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Confidence Level and Language Performance:
Case of Japanese Junior High School EFL Learners

This research was conducted as a part of the research commissioned to the Sophia Linguistics Institute for

International Communication by the Japan Institute of Educational Measurement

Mitsuyo Sakamoto, Yohei Honda, and Shoko Sasayama
Sophia University

1. Introduction

Given the increasing globalization, lingua franca of the world, namely English, is becoming an
indispensable tool for social and economic advancement. However, Japan has long been treading behind other Asian
countries, being one of the lowest scorers on standardized English proficiency tests such as TOEFL. The latest score data
summary released by ETS (2008) shows the data including mean scores of all the examinees who took TOEFL
Internet-based test (iBT) or paper-based test (PBT) including Japanese in the year of 2007. Overall, the average of the
total score of Japan is the second lowest among Asian countries in iBT, after Cambodia (ETS, 2008, p. 10). The scores in
four sections, divided along four skills (i.e., reading, listening speaking and writing), are also relatively lower compared
to the other countries’ scores. Specifically, Japan’s score of the speaking section is one of the lowest in the world (see
ETS, 2008, pp. 10-11). Although this simple comparison does not take many factors such as score differences based on
academic achievement or number of examinees and so forth into consideration, it is also true that the result of one of the
objective measurements of English proficiency indicates that Japan lags far behind other Asian countries in terms of
acquiring speaking skills.

Faced with this reality, there is an urgent need to explore the reasons for the poor English performance on
the part of Japanese EFL learners. In order to do this, we first wished to investigate the confidence level on the part of
Japanese EFL learners and with what types of activities they feel most or least comfortable. This study reports on the

result of 16-item questionnaire administered to 910 junior high school students in Japan.

2. Theoretical Framework

Yoshida et al. (2004) conducted a large scale survey using GTEC for STUDENTS (Global Test for English
Communication for Students) which is an English communication ability test developed by Benesse Corporation in order
to reveal the English proficiency of high school students both in Japan (N=4236) and Korea (N=5098). The result of the
study showed tendencies that were specific to English education conditions of each country. For instance, overall the
Korean examinees performed better on reading and listening compared to those of Japanese, whereas Japanese
examinees attained higher scores on writing. Moreover, the standard deviation of the test scores showed that the Korean

students had greater diversity in their English proficiency as a whole and also in the skill-specific proficiencies such as
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reading, listening and writing compared to the Japanese students.

The researchers further conducted a study called Can-Do survey (The Society for Testing English
Proficiency, 2006) that examines the relationship between various kinds of English activities and student’s confidence
level. As the title suggests, Can-Do survey comprises of assertive statements, such as, “I can read and understand easy
English texts about a daily life” (See Appendix 1). They address all four language skills (i.e., reading, writing, speaking,
listening). Altogether there are seven Can-Do lists, each addressing different proficiency level, ranging from the top level
(Level 1) to the novice level (Level 5). In short, the lists provide evaluation rubrics that determine the proficiency level
one’s English proficiency is at.

For their study, Yoshida et al. (2004) further classified the 53 questionnaire items in the Can-Do survey into
three categories that have been established from the researchers’ previous studies: the activities that students encounter in
class, outside of the class, and overseas. The result illustrated that in general the Korean examinees tended to show
relatively more confidence in majority of the items in in-class and outside-of-the-class activities compared to the
Japanese examinees regardless of their English proficiency levels. The researchers simultaneously conducted the
questionnaire to Japanese students asking whether the examinees had actually experienced those activities listed in the
53 Can-Do questionnaire items. The answers revealed that Korean examinees had more experiences using English than
those of Japanese. Therefore, it can be inferred that the Can-Do results were attributable to the difference of the amount
of experiences.

In light of Yoshida et al.’s (2004) findings, we wished to further investigate exactly in which activities
Japanese students feel confident, and in turn which activities discourage them. In exploring this issue, we turned to
Cummins’s (2001) notion of cognitive demands and context embeddedness in in-class activities.

