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Japanese EFL Learners’ Successful and 
Unsuccessful Communication Experiences 

in English: An Exploratory Study
Satomi Shinohe*
Hokkaido University

Previous studies have shown that EFL learners’ past commu-
nication experiences can influence their present attitudes. 
This study examines the factors related to Japanese EFL 
learners’ previous communication experiences, their willing-
ness to communicate (WTC), and their self-perceived English 
proficiency. The Experiences of Successful and Unsuccessful 
Communication (ESUC) Scale was developed as an original 
scale. The items for successful communication experiences 
were divided into two main areas: “practical English commu-
nication experiences” and “positive classroom experiences.” 
The items for unsuccessful communication experiences were 
grouped into the following two categories: “realizing insuffi-
cient English proficiency” and “perplexity in English commu-
nication.” Successful communication experiences correlated 
positively with WTC, whereas unsuccessful communication 
experiences correlated negatively with WTC. Moreover, the 
high-proficiency students frequently experienced successful 
communication, and the low-proficiency students often  ex-
perienced unsuccessful communication. The study’s findings 
suggest the importance of considering learners’ past com-
munication experiences and how they may affect current and 
future outcomes.

英語学習者の過去のコミュニケーション経験が学習態度に影響を及
ぼすことが多くの研究で示されてきた。本研究では、日本人英語学習者
の過去のコミュニケーションにおける成功体験と失敗体験に関するスケ
ール(ESUC Scale)を開発し、学習者の過去におけるコミュニケーション経
験、コミュニケーションを取ろうとする意欲（WTC）、そして英語力の自己
評価と関連する要因を調べた。過去のコミュニケーションの成功体験に
ついては「実践的な英語コミュニケーション経験」「教室内のポジティブ
な経験」の2因子、失敗体験では「英語力不足の実感」「英語コミュニケ
ーションに対する困惑」の２因子が抽出された。また、コミュニケーショ
ンの成功体験とWTCの間には正の相関、失敗体験とWTCとの間に負の相
関が確認された。さらに、英語力の自己評価が高い学習者の方が成功体
験の経験の割合が高く、自己評価の低い学習者は失敗体験の経験の割
合が高い傾向がみられた。本研究から、学習者の過去におけるコミュニ
ケーション体験と、それが現在そして将来の成果にどう影響を与えるかを
考慮することの重要性が示唆された。
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English as a foreign language (EFL) learners gen-
erally encounter many experiences of success 
and failure through the process of learning to 

communicate in English. Previous research suggests 
that learners’ past communication experiences 
in English can influence their present attitudes, 
motivation, and willingness to communicate (WTC) 
in EFL learning (Asassfeh et al., 2012; Polat, 2013; 
Saito, 2021; Tsang, 2023). Rastegar and Gohari (2016) 
established a significant relationship among Iranian 
EFL learners’ communication strategies, attitudes, 
and English language oral output. Their findings 
revealed that EFL learners with many experiences of 
successful communication developed a more positive 
attitude toward learning English. Furthermore, Saito 
(2021) investigated the relationship among intercul-
tural communication experiences and the knowledge 
of English as an International Language (EIL) and 
learner attitudes, concluding that exposure to En-
glish resulted in positive learner attitudes. However, 
some contend that experiencing too much difficulty 
during communication may erode language learn-
ers’ confidence and consequently inhibit their WTC 
(Mesgarshahr & Abdollahzadeh, 2014). Past commu-
nication experiences, whether positive or negative, 
greatly affect EFL learners. Dewaele and Dewaele 
(2018) compare the past language experiences of 
second language (L2) users to swimming: 

The L2 user/swimmer will recall previous swim-
ming experiences, including how enjoyable it 
was, and what dangers were faced, before dip-
ping his/her toe in the water… the swimmer will 
have decided that the temperature is acceptable 
to jump in, and that the water looks clean. (p. 1)

Although they mention the limits to this met-
aphor, as the swimmer may face drowning while 
the L2 user may experience social embarrassment 
because of unsuccessful communication, both 
contexts imply that the individuals’ volitional ac-
tions are based on their previous experiences. This 
example suggests the importance of considering the 
effects of previous experiences on EFL learning.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0621-6262
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Literature Review
Studies on Learners’ Past Experiences

