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The purpose of this quasi-experimental longitudinal study is to
investigate the effects of EFL reading circles on Japanese high
school students’ reading self-efficacy and reading anxiety. The
participants (N = 316), first-year students at a Japanese coedu-
cational high school, participated in regular reading circles over
the course of one academic year. Quantitative data were col-
lected through questionnaires measuring reading self-efficacy,
reading anxiety, and attitudes towards reading circles. A repeat-
ed-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to
evaluate changes in reading self-efficacy and anxiety. Reading
self-efficacy was shown to improve significantly over the course
of the academic year, while reading anxiety significantly de-
creased. Reasons for these changes are discussed.
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great deal of research in reading motivation
Aand English as a Foreign Language (EFL)

supports the development of reading pro-
grams, yet they are not commonplace in Japanese
high schools. Despite the push from the Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT) to include programs reflecting principals in
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) (Tahi-
ra, 2012), many reading programs in high schools
remain rooted in more traditional teaching meth-
ods, such as direct translation of texts or intensive
reading for the purpose of preparing for university
entrance examinations.

The reading treatment in this study, regular
reading circles as part of first-year communication
classes in a Japanese high school, was implemented
as a way to address the lack of consistency between

national education guidelines and in-class activities.
1t was also a way of operationalizing the school’s
mandate to include more leadership training and
autonomy through cooperative learning. Therefore,
the purpose of this study was to investigate the stu-
dents’ motivational and behavioral changes towards
reading as a result of introducing reading circles in
the class.

Literature Review
Reading Circles in Language Education

Reading circles, also referred to as literature circles,
were first adapted in language arts classrooms in
the United States. Daniels (2002) describes reading
circles as “small, peer-led discussion groups whose
members have chosen to read the same story, poem,
article or book” (p. 1). Structured as a cooperative
learning activity, students interact and discuss

from the viewpoint of their individual role within
the group. Initial guidelines introduced by Daniels
(2002) promoted student autonomy in leading dis-
cussions and advised teachers to become facilitators
in the classroom. This approach allows students to
develop their interpretive skills in reading and their
ability to approach texts from different perspectives
while encouraging conversations about reading
materials. In adapting the activity for EFL students
in Japanese universities, Furr (2007) proposed modi-

fying Daniels’ guidelines for EFL learners, specifying )

that teachers should select reading materials so as
to better match students’ reading levels and that
post-reading circle discussions can involve some
language teaching activities to clarify parts of the
story or facilitate discussion in the L2.

The roles in reading circles help learners explore
different perspectives in reading text. Although
there are variations in how to perform or divide
these roles, the reading circles in this study were
comprised of five roles: the discussion leader, the
summarizer, the connector, the word master, and
the passage person (Furr, 2007). The discussion
leader directs the group discussion and makes sure
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that each member participates. The summarizer
outlines characters and events in a short summary.
The connector recalls personal connections in the
story or relates it to social or world events. The
word master chooses five words in the text and
explains their meaning in the context of the story.
The passage person selects three passages, explains
reasons for choosing them, and asks other mem-
bers a few questions about the selected passages.
The preparation and performance of these roles are
supported with role sheets.

Research in L1 and ESL reading circles have
reported positive results in advancing reading skills
and reading level and in improving the classroom
environment by increasing cooperation amongst
the students, peer-learning, reading confidence,
and self-efficacy (Kim, 2004; McElvain, 2010). Much
of the research in the EFL context has focused on
learners’ reactions towards the activity (Mark, 2007,
Williams, 2011). One study reported some benefits
of reading circles as a means to developing read-
ing fluency, increasing vocabulary knowledge, and
improving speaking skills through the participants’
self-evaluation (Shelton-Strong, 2012).

