 6, L2 WTC levels moved mostly between 4 and 5 points throughout Session
4. Evidently, the participants demonstrated the most stable patterns of L2 WTC in Session 4, the
last of four sessions.

Variation in the levels of L2 WTC from session 1 to session 4
Table 3 summarises the mean and standard deviation values of each participant’s L2 WTC ratings
for each session and across all four sessions. These results indicate that the levels of L2 WTC chan-
ged from highly fluctuated to highly stable as the sessions progressed.

Figure 5. Fluctuations in the levels of L2 WTC in Session 3.

Figure 6. Fluctuations in the levels of L2 WTC in Session 4.
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Furthermore, we examined within-person changes by comparing participants’ L2 WTC levels
between the first and last session using paired sample t-tests. Table 4 shows that the L2 WTC levels
of all participants differ significantly, with the exception of Emma, whose data could not be com-
puted due to consistent patterns of L2 WTC across all sessions.

Factors affecting fluctuations in L2 WTC

In this section, we highlight factors that have a significant impact on fluctuations in L2 WTC levels
for each session and throughout the entire online session.

Session 1

. Technical difficulties (Layer III): Linda was rated on the lowest level of familiarity with an online
class, which was also confirmed by her interview data: ‘I did not even know how to turn on the
microphone to speak.’ Emma also stated, ‘I couldn’t talk because I had a bad Internet connection
during the class.’

. Inadequacy of vocabulary (Layer V): Jacky lacked sufficient English vocabulary to talk about his
hometown because he rarely discussed this topic in English: ‘Hometown is hard to describe in
English because it is not an everyday topic of conversation. This topic is rather too abstract. I
can think of some ideas, such as architecture, scenic spots, and local food, but I don’t really
know how to articulate them in English.’ Lucy echoed Jacky’s comment: ‘When I think of my
hometown, I can only say ‘It is beautiful.’ I do want to introduce some of its famous scenic
spots or traditional culture, but I don’t know how to talk about them in details because I cannot
think of any proper English expressions.’ Linda also stated, ‘I don’t want to talk in class because I
am afraid I won’t be able to speak fluently due to a lack of vocabulary.’

. (Un)familiarity with the interlocutors (Layer V): Linda commented that unfamiliarity with the
interlocutors (e.g. a teacher and classmates) and the teaching environment (e.g. teaching

Table 3. L2 WTC Mean and Standard Deviation (SD) for four online class sessions.

Name Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4

Linda Mean 0.15 5.00 4.50 5.00
SD 3.96 0.00 0.51 0.00

Emma Mean 5.00 4.95 5.00 5.00
SD 0.00 0.22 0.00 0.00

Roy Mean 3.35 4.65 4.55 5.00
SD 0.88 0.49 0.51 0.00

Lucy Mean 0.65 4.60 4.25 5.00
SD 3.90 0.60 0.64 0.00

Sophia Mean 3.65 4.35 4.15 5.00
SD 0.81 0.67 0.67 0.00

Jacky Mean 1.60 3.30 4.75 5.00
SD 2.66 0.73 0.44 0.00

Anne Mean 3.25 4.65 4.10 5.00
SD 0.85 0.49 0.55 0.00

Total Mean 2.52 4.50 4.47 5.00
SD 2.86 0.73 0.59 0.00

Table 4. Paired differences between the first session and the last session for individuals.

Name Mean SD t df p

Linda −4.85 3.96 −5.47 19 <.001
Roy −1.65 0.88 −8.43 19 <.001
Lucy −4.25 3.77 −5.04 19 <.001
Sophia −0.90 0.91 −4.41 19 <.001
Jacky −3.40 2.66 −5.71 19 <.001
Anne −1.30 0.73 −7.94 19 <.001
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style) made her hesitant to initiate English communication: ‘I was silent because I was not fam-
iliar with a new instructor, her teaching style, and classmates… I don’t want to talk when I am
not familiar with the teacher and classmates.’