According to Polat (2013), experience is “a sub-
jective process that occurs inside a person’s mind 
and contributes to his or her knowledge, emotions, 
or identity on a conscious or subconscious level” 
(p. 72). Polat insists that although experience is 
affected by external events and information, each 
person’s internalization affects how they interpret 
their experiences, especially for language learning. 
Recently, some studies have focused on how learn-
ers’ past experiences could impact their language 
learning and achievement. Tsang (2023) carried out 
semi-structured interviews with eight successful EFL 
learners in Hong Kong and examined their expe-
riences with English reading and listening. One of 
the findings of his study was the existence of hedo-
nism (i.e., the pursuit of pleasure) in learners with 
successful experiences. The existence of hedonism 
among participants was related to greater intrinsic 
motivation and ability to reach the state of flow (i.e., 
becoming completely involved in something). Such 
positive traits were commonly seen in successful EFL 
learners. Similarly, Wen and Piao (2020) conducted 
interviews with 20 students learning Chinese and 
examined the interactions between motivational 
factors and learning experiences. The results showed 
that enjoyable experiences with native speakers 
contributed to these learners’ strong aspirations to 
be able to communicate in the target language, but 
overwhelming amounts of Chinese coursework were 
intimidating for them. According to Asassfeh et al. 
(2012), a mismatch between learner preferences and 
needs may have negative effects on learners’ motiva-
tion toward EFL learning. Polat (2013) interviewed 12 
learners of French as a second language and grouped 
them into high- and low-language performers to test 
the relationships between learners’ language ex-
periences and differential second language perfor-
mance. High performers expressed their enjoyment 
of studying French, and their language proficiency 
increased over time. However, the low performers 
did not mention similar feelings of enjoyment, and 
they experienced only a small improvement in their 
proficiency. These studies suggest a certain relation-
ship between learners’ language proficiency levels 
and their past language learning experiences.

Past Communication Experiences and WTC
Willingness to communicate is one of the most 

important learner variables in Japanese EFL con-
texts, where first-language homogeneity in the 
classroom remains a significant problem (Freier-
muth & Ito, 2020). Various factors, including past 

communication experiences, are known to influ-
ence WTC. Dewaele and Dewaele (2018) investigat-
ed learner-internal and learner-external predictors 
of WTC among students studying foreign languages 
in the UK. The strongest predictors were found to 
be foreign language classroom anxiety, frequent for-
eign language use by the teacher, a positive attitude 
toward the foreign language, high levels of social 
foreign language enjoyment, and age. Another study 
by Chichon (2019) examined the factors influenc-
ing student WTC by carrying out an ethnographic 
study of students enrolled in general English and 
IELTS preparation courses in China. The results 
indicated that the topic, interlocutors, task focus, 
learners’ proficiency, and task complexity all influ-
enced WTC. These studies imply that learners’ past 
communication experiences, including classroom 
interactions with teachers and peers, their emotion-
al reactions, and their language usage may signifi-
cantly affect their WTC. 

Motivation for the Current Study
While considering learners’ past communication 

experiences is important, further investigation into 
types of experiences, namely successful and unsuc-
cessful communication experiences in English, is 
necessary. Specifically, developing a scale to assess 
learners’ past communication experiences may 
serve as a useful tool in examining the interrela-
tionships with other factors such as WTC, moti-
vation, anxiety, and self-perceived English profi-
ciency. Fujii’s (2023) qualitative study examined 
the relationship between Japanese EFL learners’ 
past communication experiences and their WTC 
levels. This study revealed that high-WTC students 
were likely to have more experiences of successful 
communication than low-WTC students, and low-
WTC students exhibited more concern over their 
unsuccessful communication experiences in the 
past than high-WTC students. Through qualitative 
text analysis, the researcher found different tenden-
cies between the previous communication experi-
ences of high- and low-WTC students. To expand 
the scope of Fujii’s (2023) investigation into learn-
ers’ past communication experiences, this study 
developed an original scale to assess successful and 
unsuccessful communication experiences of learn-
ers and examine the relationships between learner 
WTC and self-perceived English proficiency using a 
quantitative statistical method. The research ques-
tions for this study are as follows:

RQ1. 	 What are the factor structures of learners’ 
successful and unsuccessful communica-
tion experiences in English?

https://jalt-publications.org/tlt
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RQ2. 	 What are the relationships between learn-
ers’ past communication experiences and 
WTC?

