Learner Perspectives on Confidence,
Interests and
Self-evaluation of
English Language Study

By Larry Walker, Bjorn Heiberg, Liza McKinnon and Stewart Tennyson

ABSTRACT

AR, MR B U 2L OBMOEEESEE > TV, Thicid, =
SOMMNH B, B—io, Bl EEM O BRPIPREERS D LA S FEL SO
D226 5 &, WIS, BilioMEAEE N T ORI AE R LS ¥
TWBT L, Ao, BT, v 2 EHOMAPIERICBIF 23 v Ea—9—
V7 Mk B G RERENEEA A 0, FHHREA LD MANRT LD - T
WS THAHIEVD T &, BENEICE T 5 EEEMoMH I, Rtk -
THHEH N TWE, COXHIT, FHEER. H5EARTHEOMNBRED
ko> TETEY, BEOREIEILL-o2H 5, TOHBHFICHOEGL
BEERIET 22 &0, B, FROBEBLBTNERSBWS —ERTH 5,
cokHnuBhick ., B EEMcBVTR, 4. L —HOHEET 3
CENFEETH S, £ Ty KX TlE, K0 REGEFHICE T 5 HE. #
. ACaHliic> WL 7,

63




Learner Perspectives on Confidence, Interests and Self — evaluation of
English Language Study (W alker/ ‘Heiberg/McKinnon,/ Tennyson)

Introduction

In recent years, the role of student perceptions in the process of learning
have come to be seen as both a previously overlooked source of data for use
in evaluating courses and programs, as well as a core indicator of how
courses and programs should develop in the future. This has been the result
of three converging phenomena. Firstly, the growing credibility of the idea
that the teacher-student relationship should resemble facilitator-learner
pairings which empower learners, rather than traditionally practiced
"master and disciples” type of groupings. Secondly, advances in technology
have exposed many of the inefficiencies prevalent in our institutions of
education. The same improvements that brought us office automation are
starting to change the manner in which information is presented to learners
in the classroom and elsewhere. Thirdly, the learning process itself has come
to be seen as more individualistic in nature. With the advent of voice-
recogniton software programs, each and every student with a computer
terminal will have as much individual attention as they desire. In short, how
to learn better has become the focal point of education in consumer oriented
societies.

The student, as a key consumer in education, is gradually being incorpo-
rated into the equation. "One important shift in perspective in the research
on classroom learning is the acceptance that it is important to understand
learning from the pupil’s perspective, which is different from those of both
teachers and researchers” (Entwhistle, 1987:56). This is especially true in
regards to foreign or second language education which requires the introduc-
tion of elements of another culture and ”... because the material is not
merely an extension of the students’ own cultural heritage, the dynamics of
the classroom and methodology assume greater importance than they do in

other school topics” (Gardner, 1985:8) . Furthermore, it is generally agreed
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that focusing on learners and their needs are fundamental to effective
programs. ... for language instruction to work it must be both learning and
learner centred” (Ellis, 1992:16). If learners are to be the ultimate consum-
ers of education, how to attract and maintain their interest, as well as what
is evaluated by students as effective for learning, would seem of prime
importance. In addition, overall findings in the field of language education
have revealed that learners who value the study highly and have a positive
attitude toward the process are more likely to succeed in second or foreign
language learning (Gardner, 1985). All of the above seem good reasons for
educators at all levels of schooling to give proper consideration to student
input.

The research in this paper was conducted to address the confidence level,
interests and self-evaluations of first year university students, which are in
part attributable to their prior school experiences. Having recently come
from high school and now embarking upon their journey into higher
education, it seems an important time to clarify these perspectives for both
student and teacher alike. An assessment of the student perspectives as
outlined above, based upon their insights as learners, led to formulation of

the following research questions:

1.) To what degree do first year Japanese university students express

confidence in English language skills?

2.) What kind of English language study are first year Japanese

university students interested in?

3.) How do first year Japanese university students evaluate their

English language proficiency overall?
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As the results of a pilot study on OUEL students were startling in
regards to the research questions, a follow-up study was conducted on first
year students at three other universities in western Japan to help clarify

that data, and is included for discussion.

2. Study Backgrounds and Methods

2.1 OUEL Study Subjects

[n May of 1995, a total of 131 students (112 male, 19 female) first year
students in compulsory English language courses at the Osaka University of
Economics and Law were asked to complete a questionnaire regarding their
confidence, interests and abilities in the English language. Most students
came directly from high school, though some may have been out of formal
schooling for a year or more as ronin or for other personal reasons. While
no major in the field of English is offered at the university, it is certain that
the students had been exposed in some manner to the English language for

several years in secondary schools.

