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Background 

 

Many research methodologies in reading, and quite possibly the majority, adopt a universalist 

perspective. This means such studies concentrate on structures and processes believed to be 

applicable to all individuals, albeit not necessarily in identical ways (Schlesinger, 2019). The 

underlying assumption is that these processes are widespread, crucial, and fundamental to 

grasping the dynamics of reading. Examining various aspects, such as chunk reading training 

(Kosaka, 2023), extensive reading programs (Zhou & Day, 2023), and the mechanics of 

timed reading, repeated oral reading, and extensive reading (Milliner, 2021), exemplify this 

approach.  

 

The challenge for such studies lies in investigating how diverse instructional interventions 

yield improved acquisition outcomes or exert influence on reading performance. 

Developmental sequences, for instance, are scrutinized to understand their comprehensive 

functionality and how they can be explained through linguistic or cognitive factors (Shum et 

al., 2014; Verhoeven et al., 2011). Additionally, they may be explored to determine optimal 

instructional strategies or interventions, such as a systematic and intensive intervention with a 

decoding program (Egerhag et al., 2023). 

 

Undoubtedly, the approaches mentioned earlier have significantly shaped and even 

dominated the landscape of reading research. They likely constitute a substantial percentage 

of conducted research, and the publications that have emerged within the field. However, a 

more recent alternative perspective has emerged—one that delves into the inherent 

differences among learners (Zhou, 2024). This approach focuses on examining individual 

distinctions, such as variations in lexical knowledge (Webb, 2021), metacognitive knowledge 

(Teng & Mizumoto, 2024; Teng & Zhang, 2021; Teng, 2025), and disparities in working 

memory capacities (Hamada, 2015).  
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The crux of this alternative approach lies in understanding how these individual differences 

can exert a profound influence on the dynamics, nature, and pace of foreign language 

reading. In contrast to the universalist perspective, which assumes commonality in structures 

and processes across all individuals, this approach recognizes and investigates the diverse 

cognitive and linguistic factors that contribute to variability among learners. This nuanced 

exploration goes beyond the assumption of uniformity and underscores the importance of 

acknowledging and understanding the rich tapestry of individual cognitive and linguistic 

profiles within the realm of reading research. 

 

An Evolving Approach 

 

In the initial stages of second language acquisition research, the focus predominantly rested 

on specific individual difference variables, encompassing elements like foreign language 

aptitude, working memory, and cognition. Typically, researchers conducted studies honing in 

on their specific area of interest, and that marked the extent of their inquiry. However, over 

time, there has been a shift toward a more comprehensive Individual Differences (IDs) 

approach. This revised perspective incorporates a broader spectrum of potential IDs, 

encompassing both affective and cognitive factors, while discerning a semblance of 

commonality among them.  

 

A key aspect of this evolving approach is the recognition that if learners exhibit significant 

differences from one another, it becomes imperative to delve into these distinctions. 

Understanding the nature of these differences, their potential for change, and discerning how 

instructional methods might need to be adapted to accommodate them in the context of 

reading research has become paramount. This approach aligns with what can be described as 

'mixed ability' teaching in pedagogy. In this pedagogical context, educators grapple with 

techniques that facilitate the development of students in classes marked by pronounced 

differences among individuals. Surprisingly, this consideration was rarely broached within 

the domain of reading research until more recently. 

 

A Critical Juncture 

 

In the realm of applied linguistics, and particularly within the study of foreign language 

reading, we find ourselves at a crucial juncture marked by significant methodological growth 

and transformation. The exploration of reading studies through the lens of IDs assumes 

paramount importance, prompting us to question our fundamental beliefs about reading and 

the interpretive practices we employ. Despite the pivotal nature of IDs in understanding 

reading, only a handful of empirical studies have explicitly delved into the intersection of IDs 

and reading (e.g., Brantmeier, 2023; Hamada, 2015; Shum et al., 2014). Given the current 

landscape, there exists an imperative to reevaluate and innovate the methodologies that 

underpin research in this domain. In response to this need, the special issue endeavors to 

explore the evolving research methods within the sphere of foreign language reading. This 

special issue makes a significant contribution to the ongoing tradition of probing differential 

factors in foreign language reading. Within this issue, a concerted focus was on key areas 

within the cognitive domain, including aptitude, working memory, emotion, fundamental 

psychological processes, metacognitive knowledge, and prior vocabulary knowledge.  

 

The distinctive feature of this special issue lies in the integration of ID work with the various 

facets of reading, culminating in a unique amalgamation of research findings that not only 
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enrich our understanding of IDs but also make notable contributions to the broader field 

through unique and impactful research publications. 