RQ3. 	 What are the relationships between learn-
ers’ past communication experiences and 
self-perceived English proficiency?

Method
Participants

The participants were 153 Japanese EFL students 
(107 male and 46 female) from two national univer-
sities and one private university in Japan. Students’ 
majors varied from general education and human-
ities to information technology, but all the students 
were taking required English classes. The partic-
ipants were 18 to 25 years old, and their overall 
English proficiency levels were between CEFR A1 
and B2. A total of 95 students classified themselves 
as having low proficiency and 58 classified them-
selves as having high proficiency in English. All the 
students agreed to participate in this study.

Instrument
The study used an original questionnaire with 

items targeting learners’ successful and unsuccess-
ful communication experiences. The items were 
generated from the qualitative data extracted from 
the text analysis in Fujii (2023) and were adapted for 
this study. The questionnaire comprised two main 
sections: items denoting successful communication 
experiences (e.g., “I enjoyed having interactions 
with others in English”) and unsuccessful commu-
nication experiences (e.g., “I could not find the right 
word in conversation with my classmates, so I had 
to use Japanese instead”). Participants were asked 
about the frequency of their past experiences, that 
is, to what extent they have experienced certain 
situations. They recorded their responses on a five-
point Likert Scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 
(many times). The survey was carried out online us-
ing Google Forms during the fall semester of 2022. 
The questionnaires were administered in Japanese 
and later translated into English by the author.

Data Analysis
IBM SPSS Statistics 28 was used for data analy-

sis. To develop an original scale, exploratory factor 
analysis using the principal factor method with 
promax rotation was conducted, followed by several 
additional analyses (i.e., Pearson’s correlation analysis 
and individual t-test) to examine the constructional 
validity of the data. For these analyses, the Willing-

ness to Use the Four Skills Scale from Fujii (2021) and 
an item asking about students’ self-perceptions of 
their English proficiency were employed. 

Results
Factor Structures of Past Communication 
Experiences 

RQ1 aimed to determine the factor structures of 
the original scale on past communication expe-
riences in English. Table 1 presents the results of 
exploratory factor analysis of successful commu-
nication experiences. According to the scree plot 
and eigenvalues, the items generated a two-factor 
structure. Factor 1 included seven items related 
to successful experiences in the practical use of 
English, for example, “I could speak English with 
confidence” and “I could ask the teacher questions.” 
These items included learners’ successful communi-
cation experiences with native speakers of English, 
such as international students or foreign tourists 
in Japan. Factor 2 comprised three items related 
to successful experiences during classroom activi-
ties, such as “I was able to present my speech while 
reading my own script” and “During classroom 
activities, I could communicate with classmates in 
English.” Items in this factor represent successful 
moments learners have experienced, for example, 
accomplishing classroom presentations or gaining 
success in English debates or discussion activities. 
The overall result of Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
was α = .87, indicating a high reliability. 

Table 2 illustrates the results of exploratory factor 
analysis on unsuccessful communication experi-
ences. A two-factor structure was assumed based on 
the factor loadings. Here, Factor 1 comprised three 
items related to learners’ unsuccessful experiences 
due to their insufficient English proficiency, such 
as “I could not express my intention to others in 
English” and “I could not think of the appropriate 
vocabulary, so I could not communicate in English.” 
These items are related to communication problems 
resulting from inadequate English comprehension 
skills. Factor 2 was based on learners’ experiences of 
being perplexed at the situation of communicating 
in English. It included four items, such as “ I did not 
know what to do when a foreigner spoke to me in 
English” and “I felt ashamed to speak in English in 
front of a large group.” Such items represent learn-
ers being at a loss when speaking English or feeling 
nervous in stressful circumstances. Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient was α = .80, demonstrating fairly 
high scale reliability as a whole.
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Table 1
Factor Analysis Results of Successful Communication 
Experiences

