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      The Role of Individual Differences 
in the Development of Listening 
Comprehension in the Early Stages 
of Language Learning       
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    Abstract     This chapter discusses the results of a longitudinal project examining the 
development of listening comprehension and the role of individual differences in this 
process in an early language learning context. We aimed at exploring how language 
learning aptitude, motivation, attitudes, the use of listening strategies, beliefs about 
language learning and listening anxiety as decisive variables of individual differ-
ences (Dörnyei, AILA Rev 19:42–68, 2006; Lang Learn 59(1):230–248, 2009; 
Mihaljević Djigunović, Role of affective factors in the development of productive 
skills. In: Nikolov M, Horváth J (eds) UPRT 2006: empirical studies in English 
applied linguistics. Lingua Franca Csoport, Pécs, pp 9–23, 2006; Individual differ-
ences in early language programmes. In: Nikolov M (ed) The age factor and early 
language learning. Mouton de Gruyter, Berlin, pp 198–223, 2009) relate to each 
other and to the learners’ performances on listening measures. The main objective of 
the present study is to explore and identify the internal structure, roles and relation-
ships of individual variables in the development of early language learners’ listening 
comprehension based on a multi-factor dynamic model of language learning (Gardner 
& MacIntyre, Lang Teach 26:1–11, 1993) and its reinterpretation (Dörnyei, The rela-
tionship between language aptitude and language learning motivation: Individual 
differences from a dynamic systems perspective. In: Macaro E (ed) Continuum com-
panion to second language acquisition. Continuum, London, pp 247–267, 2010). 

 A total of 150 fi fth and sixth graders (11–12-year-olds; 79 boys and 71 girls) of 
ten school classes in Hungary participated in the research. The fi ndings are in line 
with the predictions of the theoretical framework: the variables of individual 
 differences are themselves multifactor constructs, the components are in constant 
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interaction with each other and with their environment, thus, changing and creating 
a complex developmental pattern. 

 The results of the two phase assessment project clearly indicate that language 
aptitude defi ned as one of the main cognitive factors and parents’ education are 
strong predictors of listening performance. The affective factors (e.g., listening anx-
iety) also contribute to the performance on the listening tests, but their rates change 
over time and they are sensitive to the context of language learning. Beliefs and 
emotions are interrelated and they also play a decisive role in the development of 
listening skills in the early years of language learning. Consequently, what the 
learners think or believe about language learning and how they feel about it infl u-
ence the learners’ achievement in listening comprehension. In our model, these 
beliefs are rooted in the students’ social background (parents’ education) and lan-
guage aptitude, and this relationship is exactly in contrast with the direction dis-
played in Gardner and MacIntyre’s (Lang Teach 26:1–11, 1993) model.  

  Keywords     EFL   •   Early language learning   •   Listening comprehension   •   Individual 
differences  

1        Introduction 

 In recent decades, the study of affective factors in second language learning has 
gained signifi cant ground in addition to the research of cognitive variables, which, 
according to researchers of the fi eld, could considerably contribute to the under-
standing and interpretation of individual differences (Dörnyei,  2006 ,  2009 ; Gardner, 
 1985 ; Gardner & MacIntyre,  1992 ,  1993 ; Mihaljević Djigunović,  2006 ,  2009 ) The 
underlying question of the research has been: what might be the main cause of sig-
nifi cant variance in the achievement of students from similar backgrounds in similar 
circumstances. Hence, individual differences became the focus of study in the fi eld 
originally covering two subfi elds, language aptitude (e.g., Hasselgren,  2000 ; Kiss & 
Nikolov,  2005 ; Ottó,  2003 ; Sáfár & Kormos,  2008 ; Skehan,  1998 ) and motivation 
for language learning (e.g., Dörnyei,  1998 ,  2001 ; Gardner,  1985 ; Heitzmann,  2009 ; 
Martin,  2009 ; Nikolov,  2003a ). Later on, research on learning styles (Dörnyei & 
Skehan,  2003 ) and language learning strategies (e.g., Cohen,  1998 ; Griffi ths,  2003 ; 
Mónus,  2004 ; Nikolov,  2003b ; O’Malley & Chamot,  1990 ; Oxford,  1990 ; Wenden 
& Rubin,  1987 ) also received more attention. Yet, the question remained, what could 
account for the individual differences where no signifi cant variance is perceived in 
internal and external circumstances. One possible explanation might be self-percep-
tion that fostered the investigation of variables such as attitude to language learning, 
anxiety, interest and beliefs (e.g., Bacsa,  2012 ; Brózik-Piniel,  2009 ; Csíkos & Bacsa, 
 2011 ; Csizér, Dörnyei, & Németh,  2004 ; Dörnyei & Csizér,  2002 ; Hardy,  2004 ; 
Matsuda & Gobel,  2004 ; Spinath & Spinath,  2005 ; Tóth,  2008 ,  2009 ; Yim,  2014 ). 

 It is widely accepted that foreign language profi ciency does not solely result 
from language teaching, but it is the outcome of several factors related to student 
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achievement. Moreover, the majority of these factors are not static but change 
dynamically over time. It is also clear that these factors are not independent from 
one another but they affect learning outcome in interaction with each other (Dörnyei, 
 2006 ,  2009 ,  2010 ; Gardner & MacIntyre,  1993 ; Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 
 2006 ,  2011 ). Research on individual differences in language learning used to study 
the relationships between single variables and learning outcomes in general. 
However, recent studies have had a much narrower scope, targeting one skill area. 
Hence, the subfi elds of research on motivation, anxiety and learning strategies in 
reading, writing, listening and speaking skills have been developed (e.g., Goh, 
 2008 ; Kormos,  2012 ; Woodrow,  2006 ). 

 In our research we focus on listening comprehension in the early stages of 
English as a foreign language (EFL) learning. The review of the relevant literature 
suggests that listening comprehension is a cornerstone of early language learning, 
since it is based on the processes of fi rst language acquisition, relying primarily on 
memory, where language input is provided largely through listening (MacWhinney, 
 2005 ; Skehan,  1998 ). The development of listening comprehension is vital to 
achieving verbal expression and well developed communicative competence, since 
high level speech production presupposes highly developed listening comprehen-
sion (Dunkel,  1986 ; Mordaunt & Olson,  2010 ). In addition, rapidly spreading digi-
tal technology redefi nes language teaching by providing auspicious possibilities in 
listening to authentic language sources. However, research in the context of the 
present study found that listening comprehension was one of the most neglected 
areas of language teaching even though primary school language teaching ought to 
focus on listening and speaking skills (Bors, Lugossy, & Nikolov,  2001 ). 

 The present research is novel in the fi eld of early language learning in that it is 
the fi rst survey that investigates the development of listening comprehension skills 
in interaction with the multicomponent construct of individual variables, and applies 
diagnostic measures of the development of listening comprehension in school con-
text for testing  for  learning purposes in addition to testing  of  learning (Alderson, 
 2005 ; McKay,  2006 ; Sternberg & Grigorenko,  2002 ). 

