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Abstract

The researcher set out to ascertain to what extent a group of
Japanese university students’ attitudes to EFL classes were influenced
by 7 selected factors: 1) international orientation, 2) communication
anxiety in English, 3) self-perception of English speaking competence,
4) past English classroom experiences, 5) present English classroom
experience, 6) beliefs about group work, and 7) perceived social value
of speaking English. Participants’ responses were compared with the
author’s observation of those groups’ performance in the classroom. 258
undergraduate university students in the Kanto area responded to a
28-item questionnaire using a five-point Likert scale. Responses
supported Yashima’s finding of a link between international orientation
and English ability (2002). Foreign Language Communication Anxiety
(FLCA) was found to be an issue for students with TOEIC scores
ranging from low to high. In many cases this communication anxiety
appeared together with low self-perception of English speaking
competence and reports of negative English classroom experiences in
the past. In cases where groups with comparatively high TOEIC scores
and positive self-perception of English ability reported communication
anxiety in the classroom, it is theorized that challenging material and
an academically competitive environment combined to generate a fear
of social evaluation and test anxiety. Respondent groups in this study
which reported the least communication anxiety were classes with a
small number of students who knew each other well. It is believed that
these low levels of anxiety were brought about through a supportive,
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non-competitive relationship among students, with the teacher playing
an important role in engendering this positive classroom environment.
It is the argument of this paper that if using English in the classroom
and positively engaging with peers can be made socially rewarding for
students, learning English will cease to be viewed as a threat and
instead become an affirmation of students’ identities. It is recommended
that teachers make every effort to foster a classroom atmosphere in
which this can occur.
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Introduction

Readers may have felt, or else heard other university English
teachers say something along the lines of “the students in this class are
really quiet”, “my next class is a great group”, “those students just refuse
to talk”, “that class teaches itself”, “it’s like trying to get blood from a
stone with that group”, “why can'’t this class be more like my first period
group?” etc. Many of us instinctively make value judgments about
individual students or groups without pausing to consider what forces
are at work on those students, and how these lead to our own positive or
negative appraisal of students’ attitudes in class. Tolstoy famously said
“Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own
way.” Can something similar be said of university English classes in
Japan? This study investigates some of the various underlying causes or
beliefs that shape Japanese university students’ attitudes to their English
classes, with the goal of assisting teachers in identifying how they might
better meet the needs of various individual students or groups with
different levels of English ability and motivation.

Several factors have been posited as playing a role in students’
willingness to communicate, and these factors may also influence
teachers’ unconscious assessment of what makes a “good” or “bad”
student or class. These factors, which at times overlap or affect each
other, are briefly introduced below.

International Posture

Yashima (2002) investigates the concept of international posture, in
which she includes “interest in foreign or international affairs,
willingness to go overseas to stay or work, readiness to interact with
intercultural partners, and ... openness or a non-ethnocentric attitude
toward different cultures” (p.57). Yashima found that international
posture influences student motivation, which in turn influences English

proficiency.
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Communication Anxiety

Two components of international posture studied by Yashima,
intercultural friendship orientation and desire to speak English, were
also investigated by Apple as part of his study of foreign language
speaking confidence among Japanese EFL students (2011). Apple
looked at these components in relation to communication anxiety in
English, another major factor in students’ willingness to communicate.
Foreign Language Communication Anxiety (FLCA) is described as “a
distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings and behaviors
related to classroom learning arising from the uniqueness of the
language learning process” (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope 1986, p. 128).
Horwitz et al. describe three main causes of FLCA: communication
apprehension, social evaluation, and test anxiety.

All three of these can be seen in the Japanese context. In Yasuda's
study of cognitive styles in Japanese adult EFL learners, he reports that
Japanese students tend to be more reflective than impulsive, leading to
cautiousness and fear of making mistakes (2019, p. 11). He also suggests
that a passive learning style, common among Japanese learners of

“

English, may lead them to “:--tend to underestimate themselves as
powerless individuals who should not express strong opinions and
regard the teacher as a person who would directly give necessary
information and knowledge mostly in one direction” (p12). Similarly,
Cutrone identifies inexperience and cultural inhibitions in dealing with
Western teaching methods, (e.g: emphasis on individualism, challenging
the teacher, offering opinions), as causes of communication anxiety in
Japanese students of English (2009, p. 58). He also describes social
evaluation (in the form of intense pressure and competition among
Japanese learners in childhood), and test anxiety leading to a fear of
making mistakes (p. 59).

Self-perception of English speaking competence
Both Yashima (2002) and Apple (2011) studied Japanese English
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learners’ perception of their own English speaking competence. Yashima
found that perception of L2 communication competence, combined with
a lower level of anxiety, led to a higher level of Willingness To
Communicate (WTC), although higher proficiency was not found to
lead to greater confidence (p. 62). Apple found a strong correlation
between desire to speak English (which he links with Yashima's
concept of international posture) and perceived foreign language
speaking self-competence. As with Yashima’s finding that higher
proficiency did not necessarily lead to greater confidence, Apple's
structural regression model indicated that “...not only does the desire to
speak lead directly to anxiety about speaking, but that perceptions of
competence in speaking English leads both to anxiety and the desire to
speak” (Apple, 2011, p. 313). In making sense of this ‘two steps forward,
one step back’ finding, Apple goes on to argue that Foreign Language
Classroom Speaking Confidence does not occur in isolation within
individual students, but “...can be heightened or subdued in accordance
with the support or lack of support from peers in the foreign language
classroom” (Ibid.).