No.             Items Factor 1 Factor 2

7.  When someone talked 
to me in English, I could 
respond correctly.

.886 -.162

6.  I was able to understand 
English spoken by a native 
speaker.

.769 -.158

10. I could speak English with 
confidence.

.665 .036

3.  I could ask the teacher 
questions.

.587 .082

5.  I could get across my idea 
in English.

.570 .233

9.  I enjoyed having interac-
tions with others in English.

.556 .186

2.  I was able to answer the 
teacher’s question correctly.

.522 .176

4.  I could give a presentation 
well because I had prepared 
thoroughly beforehand.

-.069 .937

8.  I was able to present my 
speech while reading my own 
script.

-.059 .900

1.  During classroom activ-
ities, I could communicate 
with classmates in English.

.173 .564

Note. Factor 1 = Practical English communication experi-
ences; Factor 2 = Positive classroom experiences.

Table 2
Factor Analysis Results of Unsuccessful Communica-
tion Experiences

No.             Items Factor 1 Factor 2

4. I could not express my in-
tention to others in English.

.926 -.144

1. I could not find the right 
word in conversation with 
my classmates, so I had to use 
Japanese instead.

.676 .058

3. I could not think of the 
appropriate vocabulary, so I 
could not communicate in 
English.

.540 .237

6. I did not know what to do 
when a foreigner spoke to me 
in English.

-.128 .658

5. I felt ashamed to speak in 
English in front of a large 
group.

.116 .471

7. I could not understand 
the utterance in English, so I 
could not communicate.

.124 .435

2. When I had to present in 
front of class, I became so 
nervous that I forgot what 
to say.

.288 .404

Note. Factor 1 = Realizing insufficient English proficiency; 
Factor 2 = Perplexity in English communication.

Correlations Between Past Communication 
Experiences and WTC

RQ2 investigated the correlations between learn-
ers’ past communication experiences and WTC. As 
shown in Table 3, Pearson’s correlation analysis clar-
ified that both factors of successful communication 
experiences correlated positively with WTC. Factor 
1 (Practical English Communication Experiences) 
and WTC had a moderate positive correlation, with 
r(153) = .54, p < .001. Factor 2 (Positive Classroom 
Experiences) had a weak positive correlation with 
WTC, with r(153) = .26, p < .01. Overall, these results 
indicate that the more students have successful 
communication experiences, the higher the WTC. 

Table 3 also illustrates the correlation between 
unsuccessful communication experiences and 
WTC. Results show that the two factors of unsuc-

cessful communication experiences had negative 
correlations with learner WTC. Factor 1 (Realizing 
Insufficient English Proficiency) had a weak nega-
tive correlation with WTC, with r(153) = -.22, p < .01. 
Factor 2 (Perplexity in English Communication) and 
WTC demonstrated a weak negative correlation of 
r(153) = -.24, p < .01. These results suggest that the 
more students experience unsuccessful communi-
cation, the lower their WTC in English. It is there-
fore important to consider how to motivate stu-
dents who have had many unsuccessful experiences 
to communicate actively in English classrooms.

The correlation of the two factors of successful 
communication experiences showed moderate pos-
itive correlation with each other, with r(153) = .53, 
p <. 001. In addition, the two factors of unsuccess-
ful communication experiences had high positive 
correlation with each other, with r(153) = .84, p < 
.001. As for the correlation between successful and 
unsuccessful communication experiences, weak 

https://jalt-publications.org/tlt
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negative correlation was found between Factor 1 of 
successful communication experiences and the two 
factors of unsuccessful communication experiences. 
Factor 2 of successful communication experienc-
es had very weak or no correlation with the two 
factors of unsuccessful communication experiences.