 

 

Introduction to the Articles 

 

The first article, by Teng (2025), investigates the interrelationships among metacognitive 

knowledge (MCK), breadth of vocabulary knowledge (BVK), and reading proficiency in 

young EFL learners over a three-year longitudinal study. The participants included 361 third-

grade students from rural China, and data were collected from Grade 3 through Grade 5. 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) confirmed that metacognitive knowledge indirectly 

influences reading ability through vocabulary acquisition. Key findings include the 

following: First, MCK, BVK, and reading are strongly interrelated, with improvements in one 

area often linked to advancements in the others. Second, BVK mediates the relationship 

between MCK and reading proficiency. Third, both MCK and BVK improve over time, but 

their growth is non-linear and influenced by individual differences. The study underscores the 

importance of developing metacognitive knowledge and vocabulary knowledge in reading 

literacy among young learners. 

 

The second article, by Sparks et al. (2025), explores the relationship between first language 

(L1) and second language (L2) reading achievement, focusing on how L1 print exposure and 

L2 aptitude (measured by the Modern Language Aptitude Test, MLAT) mediate the effect of 

L1 reading achievement on L2 reading initial and growth levels. It challenges the earlier 

notion that L2 reading is merely a slower version of L1 reading, instead emphasizing the 

complex interplay of linguistic and cognitive factors. Using structural equation modeling 

(SEM), the study tracked 307 U.S. high school students learning Spanish over three years. 

The findings reveal that L1 reading achievement directly predicts initial L2 reading levels, 

but not growth over time. Its effect on the growth level was mediated by L2 aptitude and L1 

print exposure, with L2 aptitude and L1 print exposure contributing equally to L2 reading 

growth. The study concludes with implications for educators, emphasizing the importance of 

early L1 skills on L2 reading initial and development by considering students’ levels on L1 

print exposure and L2 aptitude. It also highlights the use of cognates to enhance L2 reading 

development. Finally, this paper makes methodological contributions by employing advanced 

techniques such as SEM to explore the intricate relationship between L1 and L2 reading 

variables.  

 

The third article, by Liu and Zhang (2025), investigates the relative contributions of 

vocabulary size and depth knowledge to reading comprehension in 97 Chinese learners of 

English in the United Kingdom. Vocabulary size and depth are related but distinct 

dimensions. Vocabulary size showed the strongest correlation with reading comprehension, 

but both aspects of depth knowledge (semantic network and polysemous knowledge) also 

contributed uniquely to comprehension outcomes. Vocabulary knowledge collectively 

explained 74.2% of the variance in reading comprehension. Vocabulary size was the 

strongest predictor, accounting for 12.4% of unique variance, while semantic network 

knowledge and polysemous knowledge accounted for 2.1% and 1.8% of unique variance, 

respectively. The contribution of vocabulary knowledge varied depending on the type of 

reading comprehension task. For "banked cloze" and "matching" tasks, vocabulary size was 

the dominant predictor, with minimal contributions from depth knowledge. For "passage 

comprehension," all three measures—vocabulary size, semantic network knowledge, and 
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polysemous knowledge—were significant predictors, with vocabulary depth contributing 

more collectively than vocabulary size. Additionally, semantic network knowledge and 

polysemous knowledge were found to have distinct but complementary roles in supporting 

reading comprehension, particularly in tasks requiring deeper inferencing and integration of 

meaning. The study concludes that while vocabulary size is foundational for reading 

comprehension, vocabulary depth becomes increasingly important for tasks requiring higher-

order comprehension skills.  

 

The fourth article, by Zhou (2025), investigates the impact of extensive reading (ER) on 

foreign language enjoyment (FLE) among advanced English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

learners in China. The participants, 55 college freshmen majoring in English, engaged in a 

semester-long ER program using the online platform ReadTheory. Data were collected 

through pre- and post-questionnaires, bi-weekly reading reports, and final reflections. Results 

indicate that ER significantly increased learners’ FLE over the semester. Bi-weekly reports 

showed that learners generally enjoyed the reading materials, with higher enjoyment levels 

associated with easier texts. However, challenges such as specialized vocabulary, complex 

sentence structures, and genre-specific difficulties (e.g., science articles) were common. 

Learners employed strategies like rereading, using dictionaries, and breaking down sentences 

to overcome these challenges. The study provided valuable insights into the online reading 

experience of advanced learners. 

 

The fifth article, by Zhang (2025), examines the relationship between three dimensions of 

vocabulary knowledge—breadth, depth, and fluency—and their predictive power on reading 

and listening comprehension in learners. While vocabulary breadth and depth have been 

extensively studied, vocabulary fluency has received less attention. The results, based on 

structural equation modeling (SEM), reveal that vocabulary breadth is the strongest predictor 

of both reading and listening comprehension, accounting for the largest variance in 

performance. Vocabulary depth significantly predicts listening comprehension but has a 

smaller and non-significant impact on reading comprehension in this study. Vocabulary 

fluency, on the other hand, shows a significant contribution to listening comprehension but 

not to reading comprehension. The findings suggest that listening comprehension places 

greater demands on the speed of lexical access, while reading comprehension relies more 

heavily on the quantity of vocabulary knowledge. The study also reveals significant 

correlations between the three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge. Vocabulary breadth and 

depth are moderately correlated, sharing about 49% of their variance, while breadth and 

fluency, as well as depth and fluency, are negatively correlated. This indicates that learners 

with larger vocabularies tend to access words more quickly, and those with greater depth of 

knowledge also demonstrate faster lexical access. However, the shared variance between 

fluency and the other two dimensions is relatively small, suggesting that fluency is a distinct 

construct. The study concludes that vocabulary knowledge is foundational for both reading 

and listening comprehension, but its dimensions play different roles depending on the mode 

of comprehension. Breadth is most critical for reading, depth supports inferencing in 

listening, and fluency enhances the ability to process auditory input in real-time. 