Cummins (2001) notes how classroom activities can be categorized into four groups, or in this case he calls,

“the four quadrants™:

Figure 1: Range of Contextual Support and Degree of Cognitive Involvement in Language Tasks and

Activities (Cummins, 2001, p. 67)

Cognitively
Undemanding
A C
Context Context
Embedded B D Reduced
Cognitively
Demanding

Cummins (2001) claims that language classroom can incorporate four types of activities: 1) cognitively undemanding but
context embedded (Quadrant A); 2) cognitively demanding but context embedded (Quadrant B); 3) cognitively
undemanding and context reduced (Quadrant C); and 4) cognitively demanding but context embedded (Quadrant D).
Cummins (2001) notes how English language learners can best benefit from the tasks introduced in Quadrant B —

cognitively demanding but context-embedded.
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Based on this line of categorization, we came to view certain types of in-class activities to be reinforcing a
particular quadrant, and that the learners’ confidence level correlated with a particular activity type. Our hypotheses are
that:

a) students can cope with complex, cognitively demanding tasks;
b) students require extra practice to feel confident in context-reduced activities;
c) even with context-embedded activities, students require extra practice if the task is not part of their
common, everyday practice.
d) of four language skills, literacy-related skills (i.e., reading and writing) are difficult to achieve for
language learners, even in context-embedded situations.
In order to investigate the above, survey responses obtained from 910 Japanese junior high school students

were collected and analysed.

3. Methodology

This study is a large-scale survey study in conjunction with the Japan Institute for Educational Measurement
(JIEM). Through this survey study, we have investigated the confidence level of 910 junior high school students in
grades 7 (N=401) and 8 (N=509) enrolled in six schools, three private and three public schools, located in four areas in
central Japan. They answered a 16-item questionnaire investigating their confidence levels in terms of their English
abilities. Each question consisted of a statement, such as “I can introduce myself in English” (See Appendix 1) followed
by a four-point Likert scale ranging from “Can’t” to “Can”. Their responses were statistically analysed using SPSS16.0

Japanese, and Microsoft Excel 2003. Our research questions of this study are as follows:

1. In what kind of English-using activities do junior high school students have higher or
lower confidence?

2. What causes the different degrees of confidence level among students?

By identifying the areas the Japanese EFL learners have confidence in, we felt that we could inform our
teaching as to what we are doing right. Similarly, by identifying areas in which the students lack confidence, we can

explore ways of facilitate our students learning, keeping in mind Cummins’s (2001) four quadrants.

4. Findings and Discussion

Statistical data analysis revealed the shared tendency that students have towards the questionnaire items. For
example, items such as Can-Do Statement 1 (C1) “I can read and understand easy English texts about a daily life”, C5 “I
can understand everyday greetings in English” and C9 “I can extend my thanks and apologies orally in English” scored
high (C1: Mean=3.44; SD=0.77; C5: Mean=3.55; SD=0.70; C9: Mean=3.49; SD=0.74 respectively) in terms of the
examinees’ confidence levels in saying the above. On the other hand, low scores were obtained for items such as C15 “I
can write a short diary in English” and C16 “I can write a short letter/e-mail in English” (C15: M=2.41; SD=1.00; C16:
M=2.19; SD=0.95). Moreover, students report low confidence with certain other items. Upon examining these items we
found them to be related to contexts that are difficult to come across in classrooms (e.g., public announcements, e-mail
writing, telephoning). We label this type of context “authentic and unpredictable” contexts, such as C2 “I can read and

understand short English letters or e-mails”, C7 “I can understand English PA announcements if they are made slowly or
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repeatedly” and C8 “I can understand a simple English telephone conversation”. Students seem to report relatively low

L INT

confidence with authentic and unpredictable contexts, despite the fact that terms such as “easy”, “short” “slowly” or
“repeatedly” are mentioned in those statements.