 First, we provide a theoretical background to the survey; then, we describe the 
methods and the procedure of the research that is followed by the discussion of fi nd-
ings and their theoretical and pedagogical implications.  

2     Literature Review 

2.1     Early Foreign Language Learning and Teaching 

 Early Language Learning and Young Language Learners appear more and more 
frequently in the literature of foreign language learning and instruction. Amongst 
other aspects, research is targeting the specifi cs of childhood foreign language 
learning, the optimal time of start and the effective methods of teaching. Having 
reviewed the relevant literature of the recent years, Nikolov and Mihaljević 
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Djigunović ( 2006 ,  2011 ) emphasize the importance of further research in the fi eld 
due to the increased interest in early language learning in Hungary and across the 
globe. This interest is based on the widespread assumption held not only by research-
ers that starting language learning early is directly related to its success: “the 
younger the better”. However, several empirical studies support “the claim that 
younger learners are more effi cient and successful in all respect and at all stages of 
SLA is hard to sustain in its simple form” (Nikolov,  2000 , p. 41; see details in Halle, 
Hair, Wandner, McNamara, & Chien,  2012 ; Larson-Hall,  2008 ; Mihaljević 
Djigunović,  2010 ; Moon & Nikolov,  2000 ; Nikolov,  2009 ; Nikolov & Curtain, 
 2000 ; Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović,  2006 ,  2011 ). 

 Researchers agree that young learners’ development signifi cantly differs from 
that of older children and adults. Krashen ( 1985 ) distinguishes language acquisition 
and language learning. He claims that foreign language acquisition is mainly 
instinctive, resembling the acquisition of the mother tongue, whereas language 
learning is a conscious process typical after puberty. 

 Several models have been constructed to describe language profi ciency (e.g., 
Bachman & Palmer,  1996 ; Canale & Swain,  1980 ; CEFR,  2001 ). In Hungary, the 
2003 revision of the Hungarian  National Core Curriculum  ( 2003 ) was the fi rst to 
defi ne the concept of usable language knowledge besides describing the objective of 
language teaching:

  The objective of foreign language learning is to establish communicative linguistic compe-
tence. The concept of communicative linguistic competence is identical with usable lan-
guage knowledge. It means the ability to use adequate language in various communicative 
situations. Its assessment and evaluation is possible in the four basis language skills (listen-
ing comprehension, speaking skills, reading comprehension and writing skills). (p. 38) 

 Nikolov ( 2011 ) outlined the theoretical framework of the assessment and devel-
opment of English language profi ciency for early language learners in grades 1–6, 
for children between the ages of 6 and 12. She highlighted that the assessment of 
English language profi ciency has to account for language knowledge as a compre-
hensive and complex construct corresponding to the level of the learners’ knowl-
edge and their age specifi cs (also see Nikolov,  2016  in this book). 

 Several studies point out that traditional summative, exam like performance 
measurements are not appropriate for this age group (Inbar-Lourie & Shohamy, 
 2009 ; McKay,  2006 ). Such tasks are needed that could provide feedback to the 
teachers and learners about the level of their language development, their strengths 
and weaknesses, thus outlining the path for successful future development. In other 
words, assessment  for  learning, conducted by the teachers in the classroom embed-
ded into their daily work of development, is gaining ground in addition to the prac-
tice of external evaluation that are mainly targeting accountability, i.e. assessment 
 of  learning (Lantolf & Poehner,  2011 ; Nikolov & Szabó,  2011a ). 

 The most important objective of assessment for learning is to positively infl uence 
the learning process by scaffolding young learners’ language development in the 
process of using measurement and feedback. However, assessment must not be 
restricted to tasks measuring language knowledge, but it has to provide feedback on 
other domains, like language learning strategies and motivation as they dynamically 
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infl uence the process of early language learning (Nikolov & Szabó,  2011a ). 
Assessment can effectively support development only if assessment and develop-
ment are in a dynamic relationship; these two have to work together a single process 
for future development (Sternberg & Grigorenko,  2002 ).  

2.2     Listening Comprehension 

 Understanding speech in one’s mother tongue seems simple and effortless; how-
ever, in a foreign language it involves diffi culties, sometimes causing frustration and 
it is a source of signifi cant stress for many learners (Chang & Read,  2007 ). Foreign 
language listening comprehension is an invisible mental process, which is diffi cult 
to describe precisely. The learner has to distinguish the sounds, understand vocabu-
lary and grammatical structures, interpret the stress and tone of speech, keep in 
mind what has been said and interpret what has been heard the socio-cultural con-
text (Vandergrift,  2012 ). Listening comprehension is rather poorly represented in 
research on foreign language learning, despite being a crucial skill: it is fi rst acquired 
in the mother tongue as well as in early language learning. 

 Research in cognitive psychology revealed that listening comprehension is more 
than a mere extraction of meaning from the incoming verbal text. It was found to be 
the process in which the speech is getting linked to the lexical knowledge one 
already acquired (Vandergrift,  2006 ,  2012 ). Hence it is obvious that listening com-
prehension goes beyond the perception and processing of acoustic signals. This skill 
has been described in various ways in recent models. The currently most widely 
accepted cognitive psychological approach perceives it to be a hierarchically struc-
tured interactive process. The interactive model of Marslen-Wilson and Tyler ( 1980 ) 
is based on the assumption that the recognition of words involves simultaneously 
bottom-up processes, where information derives from the uttered word itself and 
top-down processes, where the information is deducted from the contextual triggers 
(Eysenck & Kean,  2005 ). Hence, speech recognition can be described as a two 
directional process; on the one hand, bottom-up, when learners activate their lin-
guistic knowledge (sounds, grammatical rules etc.) to understand the message, on 
the other hand, top-down, when learners activate their contextual prior knowledge 
(topic, direct context, text type, cultural information etc.) to understand the  message. 
At the same time, listening comprehension does not only work top-down or bottom-
up, but is composed of the interaction of the two processes, since the listener uses 
both prior contextual and linguistic knowledge to comprehend the message. The 
rate of activation between these two processes depends on the linguistic knowledge, 
familiarity with the topic and the objective of the listening task (Vandergrift,  2012 ). 
According to Field ( 2004 ), the two processes could not be considered alternative to 
each other, since their relationship is a much more complex interdependency. 

 In recent decades, communicative and competence-based language teaching has 
emphasized listening comprehension and its implications for teaching methodol-
ogy. All methods prioritize listening comprehension, since it is much more fre-
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quently used than the other skills. Learners need to spend a signifi cant amount of 
time listening to speech in the target language and they need to comprehend what 
they listen to (Mordaunt & Olson,  2010 ). 

 Dunkel ( 1986 , p. 100) points out that we need to “put the horse (listening com-
prehension) before the cart (speech production)” in order to achieve a high level of 
communicative competence. In other words, high level of speech production pre-
supposes a high level of listening comprehension. Hence, the task of language 
teachers is to present their learners with a wide variety of listening comprehension 
tasks (also see Wilden & Porsch,  2016  in this volume). 