. Openness to a new online learning experience (Layer VI): All participants (N = 7) indicated that
openness to a new online learning experience (personality) had a positive effect on their L2
WTC. Sophia commented, ‘I would like to try different ways to learn English.’

Session 2

. Nonverbal and virtual affective support (Layer III): In an online classroom, students can send
emoticons to their classmates. Roy emphasises the importance of virtual emotions in improving
his L2 WTC: ‘Seeing flowers or thumbs-up icons can let me know that others like my idea and
that I’d like to discuss it further the next time we meet.’

. Learning stimuli (Layer III): Among participants, Jacky showed the most turbulent levels of L2
WTC in Session 2. According to the interview, Jacky was silent because he had no interesting
experience about college life to share (Session 2’s topic): ‘I had no interesting experience
about a college life, so I had nothing to share with others about this topic.’ Later, a teacher
showed photos related to college life to students, which acted to boost Jacky’s willingness to
talk about this topic. According to Jacky’s account:I think I am more like a visual person.
When I saw the photos of students having classes in the classroom, reading in the library, eating
in the canteen, and meeting friends in the café, I suddenly wanted to talk about my similar
experience. I am also studying photography right now. So, I believe that’s why those photos
caught my eyes, which made my mouth open.

. (Un)familiarity with online platform and its functions, peer stimuli, and peer encouragement
(Layer V): Lucy stated, ‘My classmates’ encouragement also drives me to talk in class.’ Linda
exhibited the most changing patterns of L2 WTC in Session 1. Linda commented, ‘I find no
more ways to engage in talking or conversations due to technological difficulties since this is
the first time for me to have an online class and I knew nothing about the platform before.’
In stark contrast, she became more active, and maintained stable patterns of L2WTC throughout
the second session. According to Linda:Emma explained the functions of the platform to me
explicitly after the first session. So, I came to understand how to use those functions properly
when engaging in different tasks. I felt more relaxed and free to talk since I got to know more
about the teacher and her teaching style. Besides, Emma also encouraged me to talk more… I
liked the class atmosphere most. It made me more willing to engage in the class.

Session 3

. Teacher’s use of wait time and teacher recognition (Layer V): Emma said, ‘My teacher always
allows me to think and reorganise my thoughts and words. It encourages me to think and
speak more.’ Roy and Anne also mentioned how teachers’ pedagogical (e.g. patiently waiting
for their responses) and affective support (e.g. recognising their efforts) helped them achieve
and maintain high levels of L2 WTC. According to Roy and Anne:What makes me feel most sat-
isfied is when I realized that my teacher acknowledged my ideas as good ones. This made me
want to engage more in talking in class… .The teacher never stopped me from thinking or talk-
ing, even when I suddenly found no words to express my ideas. My teacher always gave me time
to think and organize my ideas and words. It encouraged me to think and talk more.

. Topic knowledge (Layer V): Emma said, ‘I would like to talk more if the topic interests me.’ Jacky
also mentioned how his favourite topic (e.g. movies) helped him improve his L2 WTC level.: ‘I
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love watching movies because it is fun and helps improve my English. I have so many things to
talk when I see this topic.’

. Using playback videos (Layer V): In an online classroom, teachers provided lecture recordings for
students to review, allowing them to focus on communicating with others. According to Anne, ‘I
don’t need to worry about taking notes because I can watch the video after class. Hence, I can
fully engage in talking or thinking about how to share my idea with others.’

Session 4

. An increase in L2 self-efficacy (Layer IV): When compared to previous sessions, participants
demonstrated the most stable patterns of L2WTC. The majority of participants reported increas-
ing L2 self-efficacy as they gained more online learning experience and practiced English with
others. Emma stated, ‘I love communicating with others because I am very confident with my
English.’ According to Roy:I enjoyed learning English in this online class. The more I engaged
myself in the class, the more confident I became in communicating in English. I learned a lot not
only from my teacher, but also from my classmates. I became more willing to talk with others
and, most importantly, I learned how to talk with others in English with ease and confidence.