 

The sixth article, by Li and Zhen (2025), explores the influence of gender and socioeconomic 

status (SES) on early English reading development among Chinese-English bilingual children 

in Canada. The research investigates how these sociocultural and demographic factors impact 

literacy skills, including receptive vocabulary, letter and word recognition, and reading 

comprehension, in Grades 1 and 2. It also examines whether the effects of gender and SES 
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vary across grades, addressing gaps in the literature on bilingual children’s language 

acquisition. The study employed a cross-sectional design with 143 participants, assessing 

their receptive vocabulary, letter and word recognition, and reading comprehension using 

standardized tools like the Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement and the Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test. Results revealed that girls consistently outperformed boys, and 

children from non-low-SES families scored higher than their low-SES peers across all 

measures. While the gender effect was relatively small, SES had a more pronounced impact, 

particularly on vocabulary development. These findings suggest that SES-related challenges 

can hinder early literacy development, though appropriate instruction and parental 

interventions may mitigate these effects. 

 

The seventh article, by Jung et al. (2025), investigates the impact of structural support in task-

based reading on L2 learners’ reading comprehension and incidental collocation learning. It 

also examines how individual differences, such as language aptitude and working memory, 

moderate these effects. The study involved 81 Cantonese-speaking undergraduate students in 

Hong Kong, who were divided into two groups: one received structural support (evaluation 

criteria for articles), and the other did not. Participants completed various tests, including 

reading comprehension, collocation recall and recognition, and measures of individual 

differences (language aptitude and working memory). Structural support did not significantly 

affect participants’ reading comprehension scores. Language aptitude, measured through 

LLAMA B (lexical learning) and LLAMA F (grammatical inference), positively influenced 

collocation learning in the immediate posttests regardless of the task conditions. Similarly, 

working memory, particularly attentional control (measured by the Three Squared Task), 

significantly predicted collocation recall and recognition scores in both task conditions. This 

study also found that larger phonological short-term memory (digit span) could significantly 

promote collocation learning, but structural support was shown to neutralize such significant 

effects. This study demonstrates the facilitative roles of learning aptitude and attention 

control ability in learning new collocation, and more importantly, highlights the pedagogical 

potential of structural support in assisting learners with limited phonological memory in 

collocation learning from task-based reading.   

 

The eighth article, by Sun et al. (2025), explores the effectiveness of a school-based shared 

book reading intervention on Chinese acquisition among ethnic minority kindergarteners in 

Hong Kong. The research is grounded in the bioecological framework, which emphasizes the 

dynamic interaction between individual, environmental, and contextual factors in language 

learning. A quasi-experimental design was employed, involving 161 kindergarteners divided 

into experimental and control groups. The experimental group participated in a 16-week 

shared book reading intervention using books designed to reflect diverse cultural identities 

and foster engagement. The results demonstrated that the intervention significantly improved 

Chinese metalinguistic awareness and word/text reading among the experimental group, with 

their performance of Chinese metalinguistic awareness approaching that of native Chinese-

speaking children. However, the study also found variability in outcomes based on home 

literacy environment and individual factors. For example, children whose fathers had higher 

oral proficiency in Chinese and those who used ethnic languages daily performed better in 

word and text reading. The findings underscore the importance of tailoring interventions to 

account for these moderating factors and highlight the need for further research on super-

lexical reading outcomes and long-term impacts. 
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The ninth article, by Bui and Zhang (2025), explores the distraction of background music on 

reading comprehension among advanced English learners, focusing on the type of music 

(Chinese versus English songs) and the mediating role of working memory capacity (WMC). 

The study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative data (reading 

comprehension and working memory tests) with qualitative data (post-experiment 

interviews). Participants included 57 advanced Chinese learners of English studying in Hong 

Kong. Reading comprehension was assessed using passages of comparable difficulty, and 

working memory was measured through a sentence recall task. The study found that learners 

performed better in English reading comprehension while listening to the Chinese songs than 

the English versions of the songs, indicating less distractions under the familiar lyric types. 

This contradicts the hypothesis that familiarity with Chinese lyrics would lead to greater 

distraction. WMC did not significantly mediate the effects of music type, nor was there an 

interaction effect between WMC and music conditions. While most participants believed 

Chinese songs were more distracting, they performed better under this condition. The 

qualitative data also revealed that learners were generally more familiar with the Chinese 

song, which may have influenced their perceptions of distraction. The results highlight the 

complex relationship between auditory distractions, individual cognitive capacities, and 

subjective perceptions in academic settings. 