Reading Self-Efficacy and Anxiety

Self-efficacy has received attention most promi-
nently in educational psychology. Bandura first
developed his theory of self-efficacy (1977) and
defined perceived self-efficacy as, “people’s
judgements of their capabilities to organize

and execute courses of action required to attain
designated types of performances” (Bandura,
2002, p. 94). The theory suggests that perceived
self-efficacy has an effect on behaviour by di-
rectly regulating four major processes: cognitive,
motivational, affective, and selection processes.
Specifically, individuals who have highly per-
ceived self-efficacy in achieving a task are more
likely to initiate and regulate the required behav-
iour for successfully completing the given task.
If problems occur in engaging in the behaviour,
highly efficacious people persevere to overcome
these problems and can manage stress and
anxiety more efficiently in situations threatening
the achievement of their goals by eliminating
negative thought patterns leading to avoidant
behaviour. In decision-making, individuals’
self-perceived ability has a direct and indirect
influence on whether to engage in a given task.
Thus, learners with the same cognitive ability
and skills set might behave very differently de-
pending on their perceived self-efficacy (Bandu-
ra, 1989, 1993).
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Research in this area has demonstrated the
important implications of self-efficacy theory in
academic settings where learners’ perceived self-ef-
ficacy has a direct and indirect effect on academic
achievement (Caprara et al., 2008). Studies in EFL
and perceived reading self-efficacy have observed a
strong correlation between learners’ reading self-ef-
ficacy and their use of reading strategies (Li & Wang,
2010). In a longitudinal study, Burrows (2012)
reported positive effects of reading strategy train-
ing and extensive reading on learners’ self-efficacy.
Other veins of self-efficacy research have examined
its relationship to anxiety, an important factor in
many EFL motivation theories. Unlike self-efficacy,
anxiety is mostly debilitative in task performance.

A significant negative correlation between the two
has been observed in a variety of academic domains
(Woodrow, 2011), and both can predict academic
proficiency. However in foreign language learning,
the effects of self-efficacy and anxiety on proficiency
may vary depending on the linguistic skill (Mills,
Pajares & Herron, 2000).

To address the lack of empirical research investi-
gating the effects of reading circles on EFL learners’
reading self-efficacy and reading anxiety, the follow-
ing three research questions were investigated:

e What are the effects of reading circles on stu-
dents’ reading self-efficacy?

o What are the effects of reading circles on stu-
dents’ reading anxiety?

e  What are the students’ attitudes towards read-
ing circles?

Method
Participants

The study was conducted with first-year students at
a Japanese coeducational high school (N = 3106) in an
English oral communication course. Although the
students’ proficiency and motivation for learning
English varied, the school’s curriculum focuses on
preparing students for academic studies in post-sec-
ondary education.

Materials

Participants were assigned two teacher-selected
graded reader books of short stories for the school
year. The graded readers were from two publishing
companies, and according to the Extensive Reading
Foundation Graded Reader Level Scale (http://www.
robwaring.org/er/scale/ERF_levels.htm), both are
Elementary-level readers. Participants were given
role sheets to assist them in preparing and perform-
ing tasks for the reading circle.
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Instruments

Two sets of questionnaires were used in the study.
The first questionnaire, Reading Self-Efficacy and
Anxiety Questionnaire (Appendix A), consisted

of 28 items. The first 18 items addressed partici-
pants’ perceived reading self-efficacy (adapted from
Burrows, 2012). Participants were asked to evaluate
their perceived ability to complete specific reading
tasks on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (I can-
not do it at all) to 6 (I can definitely do it). The follow-
ing 10 items addressed reading anxiety. These items
were statements expressing negative feelings in
reading English text. Participants responded to the
statements on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) (adapted from
Foreign Language Reading Anxiety Survey, [Saito,
Horwitz, & Garza, 1999]). The Reading Self-Effica-
cy and Anxiety Questionnaire was piloted with a
group of 160 students in the previous school year
and validated using the Rasch rating-scale model.

A second questionnaire measured the partici-
pants’ reactions toward reading circles. The ques-
tionnaire had 13 items evaluated on a 6-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree)
and eight open-ended questions (adapted from
Williams, 2011), which participants answered in
Japanese.

Both questionnaires were translated from English
into Japanese, and back translated into English to
verify consistency.

Procedure

The reading circle activities and data collection took
place in the participants’ oral communication class
taught by a Japanese teacher of English (JTE) and an
assistant language teacher (ALT). Each class con-
sisted of 20 students, 18 intact classes. The partic-
ipating teachers (six JTE, two ALT) were given two
orientation sessions to familiarize themselves with
the goals and procedures for the reading circles and
data collection.