Past and present English classroom experiences

Although motivation is often considered an attribute of individual
learners, Lamb reminds us that motivation is also a social construction,
and that “..we strive for certain things in life as a result of our
socialization in a particular community or society, and the extent to
which we can act on our desires is also constrained by our social
environment” (2016, p. 324). Kikuchi (2019) found this to be true in his
case study of motivation and demotivation in Japanese learners of
English, reporting that all participants were affected by the motivation
of classmates and/or teachers, often in a negative fashion (p. 173).
Cutrone also argues that the demeanor and attitude of teachers is one of
the most important factors in shaping Japanese learners’ attitudes to
English classes (2009, p. 58). This is reflected in Apple’s study, where
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he found that students’ negative experiences in high-school may be *
counterbalanced by the perception of a positive, supportive classroom
atmosphere in the current university English classroom”. For this
reason, Apple echoes Cutrone’s argument about the crucial role of the
teacher in forming the overall atmosphere in the EFL classroom (2011,
p. 321-322).

Beliefs about group work / Willingness to communicate in a group
in English

In addition to general Willingness To Communicate, another
important factor which has been found to influence Japanese university
students’ attitudes to their EFL classes is beliefs about L2 group work.
Particularly in oral communication classes, the use of pair work and
group work has become standard in EFL classrooms. Fushino (2010)
found that by building students’ communication confidence in L2 group
work and creating positive beliefs about L2 group work, it is possible for
teachers to bring about more active interaction between students in L2

group work.

Perceived social value of speaking English

Apple distinguishes between perceived social value of speaking
English inside and outside the EFL classroom. He suggests that for
some students, a desire to speak English is directly influenced by their
perception of the value placed on speaking English within society at
large, which can lead to a more positive attitude towards EFL class.
This in turn has an indirect effect on those students’ desire to speak
English by contributing to a positive environment for using English in
the classroom. On the other hand, Apple argues that students who do
not see value in speaking English outside the classroom may
nevertheless be influenced to speak English in the classroom by
classmates’ positive attitudes (2011, p. 320-321).

However, this is not always the case. With regard to negative
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perceptions of the social value of speaking English, the ethnolinguistic
identity theory of Hildebrandt and Giles (1983) can be used to
understand how some students may feel their social identity and self-
image to be threatened in the context of the EFL classroom.
Hildebrandt and Giles assert that we all have a social identity built from
membership of certain groups or categories, and that we give meaning
to this identity through social comparisons with other relevant groups.
They argue that “...we try to achieve a positive sense of social identity
in such a way as to make our own social group favorably distinct from
other collectivities on valued dimensions, e.g. power, economic resources,
intellectual attributes” (pp. 438-439). In the context of a Japanese
university EFL class, imagine a student who feels anxiety when
communicating in English, lacks confidence in their own English
speaking ability, who has perhaps had negative experiences in English
classrooms in the past, and perceives a negative comparison with their
classmates’ abilities. Such a student may attempt to reinforce their social
identity and sense of self by strongly identifying with a Japanese
ethnolinguistic identity, in a process which Hildebrandt and Giles label
‘in-group differentiation’ (p. 439). In this way, these students attempt to
renegotiate group comparisons of dimensions mentioned above: power
(where English is the dominant language of the EFL classroom,
symbolized by the teacher), and intellectual attributes (negative self-
perception of English speaking competence in comparison with
classmates). This may manifest itself in an unwillingness to respond to
questions using English, or using Japanese-influenced katakana
pronunciation when speaking in English. Although Hildebrandt and
Giles note that this kind of signaling of in-group solidarity may not
necessarily be a conscious tactic (p. 452), by making Japanese ethnicity
and language the focus of their social identity in this situation, such
students exclude users of English from their in-group, and thus nullify

the perceived threat to their sense of self.
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Objective

The purpose of this paper is to present the results of a study,
informed by the literature above, into the attitudes to EFL classes of
students of varying levels of English competence, of different majors,
and at different universities.

The goals of this study were to ascertain the following:

1. to what extent participants’ attitudes to EFL classes are

influenced by the

various factors outlined above.

2. to what extent the responses of each group of participants align
with the author’s observation of those groups’ performance in
the classroom.

It was hoped that a clearer understanding of these two points
might help the author to better meet the various needs of students in
Japanese university EFL classes, needs which vary from class to class
and also among students within each class. Although the findings of the
study are necessarily subjective to some degree, it is believed that the
insights gained may be of benefit to other teachers of Japanese
university EFL classes, as well as suggesting possible directions for
future research.

Method

Participants

There were 258 participants in the present study, drawn from five
private universities in the Kanto area with enrollments of between five
and ten thousand students. All participants were undergraduates,
ranging from first to fourth year, in one of 18 classes. Of these, the
author was privy to individual TOEIC test results for six classes, with
the remainder of classes having been streamed according to the range
into which students’ previous TOEIC test results fell.