 

The last article by, Ueno et al. (2025), is a meta-analysis, which examines the effectiveness of 

reading strategy (RS) instruction in improving RS use and reading comprehension among 

English learners. It highlights the importance of reading as a core skill in second language 

(L2) learning and the cognitive challenges it entails, emphasizing the role of RS in facilitating 

comprehension. Drawing on meta-analyses, the article underscores the positive impact of RS 

instruction on RS use and reading comprehension, but it also identifies gaps in the research, 

such as limited focus on specific learner populations, the relationship between RS use and 

comprehension, and the influence of learner and environmental factors. The meta-analysis 

addresses these gaps by focusing specifically on English learners and incorporating 

moderators such as educational level, proficiency, region, and learning context. The results 

reveal that RS instruction significantly improves both RS use and reading comprehension. 

Moderator analyses indicate that factors like educational level, proficiency, region, and 

learning context influence the effectiveness of RS instruction. These findings suggest that RS 

instruction is broadly effective but that its impact varies depending on individual and 

contextual factors. 

 

 

Critical Reflections 

 

The studies illustrate the dynamic and multifaceted nature of reading research, highlighting 

its reliance on diverse paradigms, multidisciplinary inquiry, and innovative methodologies. 

The studies underscore the significance of addressing underexplored areas, fostering 

interdisciplinary collaboration, and translating research findings into practical strategies for 

educators. By addressing these aspects, this issue is well positioned to advance our 

understanding of reading for diverse learner populations. 

 

Diverse Research Paradigms 

 

The studies in this special collection showcase the remarkable diversity of research 

paradigms in the field of reading, reflecting a wide range of theoretical frameworks that 
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address various dimensions of the reading process. This diversity in research design also 

enables researchers to explore complex aspects of reading from multiple perspectives, 

enriching the field with nuanced insights and broadening the scope of inquiry. For instance, 

Teng’s research takes a quantitative approach by utilizing structural equation modeling 

(SEM) to examine the developmental trajectories of vocabulary knowledge and 

metacognitive awareness over a three-year period. This methodological rigor allows Teng 

(2025) to identify intricate relationships between metacognitive knowledge, vocabulary 

breadth and depth, and reading performance, providing valuable insights into the long-term 

development of reading proficiency. Similarly, the methodological rigor of employing SEM 

to investigate the causal relationships between emergent and latent variables, as demonstrated 

by Sparks et al. (2025), effectively highlights how L1 reading achievement directly predicts 

initial L2 reading levels but not subsequent growth over time. Their findings underscore the 

mediating roles of L2 aptitude and L1 print exposure, with both factors contributing equally 

to L2 reading development. Zhou (2025)’s mixed effect research design of combining 

questionnaires, bi-weekly reports, and reflection data is also effective in revealing the 

relationship between extensive reading (ER) and foreign language enjoyment (FLE), 

shedding lights on how ER not only enhances language skills but also fosters positive 

emotional engagement over time. The diversity in paradigms of using SEM is further 

exemplified by studies like Liu and Zhang (2025)’s and Zhang (2025)’s, for which the former 

one adopts a multidimensional approach to analyze the interplay between vocabulary size, 

depth, and specific reading tasks, while the latter one advances understandings of vocabulary 

fluency, vocabulary breadth, and vocabulary depth in reading and listening. Li and Zhen 

(2025) employed a two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), incorporating 

gender and family SES background, to provide additional evidence supporting the gender 

advantage in early L2 reading development in favor of girls. Their findings also revealed that 

family SES had significant effects on bilingual children’s reading-related assessment 

outcomes. Similarly, Sun et al. (2025) utilized multivariate analysis of covariance 

(MANCOVA) to demonstrate the impact of shared book reading on Chinese metalinguistic 

awareness, as well as Chinese word and text reading among L2 children from ethnic minority 

families. Bui and Zhang (2025), using a repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA), 

found that different types of background musical lyrics significantly influenced L2 reading 

comprehension performance. Jung et al. (2025), through mixed-effects regression analysis, 

revealed that vocabulary learning aptitude and attention control ability had significantly 

positive effects on retaining target collocation forms. Finally, Ueno et al. (2025), in their 

meta-analysis, demonstrated that the effectiveness of RS instruction varied depending on 

moderators such as learner factors (e.g., educational level and proficiency) and environmental 

factors (e.g., region and learning context). 

