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There is no denying that there is ample evidence of numerous factors that influence language learners' success. Recently, there is a critical call to embrace positive psychology that is more open and appreciative of the positive influences in learning English as a foreign language (EFL). Set against this burgeoning area of study in language learning, this paper puts forward the findings of a study that aimed to examine the mediating roles of grit and foreign language enjoyment in the relationship between growth mindset and English language performance. The study employed a correlational research design involving 388 EFL students from one university in China. The data were collected through a questionnaire and an English language performance test. Using the structural equation modeling, this study found that the association between growth mindset and English language performance was partially mediated by grit and foreign language enjoyment. This indicates that students with a growth mindset tend to possess a higher level of grit as well as experience more enjoyment in learning English, which consequently can lead to students becoming more successful language learners. These findings provide significant implications for language teachers, educational material developers, and school administrators in China to embrace the affective domain postulated by positive psychology.
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INTRODUCTION

With the twin forces of globalization and internationalization, English is fast becoming a universal language. Against this background, there is an increasing demand for a workforce competent in English. Today in China, English as Foreign Language (EFL) is taught as a core subject at almost all levels of schools, including primary schools, high schools, and institutions of higher learning. Furthermore, English language performance (ELP) is viewed as one of the most important considerations in university admissions and job applications in China (Liu and Wang, 2021). Set against this significant prominence of English language acquisition, it has become a subject of much interest among researchers in China seeking to explore various influencing factors that have an impact on the EFL university students' ELP.

Among the amalgam of factors influencing ELP, positive psychology has recently emerged in the field of second language acquisition (SLA). Language teachers and learners could benefit greatly from positive psychology as they can alleviate the detrimental effects of negative aspects while harnessing the positive emotions in language learning and teaching (MacIntyre et al., 2016). To this discussion, Dewaele et al. (2019) added that positive psychology has inspired a critical call to investigate the positive attributes that can enhance language teachers' and learners' wellbeing. Wang Y. et al. (2021) highlighted that positive factors such as wellbeing, grit, resilience, enjoyment, and emotion regulation can impact learners' linguistic performance and progress. Such positivity often builds language learners' wellbeing and their motivation and desire to learn and succeed in foreign language achievement. Among numerous positive factors such as intelligence, personality, attention, interest, self-confidence, and motivation, three positive psychological and emotional factors that have gained growing attention in the field of SLA in recent years are growth mindset, grit and foreign language enjoyment (FL enjoyment).

Growth mindset is considered as a significant motivational variable that positively affects FL learning (Bai and Wang, 2020). Growth mindset refers to the belief that a person's intelligence and learning ability can be enhanced through hard work and dedication (Dweck, 2006). When learners possess a growth mindset, they are more inclined to have mastery-oriented objectives, which encourages them to persist even under adversity and hence can sustain interest in a task in spite of challenges (Tang et al., 2019). Growth mindset has been found to be positively associated with students' academic performance (Romero et al., 2010; Paunesku et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2020), as well as language learners' grit (Teimouri et al., 2020), motivation (Ryan and Mercer, 2012), enjoyment (Khajavy et al., 2021b; Wang H. et al., 2021), and language achievement (Rui and Muthikrishnan, 2019; Khajavy et al., 2021a,b). However, while the impact of growth mindset has been studied extensively across a wide range of academic fields, including psychology and education, it has received inadequate attention in FL learning (Lou and Noels, 2019), especially in highly competitive test-orientated learning environments, like China. Therefore, to further examine the role of growth mindset in language learning, this present study was conducted to explore the predictive mechanisms for growth mindset in connection with ELP. Specifically, this study aimed to examine the mediating roles of grit and FL enjoyment in the association between growth mindset and ELP.

Another much-discussed positive factor is grit. According to Duckworth et al. (2007), grit can be defined as the persistence and enthusiasm that individuals show to achieve higher goals. It is among the most critical individual characteristics for FL learning (Khajavy et al., 2021a). Previous studies have indicated that grit is positively correlated with students' academic achievement (Duckworth and Quinn, 2009; Akos and Kretchmar, 2017) and language learning success (Wei et al., 2019; Lee, 2020; Teimouri et al., 2020; Liu and Wang, 2021; Sudina and Plonsky, 2021). Nevertheless, although grit has lately piqued the interest of scholars in the field of language learning, there have been a limited number of studies in this field, and additional studies are needed to better understand how grit influences language learning (Wang Y. et al., 2021). This study sought to determine the mediating effects of grit on the link between growth mindset and ELP.