Relationships of Past Communication 
Experiences and Self-Perceived English 
Proficiency

RQ3 addressed the relationships between past 
communication experiences and self-perceived 
English proficiency of learners. The factor scores of 
successful and unsuccessful communication expe-
riences were compared between high- and low-pro-
ficiency students based on their self-perceptions. As 
seen in Table 4, the independent t-test revealed that 
Factor 1 of successful communication experiences 
had significant difference, with t(151) = -6.655 and 

p < .001, and both of the factors of unsuccessful 
communication experiences showed significant 
differences (Factor 1: t(151) = 3.157, p = .001; Factor 
2: t(151) = 2.936, p = .004). Factor 2 of successful 
communication, however, was also very close to the 
value of significance at t(151)= -1.960 and p = .052. 
These results show the clear difference between 
high- and low-proficiency students’ frequency of 
successful and unsuccessful communication experi-
ences in the past.

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the results of the indi-
vidual t-test by comparing the average factor scores 
of learners’ successful communication experiences 
according to their self-perceived English proficien-
cy. What stands out in these figures is the distinc-
tive pattern seen in both graphs; students with high 
proficiency have higher scores than students with 
low proficiency in both Factor 1 and Factor 2. These 
results suggest that learners with higher self-per-
ceived English proficiency tend to have higher fac-

Table 3
Correlations Between Past Communication Experiences and WTC

WTC Successful: F1 Successful: F2 Unsuccessful: F1 Unsuccessful: F2

WTC — .543 *** .262 ** -.222 ** -.235 **

Successful: Factor 1 — .526 *** -.247 ** -.284 ***

Successful: Factor 2 — -.186 * -.119

Unsuccessful: Factor 1 — .837 ***

Unsuccessful: Factor 2 —

Note. Successful = Successful Communication Experiences; Unsuccessful = Unsuccessful Communication Experiences.

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Table 4
T-Test Results of Past Communication Experiences and Self-Perceived English Proficiency

Variable 
(Factor Scores)

Self-Perceived 
Proficiency N Mean SD t (151) p

Successful: Factor 1 Low 95 –0.347 0.818
–6.655 .000

High 58 0.568 0.836

Successful: Factor 2 Low 95 –0.117 0.938
–1.960 .052

High 58 0.191 0.947

Unsuccessful: Factor 1 Low 95 0.177 0.923
3.157 .001

High 58 –0.290 0.827

Unsuccessful: Factor 2 Low 95 0.1523 0.893
2.936 .004

High 58 –0.249 0.686

Note. Successful = Successful Communication Experiences; Unsuccessful= Unsuccessful Communication Experiences
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tor scores in successful communication experiences 
in both factors. 

Figure 1
Factor Scores for Successful Communication Experi-
ences (Factor 1) According to Students’ Self-Perceived 
English Proficiency

Figure 2
Factor Scores for Successful Communication Experi-
ences (Factor 2) According to Students’ Self-Perceived 
English Proficiency

Figures 3 and 4 show individual t-test results 
of unsuccessful communication experiences and 
self-perceived English proficiency, calculated by 
comparing the average factor scores in the two 
groups of students. Interestingly, the pattern is 
opposite with that of the results of successful 
communication experiences. Students with lower 
self-perceived English proficiency tended to have 
higher factor scores in unsuccessful communication 
experiences in both of the factors. Overall, these 
results indicate the significant difference between 
the frequency of learners’ successful and unsuccess-
ful communication experiences and the degree of 
learners’ self-perceptions of English proficiency. 

Figure 3
Factor Scores for Unsuccessful Communication Expe-
riences (Factor 1) According to Students’ Self-Perceived 
English Proficiency

Figure 4
Factor Scores for Unsuccessful Communication Expe-
riences (Factor 2) According to Students’ Self-Perceived 
English Proficiency

Discussion
This study aimed to develop an original scale to 

assess EFL learners’ experiences of successful and 
unsuccessful communication through exploratory 
factor analysis. This scale, named the Experiences 
of Successful and Unsuccessful Communication 
(ESUC) Scale, comprises two factors— Practical 
English Communication Experiences and Positive 
Classroom Experiences—and includes 10 items of 
successful communication experiences. The second 
part of this scale has seven items that exemplify 
unsuccessful communication experiences and is 
composed of two factors—Realizing Insufficient 
English Proficiency and Perplexity in English Com-
munication. The good reliability of all of the scale 
items was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha 
values. The development of a scale focusing on past 
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communication experiences appears to be the first 
of its kind. As Wen and Piao (2020) state, past expe-
riences can positively or negatively affect learning, 
thereby influencing the learners’ present attitudes. 
Thus, applying this scale in different learning 
contexts may help to understand the EFL learners’ 
disparate previous experiences.