. Game-embedded activities (Layer V): Several participants talked about the pedagogical benefits of
games that were used during this session. A teacher designed and integrated games in Session
4. For instance, Jacky stated, ‘Games pique my interest, and playing games can help me become
more involved in talking.’ According to Anne and Sophia:Compared to tasks like fill-in-the-
blank questions, I love doing the matching game. It was much more fun to me because I
could become easily familiarized with more vocabulary. It also helped me to expand my
word bank… I became more eager to talk in class because I wanted to become the first
one to share my answer. I knew I would want to win the game. I didn’t mind speaking English
with improper words and expressions.

Throughout the entire online session
As shown in Table 5, we used four tenets of MacIntyre et al.’s pramid model to summarise all factors
influencing fluctuations of L2WTC over the course of the online session. We also compute the total
number of statements. Layer V-related factors were extensively discussed by participants (N = 40).
The most frequently mentioned factor was teacher affective and pedagogical support, which
included things such as patiently waiting for students’ responses (n = 6), using playback videos
(n = 4), game-embedded activities (n = 4), and recognising students’ efforts (n = 3).

Cases of two participants from a dynamic perspective

Here, we present a contrasting case of two participants (Linda and Emma), guided by a dynamic
perspective. We specifically reported factors that accounted for L2 WTC up-and-down patterns
(Linda) and stable patterns (Emma). Linda and Emma had a lot in common. Both female EFL stu-
dents (20 years old) were born and raised in Mainland China and had no prior international experi-
ence. Both participants had primarily learned English through the formal school system. They both
rated their familiarity with an online class as ‘1 (lowest)’ on a five-point Likert scale, indicating that
they had very little experience with one.

However, Linda appeared shy and introverted based on class observations, whereas Emma
appeared outgoing and excited to meet new people in a new learning environment, such as
an online class. Linda’s L2 WTC levels fluctuated significantly, whereas Emma maintained con-
sistent patterns of L2 WTC. Specificially, Linda’s L2 WTC levels oscillated between −5 and 5
(Session 1) and 2 and 5 (Session 2) due to the combined influences of MacIntyre et al.’s
(1998) Layers VI, V, and III, as summarised in Table 6. In contrast, Emma maintained the
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highest level of L2 WTC (5 point) from Session 1–4 despite potential influences from Layers VI,
V, IV, and III (see Table 7).

Discussion

Concerning the first research question, all participants, except Emma, showed fluctuating trends of
L2WTC in an online class. This finding is congruent with previous research, which showed rise-fall
patterns of EFL learners’ L2 WTC levels in an online environment (Kruk 2019, 2021). This suggests
that L2 WTC in an online classroom is also highly dynamic and unpredictable. However, unlike
previous studies that only examined one or two advanced Polish EFL learners’ L2 WTC in Second
Life (Kruk 2019, 2021), this research involved more and new EFL participants with diverse profi-
ciency levels (ranging from intermediate to advanced). Additionally, a dynamic perspective on
L2 WTC has been mostly conducted in classroom settings (Sato and Lam 2021), lab conditions
(MacIntyre and Wang 2021), and a digital lab setting (Kruk 2019, 2021). To our knowledge, our
study is the first that has been conducted in a laboratory-style online class from a dynamic perspec-
tive. This is a timely and important addition to the literature on L2 WTC and CALL because an
online classroom is increasingly becoming a common environment for L2 learning. From the stand-
point of methodology, contrary to previous studies that used a retrospective self-reported question-
naire (Kruk 2019, 2021), the participants in the present study self-rated their L2 WTC levels while
watching a video recording of L2 performance. Visual aids or cues of this type have been found to
improve recall accuracy as well as the accuracy and reliability of collected data (MacIntyre and
Legatto 2011). In this regard, the idiodynamic method used in the study contributes to overcoming
this previous methodological limitation.