A growing body of research has recently focused on the vital link between learning enjoyment and learners' wellbeing. This interest has also edged into FL learning since the advent of positive psychology in SLA (Guo, 2021; Botes et al., in press). Enjoyment can be described as “a sense of novelty and accomplishment” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008, p. 46). There has been repeated evidence that FL enjoyment is positively linked to language learners' academic performance (Dewaele and Alfawzan, 2018; Jin and Zhang, 2018; Li et al., 2020; Guo, 2021), willingness to communicate (WTC) (Khajavy et al., 2018), trait emotional intelligence (Li, 2019), and motivation (Zhang et al., 2020). Shao et al. (2020) believed that students who experienced more positive emotions such as enjoyment and pride in contrast to less negative emotions like anxiety, and boredom were more likely to succeed in language learning. However, it remained unknown if FL enjoyment could mediate the association between growth mindset and ELP, in the context of an exam-oriented social-cultural learning environment and this aspect was addressed in this study.

FL learning is an arduous task, especially when the exposure to the target language is very limited. This becomes even more critical in China and other Asian countries where the test-oriented education has been long practiced and scores and high-stakes testing are highly valued (Lee and Zhou, 2015; Guo et al., 2016). In such a challenging environment, to be a successful language learner, a student needs to embrace the belief that language learning ability can be enhanced through hard work and dedication (Mercer and Ryan, 2010; Ryan and Mercer, 2012), keep “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (Duckworth et al., 2007, p. 1087), and develop positive emotions rather than negative ones (Dewaele and Alfawzan, 2018). It is noteworthy that these three positive qualities (i.e., growth mindset, grit, and FL enjoyment) are malleable, and can be cultivated through intervention and instruction (Dewaele et al., 2018; Lou and Noels, 2019; Teimouri et al., 2020). According to Wang Y. et al. (2021), language teachers, educational material developers, and school administrators can take necessary steps to foster language learners' growth mindset, grit, and FL enjoyment in order to prepare students for the fierce competition and hardships in FL learning.

In summary, the exploration of positive factors such as growth mindset, grit and FL enjoyment requires special attention in the Chinese EFL context. Understanding this crucial relationship between learning and learners' enjoyment and wellbeing is of significance because like most Asian countries where learning is often influenced by competitive and stress-fueled high-stake examinations, these factors need to be examined in a social-cultural environment that is distinct from other European and western learning environments. Despite previous research demonstrating that growth mindset, grit and FL enjoyment can influence language learning positively, these three factors are understudied in the field of FL learning, especially growth mindset and grit among Chinese EFL university students. Moreover, there is scant empirical evidence on the mechanism that underlies the links between these factors. Therefore, this study proposed a parallel mediation model to address the relationship among growth mindset, grit, FL enjoyment, and ELP among Chinese EFL university students from the perspective of positive psychology.



REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The following section will present a brief review of the literature on the variables that were explored in the study. They include factors such as growth mindset, grit, and FL enjoyment.


Growth Mindset and ELP

Mindset refers to the set of beliefs that a person has about himself or herself, which is also known as implicit theories of intelligence (Dweck, 2006). Recently, several scholars have applied the theory of mindset to the field of FL learning, arguing that mindsets are domain-specific and language mindsets are different from mindsets in other domains (Mercer and Ryan, 2010; Ryan and Mercer, 2012; Lou and Noels, 2016; Khajavy et al., 2021a). The language mindset can be defined as language learners' beliefs about their language learning intelligence (Lou and Noels, 2017). Individuals who possess a fixed language mindset view language learning ability as innate, and therefore unable to be improved by effort. On the other hand, those who adhere to a growth language mindset hold the belief that a person's ability to learn languages can be enhanced through diligence and effort (Mercer and Ryan, 2010; Ryan and Mercer, 2012).

Growth mindset has been shown to influence students' academic performance positively in numerous studies. For example, two studies conducted by Romero et al. (2010) and Paunesku et al. (2011) indicated that growth mindset had a positive impact on students' performance in mathematics and reading tests. After the growth mindset intervention, students' scores in mathematics and reading tests improved. Likewise, Wang et al. (2020) revealed that growth mindset was positively correlated with Chinese adolescents' academic achievements. The study also showed the mediating effect of reasoning ability and the moderating effect of self-affirmation on the association between growth mindset and academic achievement.

In the field of language learning, growth mindset has been reported to be a significant predictor of ELP among Chinese high school students (Rui and Muthikrishnan, 2019; Wang et al., in press). In addition, research has revealed that growth L2 reading mindset significantly predicted L2 reading performance (Khajavy et al., 2021b). Khajavy et al. (2021a) also found that growth language mindset positively and significantly predicted L2 achievement whereas fixed language mindset did not significantly predict language achievement. Ryan and Mercer (2012) argued that language learners can potentially benefit tremendously from embracing the growth mindset because it has the potential to play a critical role in how learners approach language learning, what their goals are, and how they determine their success and level of achievement.

Despite the above favorable findings, other meta-analysis studies have also indicated that growth mindset has only a modest impact on students' academic performance (Burnette et al., 2013; Sisk et al., 2018). Lou and Noels (2019) argued that the association between mindsets and students' academic performance might be quite complicated as some studies have reported weak effects of mindsets on students' academic success. This study has however hypothesized that grit and FL enjoyment may play mediating roles in the relationship between growth mindset and ELP.