Factors influencing student performance in Japanese university English classes (Hanbury) — 273 —

152 participants were female and 106 were male. No international
students were included in the study. (See Table 1 for more information
about each class.)

These groups were selected because they were classes taught by
the author, and it was hoped that the variety of majors and
backgrounds included would make for a useful sample. All participants
volunteered, with no promise of compensation, extra class credit, or
other inducements, and only one student declined to participate.

The study was conducted during the 2019-2020 academic year,
prior to the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic.

Questionnaire

A questionnaire was created using Google Forms. The questionnaire
consisted of a total of 28 statements to which participants responded
using a five-point Likert scale. All items were presented in both English
and Japanese, with the translations done in collaboration with a native
Japanese speaking colleague.

A pilot study was conducted with two classes of 16 students each
(classes 15 and 16 in Table I1). The URL for the questionnaire was
transformed into a QR code which was projected onto a large screen in
the classroom. By pointing their smartphone cameras at the QR code,
students accessed the questionnaire using the built-in QR scanner
function. While most students were able to access the questionnaire with
no trouble, it was found that a small number of students using older
smartphones had difficulty scanning the QR code if the classroom was too
bright. This was easily rectified by having these students scan the QR
code directly from the teacher’s laptop screen. No other issues arose.

Although the questionnaire responses were completely anonymous,
by looking at the original Google Form on the website the teacher was
able to monitor the number of completed responses as they were
submitted, and thus easily determine when participants had finished.

The same procedure was repeated with the remaining 16 classes.
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Table 1 Description of participant groups

Class . Year TOEIC Number of
Major Class Type
Number Level score range | respondents
1 Business 2nd Business English 470-890 7
2 Business 2nd Business English 355-665 15
3 Various majors st Listening & Speaking 250-350 17
4 Various majors 1st Listening & Speaking 250-350 14
5 Social Studies 2nd Listening & Speaking 400-500 11
6 Social Studies 2nd Listening & Speaking 250-500 18
7 Social Studies 1st Listening & Speaking 170-350 19
8 Social Studies 1st Listening & Speaking 250-350 18
9 Economics 1st Listening & Speaking 450-550 18
Science & 1st, 2nd, | Listening & Speaking
10 170-
Engineering & 3rd | (Repeaters) 70-350 >
1 Social . 9nd Bugness Reading & 500-800 17
Innovation Writing
12 Social . 9nd Bugness Reading & 500-750 16
Innovation Writing
ial
13 | Sochal Ist | Academic English 500-890 18
Innovation
Social .
14 . 2nd Presentation 350-550 8
Innovation
15 Various majors 1st Listening & Speaking 250-350 15
16 Various majors 1st Listening & Speaking 250-350 16
17 Various majors 2nd, 3rd, Presentation 600-900 5
& 4th
18 Various majors 1st Reading & Writing 680-800 21
Results

For clarity, results are presented below grouped according to
general theme. It should be noted that these themes were not explicitly
stated in the questionnaire itself, only the statements.
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Table 2 International Orientation / Intercultural friendship orientation / Desire

to Speak English

Ttem 1 2 3 4 5 SD | M
1. io\;(;zljyhke to live overseas 54 30 58 53 3 13| 97
: (V) 0, 0, 0, 0, - "
WO AE B (195%) | (289%) | (209%) | (19.1%) | (11.6%)
2. T often read or watch news
about other countries. 22 69 76 64 46 12 | 39
BT 5 =2 — 2% LKA | (T9%) | (249%) | (274%) | (231%) | (166%) | |
i35,
3. I want to speak English with
people from different countries. 86 76 71 32 12 12| 23
WAHWA LEDSRINEHTET| B1%) | (274%) | (256%) | (11.6%) | (4.3%) | ’
iz L7owve
4. i (;Zirtl;z visit English-speaking 102 7 55 37 12 12| 22
" 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, - -
HeEE A S AT X 7 o (36.8%) | (25.6%) | (19.9%) | (134%) | (4.3%)

Notes. 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree. Figures shown are number of student

responses.

Table 3 Communication anxiety in English

L, HABoTLEI,

Item 1 2 3 4 5 SD| M
5. I feel uncomfortable giving
my opinion in class. 23 46 96 70 42 11132
BEPICAGOEREE D O34 | (83%) | (166%) | (34.7%) | (25.3%) | (152%) | ’
EL»%\,
6. I feel nervous speaking English
in front of the entire class. 58 74 64 52 29 13127
7 I AEROUTHEZTHT £ H | (209%) | (26.7%) | (231% | (188%) | (105%) | = |~
HNoTLEI,
7. I'm worried about making
;rizlti:}lfes while speaking 67 109 48 36 17 12|24
S 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, . o
WAL X R E T O (24.2%) | (394%) | (17.3%) | (13%) | (6.1%)
TV L.LRIZR S,
8. I feel nervous when I can’t
express my opinion in English. 48 102 54 48 25 12|26
HooERLEZRFECTRITE LV | (173%) | (36.8%) | (195%) | (17.3% | (9%) ’ ’

Notes. 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree. Figures shown are number of student

responses.
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Table 4 Self-perception of English speaking competence