 

This variety of research paradigms enriches the field by addressing a broad spectrum of 

factors influencing reading, including cognitive processes, emotional engagement, 

vocabulary acquisition, and developmental trajectories. Each paradigm brings unique 

strengths to the table. Zhou’s paradigms of emotions in reading, Teng (2025)’s and Bui and 

Zhang (2025)’s focus on cognitive development, Sparks et al. (2025)’s analysis of the 

interplay between L1 and L2 literacy, Li and Zhang (2025), and Zhang (2025)’s 

comprehensive approach to vocabulary knowledge, Li and Zhen (2025)’s sociocultural and 

equity-focused research, Sun et al.’s (2025) culturally responsive interventions, and Ueno et 

al. (2025)’s meta-analysis of reading strategies collectively highlight diverse approaches to 

advancing second language acquisition and reading comprehension.  
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However, this diversity also presents challenges. The differing methodologies, theoretical 

frameworks, and focal points of these studies can make it difficult to synthesize findings 

across the field. For example, while one study may focus on emotional and motivational 

factors, another may prioritize cognitive or linguistic dimensions, leading to fragmented 

insights rather than an integrated understanding of reading. Despite these challenges, the 

diversity of paradigms ultimately drives innovation and progress in the field. This diversity 

underscores the importance of interdisciplinary collaboration and the need for ongoing 

dialogue among researchers to bridge gaps and build a cohesive body of knowledge in 

reading research. 

 

Multidisciplinary Inquiry 

 

The studies in this special collection illustrate the necessity and value of multidisciplinary 

inquiry in understanding the complexity of reading. By integrating insights from diverse 

disciplines—such as psychology, linguistics, education, and cognitive science—these studies 

address the multifaceted nature of reading and provide a more comprehensive understanding 

of how linguistic, cognitive, emotional, and sociocultural factors intersect to shape reading 

outcomes. However, while their contributions are significant, a critical reflection on their 

approaches and implications reveals both strengths and limitations inherent in 

multidisciplinary research. 

 

Teng (2025)’s study exemplifies a cognitive science perspective. The use of SEM and 

innovative assessment tools, such as visual-verbal protocols, highlights the methodological 

rigor and interdisciplinary nature of the research. Teng (2025) bridges linguistic and 

cognitive dimensions, offering actionable insights for curriculum design and instructional 

strategies for vocabulary knowledge and reading development. The study’s emphasis on 

metacognitive training and vocabulary instruction, while valuable, does not fully address the 

sociocultural factors that influence learners’ ability to apply these strategies in real-world 

contexts. For instance, learners from under-resourced environments may face challenges in 

accessing the materials and support needed to develop metacognitive skills, highlighting the 

need for a more holistic approach that considers both cognitive and contextual factors. 

 

The article by Sparks et al. (2025) provides a nuanced understanding of linguistic transfer and 

reading. This perspective integrates linguistic theories of transfer with cognitive research on 

reading development, offering a comprehensive framework for understanding how learners 

navigate the complexities of dual-language literacy. However, the study’s focus on English-

Spanish learners limits its generalizability to other L1-L2 pairings, particularly those 

involving non-alphabetic or typologically distant languages.  

 

Liu and Zhang (2025)’s study advances our understanding of the relationship between 

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension by disentangling different aspects of 

vocabulary depth. The multidimensional analysis of semantic network knowledge and 

polysemous knowledge provides a detailed understanding of how these facets contribute to 

various reading tasks. This approach moves beyond the traditional dichotomy of vocabulary 

size versus depth and highlights the importance of aligning vocabulary instruction with 

specific reading goals. While the study is well-grounded in theoretical frameworks such as 

the Lexical Quality Hypothesis, the emphasis on task-specific vocabulary instruction requires 

significant teacher expertise and resources, which may not be readily available in all 

educational contexts.  
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Zhang (2025)’s study enriches the conceptual framework of vocabulary knowledge by 

incorporating the often-overlooked dimension of fluency. The study provides a more holistic 

understanding of vocabulary’s contribution to language proficiency. The findings, which 

highlight the importance of fluency for real-time processing in listening tasks, have clear 

pedagogical implications for designing activities that promote rapid lexical access. However, 

the study’s focus on fluency raises questions about how to balance this with breadth and 

depth in instructional practices 

 

Li and Zhen (2025)’s study addresses the intersection of gender and socioeconomic status 

(SES) in bilingual children’s early literacy development, highlighting the impact of these 

factors on reading outcomes. Similarly, Sun et al. (2025)’s research on L2 Chinese 

acquisition among ethnic minority children in Hong Kong emphasizes the role of familial and 

environmental influences. Both studies adopt a sociocultural perspective, demonstrating the 

importance of contextual factors in shaping language learning experiences. While these 

studies provide valuable insights, they also highlight the challenges of addressing systemic 

inequities in education. For instance, while Li and Zhen (2025) advocate for targeted 

interventions for low-SES families, the feasibility and sustainability of such programs remain 

uncertain. Similarly, Sun et al.’s culturally responsive approach, while commendable, 

requires significant investment in curriculum design and teacher training, which may not be 

practical in resource-constrained settings. 