 Foreign language listening comprehension is heavily infl uenced by the level of 
listening comprehension in the mother tongue. Simon’s ( 2001 ) fi ndings revealed a 
close relationship between achievements of listening comprehension in L1 and in a 
foreign language. The development of listening comprehension is not self-serving, 
since well-developed listening comprehension signifi cantly enhances the develop-
ment of other skills (Richards,  2005 ; Rost,  2002 ).  

2.3     Individual Differences 

 The fi eld of psychology has focused on two contradictory objectives: to understand 
the general principles of human behaviour and intellect and to reveal “uniqueness of 
the individual mind” (Dörnyei,  2006 , p. 42). This latter approach has created an 
independent subsystem, which came to be known as individual differences (IDs) 
covering all research targeting these aspects. IDs are “dimensions of enduring per-
sonal characteristics that are assumed to apply to everybody and on which people 
differ by degree” (Dörnyei,  2005 , p. 4). According to another description, “they 
concern stable and systematic deviations from a normative blueprint” (Dörnyei, 
 2006 , p. 42). Hence, the objective is to reveal and identify those specifi c learner 
characteristics that are relevant in foreign language acquisition and are present to 
different degrees among learners (Dörnyei,  2006 ; Mihaljević Djigunović,  2009 ). 

 The literature on foreign language acquisition traditionally separates IDs into 
 cognitive  and  affective  factors (Gardner,  1985 ; Gardner & MacIntyre,  1992 ,  1993 ). 
According to Gardner and MacIntyre ( 1992 , p. 211), cognitive factors “involve dif-
ferent aspects of cognition”. Johnson ( 2001 , p. 117) defi ned them as “the mental 
makeup of a person” that include age, aptitude, intelligence, SES, learning strate-
gies and learning or cognitive style, whereas affective factors include “those attri-
butes that involve individuals’ reactions to any situation” (Gardner & MacIntyre, 
 1992 , p. 211). In other words, they represent “the emotional side of human behav-
ior” (Brown,  1994 , p. 135) and include personality factors such as anxiety, extrover-
sion/introversion, inhibition, risk-taking, empathy, self-perception, attitude and 
motivation (Mattheoudakis & Alexiou,  2009 ). 

 Researchers assembled detailed lists of factors of individual differences (e.g., 
Gardner,  1985 ; Gardner & MacIntyre,  1993 ; Larsen-Freeman & Long,  1991 ; Skehan, 
 1998 ). According to Mihaljević Djigunović ( 2009 , p. 198) “the term individual 
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differences, although widely used, still represents a rather loose concept and differ-
ent authors list different learner characteristics as individual differences.” She col-
lected the most frequently listed variables in recent publications: (1) intelligence, 
(2) aptitude, (3) age, (4) gender, (5) attitude and motivation, (6) language anxiety, 
(7) learning style, (8) learning strategies and (9) willingness to communicate. 

 Others highlight some signifi cant domains instead of giving extensive lists of 
individual differences. Dörnyei ( 2009 ) mentions four important variables: (1) 
Motivation refers to the direction and extension of student behaviour, including the 
choice of the learner, intensity of learning and endurance. (2) Ability of language 
acquisition refers to the capacity and quality of learning. (3) Learning style includes 
the way of learning. (4) Learning strategies are located halfway between learning 
style and motivation, indicating the proactivity of the learner in selecting the learn-
ing path. “Thus the composite of these variables has seen to answer why, how long, 
how hard, how well, how proactively, and in what way the learner engages in the 
learning process” (p. 232). 

 Prior research predominantly investigated the learner’s characteristics in the con-
text of individual differences and they were generally included in research as back-
ground variables that modify, personalize the picture of the language acquisition 
process (Dörnyei,  2009 ). Today several researchers perceive foreign language 
learning as the result of interaction between learner characteristics and the learning 
context, assuming a complex relationship between these two factors. In addition, 
increased efforts are put into a deeper understanding of connections between the 
learners and the context of learning (Mihaljević Djigunović,  2009 ). Some IDs are 
more stable and less sensitive to the changes of circumstances (e.g., intelligence, 
aptitude), while others (e.g., motivation, strategies, anxiety) respond quickly to 
changed context (e.g., in training program). The question can be raised whether an 
optimal combination of individual variables could be identifi ed that would particu-
larly enhance the effectiveness of language learning. According to Ackerman 
( 2003 ), individual characteristics can strongly infl uence learning success separately 
as well, however, any combination of these characteristics would defi nitely have a 
larger impact. 

 Research on IDs further highlights the fact that different variables infl uence suc-
cess and student achievement to different degrees. Hence, the traditional approach 
identifi es primary and secondary variables (Gardner & MacIntyre,  1992 ,  1993 ). 
According to this classifi cation, aptitude and motivation can be considered as 
 primary variables in foreign language research, since these variables have the stron-
gest demonstrable impact on student achievement: aptitude is the primary cognitive 
factor and motivation is the primary affective factor. Others extended this class of 
primary variables to include aptitude, attitude and motivation, social background, 
status of the target language and the quality of language teaching (Csapó,  2001 ; 
Ellis,  1994 ; Józsa & Nikolov,  2003 ,  2005 ; Nikolov,  2007 ). According to Dörnyei 
( 2010 ), the perceived effect of these variables also depends on the method applied 
to measure these constructs. 

 Furthermore, some recent investigations question the modular approach to indi-
vidual variables. Dörnyei ( 2009 ,  2010 ) approaches the role of individual differences, 
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especially the two primary variables (aptitude and motivation), from the perspective 
of a “dynamic system”. He claims that “identifying ‘pure’ individual difference fac-
tors has only limited value [..]; instead, a potentially more fruitful approach is to 
focus on certain higher-order combinations of different attributes that act as inte-
grated wholes” (Dörnyei,  2010 , p. 267; Dörnyei, MacIntyre, & Henry,  2015 ). 

 It has been revealed that young learners do not resemble each other in every 
aspects of their learning either, hence it is possible as well as desirable to study their 
IDs (Mihaljević Djigunović,  2009 ; Nikolov,  2009 ). However, adequate methods and 
instruments for assessment are scarce, since the majority of available measures 
were developed for older age groups. According to Mihaljević Djigunović ( 2009 ), 
the main line of future research should focus on exploring the relationships between 
IDs among early language learners, which ultimately presupposes the development 
of relevant measures and methods. 

 Findings of prior research draw a varied picture about the relationship between 
IDs and student achievement (also see Mihaljević Djigunović,  2016  in this volume). 
There has been a consensus that cognitive, affective and additional background fac-
tors all impact the success of language learning, however, the signifi cance attributed 
to individual factors varies across the studies (Csapó & Nikolov,  2009 ). Consequently, 
the study of student achievements should out cover a wide range of interactions 
between individual variables (Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović,  2011 ).   