Ttem 1 2 3 4 5 SD | M
9. I can order food in English in
a restaurant. 20 58 69 86 44 12133
VAN Y TORBOELE, | (72%) | (20.9%) | (249%) | (31%) | (159%) | ’
FECTAIENTE S,
10. T can introduce myself in
b o st | | o |
y 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, ' -
RT - T— DB 7T AA— b (25.3%) | (38.6%) | (235%) | (9.7%) | (2.9%)
WCHEFHETHORANTE 5,
11. I can talk about my hobbies
in English during pair work
with a classmate. 60 100 69 36 12 11| 24
I IGAA=PEDRT - T—=7D | (217%) | (361%) | (249%) | (13%) | (43%) | = |~
B, B OBRRIZ O W TG TR
T IENTES,
12. 1 can give street directions
in English to a foreigner. 21 69 86 66 35 11131
HHE O NICHFBETHEENEZRT I | (76%) | (249%) | (31%) | (238%) | (12.6%) ’
LTE S,

Notes. 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree. Figures shown are number of student
responses.

Table 5 Past English classroom experiences

Item 1 2 3 4 5 SD| M

13. I enjoyed speaking English

O T O T R O Y P
EREOREOEET S 5 A A — b (184%) | (22.7%) | (285%) | (18.1%) | (12.3%)
LIEFETHT O Lo 7,
14. Tliked my high school English 47 73 73 51 33

teachers. o o o o o | 13|28
R OB & 75 7o, | (17%0) | (264%) | (264%) | (1849%) | (11.9%)

15. High school English classes
had a comfortable atmosphere. 40 71 81 53 32

R OEFEOZEZFHEAN & | (144%) | (256%) | (29.2%) | (19.1%) | (11.6%)

o7z,

Notes. 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree. Figures shown are number of student
responses.
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Table 6 Present English classroom experience

Ttem 1 2 3 4 5 SD | M

16. gnfeﬁihc‘;;r;iortable in this 151 76 3 3 3 ol 17
%\mﬁgg%ﬁ%fg bt o, | (515%) | (274%) | (123%) | (29%) | (29%) |
17. 1 get along with my current

English classmates. 129 92 42 5 9 10118
GOIFEDRFETY 7 AX— 1 & | (466%) | (332%) | (152%) | (18%) | (32%) | |
DS EL
18. T enjoy speaking in English

et Englion coss. | 8 |0 | ow |18 |7
PO, S L ganc | (426%) | (325%) | (159%) | (65%) | (25%) |
TR LYo 7,
19. I enjoy doing pair work in

my current English class. 128 89 39 12 9 10119
GOWFHEDOTHETRT - 7= % | (462%) | (321%) | (14.1%) | (43%) | (32%) | ’
THDIREEL D572,

Notes. 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree. Figures shown are number of student
responses.

Table 7 Beliefs about group work / Willingness to communicate in a group in English

Ttem 1 2 3 4 5 SD | M

20. I feel nervous when I work

in a group in English class. 14 40 64 71 88 121 36
PFROREPIIITI V=TT =2 % | (51%) | (144%) | (23.1%) | (256%) | (31.8%) | ’
ToHE, BHFo>TLED.
21. If my group members ask

me questions in English, T

am willing to answer them 78 109 64 20 6 10|22

in English. (282%) | (394%) | (231%) | (72%) | (2.2%) ’
TN =T X N ZWFETH M
NWEITIE, JEFETE R 20,
22. Group work is important for

personal development. 156 87 24 6 4 08 | 16
TN—TTHIIT 5%, A | (56.3%) | (314%) | (87%) | (22%) | (14%) |
BRI IT T,
23. I learn well in a teacher-led

class that has no group work. 24 39 74 90 50 12 |34
WMREX (FV—TT—=2 D% | 87%) | (141%) | (26.7%) | (325%) | (18.1%) )
V) DIREDTIPETR T W

Notes. 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree. Figures shown are number of student
responses.
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Table 8 Perceived social value of speaking English

Ttem 1 2 3 4 5 SD | M
24. My friends think that it’s
cool to speak English. 123 80 57 10 7 10119

FOEZIEFEATE S B OIIEEF VW | (44.4%) | (289%) | (20.6%) | (36%) | (2.5%)
Lo Tn3,

25. Japanese companies think
highly of workers who have 129 105 3] 9 3

English speaking ability. o o o o o 09 | 17
o e T (46.6%) | (379%) | (11.2%) | (32%) | (1.1%)

FHL T2,
26. My classmates want to speak

in English during class. 11 38 117 87 24 09 | 33
7 AR = MEIRFEPICHFFEERG | (4%) | (137%) | (422%) | (314%) | 87%) | | 7
L7zAoTnab,
27. Japanese people should only

speak Japanese. 8 9 26 78 156 10 |43
HARNTHAREZTZFTRE | (29%) | (32%) | (94%) | (282%) | (56.3%) | ’
7
28. When I speak English with

people from ot.her countries, 17 39 30 76 7

I am representing Japan. 12 | 36

SR & S CaA Iz 1E, B (6.1%) | (11.6%) | (289%) | (27.4%) | (26%)

HAZREL TS,

Notes. 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree. Figures shown are number of student
responses.

Discussion

First, overall results shown above in Tables 2-8 will be examined.
Following this, particularly noteworthy results for specific class groups
from Table 1 will be discussed.