The Mediating Role of Grit

Defined as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (Duckworth et al., 2007, p. 1087), grit is known as a non-cognitive personality trait that is critical to personal success (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth and Quinn, 2009). Duckworth et al. (2007) stated that grit is composed of two underlying sub-constructs: perseverance of effort (POE) and consistency of interests (COI). POE refers to the sustained effort over time toward the long-term goals, whereas COI represents the enthusiasm for pursuing long-term goals. One of the features of gritty people is that they formulate long-term aspirations for themselves and remain loyal to them despite setbacks and challenges (Duckworth and Gross, 2014).

Previous studies have indicated that growth mindset and grit are positively associated with each other. For instance, Teimouri et al. (2020) reported that grit was positively correlated with growth mindset, and negatively correlated with fixed mindset. They argued that individuals with higher levels of grit tended to believe that they can become smarter through putting more effort. Khajavy et al. (2021a) revealed positive effects of language growth mindset on one component of grit (i.e., POE), but no direct effect on the other factor which was COI. Their study also showed that a fixed language mindset was a negative predictor of COI. They explained that the meaning of failure appears to be the link between grit and language mindset. For an individual with a fixed mindset, failure indicates a lack of intelligence or ability, and that a student lacks the necessary skills to be a successful language learner. For someone who possesses a growth mindset, on the other hand, failure is an essential component of language learning and serves as a potential chance to improve and progress (Khajavy et al., 2021a).

Previous studies on the relationship between grit and academic success have yielded mixed results. A number of studies indicated that grit was positively correlated with students' academic achievement (Duckworth and Quinn, 2009; Akos and Kretchmar, 2017). In the field of language learning, L2 grit has been found to be positively linked to language achievements (Teimouri et al., 2020). Sudina and Plonsky (2021) found that L2-specific POE significantly predicted language achievement. Lee (2020) showed that POE significantly predicted students' WTC. Wei et al. (2019) and Liu and Wang (2021) found a positive association between Chinese middle and high school students' grit and their FL performance. As discussed above, this study proposed that grit could be a mediating factor in how growth mindset predicts ELP.

However, Bazelais et al. (2016) and Usher et al. (2019) found no significant relationship between grit and academic achievement. In the field of language learning, Kramer et al. (2018) found none of the two sub-constructs of grit were linked to students' performance in the reading test. Khajavy et al. (2021a) reported non statistically significant associations between two sub-constructs of grit and L2 achievement. These inconclusive results on the association between grit and academic achievement has been a catalyst for researchers to investigate their relationship further. In this regard, this study aimed to examine if grit could mediate the relationship between Chinese EFL learners' growth mindset and their ELP.



The Mediating Role of FL Enjoyment

According to Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), positive emotion is one of the foundations of positive psychology. Among the several positive emotions, one aspect that has recently come to the forefront in FL learning is FL enjoyment (MacIntyre et al., 2019; Dewaele and Li, 2020; Botes et al., in press). Dewaele and MacIntyre (2016) conceptualized enjoyment as a “complex emotion, capturing interacting dimensions of challenge and perceived ability that reflect the human drive for success in the face of difficult tasks” (p. 217). Fredrickson's (2001) broaden-and-build theory emphasizes the value of positive emotions for people's wellbeing and flourishing. According to the theory, positive emotions, such as enjoyment, interest and happiness can “broaden people's momentary thought-action repertoires and build their enduring personal resources, ranging from physical and intellectual resources to social and psychological resources” (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 219). MacIntyre and Gregersen (2012b) noted that enjoyment facilitates language learners in widening their thought-action repertoire, allowing them to absorb more information and building language resources. Moreover, the control-value theory also acknowledges that enjoyment as a form of positive emotions has a favorable impact on students' academic achievement (Pekrun et al., 2007). FL enjoyment promotes foreign language learning by encouraging students to be creative and experiment with a new language (Dewaele and MacIntyre, 2016).

In terms of the measurement of FL enjoyment, Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) designed a 21-item Foreign Language Enjoyment Scale (FLES). In order to identify the applicability of FLES in the Chinese EFL context, Li et al. (2018) conducted the first thorough investigation of the FL enjoyment with Chinese EFL students and validated an 11-item Chinese Version of the Foreign Language Enjoyment Scale (CFLES). Similarly, Jin and Zhang (2018) also surveyed Chinese EFL students and established a 17-item English Classroom Enjoyment Scale (ECES) based on the original 21-item FLES. Subsequently, Jin and Zhang (2019) reduced the 17-item ECES to a 16-item ECES and compared their 16-item ECES to Li et al. (2018)'s 11-item CFLES, claiming that the former had “a more solid dimensional division and better psychometric properties” (p. 14). Based on this rationale and given the Chinese social-cultural learning environment, this study utilized Jin and Zhang (2019)'s 16-item measurement scale.