3     The Study 

3.1     A Model of Individual Differences in Listening 
Comprehension 

 When defi ning the theoretical framework of our research a language learning model 
had to be found that would meet the requirements of complexity, interactivity and 
dynamism (fl exibility, versatility) in terms of the context and components of lan-
guage learning. The Socio-educational model of second language acquisition pro-
posed by Gardner and MacIntyre ( 1993 ) is one of the most often cited models. It 
perceives the learning process embedded in a comprehensive socio-cultural context, 
and highlights four different aspects, related to each other: (1) antecedent factors: 
e.g., age, gender, prior learning experience and beliefs; (2) ID variables: e.g., intel-
ligence, language aptitude, strategies, attitudes, motivation, anxiety; (3) language 
learning contexts: formal and informal learning contexts; and (4) outcomes: linguis-
tic and non-linguistic achievements. The model describes the factors infl uencing 
language learning as interrelated, exerting direct and indirect impact on the process 
of language acquisition which effects achievement. The authors note that the model 
is extendable, since several additional cognitive and affective factors might be pres-
ent in language learning infl uencing learning outcome. This model was the fi rst to 
place emphasis on the interaction of variables, perceiving language learning as a 

É. Bacsa and C. Csíkos



271

dynamic process infl uenced by several interrelated factors. At the same time it is 
passive (Kim,  2001 ), since it defi nes the amount and direction of interactions 
excluding the possibility of integrating further interactions of variables into the 
model. 

 In his review of individual differences Dörnyei ( 2010 ) challenges the dichotomy 
of cognitive and affective factors, stating that the two domains overlap. He inter-
prets IDs as a multifactor “umbrella term”, including several underlying factors. 
Instead of investigating the interaction and effect of isolated areas, Dörnyei suggests 
the identifi cation of existing (viable) constellations in which “the cognitive and 
motivation (and also emotional) subsystems of human mind cooperate in a con-
structive manner” (Dörnyei, p. 267). 

 Therefore, our investigation is based on Gardner and MacIntyre’s ( 1993 ) socio- 
cultural framework and its set of variables with the addition of Dörnyei’s ( 2010 ) 
points. Hence variables of IDs were perceived as multi-factor constructs where “the 
constituent components continuously interact with each other and the environment, 
thereby changing and causing change, and subsequently displaying highly complex 
developmental pattern” (Dörnyei, p. 267). 

 Based on the above and relying on fi ndings of prior research among early stage 
language learners, we conducted our research in a classroom context.  Age, gender  
and  parents’ education  were included in the study from a group of antecedent 
(background) variables (Csapó,  2001 ; Csapó & Nikolov,  2009 ; Józsa & Nikolov, 
 2005 ; Mattheoudakis & Alexiou,  2009 ; Nikolov & Curtain,  2000 ). Additional IDs 
were represented by variables of  language aptitude, strategies of listening compre-
hension, beliefs  related to language learning , attitude  towards and  motivation  for 
language learning and  anxiety to listening comprehension  (Bacsa,  2012 ; Csizér & 
Dörnyei,  2002 ; Dörnyei,  2006 ,  2009 ; Kiss,  2009 ; Kiss & Nikolov,  2005 ; Mihaljević 
Djigunović,  2009 ; Nikolov,  2003a ,  2003b ,  2007 ,  2009 ; Nikolov & Mihaljević 
Djigunović,  2006 ,  2011 ; Yim,  2014 ). The context of language learning (formal vs. 
informal) appears in the analysis as a background variable. Aspect of achievement 
was restricted to the results of listening comprehension tests (Nikolov,  2011 ; 
Nikolov & Szabó,  2011a ,  2011b ; Szabó & Nikolov,  2013 ) and school marks in 
English. Following Dörnyei ( 2010 ), the research interprets the variables involved in 
the research as multifactor constructs rather than independent modules and attempts 
to draw conclusions on changes in student achievement factors affecting the 
 development of listening comprehension by exploring the relationships and constel-
lations of these factors.  

3.2     Aim of the Study 

 We aimed to explore and identify the internal structure, roles and relationships of 
individual variables in the development of early language learners’ listening com-
prehension based on a multi-factor dynamic model of language learning (Gardner & 
MacIntyre,  1993 ) and its reinterpretation (Dörnyei,  2010 ). A further objective was 
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to understand the development of young language learners’ listening comprehen-
sion and the infl uencing factors of its individual differences along with exploring 
how these factors affect each other creating a unique pattern in the early language 
learning context and contributing to listening comprehension achievements. We 
expected that the research fi ndings would help us understand the development of 
listening comprehension and IDs as well as explain young learners’ achievements 
and foster the facilitation of developing listening comprehension effectively. 

 The study addressed the following research questions:

    1.    What tendencies could be seen in the development of students’ listening compre-
hension over a semester?   

   2.    How do separate components of individual differences change over the assess-
ment period?   

   3.    What relationship (pattern) can be detected between the components of individ-
ual differences and how are they related to the students’ results in listening com-
prehension assessments?   

   4.    To what extent do pretest results of individual differences predict posttest 
achievements?   

   5.    What causal relationship could be found between components of individual dif-
ferences and student achievements?   

   6.    What relationship (pattern) can be detected between the components of individ-
ual differences and how are they related to students’ school marks in ESL?   

   7.    To what extent do pretest results of individual differences predict English marks?   
   8.    What causal relationship could be found between components of individual dif-

ferences and English marks?       

4     Method 

4.1     Participants 

 Participants were elementary school students in grade 5 and grade 6. A total of 150 
students of EFL were involved in ten school classes of a mid-sized town in Hungary. 
In order to get results that can be generalized, the sample was representative with 
regards to gender, ability levels of the student groups and socio-economic status.  

4.2     Measures and Procedure 

 The research design applied the methodologies and measures used in the fi eld and 
the characteristics of the sample with a preference of mixed methods (Moschener, 
Anschuetz, Wernke, & Wagener,  2008 ; Nikolov,  2009 ; Nunan & Bailey,  2009 ). (1) 
 Diagnostic listening comprehension tasks  (Nikolov & Szabó,  2011a ,  2011b ) were 
provided for teachers to measure and monitor their students’ development of 
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listening comprehension during the assessment period. (2)  Pretests and posttests  
(Nikolov & Józsa,  2006 ) were applied to measure listening comprehension achieve-
ments. Relevant adapted and newly developed questionnaires were used to capture 
IDs in the following areas: (3)  language aptitude  (Kiss & Nikolov,  2005 ), (4)  strate-
gies of listening comprehension  (Vandergrift,  2005 ,  2006 ), (5)  beliefs about lan-
guage learning  (Bacsa,  2012 ), (6)  attitude and motivation related to language 
learning  (Nikolov,  2003a ,  2003b ) and (7)  listening anxiety  (Kim,  2005 ). All the 
questionnaires applied a 5 point Likert-scale to assess statements. We used (8)  inter-
views  and (9)  think-aloud protocols  to gain in-depth insight into the functioning of 
listening comprehension. 