Items 1-4: International Orientation / Intercultural friendship
orientation / Desire to Speak English

Judging by the results in Table 2, it seems that overall, participants
had a moderate interest in using English outside the classroom and
visiting English-speaking countries, even if there wasn't a strong desire
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to actually live overseas. Students were on the whole not particularly
focused on international news. However, it is possible that they were not
interested in domestic news either, as this was not a topic investigated
in the questionnaire. As per expectations, the lowest reported interest in
living overseas, international news, speaking English with people from
other countries, and visiting English-speaking countries came
predominantly from among classes with the lowest TOEIC scores
(Classes 3, 4, 10, and 15 in Table 1) . One notable exception was Class 1,
where the mean response to ltem I “I would like to live overseas
someday” was 3.9, compared with the overall mean of 2.7. Considering
that members of Class 1 had some of the highest TOEIC scores of any
participants (see again Table 1), this goes against the tendency
reported by Yashima (2002) for international posture to be linked with
greater English proficiency. The speculation of this author is that these
particular students, having socio-economic advantages and being
academically inclined, see a promising future for themselves in Japan,
and thus are not interested in living overseas, despite high English
proficiency. However, this would need to be confirmed by future
research.

There were consistent positive responses to the statements in ltems
1-4 from Classes 11 to 14, 17 and 18, which are groups with higher
TOEIC scores (as can be seen in Table I). Notwithstanding the
exception noted above for Class 1, the results of this study bear out
Yashima’s finding of a link between international / intercultural

orientation and English ability.

Items 5-8: Communication anxiety in English

The results in Table 3 indicate that there was more anxiety around
communicating in English specifically than in giving an opinion in class
in general. This may give pause to some English instructors who believe
that Japanese university students are hesitant to give their opinions.
Participants’ self-perception seems to indicate otherwise (Item 5).
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Questionnaire items which referred specifically to English (Items 6-8)
evinced more reports of anxiety. Interestingly, it is not only groups with
lower English ability which reported anxiety. Some of the highest mean
scores for anxiety by class were from those with higher English levels
(Classes 1, 5, and 12 in Table 1). However, some of the lowest reported
anxiety was also from high level groups (Classes 14 and 17 in Table 1).
Horwitz et al. (1986) describe three main causes of Foreign Language
Communication Anxiety: communication apprehension, social evaluation,
and test anxiety. This can explain the divergence in anxiety levels
reported by participant groups of comparable English ability. In classes
of high English proficiency which reported above average levels of
communication anxiety, it may be theorized that worry about making
mistakes leads to more conscientiousness and care, and thus higher test
scores. However, this may also hinder their fluency in speaking
situations. Of the three classes mentioned of this type, Classes 1 and 12
are both Business English classes in which students encounter an
especially high amount of unknown vocabulary. In the observation of
this author, these groups were academically competitive with their
classmates. Social evaluation and test anxiety appear to be factors here.
Classes 14 and 17 which reported the least communication anxiety, were
both presentation classes with a small number of students who knew
each other well. Their high English proficiency combined with a
supportive, non-competitive relationship between students, might
explain their low levels of communication anxiety.

Interestingly, Class 8 (with TOEIC scores ranging from 250 to 350)
reported markedly less anxiety than the overall average for 3 out of 4
items, despite having below average self-perception of English-speaking
competence. It may be that these students feel liberated by this, so that
they are less concerned with making mistakes when speaking, and in
competing with their peers academically. As with Classes 14 and 17
mentioned above, and in line with the theory put forward by Horwitz et
al., lack of fear of social evaluation seems to have lead to lower
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communication anxiety in English.

Items 9-12: Self-perception of English speaking competence

In general, respondents reported more confidence in their ability to
introduce themselves to a classmate and to talk to a classmate about
their hobbies (see Table 4). These are things they would have done in
class quite often. Ordering food in a restaurant and giving street
directions, while common topics in EFL, are both situations outside of
the classroom, and participants reported less confidence in their ability
to do these.

Comparing mean responses for individual classes, there appears to
be a connection between international orientation and desire to speak
English ({tems 1-4) on one hand, and self-perception of English
speaking confidence on the other. This supports the findings of Yashima
(2002) and Apple (2011). Groups which reported the lowest self-
perception of English speaking confidence were mostly classes with
lower TOEIC scores (Classes 3, 8, 10, and 15 in Table 1), although the
high-level Class 1 did have a mean response of 3.6 for ltem 12 “I can
give street directions in English to a foreigner”, compared with an
overall mean of 3.1 for all participants. Of these groups, Classes 1, 3, 10,
and 15 also had mean responses below the average for items related to
international orientation and desire to speak English. Groups which
reported the highest self-perception of English speaking competence
were Classes 11, 13, 14, 17, and 18. Apart from Class 14, these are all
groups of students with comparatively high TOEIC scores (see Table
1).Here we see a positive relationship between international /
intercultural orientation, self-perception of English speaking competence,
proficiency as measured in TOEIC scores, and classroom performance
as observed by this author. The fact that Class 1, with some of the
highest TOEIC scores of any participants, was an outlier in its
responses to [tem 12 makes sense in light of Yashima’'s finding that

although perception of L2 communication competence, combined with a
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lower level of anxiety, led to a higher level of Willingness To
Communicate (WTC), higher proficiency was not found to lead to
greater confidence (p. 62).