With respect to the second research question, we identified four main themes (with 15 sub-
themes) that contributed to the observed ups and downs of L2 WTC in an online class. On further

Table 6. Linda’s reasons for fluctuating patterns of L2 WTC.

L2 WTC Reasons for the fluctuating patterns Session Layers

Peer encouragement
Teacher recognition
More familiarity with an online platform
More familiarity with functions of an online platform
More familiarity with an instructor and her teaching style
Peer stimuli (Positive, friendly and active learning atmosphere)

2 V

Technical difficulties 1 III

Lack of vocabulary
Unfamiliarity with an online platform and its functions
Unfamiliar with the interlocutors, such as a teacher and classmates

1 V

Personality (shy and introverted) 1 VI

Note: Layers = Pyramid Model Layers

Table 7. Emma’s reasons for stable patterns of L2 WTC.

L2 WTC Reasons for the stable patterns Session Layers

Technical difficulties caused by a poor Internet connection (but her L2 WTC was not affected
due to her positive personality)

1 III

L2 self-efficacy (believing in her ability to communicate effectively in English in an online
class)

1,2,3,4 IV

Topic knowledge (interesting topics facilitate her to talk more)
Familiarity with an online platform and its functions (holding more positive attitude toward
an online class over time)

Familiarity with the interlocutors (constantly experiencing positive interpersonal interactions
with teacher and classmates)

1,2,3,4 V

Openness to a new online learning experience Personality (Outgoing and easy to talk with) 1,2,3,4 VI
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analysis, we found that these findings are aligned with MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) Layers VI, V, IV,
and III. This suggests that MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) heuristic model can explain L2 WTC in an
online classroom from a theoretical perspective. For instance, all participants (N = 7) pointed to
the positive effect of openness to a new online learning experience in boosting their L2 WTC.
This finding is in line with previous research, which reported openness to a new experience as a
positive contributor to L2 WTC among EFL secondary school learners (Piechurska-Kuciel 2018).
This suggests that EFL learners who are open-minded toward new ways of learning English (e.g.
learning in an online platform) tend to become more willing to communicate in English in an
online class.

Interpersonal factors such as peer stimuli and peer encouragement, as well as intrapersonal fac-
tors such as topic knowledge and vocabulary inadequacy (Layer V: affective–cognitive context),
were found to improve students’ L2 WTC. These findings are consistent with previous research
that found topic knowledge and vocabulary knowledge to play either facilitative or inhibitive
roles (Cao 2011; MacIntyre and Wang 2021).

Furthermore, participants extensively discussed teacher affective and pedagogical support, such
as patiently waiting for students’ responses, using playback videos, game-embedded activities, and
recognising students’ efforts. These findings are consistent with previous research that has found a
positive relationship between L2 WTC and teachers’ affective and pedagogical support (Dewaele
2019; Dewaele and Dewaele 2020; Peng 2019), familiarity with interlocutors and their support
(Cao 2011; Kruk 2021), and a positive learning environment (Dewaele 2019; Khajavy et al. 2016;
Khajavy, MacIntyre, and Barabadi 2018; Peng 2019). This suggests that whether in a face-to-face
or online classroom, teacher support is critical for EFL students (Khajavy et al. 2016; Peng and
Woodrow 2010). It appears plausible that if a student reports feeling positive and observes others’
active participation in an online class, these positive vibes can be ‘caught,’ leading to active beha-
viours in an online class (Dewaele and Li 2020). This assumption could be explained by a phenom-
enon known as ‘L2 emotional contagion’ (Talebzadeh, Shirvan, and Khajavy 2020). According to
the theory of L2 emotional contagion, emotions like happiness, enjoyment, and anxiety are highly
contagious between a teacher and students or among students, and this can affect language learners’
positive or negative group interactions (Dewaele and Li 2020; Jiang and Dewaele 2019; Li, Jiang, and
Dewaele 2018; Moskowitz and Dewaele 2019). Recent empirical research has also found that teacher
support (e.g. integrating multimodal pedagogies) is significantly related to fostering a positive
learning environment, which in turn contributes positively to the L2 WTC of EFL learners
(Peng 2019).