 The features of the questionnaires and the tests are presented in Tables  1  and  2 . 
A longitudinal design was used covering the period of a semester, involving two 
measurement sessions (except for language aptitude which was measured once 
between the two assessment periods). All students were given a booklet including 
diagnostic tasks of listening comprehension and questionnaires of individual differ-
ences. The instruments were administered with the help of classroom teachers, 
whereas the aptitude and the placement tests were completed under the supervision 
of the fi rst author. The collected data was analyzed with the help of SPSS 22 and 
AMOS 20 software.

    The development of listening comprehension over the period of 6 months was 
analyzed in previous papers (Bacsa,  2014 ; Bacsa & Csíkos,  2013 ). The specifi cs of 
individual differences were identifi ed by detailed investigations of the individual 
variables, which provided a picture of how these variables infl uenced student 
achievement and how they changed between the two testing sessions. 

 The present study provides a synthesis of the main fi ndings of the longitudinal 
research on the role of IDs in the development of young language learners’ listening 

   Table 1    Features of the questionnaires applied in the research   

 Measures of individual differences 
 Number 
of items 

 Number of 
factors loaded 

 Cronbach-α 
pretest 

 Cronbach-α 
posttest 

 MALQ (Vandergrift,  2005 )  18  4  0.83  0.84 
 Attitude and motivation to 
language learning (Nikolov,  2003a , 
 2003b ) 

 20  3  0.71  0.83 

 FLLAS (Kim,  2005 )  33  5  0.88  0.92 
 Beliefs about language learning 
(Bacsa,  2012 ) 

 40  8  0.87  0.91 

   Table 2    Features of the tests applied in the research   

 Tests 
 Number 
of items  Cronbach-α 

 Mean 
(%) 

 Std. 
deviation 

 Language aptitude test (Kiss & Nikolov,  2005 )  45  0.81  60.0  15.3 
 Pretest  16  0.51  56.8  15.6 
 Posttest (part 1)  16  0.64  62.3  17.6 
 Posttest (total)  30  0.79  63.8  14.8 
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comprehension skills. Six variables of individual differences ( aptitude ,  beliefs  about 
language learning,  strategies  of listening comprehension,  attitude and motivation  
toward language learning,  anxiety  about listening comprehension,  parents’ educa-
tion ) and three variables of student achievement ( pretest ,  posttest ,  school marks  in 
English) were used and their interactions were analyzed, in line with the theoretical 
framework (Dörnyei,  2010 ; Gardner & MacIntyre,  1993 ).   

5     Results 

5.1     Development in Listening Comprehension 

 The diagnostic tasks used in this research for the fi rst time were welcomed by most 
teachers and students and they also received positive reviews as measurement 
instrument. The results of the series of assessments monitoring the development of 
listening comprehension show that the majority of the sample continuously devel-
oped throughout the assessment period. 

 As far as the reliability of the measures is concerned, the results show that the 
pretest reliability fi gures (Cronbach-α = 0.51) were lower than expected and lower 
than what was found in prior research (Cronbach-α = 0.72 in Nikolov & Józsa, 
 2006 ), which might partially be explained by the lower item and sample size 
(Dörnyei,  2007 ), as well as the lower number of distractors. Therefore, we decided 
to add validated tests and the modifi ed tests provided suffi cient differentiation in the 
posttest (Cronbach-α =0.79). 

 A signifi cant increase was found in overall listening comprehension over the 
semester long assessment period (t = −4.268; p < 0.001). Subsamples divided by age 
and gender did not show signifi cant variance; although, boys achieved somewhat 
lower scores than girls, as did the grade 5 subsample compared to grade 6, where 
insignifi cant difference reoccurred on the post-test as well. Signifi cant inter-group 
variance was found on the pretest [F(9.127) = 4.90); p < 0.001] and the posttest 
[F(9.128) = 13.20); p < 0.001] along with a considerable within-group variance.  

5.2     Components of Individual Differences 

 IDs were assessed by applying quantitative and qualitative research methods. The 
questionnaires (Attitude and motivation, Beliefs about language learning) were either 
originally constructed for the age of the sample or adapted (MALQ and FLLS) to their 
age specifi cs, by reproducing the original factor structure to measure the construct 
reliably. This statement is supported by several fi ndings of the qualitative investiga-
tions. The reliability indices of subscales deriving from the internal factor structures 
of the questionnaires were found to be lower in some cases than expected in social 
scientifi c research, hence, only those factors were included in the components of 
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individual differences (fi nal analysis) which reliably measured the construct 
(Cronbach-α  > 0.70). This condition was fulfi lled by the scales shown in Table  3 .

   The fi rst component (Cronbach-α = 0.70) is comprised of the strategies used by 
listeners when concentrating to the task at hand and focusing on understanding 
English speech. The second component is the factor of foreign language learning 
motivation and attitude towards school learning and classroom conditions 
(Cronbach-α = 0.70). The third factor (Cronbach-α = 0.79) includes statements on 
the learners’ self-concept. The fourth component (Cronbach-α = 0.82) refers to feel-
ings, anxiety about focusing attention and following the text, the fi fth 
(Cronbach-α = 0.72) to anxiety about the diffi culty of comprehension, the sixth 
(Cronbach-α = 0.72) to anxiety about unknown words that hinder comprehension. 
Finally, the seventh factor (Cronbach-α = 0.78) covers beliefs on the diffi culty of 
language learning. 

 In the fi rst section of the results, descriptive statistical data of the selected com-
ponents and results of the two assessments are presented (Table  4 ).

   Table 3    Components included in the research synthesis (Cronbach α > 0.70)   

 Individual differences  Example 

 Strategy:  directed attention   “While listening to the text I pay attention to the key 
words.” 

 Attitude and motivation:  classroom 
level  

 “English classes are extremely boring.” 

 Attitude and motivation:  learner level 
(self-concept)  

 “No matter how I study, I cannot achieve better in 
English.” 

 Anxiety about listening comprehension: 
 following the text  

 “When a person speaks English very fast, I worry 
that I might not understand all of it.” 

 Anxiety about listening comprehension: 
 diffi culty of comprehension  

 “When someone pronounces words differently from 
the way I pronounce them, I fi nd it diffi cult to 
understand.” 

 Anxiety about listening comprehension: 
 unknown words  

 “I get annoyed when I come across words that I do 
not understand while listening to English.” 

 Beliefs:  diffi culty of language learning   “I learn English quite easily.” 

    Table 4    Components of individual differences in the two assessments   

 Components of individual differences 
 First 
assessment 

 Second 
assessment  t  p 

 Strategy:  directed attention   3.68  3.66  0.268  n.s. 
 Attitude and motivation:  classroom level   3.79  3.58  2.602  0.010 
 Attitude and motivation:  learner level 
(self-concept)  

 3.47  3.33  1.973  n.s. 