 

The studies by Jung et al. (2025) and Bui and Zhang (2025) underscore the value of 

multidisciplinary inquiry in addressing complex, multifaceted challenges in language 

learning. Bui and Zhang (2025)’s study highlights the impact of auditory distractions on 

reading comprehension by examining music type and working memory, addressing gaps in 

research on multilingual learners. Its mixed-methods approach combines performance data 

with subjective insights, and the inclusion of working memory underscores its role in L2 

learners’ ability to process and store information simultaneously. Jung et al. (2025)’s study 

fills gaps in TBLT research by focusing on reading tasks and collocation learning, exploring 

how task design and individual differences like language aptitude and working memory 

influence outcomes. Using robust methodologies, such as mixed-effects regression models 

and validated tools, the study provides insights into short- and long-term learning. It 

emphasizes attentional control in collocation learning, offering practical implications for 

designing reading tasks tailored to diverse learner needs. 

 

Reading research increasingly integrates insights from multiple disciplines, including 

linguistics, psychology, and education. The meta-analysis by Ueno et al. (2025) provides a 

comprehensive understanding of RS instruction’s effectiveness for English learners. By 

incorporating moderator variables, the study offers nuanced insights into how different 

learner and environmental factors shape the outcomes of RS instruction, making it highly 

relevant for educators and researchers seeking to optimize reading instruction for diverse 

learner populations. The findings related to environmental factors, such as the greater 

effectiveness of RS instruction in ESL contexts compared to EFL contexts, raise important 

questions about the role of input and output opportunities in language learning.  

 

Methodological Innovation  
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Finally, the studies in the special issue showcase a range of methodological innovations that 

contribute to advancing research in reading research. Each study employs unique approaches, 

offering valuable insights into diverse learner contexts and pedagogical strategies. 

 

Teng (2025)’s three-year longitudinal study uses innovative tools, such as visual-verbal 

protocols for assessing MCK, and applies advanced statistical methods, including structural 

equation modeling. These methods ensure rigorous validation of findings, offering insights 

into the developmental trajectories of BVK and reading skills. Sparks et al.’s study 

conceptualizes L2 reading as a “dual language process,” integrating L1 transfer and L2-

specific skills. Its nuanced analysis of cross-linguistic transfer highlights the importance of 

targeted vocabulary instruction and raises questions about the universality of findings across 

diverse L1-L2 pairings. Zhou (2025)’s study employs a longitudinal design with bi-weekly 

assessments. The integration of positive psychology into reading showcases the dual benefits 

of ER in enhancing emotional engagement and language skills. The use of online platforms 

like ReadTheory adds adaptability, although technical challenges indicate the need for 

refining digital tools in future research.  

 

Liu and Zhang (2025)’s multidimensional vocabulary analysis innovatively examines the 

dimensions of vocabulary depth, including semantic network and polysemous knowledge, 

and their distinct contributions to various reading tasks. By aligning vocabulary dimensions 

with specific reading goals, the study provides a task-specific framework for vocabulary 

instruction. Its grounding in theoretical models like the Lexical Quality Hypothesis 

strengthens its methodological rigor and pedagogical relevance. Zhang (2025)’s 

comprehensive vocabulary framework integrates vocabulary fluency alongside breadth and 

depth, offering a holistic understanding of vocabulary’s role in reading and listening 

comprehension. The study highlights fluency’s critical role in real-time processing for 

listening tasks and emphasizes breadth for lexical coverage in reading. It advocates for 

fluency-focused activities, such as timed lexical decision tasks, to enhance learners’ 

processing efficiency.  

 

Li and Zhen (2025)’s sociocultural and equity focus addresses the intersection of gender and 

socioeconomic status (SES) in bilingual children’s literacy development. By using 

standardized tools to assess receptive vocabulary, word recognition, and reading 

comprehension, the study highlights SES-related disparities and challenges stereotypes about 

bilingual learners. Jung et al. (2025)’s focus on task design and individual differences, 

through mixed-effects regression models, contributes to how task design influences reading 

and collocation learning. By examining the moderating effects of language aptitude and 

working memory, the study highlights the role of individual differences in task effectiveness, 

providing practical implications for personalized instruction.  

 

Sun et al. (2025)’s culturally responsive framework, drawing up on a bioecological approach, 

contributes to shared book reading interventions for ethnic minority children learning L2 

Chinese. Bui and Zhang (2025)’s mixed-methods approach to auditory distractions examines 

the effects of auditory distractions on reading comprehension, focusing on music type and 

working memory. Its mixed-methods approach combines objective performance data with 

subjective learner insights, challenging assumptions about individual differences in cognitive 

capacity. Ueno et al. (2025)’s meta-analysis evaluates the effectiveness of RS instruction, 

incorporating moderator variables like learner proficiency and context (ESL vs. EFL). Its 
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findings emphasize the need for tailored instructional approaches, particularly for younger 

learners and those in EFL contexts with limited exposure to English. 

 

 

Conceptualizing Individual Differences in Reading: Towards a Theoretical Model 

 

The framework outlined in this introductory article builds upon the principles of SLA as 

articulated by VanPatten (2010), incorporating contemporary trends and approaches that have 

transformed the way we understand L2 acquisition. No longer viewed as a monolithic or 

static concept, SLA is increasingly recognized as an emergent, multi-dimensional, complex, 

dynamic, and adaptive process (e.g., de Bot, 2015; Larsen-Freeman, 1997, 2019). This 

paradigm shift reflects the growing acknowledgment that language acquisition is not a linear, 

uniform progression but rather an intricate interplay of interconnected systems that evolve 

over time in response to internal and external influences. 