Although the relationship between growth mindset and FL enjoyment lacks empirical evidence, their relationship has been indicated in several studies on growth mindset and academic emotions. For example, Teimouri et al. (2020) noted that students with a growth mindset displayed less anxiety and more joy in language learning. In their study, growth mindset was reported to be negatively associated with language anxiety, but positively correlated with joy. Khajavy et al. (2021b) found that learners with a growth L2 reading mindset experienced more enjoyment in L2 reading comprehension, whereas students who possessed a fixed L2 reading mindset experienced less enjoyment. Likewise, Wang H. et al. (2021) reported that Chinese undergraduate students' growth language mindsets were closely connected to more enjoyment in English class while their fixed language mindsets were associated with more boredom in English class. The existing research also suggested that students who possess a growth mindset were more inclined to experience higher level of positive emotions in the learning process (Hsieh et al., 2012; Yeager and Dweck, 2012; Zeng et al., 2016). As outlined in the control-value theory of achievement emotions (Pekrun, 2006), positive emotions are experienced when one believes he or she has control over the outcomes (high control-related appraisal) and values the task (high value-related appraisal). Appraisals of low control and low value, by contrast, cause negative emotions (King et al., 2012). As language learners with a growth mindset view their language learning ability as controllable, and therefore able to be improved by hard work, they tend to have higher control-related appraisals. Therefore, compared with students with a fixed mindset, it is more likely for those with a growth mindset to experience more positive emotions.

It has repeatedly been demonstrated that the FL enjoyment is associated with language learners' academic performance. For example, Dewaele and Alfawzan (2018) examined the impact of FL enjoyment and FL classroom anxiety on students' FL performance. Their findings indicated a significant and positive link between learners' FL enjoyment and their test performance, which was slightly stronger than the negative link between students' FL classroom anxiety and their FL performance. Likewise, Li et al. (2020) investigated the interaction between Chinese EFL learners' FL enjoyment and FL classroom anxiety and reported a positive association between students' FL enjoyment and their self-perceived proficiency as well as a negative relationship between students' FL classroom anxiety and their self-perceived proficiency. Jin and Zhang (2018) and Guo (2021) also found that FL enjoyment was linked to Chinese EFL learners' academic success. More recently, Botes et al. (in press)'s meta-analysis revealed a moderate positive relationship between FL enjoyment and WTC, and FL enjoyment and academic performance in the FL. From the above discussion, this study proposed that FL enjoyment could act as a mediating variable between growth mindset and ELP.



The Present Study

Even though there is a growing interest in the significant roles of growth mindset, grit, and FL enjoyment in language learning, to the best of our knowledge, no study has explored the simultaneous effects of these factors on language achievement. While studies have found that growth mindset can contribute to language learning, the predictive mechanisms for growth mindset in connection with ELP remain unknown. Previous research has insufficiently explored the possibility that grit and FL enjoyment could mediate the association between growth mindset and ELP.

To address the prior research limitations, this study aimed to examine the link between growth mindset and ELP of Chinese EFL university students with a parallel mediation model. It was assumed that growth mindset may relate to grit and FL enjoyment, which in turn associate with ELP. To this end, the following research questions were examined:

RQ1: What are the relationships between Chinese EFL university students' growth mindset, grit, FL enjoyment, and ELP?

RQ2: Do Chinese EFL university students' grit and FL enjoyment mediate the relationship between growth mindset and ELP?




METHODS


Participants

A total of 388 EFL students were randomly selected from different faculties in one public university in Northern China. They were all non-English majors in their second year (sophomores). There were 183 female students and 205 male students, and their ages ranged from 17 to 21 (Mean = 19.88, SD = 0.703). The respondents were informed that the data would only be used for the research purpose. Keeping in line with ethics in research, prior permission was obtained from the university authorities to conduct the study and each respondent was also required to sign the consent form to participate in the research. They were also assured that no names would be required when responding to the questionnaire.



Instruments
 
Language Mindsets Inventory

To assess participants' growth mindset, the Language Mindsets Inventory (LMI) (Lou and Noels, 2017) was employed. Lou and Noels (2017) designed an 18-item scale for measuring the growth and fixed mindset in language learning. However, the nine items measuring fixed mindset were not the concern of this study, therefore, only nine items were employed to measure students' growth mindset. The questionnaire consisted of three sub-constructs: general language intelligence beliefs (GL), second language aptitude beliefs (SL), and age sensitivity beliefs about language learning (AS). The participants were required to respond to all the items based on a five-point Likert-scale format ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Examples of items included the following: “No matter who you are, you can significantly change your language intelligence level” and “Everyone could do well in foreign language if they try hard, whether they are young or old.” In this present study, the Cronbach's alpha for growth mindset and its sub-constructs were 0.889, 0.885, 0.837, and 0.852, respectively.