 Anxiety about listening comprehension: 
 following the text  

 2.82  2.91  −1.059  n.s. 

 Anxiety about listening comprehension: 
 diffi culty of comprehension  

 2.27  2.66  −4.904  0.000 

 Anxiety about listening comprehension: 
 unknown words  

 2.68  2.87  −2.049  0.042 

 Beliefs:  diffi culty of language learning   3.38  3.45  −1.191  n.s. 
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   The data presented in Table  4  show that the revealed (obtained from MALQ) 
strategy use (metacognitive awareness) of focusing on keywords and understanding 
scored high in both assessments without a signifi cant difference. Observed strategy 
use (think-aloud protocol) confi rmed the primary usage of focusing on keywords in 
the listening process. It can also be seen that, based on the average scores, students 
do not think that they would have diffi culties in learning EFL, since they scored high 
in both assessments on the related belief scales without signifi cant differences. The 
students’ motivational self-concept (learner level) did not refl ect a signifi cant change 
by the end of the school year. However, attitude and motivation in classroom learn-
ing decreased signifi cantly by the second assessment, which might be explained by 
end-of-year exhaustion or incidental negative experiences. The three components of 
anxiety about listening comprehension scored below 3.00 on average in both assess-
ments, which indicate that the participants’ anxiety levels are rather low. In addition, 
the interviews revealed that their anxiety relates mostly to the test situation and pres-
sure for achievement rather than to the listening comprehension activity itself. The 
second assessment showed a signifi cant increase in anxiety in case of two variables; 
however, the increased level does still not reach “general” anxiety level. 

 In addition to the seven components of individual differences this study includes 
the results of the  language aptitude test  and  parents’ education  which proved to be 
the main predictors of foreign language achievements of young learners (Csapó & 
Nikolov,  2009 ; Kiss & Nikolov,  2005 ). We wanted to fi nd out to what degree the 
nine ID variables explain the variance found in the two assessments. Previous 
research suggested that aptitude would prove to be the best predictor of foreign 
language learning achievements (Ellis,  1994 ; Kiss & Nikolov,  2005 ; Robinson, 
 2001 ; Skehan,  1991 ; Sparks, Patton, & Ganschow,  2011 ) and that cognitive vari-
ables would explain more of the variance in case of younger learners than in older 
age groups (Csapó & Nikolov,  2009 ). The results presented in Table  5  support all 
these prior research fi ndings in both assessments.

   Table  5  shows that the components included in the analysis explain 30 % of the 
variance in the listening comprehension scores in the initial and 46 % in the second 

    Table 5    Variables of individual differences explaining listening test performances   

 Individual differences  Pretest  Posttest 

 Parents’ education  1.4  4.6* 
 Language aptitude  24.4**  29.6** 
 Strategy:  directed attention   −0.5  3.2 
 Attitude and motivation:  classroom level   1.8  −0.1 
 Attitude and motivation:  learner level (self-concept)   −2.1  −1.4 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  following the text   0.4  −1.2 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  diffi culty of comprehension   1.8  3.3 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  unknown words   0.0  5.1 
 Beliefs:  diffi culty of language learning   3.3  2.4 
  Total variance explained (R   2   )    30 %    46 %  

  **p < .01; *p < .05  
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assessment. It can be seen that aptitude accounts for a signifi cant degree of variance 
in both cases: in the fi rst assessment it gave 80 % of the total explained variance as 
the only signifi cant factor, whereas in the second assessment it covered 65 % of the 
total variance explained. In both assessments cognitive factors in the traditional 
sense (Gardner & MacIntyre,  1992 ,  1993 ) explained a higher percentage of variance 
than affective factors. In the fi rst assessment aptitude was found to be the only sig-
nifi cant predictor of listening comprehension results, whereas in the second assess-
ment parents’ education also proved to be a signifi cant indicator of student 
achievement. These fi ndings support the fi ndings of previous research that sug-
gested the primary status of cognitive factors in predicting student achievement in 
younger age groups (Csapó & Nikolov,  2009 ; Kiss & Nikolov,  2005 ). They further 
indicate that variables of individual differences (e.g., attitude, motivation, strategies, 
beliefs) cannot be viewed as stable constructs, but they change with time reacting to 
changes in context (Mihaljević Djigunović,  2009 ; Robinson,  2001 ).  

5.3     Relationships Between Variables of First Assessment 
and Listening Comprehension Achievement 

 In this section the relationship between the components yielded from the two assess-
ment session are explored by attempting to fi lter the situational effect of the context, 
thus allowing us to understand young learners’ development in their English listen-
ing comprehension skills. In the following analyses we studied how the experiences, 
opinions and beliefs found in the fi rst assessment predicted the development of lis-
tening comprehension with the help of the factors outlined above. First, a  cluster 
analysis  was conducted to see how the certain variables relate to listening compre-
hension, i.e. what clusters they form around achievement. The dendrogram of the 
cluster analysis conducted by the  furthest neighbour  method is presented in Fig.  1 .

   The dendrogram in Fig.  1  refl ects four separate clusters. Variables of aptitude and 
achievement are grouped in a well separated cluster. The other variables link to this 
by forming smaller individual clusters. Anxiety variables are grouped together, 
motivation variables are connected to strategies, linking to the cluster formed by 
beliefs and parents’ education. Following the steps based on the proximity of con-
nections it can be seen that aptitude and parents’ education are followed by the anxi-
ety components which in turn are followed by beliefs about language learning. 
Motivation is the last connection to them, supporting the fi ndings that it is the most 
weakly interacting component with achievement. 

 Following the system of relationships between the variables, predicting values of 
individual differences are considered.  Regression analysis  was conducted to reveal 
these factors. The question was to what degree the independent variables of indi-
vidual differences (in the fi rst assessment) included in the analysis predicted listen-
ing comprehension achievement as dependent variables in the posttest. Table  6  
shows the results of the regression analysis.

The Role of Individual Differences in the Development of Listening Comprehension…



278

   Table  6  shows the β values of the regression analysis and the explained variance 
of variables (R 2 ). Five out of the nine variables included in the analysis had 
 signifi cant β values. The nine variables in total explained nearly 50 % of the vari-
ance found in the posttest. Half of this is explained by aptitude alone. Parents’ edu-
cation representing the learners’ socio-economic status was also found to have 
signifi cant variance, in line with the majority of other studies conducted in this age 
group in Hungary (e.g., Bukta & Nikolov,  2002 ; Csapó & Nikolov,  2009 ; Józsa & 
Nikolov,  2005 ). The three additional variables that represent signifi cant explanatory 
power relate to the thinking and feeling of the students about the diffi culties of lan-
guage learning and listening comprehension. 