We then separated the mean scores and standard deviations of the seventh- and eighth-grade students’
responses and found slight differences between the two groups, although overall the results seem similar. The responses
towards C2 “I can read and understand short English letters or e-mails”, C15 “I can write a short diary in English” and

C16 “I can write a short letter/e-mail in English” are moderately different between the two grades (See Table 1).

Table 1: Basic statistics of the Can-Do Questionnaire Items for Each Grade Level

Cl C2 C3 C4 (O3] C6 Cc7 C8 C9 Clo Cl1 Ci12 C13 Ci4 C15 Cl6

G7 Mean 342 256 2.60 250 363 338 283 254 353 353 313 274 335 278 222 202

SD 076 087 089 0.89 062 078 090 092 067 069 083 093 079 087 094 0.85
G8 Mean 346 282 272 262 349 338 296 262 346 337 310 275 338 288 257 232
SD 078 088 086 090 075 081 088 093 070 077 0.85 092 083 093 1.01 1.0l

That is, students show low confidence in these statements in general; however, there is an increase in the mean score in
accordance with the grade increase. In other words, students may become confident in the activities stated in the items as
they proceed on learning English for various possible reasons. In contrast, opposite results are also observed such as C5
“I can understand everyday greetings in English” and C10 “I can introduce myself orally in English”. This indicates that
as they learn English, some factors may reduce the students’ confidence level.

Based on the statistical findings, we conducted factor analysis (Table 2). This reveals the potential factors

that affect the examinees’ reaction towards the items.

Table 2: Factor analysis on responses to Can-Do items

Rotated Factor Matrix

CAN DO Factorl Factor2

CANI16 0.96 -0.17
CAN4 0.89 -0.10
CANI1S5 0.87 -0.04
CAN3 0.84 -0.03
CANS 0.83 -0.02
CAN2 0.67 0.19
CANI12 0.65 0.15
CAN7 0.63 0.20
CAN14 0.56 0.27
CANS -0.15 0.95
CAN9 -0.10 0.89
CANI10 -0.06 0.84
CANG6 0.06 0.79
CAN1 0.15 0.70
CANI13 0.14 0.70
CAN11 0.36 0.46

Reliability (o .945)

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization.

a. Rotation converged in 5 iterations.
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The result shows that there are two factors affecting the examinees’ responses. From the Can-Do questionnaire
statements, we labeled one factor (Factor 1; henceforth F1) as “cognitively demanding activities” and the second factor
(Factor 2; henceforth F2) as “cognitively undemanding activities”. We consider that tasks become cognitively more

demanding when:

1) literacy is involved,
2) sentences, not merely words, are included;
3) they are specific to contexts;

4) they are de-contextualised.

The students showed lower confidence for the statements that evoke activities with greater cognitive loads,
and higher confidence for the ones appearing to be less cognitively demanding. However, students report high
confidence and comfort level with respect to a few cognitively demanding activities.

Differences shown between the two grades (i.e., Grade 7 and Grade 8) are not explained from this holistic
factor analysis. In order to see the differences of mean scores between the grades and the factors obtained in the factor
analysis (Table 3), we plotted the mean scores of Can-Do questionnaire items belonging to F1 and F2 of G7 and G8
respectively (Figure 2). In order to see if those differences of confidence levels between each grade and factor are
significant, we further conducted two-way ANOVA using General Linear Model. We obtained 37.87 of F value at p<.01

level and an interaction effect between the grade difference and Factors (i.e. the level of cognitive demands).