Items 13-15: Past English classroom experiences

The level of agreement with the Item 13 statement “I enjoyed
speaking English with classmates in my high school English classes”
was below the overall mean for the one repeaters class among the
groups of respondents. This is in line with the expectation that negative
experiences in English classes in high-school may be connected to a
negative attitude to English classes in university, and thus in this case
to poor performance which necessitated repeating the course. However,
two groups with high TOEIC scores also reported below average
agreement with statement in Item 13. It is not clear whether these
students lacked the opportunity to speak English with classmates in
high-school, or rather that they did have the opportunity but did not
enjoy it.

Stronger agreement with the Item 14 statement “I liked my high-
school English teachers” matched stronger agreement with the Item 15
statement “High school English classes had a comfortable atmosphere.”
This is perhaps unsurprising, underscoring the important role that the
teacher plays in creating a comfortable classroom atmosphere.

Items 16-19: Present English classroom experience

In general, results indicated that respondents’ current English
classroom experience was a positive one, with mean responses of
“Agree” or “Strongly Agree” to the statements in Items 16-19.
Comparing the results for present English classroom experience (Table
6) with reports of past English classroom experiences (Table 5),
students reported a markedly more positive experience in their current
English class. In discussing how Maslow’'s Hierarchy of Needs relates to
the classroom, Daley argues that meaningful pair work and group work
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are good opportunities for students to from relationships both with their
classmates and with their teacher, thus meeting their needs for love and
belonging which is the third tier of Maslow’s pyramid (2019, p. 5).
Responses for Items 16-19 suggest that something similar was the case
for most participants in the current study. One group, Class number 2
in Table 1, was a notable exception. This group will be discussed in a

separate section below.

Items 20-23: Beliefs about group work / Willingness to communicate
in a group in English

Results indicated that respondents were generally willing to
communicate in English in group work, and did not feel particularly
nervous about this. They believed group work was important, and the
majority reported no preference for teacher-led classes without group
work. Respondent groups which reported the highest inclination
towards teacher-led classes with no group work (with means of 2.8 or
2.9) were Classes 2, 3, and 7 (see Table 1) which were also those who
expressed the least comfort using English in group work, or else were
the of the lowest range of TOEIC scores.

Items 24-28: Perceived social value of speaking English

The perceived social value of speaking English was high, according
to responses. The only group which did not agree with the statement in
Item 25 “Japanese companies think highly of workers who have English
speaking ability” was Class 17, with a mean of 3.4. This group featured
the oldest students of all the participants, who have perhaps found in
their job-hunting that English ability is not valued. There was strong
disagreement with the statement in Item 27 “Japanese people should
only speak Japanese”, although the weakest disagreement was from
among classes with the lowest TOEIC scores. This may derive from a
feeling of defensiveness about their low English ability, and a desire to
justify their sense of self in ethnolinguistic terms, as theorized by
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Hildebrandt and Giles (1983). There was broad disagreement with the
Item 28 statement “When I speak English with people from other
countries, I am representing Japan.” Weakest disagreement was from
classes with students who had done overseas home-stays during the
year. It is believed that these students had been told before going

overseas that they would be representing Japan.

Common characteristics of classes with lower TOEIC scores

Results indicate several commonalities among respondent groups
with lower TOEIC scores, in particular Class Numbers 3, 4, 10, and 15
(see Table 1). These groups reported lower than average desire to visit
English-speaking countries or speak English with people from overseas,
and less interest in living overseas someday and in international news.
This seems to be in line with Yashima's findings that international
posture influences student motivation, which in turn influences English
proficiency (2002).

Reports from these groups in regard to “Communication anxiety in
English” and “Self-perception of English speaking competence” are
perhaps unsurprising. These groups reported a high degree of
nervousness related to giving opinions in class and using English in
front of their peers, expressing more worry about making mistakes in
English and above average discomfort when unable to express
themselves in English. The same groups reported low confidence in
their own English ability. These results seem to bear out Cutrone’s
argument that elements of Western teaching methods, (e.g: emphasis on
individualism, challenging the teacher, offering opinions) are causes of
communication anxiety in some Japanese students of English (2009, p.
58). He also describes social evaluation (in the form of intense pressure
and competition among Japanese learners in childhood), and test
anxiety leading to a fear of making mistakes (p. 59).

Responses from Class 10 in particular were below average for both
levels of enjoyment of speaking English with class-mates when they
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were in high-school, and of a comfortable environment in high-school
English class, whilst Class 15 reported having liked their high-school
English teachers at levels lower than the mean.

According to responses from Classes 3 and 15, these groups were
more nervous than average about group work in English class, and less
inclined to believe that group work is important. Class 3 also reported
an above-average preference for a teacher-led class.

Regarding “Perceived social value of speaking English”, Class 3 was
more inclined than average to believe that Japanese people should only
speak Japanese, and that they themselves are representing Japan when
speaking English with people from other countries. Class 10 reported a
low level of belief that classmates want to speak English during class.