L2 Grit Scale

The L2 Grit Scale (Teimouri et al., 2020) was utilized to assess participants' grit in English learning. The L2-specific grit scale was composed of two sub-constructs—POE and COI. Sample items included: “Now that I have decided to learn English, nothing can prevent me from reaching this goal” and “I am a diligent English language learner.” This study explored 8 items from the original nine-item scale. Here again participants responded to items based on a five-point Likert scale ranging from a score of 1 to 5 where a score of 1 indicated strongly disagreement whilst a score of 5 indicated strong agreement to the item. In this current study, the Cronbach's alpha for grit and its sub-constructs were 0.886, 0.879, and 0.831, respectively.



English Classroom Enjoyment Scale

Participants' enjoyment in learning English was assessed by the ECES (Jin and Zhang, 2019), which was adapted from Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014)'s 21-item FLES. The ECES was composed of three sub-constructs, namely, enjoyment of teacher support (TS), enjoyment of student support (SS), and enjoyment of English Language Learning (EL). It has been verified with reliability and validity in the Chinese context and used in relevant research (Jin and Zhang, 2019). There were 15 items with a five-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Example of the items were as follows: “The teacher is supportive” and “In class, I feel proud of my accomplishments.” In the present study, the Cronbach's alpha for FL enjoyment and its sub-constructs were 0.919, 0.821, 0.907, and 0.846, respectively.



College English Test-Band 4

Participants' English language performance (ELP) was measured based on their CET-4 scores. The CET-4 is known as the most influential and highly participated English language test conducted in all China's institutions of higher education (Ma, 2014). All non-English majors are required to take CET-4. With a total score ranging from 220 to 710, the CET-4 test comprises four sections: writing (15%), translation (15%), listening comprehension (35%), and reading comprehension (35%). CET-4 has been reported to have high reliability and validity (Zhang and Chen, 2015).




Data Collection Procedures

The ethical approval for this research was obtained from the Ethical Committee of the Faculty of Education, Languages and Psychology, SEGi University. The permission was also obtained from the university. The participants were assured that the data would be utilized for the research purpose only and they were required to sign the consent form. Next, questionnaires were distributed to 388 participants through the online questionnaire platform Wenjuanxing. Participants completed the online survey in ≈10–15 min. They were allowed to ask the researchers through email if they had questions about the questionnaires for better understanding.



Data Analysis

Data cleaning including checking missing values, identifying outliers, and normality tests were conducted using SPSS 26.0. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted to verify the validity and reliability of this study's measurement model using AMOS 24.0. Next, structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed for path analysis. Lastly, Bias-corrected bootstrap tests with 95% confidence intervals were performed to examine the mediation effects.




RESULTS

Before conducting the main analyses, data cleaning was performed. It was found that there were no missing values in the dataset. Next, the outliers of 388 dataset were assessed using boxplots. No cases were found to have extreme outliers. The final sample of 388 was used for further analysis.


Confirmative Factor Analysis

Initially, a CFA was performed to establish the construct validity. There were three second-order constructs in the measurement model. GL, SL, and AS were the three sub-constructs that assessed the growth mindset construct. Two sub-constructs determined the grit construct: POE and COI. In addition, TS, EL, and SS were the sub-constructs that evaluated the FL enjoyment construct. Table 1 summarizes the results of the initial CFA model.


Table 1. Unstandardized and standardized estimates of the initial CFA model.

[image: Table 1]

As shown in Table 1, all factor loadings in the CFA model were significant. However, the items labeled FLE8 and FLE11 from FL enjoyment as well as GR3 from grit had factor loadings of 0.242, 0.330, and 0.230, respectively. These three items were removed from the model as their factor loadings were lower than 0.5. Figure 1 shows the final CFA model.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. The final CFA model with standardized estimates.


To gauge the model's fit, several indicators of goodness-of-fit were examined. Table 2 presents the measures of model fit and the threshold level suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999).


Table 2. Evaluation of the CFA model fit.

[image: Table 2]

As shown in Table 2, all the fitness indexes for the CFA model achieved the excellent level. Next, the reliability and validity of the CFA model were assessed (Table 3).


Table 3. Reliability and validity of the CFA model.

[image: Table 3]

As indicated in Table 3, the composite reliability (CR) values and average variance explained (AVE) for each construct exceeded the threshold values of 0.7 and 0.5, respectively. Accordingly, the reliability and convergent validity for the final CFA model were achieved. Moreover, the discriminant validity for the final CFA model was established as the square root of AVE (the bold values in the table) for each construct was greater than the correlations between the respective constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

Upon examination of the correlations (values not in bold under Fornell-Larcker Criterion), significant relationships were found among all constructs. Growth mindset was reported to be strongly associated with grit (r = 0.591, p < 0.001), moderately related to FL enjoyment (r = 0.487, p < 0.001), and strongly associated with ELP (r = 0.602, p < 0.001). Moderate correlations were found between grit and ELP (r = 0.486, p < 0.001), as well as FL enjoyment and ELP (r = 0.514, p < 0.001).

Next, the data from the final CFA model were imputed. The descriptive statistics for the imputed constructs are summarized in Table 4.


Table 4. Descriptive statistics for the imputed constructs.