2.1.1 3 Universities Study Subjects

To supplement the data from the OUEL study, first year students at three
different universities in western Japan were asked in December of 1996 to
complete a questionnaire. "University X" had 35 students (9 male, 26
female), "University Y" had 40 students (29 male, 11 female), and
"University Z" had 43 students (27 male, 16 female) who participated in the
study. Again, most students had come directly from high school and while
these universities do offer a major in the field of English, none of these

students were English majors.
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2.2 OUEL Study Procedures

The questionnaire was printed in Japanese and students were encouraged
to answer the questions as frankly as possible. The students were also
informed the questionnaire would have no effect whatsoever upon their
grades. The questionnaire has three sections focusing on student perceptions
of confidence, interest and bility. The questionnaire includes both closed-
response questions using Likert scales for statistical or quantitative data,
and open-response questions where the students produced an answer in
writing based upon their opinions and self-ratings for descriptive or
qualitative data. Up to 20 minutes were provided to fill it out by circling
answers and writing in Japanese. The questionnaire has been translated into
English for use in the body of this paper. The questionnaire printed in

Japanese appears in the Appendix.

2.2.1 3 Universities Study Procedures

The questionnaire was printed in Japanese and students were encouraged
to answer the questions as frankly as possible. The students were also
informed the questionnaire would have no effect whatsoever upon their
grades. The data presented in this paper comes from three sections which
correspond to the sections in the OUEL study. This questionnaire also
includes both closed-response questions using Likert scales for statistical or
quantitative data, and open-response questions where the students produced
an answer in writing based upon their opinions and self-ratings for
descriptive or qualitative data. Students were allowed up to 30 minutes to
fill it out by circling their answers or writing in Japanese. The questions
have been translated into English for use in the body of this paper and are

printed in Japanese in the Appendix.
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2.3 Questionnaire Formats
The OUEL and 3 Universities formats are listed together in relation to
their corresponding content. The purpose of the 3 Universities data is to

augment and clarify in a broader sense the rather specific nature of the
OUEL data.

OUEL Section |
Answer the following questions with regards to whether or not you have

confidence in that particular skill area. (Circle your answer)

1. I can make a self-introduction in English. (Yes / No)
2. 1 can ask and answer basic questions. (Yes /" No)
3. I can read a map in English. (Yes / No)
4. 1 can converse in English. (Yes / No)
5. I can write on a topic I like in English. (Yes /" No)

3 Universities Section |

Do you feel anxiety when you use or study English?
No Anxiety High Anxiety
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 T 8 10

Hel

Please explain your answer in detail.

OUEL Section II

Please answer the following questions by circling your answers.

(The same 7 point scale was used for each question- See Appendix)




English Language Study

A. I want to speak in English -

Want to don't not

very much

want to want to

a little care really

B. [ want to listen to the television and radio in English.
C. I want to read the newspaper in English.
. I want to write letters in English.

. I want to make friends using English.

L= |

. [ want to get a qualification in the English language.

G

. I want to live in an English speaking country.

3 Universities Section Il

Do you think the study of English is important?

Totally

Unimportant

-3

Please explain your answer in detail.

OUEL Study Section 111

don't

want to

Learner Perspectives on Confidence, Interests and Self —evaluation of
(Walker/Heiberg /McKinnon,/Tennyson)

Not at
all

Extremely
Important
10

Please write in Japanese about your English language proficiency.
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3 Universities Section 111

Of the seven skill categories listed below, rank by number your proficiency

now in each of the skills.

Complete Native

Beginner Speaker
01 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

The seven categories are Reading, Writing, Speaking, Listening, Grammar,

Vocabulary and Pronunciation.

3. Results and Discussion

As mentioned above, the results of the OUEL study were startling, as will
be seen, in that lower levels of confidence, higher levels of interest, and
further lower evaluations of proficiency than might be expected were
reported by the students. Reasons for this were considered such as the
characteristics of the students at one university or another, the number of
male or female participants in a given study, or the level of student ability
based upon previous schooling. For these reasons the follow-up study data
with a relatively equal number of male and female students from 3
universities, one public and two private institutions of which all are located
in different prefectures in Japan, is included to present a clearer picture of

the perspectives of first year university students on a broader level.