 

To begin with, SLA is conceptualized as a system comprising multiple sub-level components 

and dimensions. These components encompass a wide range of sub-domains and sub-skills 

that extend beyond traditional notions of acquisition and learning to include processing, 

performance, evolution, and development. This perspective emphasizes the dynamic and 

interactive nature of SLA, where linguistic, cognitive, social, and environmental factors 

interact in complex ways to shape the trajectory of language development. Such a framework 

highlights the importance of considering not only the individual learner but also the broader 

ecological and sociocultural contexts in which language acquisition occurs. 

 

Similarly, reading can be conceptualized through this lens as a multi-dimensional and 

dynamic process from the perspective of IDs (Figure 1). Rather than being a static skill, 

reading involves the integration of various sub-skills and cognitive processes, including 

decoding, vocabulary knowledge, syntactic parsing, inferencing, working memory, aptitude, 

and comprehension monitoring. These processes operate across different levels, from word 

recognition and sentence processing to discourse-level understanding and critical analysis. 

Figure 1. Theoretical Model on Understanding Individual Differences and Reading 
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Furthermore, reading is influenced by a range of factors, such as prior knowledge, 

motivation, socio-cultural context, language proficiency, and the interaction between first and 

second language literacy skills. Like SLA, reading is adaptive and evolves over time, shaped 

by the learner’s experiences, goals, the demands of different reading tasks, and learners’ 

socioeconomic status (see Figure 1).  

First, the development of reading skills is deeply rooted in both linguistic knowledge and 

cognitive processes, which together form the foundation for effective reading. Key aspects of 

language representation include phonemic awareness (speech sounds), lexical knowledge 

(vocabulary), formulaic sequences or chunks, and morpho-syntactic constructions 

(grammatical structures). These elements are interwoven within the connectionist framework 

proposed by Ellis (1996), which highlights the interconnectedness of language components in 

cognitive processing. 

 

From a cognitive perspective, theories of information processing play a pivotal role in 

understanding how individuals acquire reading skills. Information processing imposes 

constraints on both word recognition and reading comprehension (Radach et al., 2004). One 

critical factor is attention, which serves as a prerequisite for successful reading. Research has 

shown that top-down attentional control is essential for managing visual input and 

coordinating saccadic eye movements during reading tasks (Schuett et al., 2008). Another 

cognitive mechanism frequently examined in relation to reading development is working 

memory (see Bui & Zhang, 2025 in this issue). Seigneuric and Ehrlich (2005) identified 

working memory as a key factor in the progression of reading skills. Baddeley’s (2003) 

influential model of working memory provides a useful framework for understanding its role. 

The model comprises two primary components: the phonological loop, which temporarily 

stores and rehearses sound-based information, and the visual sketchpad, which retains visual 

information. The phonological loop supports word decoding and reading comprehension by 

enabling the retention and rehearsal of phonological information through an internal 

articulatory mechanism. Studies have consistently demonstrated the importance of the 

phonological loop in reading, using tasks such as word repetition (Nation et al., 1999), 

nonword repetition (Gathercole et al., 1994), sentence completion (Siegel & Ryan, 1989), and 

assessments of phonological and complex working memory (Teng & Cui, 2025). 

 

The journey toward reading proficiency begins with children recognizing a small set of 

familiar words that hold personal significance. Over time, they develop an understanding of 

the alphabetic principle by analyzing the sounds and letters within these words. Difficulties in 

phonological awareness are strongly linked to challenges in word decoding, according to 

extensive research. Moreover, vocabulary knowledge plays a dual role in reading 

development (see Liu & Zhang, 2025; Jung et al., 2025; Zhang, 2025 in this issue) —it 

supports reading comprehension while simultaneously expanding through exposure to 

reading (Qian, 2002). Studies have highlighted reading as a critical avenue for incidental 

vocabulary acquisition (Day et al., 1991; Zhou & Day, 2020), including through methods like 

reading-while-listening (Teng, 2018). Conversely, limited vocabulary knowledge has been 

shown to hinder reading development (Zhang, 2012). Developing an awareness of the various 

dimensions of vocabulary is thus an integral part of becoming a skilled reader. 

 

Linguistic factors become even more critical in the context of reading comprehension. The 

simple view of reading, as proposed by Hoover and Gough (1990), defines reading 

comprehension as the product of two key components: (a) word decoding and (b) listening 

comprehension. This model suggests that oral language comprehension processes 
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significantly influence reading comprehension. These processes include: (a) parsing 

sentences into their structural components, (b) drawing inferences to clarify relationships 

between and within sentences, and (c) identifying text structures, including micro-level 

propositions and macro-level themes or the overall gist (Balota et al., 1990). 