While none of these factors in isolation can explain the low TOEIC
scores of these groups, a picture does emerge of a kind of feedback loop
in which past experiences of studying English can negatively influence
attitudes toward current university English classes, with decreased
motivation and international posture leading to reduced willingness to
communicate in English, which in turn leads to poorer classroom results
which reinforce a low self-perception of English competence. This low
self-evaluation then manifests itself in communication anxiety which
negatively influences motivation levels and willingness to communicate,
and so-on in a negative spiral. While the direction of causality is not
identical in the case of every student, the chicken-and-egg nature of
these relationships matches the description of Foreign Language
Communication Anxiety (FLCA) as “a distinct complex of self-
perceptions, beliefs, feelings and behaviors related to classroom learning
arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” (Horwitz,
Horwitz, & Cope 1986, p. 128).

Common characteristics of classes whose performance was highly
rated by the teacher
Among the groups of respondents in this study, the author’s
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subjective experience of teaching Classes 13, 14, 17, and 18 was
particularly positive. Analysis of responses from these groups shows an
almost complete contradistinction to those of Classes 3, 4, 10 and 15
discussed above.

Firstly, results evinced a high desire among these classes to visit
English-speaking countries, and to speak English with people from
overseas, as well as interest in living overseas someday. Mean responses
for each of these groups indicated high levels of confidence in their own
English ability, and (for Classes 13, 14, and 17) low degree of
nervousness around using English.

Classes 13 and 18 reported especially positive experiences of past
English classes. Regarding current English classroom experiences,
Classes 14, 17, and 18 reported above average levels of enjoyment of
speaking English with classmates, and below average levels of
nervousness in group work. Class 17 in particular reported an above
average belief in the importance of group work, while results for Class
18 showed a below-average belief that they learn well in a teacher-led
class with no group work.

Regarding the perceived social value of speaking English, responses
from Class 14 showed a strong disagreement with the idea that
Japanese people should only speak Japanese. Interestingly, whereas
Class 17 reported a particularly low level of belief that they were
representing Japan when speaking English with people from other
countries, responses from Class 18 actually showed an above average
belief in the same. This can possibly be explained by the fact that many
students in Class 18 had undertaken overseas home-stays during the
summer break, and had been told specifically that they were in fact
“representing Japan”. In the context of their responses to other items in
the questionnaire however, these contradictory responses from Classes
17 and 18 can perhaps be seen as different manifestations of the same
belief in the social value of speaking English. Students in Class 17, whose
responses suggest an overall comfort with and confidence in using
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English, may have felt no need to engage in the ethnically-based ‘in-
group differentiation’ described by Hildebrandt and Giles (p. 439).
Members of Class 18 on the other hand, whose overall responses also
evinced a strong international orientation and positive attitude towards
using English, might have felt proud to represent Japan using English

during their time abroad.

Mixed messages

While the positive and negative characteristics (from a teacher's
standpoint) discussed in the preceding two sections seem to map clearly
onto groups of students with either higher or lower TOEIC scores,
results for some classes paint a more ambiguous picture. Classes 1 and 2
(see Table 1) include students with some of the highest TOEIC scores
of any respondents, and share several characteristics with the groups
which were subjectively rated positively by the author. Classes 1 and 2
both reported being more comfortable than average in giving opinions
in class, and responses form Class 1 in particular evinced lower than
average levels of nervousness about making mistakes in English.
Nevertheless, responses from these groups indicate communication
apprehension, social evaluation, and test anxiety, which are the three
main causes of Foreign Language Communication Anxiety described by
Horwitz et al. (1986).

These two classes were made up of Business majors studying
Business English in an academically competitive university. The content
of the course featured a large amount of vocational business vocabulary
which was unfamiliar to most students, as well as business-related
situations with which the students had no experience. Students who
were able to achieve a TOEIC score of 600 or higher within a
prescribed period could pass the course with the highest possible grade
while being excused from attending classes from that point on. This
seemed to be a motivational factor, with the number of students who

were required to attend classes declining over the course of the year.
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However, the remaining students appeared to be conscious of their
status as those who had not yet achieved the target TOEIC score. This
instrumental motivation may be related to the test anxiety and fear of
negative social evaluation evident in responses from these two classes.
Class 1 reported that while they did not enjoy speaking English with
classmates in high-school English classes (on average), they did enjoy
speaking English with classmates in the current class. However, this
group also reported above average levels of nervousness when working
in a group in English class. Furthermore, responses from this group
indicated that they did not feel that their friends think speaking English
is cool, and did not feel that classmates wanted to speak English during
class. Class 2 responses were below the overall mean for comfort in the
current class, getting along with current classmates, enjoyment of
speaking English in this class and enjoyment of pair work in this class.
These results for Classes 1 and 2 suggest that the perceived social value
of speaking English for these groups was mostly instrumental. Test
anxiety and fear of social evaluation in a competitive academic

environment appear to have led to communication apprehension here.

Implications

The father of “learner-centered teaching”, Carl Rogers, argued that
the background and experiences of the learner are integral to how each
student processes what they learn (1951). The results of the present
study have several implications for how teachers of university English
classes in Japan might better understand what their students bring to
the classroom, so that we may more effectively tailor our teaching to
the specific needs of our various students.