3.1 Section 1
OUEL Study - Section I

Students were asked the following five questions regarding the confidence
in their abilities in basic communication skill areas: Answer the following

questions with regards to whether or not you have confidence in that

— 170
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particular skill area. (Circle your answer)
1. I can make a self-introduction in English. (Yes /" No)
2. I can ask and answer basic questions. (Yes / No)
3. I can read a map in English. (Yes / No)
4. I can converse in English. (Yes /" No)
5.1 can write on a topic | like in English. (Yes /" No)
Table 1
Ql Q@2 @ o Q5
Confidence : Yes/No Yes/No Yes/No | Yes/No Yes/No
Male 42,770 2%/86 | 23/89 37109 ¢ 1/111
% 31.5%/62.5% : 23%./T7% : 20% ,80% 3%./97% 1.0%.99%
Female 12 | 13/6 | 2/ 2./17 1718
% 37%.763% ' 68%.732% : 10%,90% 10%.790% | 5.0%.794%
Totals 1982 | 3992 25,106 | 2/126 2,/129
% C37%.763% ¢ 30%,70% 19%,781% 1%.796% 1.5%.798.5%

It is evident that confidence is extremely low especially with regard to the
skill areas that involve conversation and writing. Because of the low number
of girls participating in this study, the responses were further categorized
by gender to see if any strong differences were observable. Female respon-
dents are shown to have more confidence with regards to Question 2 on the
asking and answering of basic questions. It should be noted, however, that
the population of the student body at OUEL is in accordance with the
male-female ratio in this study sampling, thus making the total percentages
reflective of that school. It should also be noted that the Japanese society
values modesty highly and that the wording of the question with the word

"confidence” may have been culturally inappropriate.

=
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3 Universities Study - Section I

In light of the impact the word "confidence” may have had upon the
participants, in the follow-up study a measurement of anxiety or the term
fuan with regards to English language study, was posed in question form.

Results to this more common used phraseology are shown below.

Table 2
Do you feel anxienty when you study or use English?
No Anxiety High Anxiety
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

6.543 : 6.725 6.605 6.62

The source of this anxiety is further clarified by the qualitative responses
written by the students and listed in order of appearance as shown below.
1) Correctness of speech anxiety
2) Grammer and pronunciation anxiety

3) Understanding partner’s speech anxiety

The rankings are quite uniform among the schools and indicate that this
represents a serious concern to students. Many of the reasons for these
concerns may find their causes in culturally conditioned or psychological
barriers to foreign language study. As instilling confidence in learners is
important to their progress, the underlying nature for such causes demand

further investigation.

3.2 Section 2
OUEL Study - Section II

Students were asked the following questions regarding their interests in
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English:
Please answer the following questions by circling your answers.

A. | want to speak in English

—_—

3. I want to listen to the television and radio in English.
C. I want to read the newspaper in English.

D. I want to write letters in English.

=1

%. | want to make friends using English.

=3

?. I want to get a qualification in the English language.

@

. I want to live in an English speaking country.

(The same 7 point scale was used for each question)

Want to  want to want to  don't not don't Not at
very much a little care really wantto  all
T 6 o 1 3 2 1

The averages for the rankings are presented below.

Table 3
i QA QB QC QD | QE = QF | QG
| Male 5.08 | 465 | 400 | 416 = 4.5 439 | 3.83
| Female | 5.38 197 | 478 478 | 505 | 547 4.40
| Totals 5.10 .67 4.08 1.34 4.57 4.53 3.88

While it appears the female respondents have more of an interest in the
study overall as indicated by higher ratings in each of the categories, both
male and female students exhibited the same high interest in speaking
English. In the total averages, only Question G, "I want to live in an English
speaking country” fell below the level of indifference or a "don't care”

rating of less than four points overall.

—T73-
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To gain a clearer understanding of how the students answered these seven
questions, the total number of positive rankings of 5, 6, and 7 (+)
grouping, 4 rankings for a neutral (=) grouping, and the 3, 2 and 1 rankings

for a negative (—) grouping are shown below.

Table 3.1

QA QB . QC | QD QE | QF @ QG

#/4:'#i%f”#/%f”#/%"'#7%: £/% | #/%
. S RLE L BK
54 180,/71% | 64,/57% 47,/42% 48,429 | 53,/47% 60,/53.5%  44,39%

= 14/13% 29/26% 23/21.5% 28,/25% 41,/37% 23,/21.5% 14,/12.5%

83— 18/16% 19/17% 42/31.5% 36,23% 18,/16% 29,/26% 54,18.5%
l‘vmalv i 3 : !
5+ 15,/79% | 12,/63% 10/53%? 11,/58% 13,/68% 13,/68% 10.°53%
4= /5% | 3/16% | 5/26% | 3/16%  3/16%  3/16%  7.31%
8- 3/16% 4/21%  4/21%  5/26%  3,/16%  3,/16% A 2,/10%
Total i : i
5+  95/7T2% 176,589 57,43, 556 50,/15% 166,/50.5% 73,569 54,/419%
4= 15/129% 132,/24.5% 28,/21.5% 31,249 44,/33.5%  26,°20% | 21,/16%
8— 21/16% |23,/17.5% 46,359 | 41/31% | 21/16%  32,/24%  56,/43%