[image: Table 4]

As shown in Table 4, the values of skewness and kurtosis were all within the range of the absolute value of 2, indicating that the imputed data were normally distributed.



Structural Equation Modeling

Following the validation of the CFA model, SEM was performed to test the direct effects and indirect effects between growth mindset, grit, FL enjoyment, and ELP. The structural model with standardized estimates is presented in Figure 2.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. The structural model with standardized estimates.


As reported in Figure 2, all the factor loadings in the structural model exceeded the value of 0.5. In addition, the model fit for the structural model met the excellent level (Chisq/df = 1.069 < 3.0, RMSEA = 0.013 < 0.06, SRMR = 0.029 < 0.08, CFI = 0.999 > 0.95, TLI = 0.999 > 0.95). The results of the path analysis for the structural model are presented in Table 5.


Table 5. Path coefficients of the structural model.
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As reported in Table 5, all five paths in the structural model were significant at the 0.001 level. The path from growth mindset to grit (β = 0.590, p < 0.001), to FL enjoyment (β = 0.485, p < 0.001), and to ELP (β = 0.307, p < 0.001), the path from grit to ELP (β = 0.238, p < 0.001), and the path from FL enjoyment to ELP (β = 0.312, p < 0.001), were all significant.



Mediation Analysis

Bias-corrected bootstrap tests with 95% confidence intervals were performed to determine the mediating effects of grit and FL enjoyment on the relationship between growth mindset and ELP. Gender and age were included as control variables. Table 6 summarizes the bootstrapping analysis results.


Table 6. Bootstrapping analysis of the mediating effects (controlling for gender and age).

[image: Table 6]

As displayed in Table 6, there was no zero included in the 95% confidence intervals. The indirect effects of growth mindset on ELP through grit (0.140, p < 0.01, 95% CI: 4.326–11.002) and FL Enjoyment (0.151, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 6.219–11.167) were significant, while the direct effects (0.308, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 10.881–23.398) and total effects (0.599, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 28.185–38.761) of growth mindset on ELP were also significant. Therefore, these findings suggested that grit and FL enjoyment partially mediated the relationship between growth mindset and ELP. Furthermore, the indirect effects took up 48.6% (0.291/0.599) of the total effects of growth mindset on ELP.




DISCUSSION


Correlations Between Growth Mindset, Grit, FL Enjoyment, and ELP

The first research question of the present study sought to examine the relationships between growth mindset, grit, FL enjoyment, and ELP. The results showed that these constructs were significantly and positively correlated with each other.

To begin with, growth mindset was found to be positively associated with grit, which echoed the results of existing research (Teimouri et al., 2020; Khajavy et al., 2021a). These findings suggested that when language learners possessed a growth mindset, they were more likely to put more effort in learning English. Khajavy et al. (2021a) further explained that when one holds a growth mindset perspective on language learning, they study harder and are more resilient to difficulties in order to enhance their language skills.

Moreover, a significant relationship between growth mindset and FL enjoyment was found, meaning that students with a growth mindset were more inclined to enjoy English learning. Similar findings in the field of language learning were also reported by Khajavy et al. (2021b); Wang H. et al. (2021), and Teimouri et al. (2020). The findings of this study also concurred with the previous research indicating that growth mindset was related to positive emotions among students (Hsieh et al., 2012; Yeager and Dweck, 2012; Zeng et al., 2016). In light of the control-value theory of achievement emotions (Pekrun, 2006), individuals who are positive about their language learning ability view their language skills as something under their control. Consequently, they might have more positive emotions as they hold the positive belief that they can improve their skills and achieve their goals by putting enough effort.

Additionally, the results of the present study revealed a positive correlation between growth mindset and ELP, which illustrated that students who were positive about their language learning ability were more inclined to experience higher language achievements. In the field of language learning, the result of this study corroborated the findings from other studies (Rui and Muthikrishnan, 2019; Hassanzadeh et al., 2020; Khajavy et al., 2021a,b; Wang et al., in press) exhibiting that growth mindset significantly predicted language achievement. This might be because individuals who believe that capability can be strengthened via work and dedication are more inclined to put out effort, seek challenges, and persevere through failures, resulting in greater language accomplishment (Lou and Noels, 2016; Bai et al., 2020). Moreover, this result was also aligned with the existing research findings that recorded the positive impact of growth mindset on students' academic achievements (Tarbetsky et al., 2016; Mouratidis et al., 2017; Sisk et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2020).

Besides, grit was found to positively correlate with ELP, suggesting that students who were grittier in learning English were prone to gaining higher scores in English tests. Similar to this present study, Wei et al. (2019) and Liu and Wang (2021) found a positive association between Chinese middle and high school students' grit and their FL performance. Similar results were also reported by Lee (2020) that grit (the POE sub-construct) predicted students' WTC as well as research in other EFL contexts (Sudina et al., 2020; Teimouri et al., 2020). Those possessing a higher level of grit are believed to focus better and are less deterred by mistakes and losses, thus they can optimize their potential and ability (Credé et al., 2017). Additionally, previous research also confirmed the positive role of grit in students' academic achievements (Perkins-Gough, 2013; Macnamara et al., 2014; Aparicio et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2019).