 Finally the paths supposedly leading to listening comprehension achievement 
were drawn with the help of  path analysis  (Fig.  2 ). The objective of the path analy-
sis is to reveal the degree and strength of suggested causal relationships (Münnich 
& Hidegkuti,  2012 ). The literature (Everitt & Dunn,  1991 ) suggests drawing the 
hypothesized path (just-identifi ed/saturated model) prior to conducting the analysis 
so that the outcome of the analysis may confi rm our assumptions. The present anal-
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  Fig. 1    Dendrogram of variable clusters around listening comprehension achievement .  Explanation: 
 Anxiety (1):  following the test;  Anxiety (2 ): diffi culty of understanding;  Anxiety (3):  unknown 
words;  Motivation (1 ): classroom level;  Motivation (2 ): student level (self-concept)       

    Table 6    Variables of fi rst assessment predicting listening comprehension achievement   

 Individual differences  β  r*β (%) 

 Parents’ education  0.185**  4.4** 
 Language aptitude  0.552**  28.3** 
 Strategy:  directed attention   0.041  1.0 
 Attitude and motivation:  classroom level   0.051  0.5 
 Attitude and motivation:  learner level (self-concept)   −0.144  −1.2 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  following the text   0.087  0.4 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  diffi culty of comprehension   −0.264**  5.7** 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  unknown words   0.200*  3.2* 
 Beliefs:  diffi culty of language learning   0.162*  6.8** 
  Total variance explained (R   2   )    49 %  

  **p < .01; *p < .05  
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ysis was based on Gardner and MacIntyre’s ( 1993 ) model modifi ed by Dörnyei 
( 2010 ), where individual variables have both direct and indirect effect on test 
achievement, and as Dörnyei ( 2010 , p. 267) suggests “the cognitive and motivation 
(and also emotional) subsystems of human mind cooperate in a constructive man-
ner”. Those components of individual variables were included in the path-analysis 
that resulted in signifi cant β values in the regression analysis. Hence, the fi nal model 
comprised fi ve variables (exogenous variables) representing the IDs ( aptitude, par-
ents’ education, anxiety about the diffi culty of understanding and unknown words  
and  beliefs on the diffi culty of language learning ). The interactions and causal rela-
tionships of these exogenous variables could explain the development of student 
achievement (endogenous variable). The path diagram is shown in Fig.  2  below.

   The  χ   2   -test  confi rmed our null hypothesis, i.e. the saturated and default models 
were found to be identical. The parameters were evaluated with the method of 
  maximum likelihood , which attempts to maximize the value of the likelihood of the 
criterion variables. 

 In this section we describe the indexes of model fi t. The saturated model had 27 
parameters, the tested model had 21, degrees of freedom (df) was 6 (NPAR). Values 
of χ 2  = 7.95, p = 0.242 indicate that the model fi t between the saturated model and the 
data was not (signifi cantly) worse than between the data and the default model. It 
can be seen that path coeffi cients (β values) that are found next to the arrows in the 
diagram (Fig.  2 ) are signifi cant in each case. NFI = 0.949 and CFI = 0.986 values 
refl ect optimal fi t, since both indicators exceed the 0.9 (good fi t) level. Finally, 
RMSEA = 0.034 value also suggests good model fi t: lower than 0.05. 

 The fi ve variables in the model account for 47 % of the total variance of achieve-
ment. The multivariate analysis of individual differences and test achievements 
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  Fig. 2    Variables of individual differences and causal relationships of listening comprehension 
achievement.  Explanation: Anxiety (2 ): diffi culty of understanding;  Anxiety (3):  unknown words       
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revealed that components of individual variables exert both direct and indirect effect 
on student achievement. The biggest direct effect on achievement (β = 0.57) was 
found in case of  language aptitude , which also directly effected the students’  beliefs 
on language learning  (β = 0.35). Beliefs, on the other hand, indirectly infl uence 
achievement through  feelings related to the diffi culty of listening comprehension  
(anxiety or the lack of it).  Parents’ education  has both a direct (β = 0.18) and an 
indirect effect on achievement through the related beliefs and feelings.  Anxiety con-
cerning unknown words  was also found to exert a signifi cant impact on achievement 
directly (β = 0.24) and indirectly through  anxiety about comprehension  (β = 0.46). 

 It can be stated that students’ beliefs act as a mediator of the effects of their apti-
tude and their parents’ education, making their way to achievement through emo-
tional states. In other words, student beliefs, what they think about language 
learning, and their emotions, how they feel in the learning process, interact in 
 determining children’s development. The effect of beliefs on anxiety about listening 
comprehension (β = −0.20) and the effect of anxiety about listening comprehension 
on achievement (β = −0.20) are both negative, as expected based on the correlations. 
Those who are less anxious expect English to be easier and have a more positive 
self-concept as language learners. Consequently, those who are more positively 
inclined toward language learning achieve better, which is certainly also true the 
other way around. 

 School marks were used as additional measures of student achievement that eval-
uate their work throughout the school year. In the next section we discuss the rela-
tionships between IDs and the students’ English marks in order to compare the 
overlaps of the two achievement variable with the variables of individual 
differences.  

5.4     Relationships Between Variables of the First Assessment 
and English Marks 

 In Hungarian educational practice, the most signifi cant indicators of school achieve-
ment are school marks, due to the lack of standardized methods and instruments of 
assessment that are the foundation of consistent evaluation of achievement in school 
subjects in other countries. School marks are traditionally used as indicators of stu-
dent achievement, although research on school marks (Csapó,  2002a ,  2002b ) high-
lighted several controversial phenomena: school marks weakly correlate with the 
actual knowledge measured by knowledge tests based on the school curriculum and 
text books (Csapó,  2002b ). In this respect, English as a school subject is in a better 
position compared to other subject, since the highest correlation was found between 
test results and school marks (r = 0.52 in grades seven and eight). This fi nding was 
explained by traditions in standardized testing in English language assessment in 
contrast with other school subjects, since language profi ciency exams have clearly 
defi ned criteria and hence measuring language skills must have improved practice 
(Csapó). 
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 The discussion of student achievement is complemented by a detailed descrip-
tion of the relationships between English marks and ID variables and we attempt to 
clarify causal relationships by including this achievement indicator in the path anal-
ysis. First, a  cluster analysis  was conducted to explore the system of relationship 
between the ID variables and to highlight how these variables are grouped in con-
necting to school achievement.  Furthest neighbour  method was used in the cluster 
analysis. The dendrogram of the results is shown in Fig.  3  . 

   The variables shown in Fig.  3  are grouped in two larger clusters containing three 
smaller clusters. Aptitude formed a separate cluster. By reviewing the steps of clus-
ter formation it can be seen how the individual variables relate to one another. 
English mark is grouped in one cluster with the components of strategy and 
 motivation, whereas aptitude forms a separate cluster with the components of indi-
vidual differences. 