It is clear from this data that the female responses have a higher
concentration in terms of percentage in the positive groupings. It also
should be noted that answers of the neutral and negative groupings when
combined exceed the positive responses in terms of percentages in Questions
C, D, and G which indicates the activities of reading a newspaper, writing a
letter, and living overseas carry less appeal to the students than the other

categories of questions.
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3 Universities Study - Section Il

Having seen that a variety of interests in English language study appealed
to the students, in the follow-up study the idea of the importance of the
study to the students was investigated. As pointed in Table 4, the results are

again strong and uniform.

Table 4
Do you think the study of English is important?
Totally Extremely
Unimportant [mportant
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 T 8 9 10
L X . Y Z Average
8.371 - _8.()5 P 8.093 8.17

It is clear the students reported a high and uniform rating for the
importance of English language study. The qualitative responses written by
the students indicate the reasons why students percieve it to be so. The

responses which appeared most often are listed in order below.

1) English is the common language.
2) Need English in international society

3) English will be a useful job skill

The interests of the students are shown to be related both to their

perception of English as a tool for international communication, and as a

skill that would be advantageous to their future careers.




Learner Perspectives on Confidence, Interests and Self — evaluation of
English Language Study (Walker/Heiberg/McKinnon./Tennyson)

3.3 Section 3
OUEL Study- Section III

This question asks for strictly descriptive data based upon the individual

student’s self -evaluation and the responses in order of their appearance are
as shown below. The number of times the response appeared is in parenthesis
and it should be noted that more than one response was possible from a

given student.

Please write in Japanese about your English language proficiency.
1. None or near no proficiency (72)

(e.g. not worthy of mention)

2. Unable to converse (64)

(e.g. Speaking, Listening weak)

3. Can understand exam type English (40)

(e.g. grammar, translation)

Clearly the students showed the same lack of confidence in their written
evaluations as they showed in the first section. Again the possibility of the
wording of the question may have thrown them off, but this qualitative

data can hardly be viewed as encouraging.

3 Universities - Section II1

In light of the responses obtained above, in the follow-up study a more

objective skill-by-skill rating by the students was asked for as shown below.
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Table 5
Of the seven skill categories listed below, rank by number your proficiency
now in each of the skills
Complete Native

Beginner Speaker
o 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

X 24 Z i Average
Reading 5.4 4.575 167 | 488
Writing 4.74 4.95 4.442 4.48
Speaking | 8 CUU40sx 1 26T 3
Listening 3.31 3.95 2881 | 3.15
Grammer 5.54 4.675 5,047 5.09
Vocabulary | 1.6 3.7% 4488 | 4.26
| Pronunciation. 311 32 | 3256 3.9

The average rankings for the three universities show speaking, listening
and pronunciation to be the skills students rate themselves as least
proficient in overall as highlighted in bold type. It is noted that University
Y students reported slightly higher ratings for speaking, and slightly lower

ratings for vocabulary as highlighted by astericks.

4. Conclusion

In returning to our research questions, we find strong reason to suspect
that Japanese students of varied educational backgrounds on the whole
leave high school with little confidence in their ability to communicate in
English and experience some degree of anxiety when they encounter an
opportunity to use their skills. Even so, students have expressed an interest

in many aspects of English language study, and view it as important now

and in their future. Lastly, we find that while students do not generally

7
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evaluate their skills highly, they do agree on what direction of study 1is
required for them to improve their skills, namely practice in speaking,
listening and pronunciation.

The data presented in this paper is based upon the perspectives of students
and to some educators it might appear to be lacking in empirical or complex
statistical correlations. Unfortunately, we need not look far to see how
much improvement statistics can show English education in Japan to be in
need of. For example, examinees from Japan placed a poor 162nd of the 182
countries whose students took the TOEFL test in the years 1993 to 1995
(ETS:1996). Such statistics, however, provide little direction for efforts of
improvement. As researchers, we find the students’ input to be a long and
sorely missed piece of the education puzzle, and descriptive classroom
research a practice that should be promoted.

Because of the trends in private industry via technology which are
encroaching upon the previously sacred ground of our academic institutions,
people are now looking at education as consumers, seeing it rather as a
commodity that is in tune with the marketplace than a set of pedagogical
theories. That is to say, what can be done cheaper and more efficiently in
our homes with computers will likely be done less and less in our schools.
The roles of teachers and what it means to learn are constantly being
redefined. To provide the valuable service of education in our schools,

coordination between learners and facilitators cannot go overlooked.
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