Finally, FL enjoyment was found to be positively associated with ELP, which implied that learners who enjoyed learning English would be able to achieve higher learning gains. This result was in line with the prior research reporting that there existed a positive correlation between FL enjoyment and FL achievements among Chinese middle school students (Wei et al., 2019), high school students (Jin and Zhang, 2018; Li, 2019; Liu and Wang, 2021), and university students (Zhang et al., 2020; Guo, 2021), Korean students (Lee, 2020), in other international contexts (Dewaele and MacIntyre, 2014; Dewaele and Alfawzan, 2018), and in the recent meta-analysis (Botes et al., in press). Based on the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001), when students enjoy learning a foreign language, their horizons of thought are expanded, and they tend to apply various learning strategies, which promotes language learning efficiency (Jin and Zhang, 2018). As a result, individuals who experience more enjoyment in learning English are more inclined to become successful language learners (Li, 2019).

In summary, given the findings above, this study found that there were significant relationships between growth mindset and the two other positive factors (grit and FL enjoyment), and between the three positive factors and ELP. Hence the study revealed that the association between growth mindset and ELP was partially mediated by grit and FL enjoyment. That aspect will be discussed in the section below.



Grit and FL Enjoyment as Mediators

The second research question of this present study aimed to determine the mediating effects of grit and FL enjoyment on the association between growth mindset and ELP. The mediation analysis showed that after controlling for gender and age, grit and FL Enjoyment played partial mediating roles, indicating that growth mindset not only directly predicted ELP, but also indirectly influenced ELP through the other two positive factors (i.e., grit and FL Enjoyment).

It was found that grit mediated the link between growth mindset and ELP, indicating that students who held the belief that their English language ability could be improved were more inclined to possess a higher level of grit and perseverance in learning English, which in turn contributed to higher language achievements. Individuals with a growth mindset are prone to blaming their failure on their personal factors such as lack of hard work, as a result of which, they are likely to be motivated to achieve their goals by putting in more effort (Rattan et al., 2015). Therefore, growth mindset can improve ELP by increasing the degree of grit. This finding further highlighted the significant role of grit in obtaining higher language achievements. In the process of language learning, language learners with more grit often persevere in facing obstacles, will put in more effort to improve their English language skills, and will finally obtain better language performance (Lan and Moscardino, 2019; Wei et al., 2019).

Similarly, this study also revealed that growth mindset had indirect effects on ELP via FL enjoyment, suggesting that students with a growth mindset tended to find learning English enjoyable, which consequently could lead to enhanced language proficiency. If students possess confidence in their language learning ability, they view failure as evidence that they are not putting in enough time and effort in learning, as a result of which, they will put more effort to achieve their goals even when facing challenges (Bai and Wang, 2020). For language learners with a growth mindset, making sufficient effort in language learning usually leads to positive evaluation of their own behaviors, causing FL enjoyment and other positive feelings (Wei et al., 2019). Consequently, when students possess a growth mindset, they tend to experience a higher level of FL enjoyment. Enjoyment is a positive emotion that arises from overcoming one's constraints and extending beyond oneself in order to achieve something challenging (Dewaele and MacIntyre, 2016). Based on the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001) which postulates that positive emotions not only broaden one's awareness but also encourage one to cope with negative emotions, FL enjoyment can help individuals gain broader perspectives and increase their capacity to absorb new material in language learning. This is also conducive to boosting language learners' resilience and self-esteem (MacIntyre and Gregersen, 2012a). Additionally, the positive impact of FL enjoyment on English language performance is also supported by the control-value theory (Pekrun, 2006) which hypothesizes that learners' level of perceived control over learning achievement via strategies such as motivation to learn, learning strategies and self-regulatory strategies can enhance academic achievements. Students can also benefit from FL enjoyment by gaining positive strength, reducing stress, and increasing their motivation and enthusiasm in English learning (Piniel and Albert, 2018). Moreover, the mediating role of FL enjoyment in the association between growth mindset and ELP found in this study echoed the existing research reporting the mediating effects of FL enjoyment on the association between trait emotional intelligence (Li, 2019), motivation (Zhang et al., 2020), grit (Wei et al., 2019; Liu and Wang, 2021) and language learners' academic performance, respectively.




CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study attempted to obtain a deeper understanding of the potential relationship between growth mindset and ELP with the focus on the roles of grit and FL enjoyment as the mediating variables among Chinese EFL university students. Findings of the study demonstrated that the association between growth mindset and ELP was partially mediated by grit and FL enjoyment, implying that higher levels of growth mindset contributed to greater ELP via the increase in the levels of grit and FL enjoyment.