Students became more confident in speaking English as the online class progressed (Layer IV:
motivational propensities), which contributed to improving students’ L2 WTC in an online class.
This finding is consistent with the findings of MacIntyre and Wang (2021), who found that
when students described a meaningful photo from a family trip, they became more confident in
using L2, which increased their L2 WTC. Based on the findings of MacIntyre and Wang (2021),
it appears possible that Layer IV (e.g. teacher pedagogical supports by selecting an interesting
and meaningful topic such as movie and shopping) may positively affect Layer IV (e.g. L2 self-
efficacy), which in turn influences Layer II (e.g. L2 WTC in an online class).

In an online class, virtual and nonverbal affective supports (e.g. receiving virtual flowers or send-
ing thumbs-up emoticons to classmates) and learning stimuli (e.g. seeing photos related to a topic
or task) in Layer III (situated antecedents) were found to directly and positively affect students’ L2
WTC. These findings are consistent with previous research that found positive effects of interlocu-
tor support and visual learning stimuli (Kruk 2019, 2021; MacIntyre and Wang 2021). In contrast,
students’ L2 WTC was found to be reduced by technology-related issues such as unfamiliarity with
online platforms and their functions or technical glitches. Derakhshan et al. (2021) found that tech-
nical issues (e.g. Internet connection and audio/microphone issues) elicited negative emotions (e.g.
frustration, anxiety, and boredom) in Iranian EFL learners. Furthermore, it is well established that
negative L2 emotions, such as anxiety, reduce EFL learners’ L2 WTC in face-to-face and online
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communication settings (Khajavy, MacIntyre, and Barabadi 2018; Kruk 2019, 2021; Reinders and
Wattana 2014). Taken together, it appears likely that interlocutors who express positive emotions
(equivalent to ‘desire to communicate with a specific person’) or a sudden spike in L2 anxiety due to
technical issues (equivalent to ‘state communicative self-confidence’) can influence L2 WTC in an
online class.

Guided by a dynamic perspective, we further analyzed the data by identifying factors that could
explain up-and-down patterns of L2 WTC (the case of Linda) and stable patterns of L2 WTC (the
case of Emma). For instance, Linda and Emma shared much in common (age, length of learning
English, and familiarity with an online class). However, Linda’s levels of L2 WTC fluctuated highly
(e.g. oscillating between −5 and 5 points) due to the joint influences of Layer VI (e.g. shy and intro-
verted), Layer V (e.g. lack of vocabulary, peer encouragement and teacher recognition), and Layer
III (e.g. technical difficulties). In contrast, despite potentially negative effects from Layer III (e.g.
technical difficulties caused by a poor Internet connection), Emma were able to maintain the high-
est level of L2 WTC (5 point) from Session 1 to Session 4 due to the combined influences of Layer
VI (e.g. outgoing personality and openness to a new online learning experience), Layer V (e.g. topic
knowledge and familiarity with the interlocutors), and Layer IV (e.g. L2 self-efficacy). Clearly,
Emma’s L2 WTC was unaffected by technology-related issues (during Session 1), in contrast to
Linda, whose L2 WTC was rapidly and negatively affected by this transient state-like factor (during
Session 1). This suggests that L2 WTC in an online class is influenced by complex interactions
between stable trait-like characteristics (e.g. personality) and transient state-like factors, such as
interlocutors (e.g. a teacher and classmates), learner knowledge, and technical issues. This also
implies that a dynamic system perspective is an effective analytical approach for comprehending
the fluid and dynamic nature of L2WTC in an online classroom (MacIntyre et al. 1998; Kruk 2019).