 Next, the predictive effect of individual difference variables on English marks 
was analyzed. Table  7  shows the  β  and explained variance values of the nine 
variables.
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  Fig. 3    Dendrogram of clusters around English marks.  Explanation: Motivation (1): classroom 
level; Motivation (2): student level (self-concept); Anxiety (1): following the text; Anxiety (2): dif-
fi culty of understanding; Anxiety (3): unknown words        

    Table 7    Variables of fi rst assessment predicting English language marks   

 Individual differences  β  r*β (%) 

 Parents’ education  0.140  3.9 
 Language aptitude  0.352**  17.4** 
 Strategy:  directed attention   0.195**  6.3** 
 Attitude and motivation:  classroom level   −0.010  −0.2 
 Attitude and motivation:  learner level (self-concept)   0.260**  11.0** 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  following the text   0.034  −0.3 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  diffi culty of comprehension   0.016  −0.2 
 Anxiety about listening comprehension:  unknown words   −0.084  1.1 
 Beliefs:  diffi culty of language learning   −0.009  −0.3 
  Total variance explained (R   2   )    38 %  

  **p < .01  

 

The Role of Individual Differences in the Development of Listening Comprehension…



282

   According to the data in Table  7 , the total variance explained comes close to 
40 %. It is apparent that only three variables have signifi cant  β  values predicting 
English marks. Aptitude has the highest share in the variance explained, accounting 
for almost 50 % of the total. The second most signifi cant predictor is the level of 
student motivation and attitude, i.e. self-concept of the learner, describing how suc-
cessful or less successful the students perceive themselves. The third signifi cant 
variable is strategy of directed attention to the keywords; metacognitive awareness 
about listening comprehension is one of the most important and most frequently 
applied strategies of listening comprehension, as was confi rmed in student inter-
views. It is also shown that parents’ education does not directly predict English 
marks. 

 Finally, a  path-analysis  was conducted involving the signifi cant variables result-
ing from  regression analysis  in order to reveal causal relationships between the 
variables in relation to the English marks and the paths leading from IDs to student 
achievement evaluated by school marks. Figure  4  shows the  path-diagram  of 
assumed causal relationships.

   Three of the ID variables had signifi cant β values, meaning that the direct and 
indirect effects of these three variables explain the variance in English marks. First, 
the parameters of model fi t are reviewed. The saturated model had 14 parameters, 
the tested model 13, df was 1. Values of χ 2  = 0.088, p = 0.767 suggest that the test 
was not signifi cant, showing that the tested model is a good fi t. Path-coeffi cients (β 
values) are signifi cant in all relationships. NFI = 0.999 and CFI = 1.000 values also 
refl ect adequate level, exceeding 0.9 (good fi t) level. Finally, RMSEA < 0.001 is 
well below 0.05, indicating good model fi t. 

 There are different paths, however, leading to school marks, the other variable of 
student achievement. Also, the predictive force of ID variables was considerably 
lower (35 %) in this case. The most reliable predictor of English language school 
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  Fig. 4    Variables of IDs and causal relationships of English language marks.  Explanation: 
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marks was  language aptitude  both directly (β =0.37) and indirectly infl uencing 
school marks. In this latter case the effect of language aptitude was mediated by the 
 attention to keywords strategy  (β =0.22) and learners’  self-concept as a motive  
(β = 0.33). These variables had a signifi cant direct effect on marks. As is shown in 
Fig.  4 , mainly cognitive factors in the traditional sense account for the English 
marks. From the affective factors, only motivational self-concept impacts the marks. 

 The resulting paths in both analyses seem to support Dörnyei’s assumption 
( 2010 ): we interpret IDs as dynamic interactions of hierarchically organized 
 components and cognitive and affective factors (within and between themselves) as 
overlapping rather than dichotomic constructs. It became clear that the two achieve-
ment variables, listening comprehension test achievement and English school 
marks, were explained by different variables of individual differences to a different 
extent.   

6     Conclusion 

 The fi ndings of the research are in line with the predictions of the theoretical frame-
work (Dörnyei,  2006 ,  2009 ,  2010 ; Gardner & MacIntyre,  1992 ,  1993 ): the ID vari-
ables are multifactor constructs in themselves, the constituents are in constant 
interaction with each other and their environment, changing and consequently creat-
ing a complex pattern of development. Both the components of individual differ-
ences and systemic models of the connections in student achievement support 
Dörnyei’s assumption ( 2010 ) that the traditional separation of cognitive and affec-
tive variables (Gardner & MacIntyre,  1992 ,  1993 ) can be problematic. 

 The fi ndings confi rmed that language aptitude and parents’ education are signifi -
cant predictors of young learners’ listening comprehension achievements (Csapó & 
Nikolov,  2009 ; Józsa & Nikolov,  2005 ; Kiss & Nikolov,  2005 ). The other primary 
factor in the traditional sense (Gardner & MacIntyre,  1993 ), the motivational com-
ponent, was excluded from the predictive model of listening comprehension 
achievement. This seems to contradict previous fi ndings, however, motivation was 
found to signifi cantly predict school achievement represented by the English marks 
in this research, in line with others’ fi ndings (Dörnyei,  2009 ,  2010 ; Mihaljević 
Djigunović,  2006 ,  2009 ,  2014 ). 

 It was also revealed that listening comprehension achievement is predicted by 
the interaction between IDs and the learning context which is constantly changing 
throughout the learning process (Dörnyei,  2006 ,  2009 ,  2010 ; Mihaljević Djigunović, 
 2009 ). 

 Additionally, the fi ndings shed light on the fact that learners’ beliefs, thoughts 
and feelings related to the diffi culty of language learning and students’ aptitude 
have a signifi cant effect both on one another and on achievement (Aragao,  2011 ; 
Bacsa,  2012 ). This means that what young learners think or believe about language 
learning and how they feel about their learning experience impact their achievement 
in listening comprehension. According to our model, these beliefs are rooted in the 
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young learners’ social background (indicated by their parents’ education) and lan-
guage aptitude, and the direction of these relationships is the opposite of that dis-
played in Gardner and MacIntyre’s ( 1993 ) model. 

6.1     Implications and Direction for Further Research 

 There is a scarcity on the Hungarian research scene of instruments measuring early 
language learners’ individual differences. This research has taken a step closer to 
developing the methods needed to explore individual differences and to understand 
the functioning of the already existing instruments for early language learners. Our 
fi ndings could assist language teachers in identifying the strengths and weaknesses 
of their learners and discovering the potential in developing listening comprehen-
sion of early language learners. Accurate diagnosis could lead to the facilitation of 
learners’ development and training programs. 

 This research investigated the development of a single skill from the perspective 
of the multifactor construct of individual differences. Further research involving 
larger, potentially representative samples would be needed to test the reliability of 
the instruments we applied and to gather more data from various perspectives on 
how they could be improved. More measures developed specifi cally for young 
learners would also be needed to explore additional hidden aspects of individual 
differences. Furthermore, it would be important to examine reading, writing and 
speaking in similar circumstances by using diagnostic measures in order to better 
understand their development, and to allow teachers to facilitate their young learn-
ers better.      
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