The Reading Self-Efficacy and Anxiety Question-
naire was administered in the second oral commu-
nication class followed by an orientation session.
Groups were formed at the teachers’ discretion and
materials were distributed. Reading and preparation
for reading circles were assigned as homework. In
their first reading circle meeting, teachers reviewed
the tasks for each role and gave discussion lead-
ers a performance checklist including linguistic
cues to help facilitate group discussion. The same
procedure was repeated a total of eight times over
the course of one academic year. The schedule of
activities is summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Schedule of Data Collection and Reading
Circle Meetings

Second Semester
(October-February)

First Semester
(April-September)

First data collection ¢ Meetings 5-8

2 o Orientation e Third data collec-
% o Meetings 1-4 tion
<« Second data collec-
tion
Results

Reading Self-Efficacy and Anxiety

Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations
for reading self-efficacy and reading anxiety for
each interval. The means for reading self-efficacy
increased between each interval whereas those for
reading anxiety decreased between times 1 and 2
and increased again between times 2 and 3.

Table 2. Reading Self-Efficacy and Reading Anxiety
Means for each Interval (N = 316)

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

M SD M SD M SD
SE  47.10% 6.71 48.15% 648 48.58* 7.37
ANX 50.84* 3.11 50.28*% 3.20 5044 340

Note. SE = Self-efficacy, ANX = Anxiety. The statistics are
based on Rasch person measures.

p < .05

Repeated-measures analyses of variance (ANOVA)
were performed to investigate changes in reading
self-efficacy and reading anxiety. Mauchly’s test
indicated that the assumption of sphericity was not
met, x* (2) = 33.35, p < .0001, therefore the degrees
of freedom were corrected using Huynh-Feldt es-
timates (€ = .91). The results indicated a significant
increase in reading self-efficacy between times 1 and
2, and times 1 and 3, F (2, 576) = 11.5, p < .05, but the
increase was insignificant between times 2 and 3 (p
=.15). As for reading anxiety, there was a significant
drop between times 1 and 2, and times 1 and 3, F (2,
619) = 7.6, p < .05, but no significant change between
times 2 and 3.

)
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Attitudes towards reading circles

The means from the questionnaire evaluating
attitudes towards reading circles are shown in Table
3. The questionnaire was administered during the
second interval, thus only results for times 2 and 3
are reported.

Table 3. Means for Attitudes Towards Reading
Circles Items (N = 316)

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

M SO M SD M SD

Items 1-7 - - 50.67 11.35 49.07 13.83

Items 8-13 - - 5414 1148 5314 12.63

Note. ltems 1-7 = perceived enjoyment of reading circles;
Items 8-13= perceived usefulness of reading circles.

Results from a one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) show slight decreases in the means for
both sets of items; however, neither was significant
(items 1-7, p = .11, items 8-13, p = .30). Although
participants perceived the activity as useful, their
level of enjoyment did not change significantly over
the academic year.

Discussion and Limitations

The increase in reading self-efficacy and decrease in
reading anxiety over one academic year can be ex-
plained considering sources of self-efficacy and the
task structure. Sources of self-efficacy come from
mastery or success experiences, vicarious experienc-
es, social persuasion, and somatic (i.e., association
of physical signs of anxiety to ability, for example
experiencing having butterflies) and emotional states
(i.e., recalling past memories of success or failure)
(Bandura, 1977). The first three sources of self-effi-
cacy are accounted for in reading circles.

First, the most influential source of efficacy is
mastery experiences (Bandura, 1977). The formation
of mastery experiences is embedded in the activity’s
structure. In a reading circle, students are exposed
to the process of reading and interpretation of text
through direct experience as opposed to a teach-
er-led class during which the text is dissected and
presented to students. In this study, students may
not have experienced immediate success in inter-
preting and discussing the text, but by overcoming
this failure through individual and group effort,
they experienced mastery in performing the reading

The Language Teacher ® Feature Article

tasks. Individually, students read the text, consid-
ered what points to highlight in discussion, and
reread some parts. In the open-ended questions on
the attitudes questionnaire, participants reported
that reading circles helped them with in-depth
understanding of the text with comments such as
“[reading circles are an] ideal way to comprehend
the content [of the story]” <Student 12> or “I think
it is good that in addition to reading English text
and coming to understand it on my own, I had to
be able to talk and write about the content” <Stu-
dent 78>. In groups, students then revisited the
text through summary, comprehension questions,
and discussion questions. This type of scaffolding
activity guides learners through the steps in per-
forming the task successfully and steadily removes
the teacher from the position of expert (Woodrow,
2011). Many comments acknowledged this aspect
of the reading circles (e.g., “By talking in groups, 1
could understand the content [of the story]” <Stu-
dent 136>). Thus, compared to a more traditional
reading class, students had opportunities to interact
with the text meaningfully through repeated prac-
tice and review using all four skills.