Table 3: Descriptive statistics concerning the Grade and the Factor differences

Mean SD
Grade 7 — Factor 1 2.53 0.70
Grade 7 — Factor2 3.42 0.56
Grade 8 — Factor 1 2.69 0.75
Grade 8 — Factor 2 3.37 0.65

Note. N =401 for G7, 509 forG8)
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Figure 2: Differences of Mean Scores between Grades and Factor 1 (Cognitively Demanding) and Factor 2 (Cognitively

Undemanding)
Differences of Mean Scores about Confidence Level among
Grades and Factors
4.00
—_—
3.00
Confidence /o —o— Factorl
Level —=— Factor2
200 r
1.00
G7 G8
Grade

As the above shows, the Grade 8 students’ confidence level for Factor 2 (cognitively undemanding tasks) is
slightly lower than Grade7 students’. On the other hand, Factor 1 (cognitively demanding tasks) shows steeper
inclination. Interaction effect between grade and cognitive demands difference indicates the possibilities that the
students’ confidence levels are affected by the combination of grades and the cognitive demands of tasks. That means,
even though G7 students feel less confident in cognitively demanding tasks, G8 students who have learned in the same
environment as the G7 students have more confidence in those items. In addition, it is possible to assume some elements
influence the decrease of confidence levels of the G8 students concerning cognitively undemanding tasks in the course of
learning English at a school, although the range of the decline is small.

Given that the 16 questionnaire items consisted of questions related to four skills (i.e., about reading,
listening speaking and writing), we consecutively conducted descriptive statistics and calculated Pearson’s correlation

coefficient among those four skills for each grade.

Table 3-1: G7 responses divided into four skills

G 7 Correlations

R L S W

R Pearson Correlation 1.000 17 6717 784"
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

L Pearson Correlation 717 1.000 6927 157
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

S Pearson Correlation 6717 692" 1.000 703"
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

W Pearson Correlation 784" 715" 703" 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

**, Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
N =401
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Table 3-2: G8 responses divided into four skills

G 8 Correlations

R L S w

R Pearson Correlation 1.000 8017 703" 796"
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

L Pearson Correlation 8017 1.000 7747 764"
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

S Pearson Correlation 703" 7747 1.000 317
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

W Pearson Correlation 796" 764" 731" 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
N =509

From the above charts, we see how all pairs in each grade moderately correlate, and those correlations are significant
(p<.01). We in turn conducted one-way between-groups ANOVA using Univariate General Linear Model in order to see
the difference among them in each grade.

Although all the pairs were found to be significantly different in G7, the pair of reading and writing, as well as
listening and speaking showed that there are slight similarities in confidence level compared to the other pairs. In G8,
however, clearer tendency was found; there are no significant differences in the pairs of reading and writing, listening
and speaking. In other words, this shows the possibility that the students categorized the questionnaire items not in four
skills, but in two modes: oral skills and literacy skills. Moreover, the mean score of oral and aural skills are higher than
that of literacy skills. It can be supposed that students feel less confident in the items related to literacy skills in the

questionnaire.

5. Implications

These results of the analyses may reflect the possibility that repeated encounters of the same
situations lowered students’ cognitive demands and allowed them to use more resources for the
higher-level skills (See de Bot, 1996; Johnson, 1996; Skehan, 1996, 1998, 2003; Skehan and Foster, 1999,
2001, 2005). If that is the case, as seen in the descriptive statistical analysis of Can-Do questionnaire
items, the Japanese junior high school students might tend to show higher confidence for those items
which they have encountered or practiced several times and lower for the others. However, it should be
noted that there are other possible factors that might have influenced the students’ confidence levels,
such as the expansion of their vocabulary repertoire and development of their interlanguage grammar. In
order to reveal what factors are concerned and how they affect to students’ confidence levels and their
perceptions of cognitive demands, we need to further investigate what is actually practiced in those
classroom settings through observation.

In addition, it is assumed from the analysis of confidence levels according to four-skills that students’
dichotomization of oral/aural and literacy skills is recognized as an important notion by themselves. Although Cummins
(2001) does not take the oral-literal dichotomy into consideration in his four quadrants in terms of cognitive demands,
this dichotomized view might be important for the students. Furthermore, the dichotomy in terms of confidence levels
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may reflect the differences of their perceptions of cognitive demands in oral and literacy skills.

However, the analysis in this study did not shed light on the confidence levels and other factors concerning
oral-literacy integrated skills since each questionnaire item focuses on only one aspect of the four skills. Therefore, an
investigation is called for to see whether oral repetition has any influence on writing, regarding performance as well as

confidence level.