Pedagogical Implications

Our findings shed light on how language learners must respond dynamically to a plethora of trait-
like (e.g. personality) and state-like (e.g. technical glitches) factors during the course of an online
course. L2 WTC, in particular, fluctuated a lot during Sessions 1 and 2. However, a more stable pat-
tern of L2WTCwas observed during Sessions 3 and 4, mainly due to teacher-related factors, such as
adequate support from a teacher. Our findings revealed that a teacher’s pedagogical and technical
support was the most frequently mentioned factor that played a positive role in boosting students’
L2WTC. As a result, we advise teachers to provide pedagogical support by selecting interesting and
familiar topics, incorporating game activities into L2 tasks, providing learning stimuli (e.g. photos),
and uploading recorded online lessons into their respective learning management systems.

A teacher’s affective support was the second most frequently mentioned factor. Teachers are
encouraged to provide affective supports by verbally or visually recognising students’ efforts,
using emoticons (e.g. a thumbs-up emoji), assisting students in feeling connected with a teacher
and other classmates, and patiently waiting for their responses during an online lesson. Our
findings also show that EFL learners were more likely to participate in an online class after they
developed a positive relationship with their classmates and believed their classmates would respond
positively. Taking this into consideration, teachers should encourage peer encouragement and cul-
tivate a positive online learning environment. Overall, our findings indicate that L2 teachers con-
tinue to play an important role in fostering a positive learning environment and encouraging
students’ active participation in an online classroom.

Limitations and implications for research

The strengths of our study notwithstanding, we also acknowledge three limitations and provide
directions for future research. First, we held a small number of online class sessions with just
seven Chinese EFL university students. A a result, our findings may not be representative or
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applicable to a broader context. Future researchers could conduct longer-term studies with more
participants from diverse backgrounds and ages to improve the robustness of their findings. Second,
we only measured the dynamic nature of L2 WTC. Since positive (e.g. enjoyment, self-esteem, and
grit) and negative (e.g. boredom, burnout, and stress) emotions may optimise or compromise EFL
learners’ L2 WTC in an online class, future research can be expanded by including L2 emotions
(Khajavy, MacIntyre, and Hariri 2021; Li 2020, 2021; Li, Zhang, and Jiang 2021; Zhou, Xi, and
Locktman 2020). Finally, as new technology advances, we encourage future L2 WTC researchers
to expand their use of digital environments. For example, as conversational technology becomes
more diverse in the daily lives of young learners, smartphones (e.g. Google Assistant and Apple’s
Siri) or smart-speakers (e.g. Google Home and Amazon’s Echo) may be integrated into future
research (Lee 2022; Soyoof et al. 2021).

Conclusion

This study employed an idiodynamic method to examine whether there is any variability in Chinese
EFL learners’ L2 WTC levels in an online class. It also attempted to identify factors that might have
influenced fluctuations in L2WTC. Although our findings appear to confirm what is already known
about L2 WTC, this study provided some of the first evidence that EFL learners are influenced by a
variety of trait-like and state-like factors during their participation in an online course. This is a
timely and significant contribution to the literature on L2 WTC and CALL because an online class-
room is becoming a more common environment for L2 learning but is still relatively unexplored in
the fields. Furthermore, while the variables we identified have been extensively studied, our findings
add a new way for MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) heuristic model to be expanded into an online teaching
context.

Methodologically, the current study demonstrates that an idiodynamic method is a useful
analytical approach for comprehending the fluid and dynamic nature of L2WTC in an online class-
room. Similarly, using the idiodynamic method allowed us to address a methodological challenge,
such as recall bias, that had not been addressed in previous L2 WTC research (Kruk 2019). As a
result, our rigorous methodological approach has increased our confidence in our findings.
From a pedagogical standpoint, these findings suggest that by receiving affective, technical, and
pedagogical support from a teacher, EFL learners can become more willing to communicate in
an online class. Our findings will provide language educators who teach L2 online with more rel-
evant, accurate, and practical implications.
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