Secondly, another source of efficacy comes from
vicarious experiences. One’s perceived efficacy in
a given task can be increased by observing another
individual perform the same task successfully. By
working in small groups and as a whole class in
post-reading circle discussions, students could wit-
ness peers performing the tasks and listen to other
students’ contributions outside of their group. From
the students’ comments (e.g., “I could understand
better because there were various opinions and the
story could be seen from different angles”<Student
234>; “It was troublesome sometimes, but because
there are other team members, I thought I should
try my best” <Student 303>), it seems that observing
other group members helped some participants in
their comprehension and sustained their motiva-
tion to participate. Bandura (1977) explained that
diversified modeling is more beneficial to self-ef-
ficacy than a single model. If students of various
abilities successfully complete reading circle tasks,
observing students have a sound reason to believe
that they can also perform the tasks and may feel
less anxious about their own performance.

Third, social persuasion and words of encour-
agement from teachers and peers can help increase
one’s perceived efficacy. Participant teachers in the
study were instructed to keep a positive atmosphere
in class and give positive feedback to creative or
insightful comments. In addition, discussion leaders
in each group had a list of phrases to help direct
the discussion, including phrases showing encour-
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agement to other members. Social persuasion in
the classroom may have also helped relieve anxiety
by creating a tolerant environment. This aspect

of the activity was illuminated by the numerous
comments reporting the enjoyment of interacting
with peers (e.g., “It was fun because of the positive
atmosphere” <Student 427>). However, results
from the questionnaire investigating participants’
perceived enjoyment showed a slight decrease over
time; therefore, more qualitative data could shed
light into what aspects of the activity are motivating
or taxing for high school learners.

Participants’ reading anxiety decreased over one
academic year. As the students became successful
in completing the reading circle tasks, the threat
of performing general reading tasks became less
affecting. This idea is particularly relevant to this
group of learners who might have had expectations
and a sense of uncertainty about the type of learn-
ing they would encounter in high school. In the
attitudes questionnaire, many students expressed
concern about their ability to read in English and
were anxious about being able to do the tasks. This
uncertainty was reflected in comments like “1 was
anxious about being able to do it myself” <Student
132> or “1 felt that junior high school and high
school are very different” <Student 340>. Howev-
er, the same students reported that in comparison
to other classroom activities, reading circles had
helped them overcome these insecurities (e.g., “I
could read stories in depth” <Student 132>; “Since
it is possible to consult with people in my group, 1
could make more new discoveries than when 1 work
alone” <Student 340>).

Although insignificant, the results do show a
slight increase in both self-efficacy and anxiety in
the last interval. This shift may be explained by
some of the study’s limitations. First, although the
program spanned one academic year and all groups
had a total of eight reading circle sessions, the
meetings took place rather sporadically in the sec-
ond semester due to the school’s two-week rotating
timetable. Therefore, studies looking at time-lapse
between group meetings could give insight into the
effects of cooperative class activities on changing
levels of self-efficacy and anxiety.

Secondly, due to institutional constraints, a con-
trol group could not be introduced in the study. As
is the case in many public schools, all students must
follow the curriculum set by the English depart-
ment for required courses, and no special treatment
can be given to a group of students. This dilemma
introduces validity issues for generalization of re-
sults; however, it does reflect the reality of assessing
the implementation of specialized programs in a

real classroom environment. Teachers involved

in the program were inquisitive of its effects and
wanted to understand them through a principled
research framework. Thus, a methodology follow-
ing the Action Research (AR) model, including more
in-class observations and reflection by teachers and
participants may have better suited the realities of
the research environment. Nonetheless, empirical
studies investigating EFL reading circles and its
effects will hopefully add to the growing discussion
of their use in classrooms.