The second question in this study sought to deter-
mine the relationships between past communication 
experiences and WTC. Results showed that success-
ful communication experiences correlated positively 
and unsuccessful communication experiences cor-
related negatively with learner WTC. Moreover, this 
study confirmed that the higher the students’ WTC, 
the greater their frequency of successful communi-
cation experiences, and the lower their WTC, the 
greater their frequency of unsuccessful communica-
tion experiences. Previous researchers have observed 
that EFL learners’ WTC is highly influenced by their 
prior English learning experiences, and that positive 
past experiences may lead to higher WTC (Alam et 
al., 2022; Freiermuth & Ito, 2020). This study clarified 
the correlation between past communication experi-
ence and WTC and is consistent with the findings of 
the previous studies.

The third question in this research addressed the 
relationships between past communication experi-
ences and self-perceived English proficiency. Find-
ings indicated that the higher the self-perceived 
English proficiency the higher the score in success-
ful communication experiences; and the lower the 
self-perceived English proficiency, the higher the 
score in unsuccessful communication experiences. 
Such a clear contrast in the two groups of learners 
was an interesting finding. According to Alimorad 
and Farahmand (2021), a lack of self-perceived pro-
ficiency can affect students’ communication with 
others. The present research supports the relation-
ships between self-perceived English proficiency 
and past communication experiences and this may 
lead to a better understanding of individual differ-
ences in EFL learning contexts. 

Conclusions
This study examined learners’ successful and 

unsuccessful communication experiences through 
exploratory research. However, due to its explor-
atory nature, and because no existing scales for 
past communication experiences were found in the 
literature, the items in this scale were solely based 
on the authors’ own previous research (Fujii, 2023). 
The second limitation is that the data were collect-
ed at one point in time. Further study needs to be 
carried out to validate the current scale. In addition, 

the author was the sole analyst of this study, which 
is another limitation. Therefore, replications of 
the developed scale in different contexts could add 
more implications to the current findings. In spite 
of its limitations, this study adds to our understand-
ing of how past communication experiences are 
important factors in EFL students’ current learning. 

Dewaele and Dewaele (2018) point out that more 
advanced learners have more experiences in using 
the foreign language, which boosts their self-confi-
dence in their ability to communicate successfully 
in the foreign language. Moreover, according to 
Mesgarshahr and Abdollahzadeh (2014), coping 
successfully with communication problems leads to 
a great sense of self-confidence and motivation. It is 
therefore crucial for instructors to help EFL learners 
move beyond their unsuccessful past communication 
experiences so that they can embrace more positive 
attitudes toward EFL learning and ultimately be 
successful. Teachers should provide learners a better 
understanding of the fact that going through trial 
and error is a natural process of EFL learning and 
there is no need to be perfect from the very begin-
ning. Reflecting on learners’ past communication 
experiences can positively influence the present as 
well as the future for EFL learners. 
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An Interview with Kathleen 
Kampa
Jehan Cruz
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Welcome to the first issue of TLT Interviews in 2025! 
Before we begin, we have a correction for the July/Au-
gust 2024 issue. It should have read, “Judy Noguchi is 
Professor Emerita of Kobe Gakuin University where she 

served as Dean of the Faculty of Global Communica-
tion. Prior to that she was Professor of English at Mu-
kogawa Women’s University, School of Pharmacy and 
Pharmaceutical Sciences.”

Now, we are delighted to share with you an inter-
view with Kathleen (Kathy) Kampa: an educator, author, 
and consultant known for her work in English language 
teaching (ELT), particularly with young learners. She 
has co-authored several popular teaching materials 
published by Oxford University Press, including Magic 
Time 1 and 2 (Kampa & Vilina, 2012), Everybody Up 5 
and 6 (Kampa & Vilina, 2016), Oxford Discover 3 (Kam-
pa & Vilina, 2013) and 4 (Kampa & Vilina, 2014), Beehive 
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