At this point, it is pertinent to note that these findings are not without its share of limitations. The first limitation is the scope of this study. It cannot be denied that there are various positive psychological and emotional factors that can affect language learning. This study only focused on three factors, namely growth mindset, grit, and FL enjoyment. It would be beneficial for future research to explore other potential factors that have not examined in this study. Another limitation lies in the cross-sectional and correlational design that was adopted in this study, as a result of which, causal relationships among variables could not be detected. It is suggested that experimental and longitudinal designs be utilized in future studies to examine the role of growth mindset, grit, and FL enjoyment in students' language learning achievements.

Nevertheless, despite some limitations, this study is ecologically valid as the findings of the study can be generalized to some language learning scenarios, especially in stress-fueled exam-oriented learning environments in Asia-Pacific regions, like China where high achievement is considered a student's obligation to family reputation and personal value and self-worth. With positive factors such as growth mindset, grit, and FL enjoyment influencing ELP, the findings imply that it is perhaps crucial that language teachers, educational material developers, and school administrators realign language policies, curricula, and assessments that postulate a more balanced and holistic education. Such a move will embrace learners' wellbeing and foster learners' positive beliefs (e.g., growth mindset), positive personality traits (e.g., grit), and positive emotions (e.g., FL enjoyment) despite the competitive social-cultural learning environment. Once a balance is maintained between the two (i.e., assessment of learning and assessment for learning), students may be able to address the challenges in learning an L2 or FL. Given below are the implications provided by this study.

The study reported a positive direct effect of growth mindset on ELP, and an indirect effect of growth mindset on ELP through the two parallel mediators of grit and FL enjoyment. In this case, growth mindset appears to be a primary factor in improving students' ELP. In order to achieve better results in FL learning, students need to embrace personal wellbeing and holistic learning despite learning within a challenging exam-oriented context. Therefore, it is important that growth mindset should be instilled in students given its essential role in facilitating language learning. To begin with, it is the responsibility of the teachers to cultivate students' ability to embrace negative comments. It is critical that language learners learn how to treat negative feedback and utilize it as a springboard for making progress in language learning. Students should see modest amounts of criticism from suitable sources as positive and constructive. Some language learners are overly sensitive and lack the necessary perspective to accept constructive criticism. However, teachers teaching in competitive stressful learning environments, are advised to balance assessment “of” and “for” learning via both effective formative and summative assessment frameworks. In such holistic learning environments, teachers can provide more constructive feedback with care and kindness, and emphasize the specific measures students should take to achieve the desired outcome. Furthermore, it is critical that teachers emphasize the constructive function of failures instead of rejecting them as an indication of incompetence. Teachers should encourage their students to embrace all feedback positively and learn from their mistakes by doing the necessary corrections so that they can continue to enhance their language performance. More importantly, more attention should be paid to hard work rather than intelligence or ability (Khajavy et al., 2021a). Thus, when students complete a language task, teachers need to be generous and credit students for their effort and not ability.

With regards to the mediating effect of grit on the link between growth mindset and ELP that was reported by this study, it is believed that students should devote their effort and passion into language learning, especially those in the exam-oriented environment. There are several techniques and strategies for teachers to apply in the classroom to encourage grit in students. To start with, grit can be introduced by teachers into the language classroom to maximize language usage and ultimately improve learning outcomes. Lectures emphasizing the significance of “hard work” in the language learning process can be given to students. Meanwhile, teachers should offer encouragement and recognition to students who show perseverance in completing difficult tasks. Finally, teachers can share stories of language learners who excel in language learning owing to their dedication to learning a foreign language (Khajavy et al., 2021b). As a result, students will be inspired to study harder.

FL enjoyment was found to play a mediating role in the effect of growth mindset on ELP. It is hence suggested that more attention be paid to students' wellbeing and emotional state as EFL students in the exam-oriented environment have been found to experience negative emotions such as nervousness, pressure, and anxiety (Xiao and Carless, 2013; Dawadi, 2022). Firstly, teachers are encouraged to create a peaceful, nurturing, and uplifting environment by providing appropriate collaborative classroom activities where the interaction among students could be boosted, such as group discussion and role-playing. Likewise, there should be no “put-downs,” and learners who are willing to try should be praised for their courage to take risks in language learning. Secondly, in today's technology-driven world, educational material developers should endeavor to incorporate audio and video materials into classroom syllabus (Peng, 2019) and design some interactive and authentic language learning tasks that the students find enjoyable, which will aid teachers in creating a positive and enjoyable learning environment for students. Finally, the school administrators should de-emphasize the exam-orientated environment and allow teachers to be autonomous in assessing and evaluating language learning (Yang, 2021). As mentioned above, this can be conducted through a creative assessment framework like continuous formative assessment which postulates a less aggressive and stressful learning environment, leading to less anxiety among EFL students which can undermine their enjoyment in language learning.

In summary, the findings of this study have highlighted the significance of understanding how positive psychological and emotional variables may function to enhance students' language performance. It is perhaps timely for language teachers to stand up and address these variables so that they can alleviate FL anxiety and create stress-free, healthy, and positive learning environments in their EFL classrooms.
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