)

Conclusion

The study presented in this article reports the posi-
tive effects on Japanese high school learners’ reading
self-efficacy and anxiety as a result of a yearlong pro-
gram implementing reading circles. Task repetition
and cooperative performance in the circles helped
improve students’ perceived reading efficacy over the
course of an academic year while reading anxiety de-
creased. Further statistical analysis of questionnaire
items could clarify what types of reading tasks ben-
efit most from transferability. Future research from
both practical and empirical perspectives, exploring
regularity and time-lapse between reading circles,
and reading circle’s task structure and demand could
help researchers and practitioners understand the
role of reading circles in EFL classrooms.
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Appendix A

Reading Self-efficacy and Anxiety Questionnaire
(English version)

Please use the following scale (1-6) to answer the
questions. Choose the number that best describes
how sure you are that you can perform each of the
English reading tasks below. All of the items refer to
reading in English.

1 2 3 4 5 6
| cannot do| | probably | Maybe | | Maybe | || probably | can
itatall. cannot cannot | candoit. | candoit. | definitely
doit. doit. doit.

1 | Read and understand the specific details
of a pre-school children’s book writtenin |1 2 34 5 6
English.

2 | Read and understand the days of the

week on a calendar written in English. 1234556

3 |Read and understand the names of the 123456
months on a calendar written in English.

4 | Read and understand the plot of a
20-page comic book written for En- 123456
glish-speaking junior high or high school
students.

5 |Read and understand the lyrics of a song

written in English. 1234556

6 |Read and understand the directions
(written in English) on howtouseanew |12 3456
electronic dictionary.

7 | Read and understand the specific details
of a letter from an American pen-pal 123456
discussing what he did over his summer
vacation.
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_ , Please use the following scale (1-6) to answer the
8 |Read and understand the English subti- . .
tlos in an American movie 123456| questions. Choose the number that best describes
: how you feel about reading in English.
9 | Read and understand the specific details
. . . 1 2 3 4 5 6
of a one-page magazine article written 1234556
in English related to one of your hobbies strongly | disagree |somewhat|somewhat| agree strongly
(i.e., fashion, sports, music, movies). disagree disagree agree agree
10 | Read and understand the main point of /
2 19 |1 get upset when I'm not sure wheth-
g front-page article in a newspaper pub- |12 34 5 6 er | understand what | am reading in 3456
9 P 9 Y- English.
11 Read andttund.erztanld. Lhetitefmst?cn ad 123456 20 | When reading English, | often under-
metnu Wnt en in English at a fast-loo stand the words but still can't quite 3456
restaurant. understand what the author is saying.
12| Read and understand the main point of 21 |l feel intimidated whenever | see a 3456
an article in a newspaper published in an 123456 whole page of English in front of me
English speaking country that is written )
about a famous person you know 22 || am nervous when | am reading a pas- 3456
13 | Read and understand the specific details \S/\i'cghetweE*cgglilzh when Iam not familiar
(ex: time, place) of a party invitation 123456 prc.
i in English.
written In Englis 23 || get upset whenever | encounter un- 3456
14 | Read and understand the main ideas known grammar when reading English.
f i i inEnglish  [1234
I?eI::ezctaodegjlffi\s/iarﬁ::ieonollnsulg%!:i 3456 24 | It bothers me to encounter words | can't 34556
Y ject pronounce while reading English.
15|R he rul |
> bizcridar;?nténv?rei;ts;r}i tEne I;iljsﬁs toplaya 1123456 25 |l usually end up translating word by 3456
9 g1sh. word when I'm reading English.
16 | Read and understand the main ideas . S
in a novel (~120 pages) written for En- 123456 26 | The hardest part of learning English is 3456
glish-speaking adults. learning to read.
17 | Read and understand the specific details 27 |1 don't mincireackl)ilng tﬁ myshelf, but | fezl 3456
of a paragraph written in an English high |12 34 56 thery(LjJncom ortable when | have to rea
school textbook. aloud.
18 | Read and understand the specific details 28 Y?uhhsye to knc;lw S? mu;h akéout En- d 3456
in a short story (5 pages) written for 123456 g IS i Astory and culture in order to rea
English-speaking adults. nghish.

Note. Adapted from Burrows (2012) Note. Adapted from FLRAS (Saito, Horwitz, & Garza, 1999)
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