6. Conclusion

While some exceptions exist, overall students do seem to show a progression in terms of increasing their
confidence level in English, which in turn reflects on their higher English proficiency scores.

Although Japanese EFL learners display difficulties with respect to literacy-skills related tasks, hence
making them poor performers on standardized English tests such as TOEFL and TOEIC. However, a close look at their
performance and confidence levels reveal how students perceive certain items, however cognitively demanding they may
be, as not posing difficulties.

Given the results, it is speculated that, in addition to context-embeddedness, familiarization of the tasks has
far-reaching benefits for the Japanese EFL learners. For this reason, a further investigation on how task familiarity is

fostered by repetition could foster EFL learning in Japanese classroom contexts.
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Appendix 1

Can-do questionnaire items

(Note: Original in Japanese; English translations provided by the researchers)

CANI1 I can read and understand easy English texts about a daily life.

CAN2 I can read and understand short English letters or e-mails.

CAN3 I can read and understand English texts of familiar topics.

CAN4 I can read and understand easy English explanatory texts.

CANS I can understand everyday greetings in English.

CANG6 I can listen to and understand easy English instructions.

CAN7 I can understand English public announcements if they are made slowly or repeatedly.
CANS I can understand a simple English telephone conversation.

CANO9 I can extend my thanks and apologies orally in English.

CANI10 I can introduce myself orally in English.

CANI11 I can make a short speech about my favourite things in English.

CAN12 I can express my opinions about my interests orally in English.

CANI13 I can spell out English words frequently used in a daily life.

CAN14 I can write two or more sentences in English, using and/ but/ so/ when/ because.

CANI15 I can write a short diary in English.

CANI16 I can write a short letter/e-mail in English.
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What CAN-DO criteria do the study guidelines require?
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CAN-DO CAN-DO

Common European Framework of Reference ~ CEFRjapan
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(Pp-XXiX-XXX);
CEFR
P.XXX
CEFR
p.1
CEFRjapan
Pre-Al Al C2 Al
Pre-Al 2

29



2 CEFRjapan

Pre-Al A B C
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2008 CEFR
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CEFR 2008
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A2
Al 1000 3000
PreAl 1000
Bl B2
C
CEFRjapan 2008
4 3 1
Cl (TOEIC850 B2 (TOEIC800 )
Bl1.2 B2.1

30




4 CEFRjapan
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2006
2
3
2007
2
3
2008
2
3
3 SELHi
2006
2007
2008
2006 34
32 2007
39 39 2008 2009
10
EFL

parliamentary debate

Seoul (2007)
Final: This House would abolish the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
Semi-finals:  This House would partition Iraq

Quarter-finals:  This House would privatize public utilities companies
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Octo-finals:  This House would force organizations to place more women

in senior positions

Washington (2008)
Final: This House would expand the number of permanent members of the UN Security Council
Semi-finals:  This house would drop all US sanctions on Cuba

Quarter-finals: This house regrets holding the 2008 Olympics in Beijing

Athens (2009)
PRELIMINARY ROUND PREPARED MOTIONS
This House would encourage the expanded use of civilian nuclear energy
This House believes that public services are best run by private companies
This House believes that cultural treasures should be returned to their areas of origin
This House would legalise current technologies for choosing human embryos on the basis of their genetic
characteristics
GRAND FINAL MOTION:

This House believes that governments should grant amnesties to all illegal immigrants

local

global issue

presentation  debate

content-based instruction

CALP

Council of Europe. (2001). Common European framework of reference of languages: learning, teaching, assessment.
Cambridge, CUP.
World Schools Debating Championships http://www.schoolsdebate.com/
(2008) CEFRjapan
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(2008) http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/new-cs/youryou/syo/index.htm
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(2008)
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(2008) CEFR
A
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http://gtec.for-students.jp/debate/index.html
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1
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12 Asia TEFL
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