Responses in this study indicated that students felt more anxiety
around communicating in English specifically than in giving an opinion
in class in general. This may give pause to some English instructors
who believe that Japanese university students are hesitant to give their
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opinions. Responses also supported Yashima's finding of a link between
international / intercultural orientation and English ability (2002),
showing a positive relationship between international orientation, self-
perception of English speaking competence, proficiency as measured in
TOEIC scores, and classroom performance as observed by this author.
However, higher proficiency in English did not necessarily lead to
greater confidence in using English. In some classes of high English
proficiency where communication anxiety is an issue, it may be
theorized that worry about making mistakes leads to more
conscientiousness and care, and thus higher test scores, but this may
also hinder students’ fluency in speaking situations. Respondent groups
in this study which reported the least communication anxiety were
classes with a small number of students who knew each other well.
Their high English proficiency combined with a supportive, non-
competitive relationship between students, may explain their low levels
of communication anxiety.

Negative experiences of past English classes often correlated with
poor performance in current classes, but not always. It appears that it is
possible to turn around initial poor attitudes by creating a positive, non-
threatening classroom atmosphere in which students feel secure. This
can be brought about through meaningful pair work and group work,
which are good opportunities for students to form relationships both
with their classmates and with their teacher. It is important for teachers
to ensure that material is relevant and related to students’ experience,
while at the same time gently encouraging open-mindedness in
engaging with new material. Several classes in the present study, made
up of students with relatively low TOEIC scores, proved to be very
positive teaching experiences for the author after these steps were
taken.

Regardless of TOEIC scores, the few classes in the study which
were not a positive experience from the teacher’s standpoint were those

in which mean responses were below average for levels of comfort in
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the class, getting along with classmates, enjoyment of speaking English
in the class and enjoyment of pair work in the class. Responses from
these groups also indicated that they did not believe their classmates
wanted to speak English during class. In the observation of the author,
students in these classes tended to have instrumental motivation rather
than integrative motivation.

Thus, it appears that the most important factor for classes of any
level is assuaging communication anxiety and bolstering willingness to
communicate. When a teacher feels that a particular class is not
demonstrating the desired attitude, it may be helpful to consider the
classroom experience from students’ points of view. If students do not
appear to have much interest in anything outside of Japan, it may be
possible to stimulate this interest by showing connections with their
lived experience. Resistance to engaging with material with international
themes was found in this study to be linked to anxiety about
communicating in English, so that this may be remedied through
ensuring a supportive classroom environment which does not threaten
students’ sense of self. As negative self-perception of English speaking
competence was found to impact willingness to communicate, thus
hindering the development of a supportive classroom culture, it is
recommended that positive reinforcement be used to build up the
confidence of students who feel anxiety around using English. Teachers
should bear in mind that some students come to university English
classes with negative experiences and impressions of learning English,
and may need patient encouragement before they are able to perform in
a manner desired by the teacher. Acting-out or troublesome in-class
behaviour by individual students may actually be a sign of lack of
confidence in their English ability and fear of social evaluation by peers.
If using English in the classroom and positively engaging with peers can
be made socially rewarding for these students, learning English will
cease to be viewed as a threat and instead become an affirmation of
students’ identities. In the experience of this author, teaching learners
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like these is much more enjoyable, and this enjoyment is evident to
students in the class, feeding back into a positive classroom
environment.

There are some limitations to this study. Elements related to the
author’s observation and experience of classroom performance are
necessarily subjective to a degree, and some speculation regarding
factors which influence student motivation took place. Other factors
beyond the scope of this study may also be found to affect student
attitudes to university English classes. The results of the present study

suggest several questions for future research, among which are these:

- What is the influence of socio-economic background on the factors
investigated here?

- What other actions can teachers take to encourage more of the
positive characteristics mentioned? Would this be beneficial for
teachers, students, or both?

- Responses in this study painted a picture of a kind of feedback loop
of factors influencing each other to bring about either positive or
negative classroom outcomes. Is it possible to demonstrate at a
more granular level how these factors interact with each other,
such that educators might direct them towards desired outcomes?

Conclusion

This study set out to ascertain to what extent a group of Japanese
university students’ attitudes to EFL classes were influenced by
selected factors, comparing participants responses with the author’s
observation of those groups’ performance in the classroom. Responses
supported Yashima's finding of a link between international /
intercultural orientation and English ability (2002). Foreign Language
Communication Anxiety (FLCA) was found to be an issue for students
with TOEIC scores ranging from low to high. In many cases this
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communication anxiety appeared together with low self-perception of
English speaking competence and reports of negative English classroom
experiences in the past. These factors seemed to affect each other in a
kind of feed-back loop. Some groups with comparatively high TOEIC
scores and positive self-perception of English ability nevertheless
reported communication anxiety in the classroom. It is theorized that
challenging material and an academically competitive environment
combined to generate a fear of social evaluation and test anxiety in
these classes.

Respondent groups in this study which reported the least
communication anxiety were classes with a small number of students
who knew each other well. It is believed that these low levels of anxiety
were brought about through a supportive, non-competitive relationship
among students, with the teacher playing an important role in
engendering this positive classroom environment. It is the contention of
the this author that if using English in the classroom and positively
engaging with peers can be made socially rewarding for students,
learning English will cease to be viewed as a threat and instead become
an affirmation of students’ identities. It is recommended that teachers
make every effort to foster a classroom atmosphere in which this can

occur.
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