 

Longitudinal research has provided valuable insights into how cognitive and linguistic factors 

contribute to reading development over time (see Sparks et al., 2025, and Teng, 2025, in this 

issue). For instance, Muter et al. (2004) followed children from their early elementary years 

and found that by the end of second grade, reading comprehension could be predicted by 

word recognition skills, vocabulary knowledge, and early linguistic abilities at age six. 

Similarly, Oakhill et al. (2003) identified verbal IQ, vocabulary, inference-making skills, and 

monitoring abilities as predictors of reading comprehension in children from grades three to 

six. Goff et al. (2005) further demonstrated that word decoding and oral language skills were 

stronger predictors of reading comprehension in children from grades three to five than 

working memory. 

 

The collective findings from these studies underscore the importance of both cognitive and 

linguistic factors in shaping reading development. A comprehensive theoretical model of 

reading must account for individual differences in these areas, considering not only the 

quantity but also the quality of these contributing factors. Such a model would provide a 

nuanced understanding of the interplay between cognitive mechanisms and linguistic 

knowledge in supporting reading acquisition and comprehension. 

 

Finally, the sub-domain of reading development is characterized by its dynamic nature, 

constantly evolving through interactions with sociocultural contexts and socioeconomic 

factors. Studies in this special issue, particularly those by Li and Zhen (2025), and Sun et al. 

(2025), in this issue, have highlighted how reading development is deeply embedded within 

broader social contexts, emphasizing the need to understand L2 development as part of a 

larger sociocultural framework. Indeed, societal power relations significantly influence 

educational achievement through both direct and indirect pathways (Cummins, 2001). The 

impact of poverty on underachieving communities, such as First Nations in Canada and 

African American communities in the United States, can be directly traced to historical 

patterns of coercive power relations. These historical inequities continue to shape 

contemporary educational outcomes through systemic barriers and limited access to 

resources.  

 

Furthermore, power relations ensure that fundamental aspects of education—curriculum 

design, assessment methods, and teacher education programs—predominantly reflect the 

values and experiences of dominant social groups (Cummins, 2012). Within the classroom 

environment, societal power relations manifest themselves in the complex negotiation of 

identities between teachers and students. These dynamics influence how students perceive 

themselves as learners and how they engage with educational content, and even their 

emotional dynamics (see Zhou 2025 in this issue). The relationship between teacher and 

student becomes particularly significant in multicultural and multilingual contexts, where 

cultural understanding and representation play crucial roles in student engagement and 

success. 

 

Overall, the theoretical model presented here synthesizes and expands upon framework in 

SLA, particularly drawing from VanPatten’s (2010, 2013) influential dual-component 
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perspective. While maintaining VanPatten's core distinction between ‘mental representation’ 

and ‘skills,’ this model introduces a crucial third dimension: sociocultural factors in reading. 

This tripartite framework provides a more comprehensive understanding of the complex 

nature of second and foreign language reading development. The model’s theoretical 

underpinnings are firmly grounded in dynamic systems theory and complexity theory 

(Larsen-Freeman, 1997, 2019), which view language acquisition not as a linear process but as 

an intricate web of interconnected systems. This perspective represents a significant departure 

from traditional approaches that treated linguistic components as discrete entities. Instead, it 

recognizes the inherent interconnectedness of language elements, particularly evident in the 

relationship between vocabulary (lexis) and grammar (syntax). These components are now 

understood as integrated linguistic sequences, manifesting as formulaic chunks or morpho-

syntactic constructions that continuously co-adapt and evolve (Ellis, 2019). The incorporation 

of emergentist, connectionist, and construction-oriented perspectives provides a more 

nuanced understanding of how reading develops in second language learners (see Ueno et al., 

2025 in this issue). Rather than viewing reading as a set of isolated skills, this model 

emphasizes its dynamic and adaptive nature. The three primary domains—representational, 

processing, and developmental—work in concert, reflecting the complex interplay of 

cognitive, linguistic, and sociocultural factors in reading development. 

 

The Theoretical Framework and Individual Differences 

 

This theoretical framework also advances our understanding of individual differences in 

second and foreign language reading, building upon Day’s (2015) foundational work on 

extensive reading. It demonstrates how learner variables interact with and influence each 

reading sub-domain, creating unique developmental trajectories for different learners. The 

model’s strength lies in its ability to account for both the universal aspects of reading 

development and the individual variations that emerge through different learning contexts 

and personal characteristics. The sociocultural component, while not present in VanPatten’s 

original framework, plays a role in this model. Its inclusion acknowledges that reading 

development cannot be fully understood without considering the social and cultural contexts 

in which it occurs. This addition reflects current trends in reading research.  

 

By integrating these various theoretical perspectives and adding the developmental 

dimension, this model provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding second 

and foreign language reading. It moves beyond simple cause-and-effect relationships to 

capture the dynamic, adaptive, and complex nature of reading development in second and 

foreign language contexts. This enhanced theoretical understanding has significant 

implications for both research methodology and pedagogical practice in second and foreign 

language reading instruction. 
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