TEACHER
EFFICACY

LEARNER
AGENCY

#JALT2019 « NAGOYA 11.1-11.4

JAPAN ASSOCIATION FOR LANGUAGE TEACHING

JALT2019 - TEACHER EFFICACY, LEARNER AGENCY

The Impact of Instruction in English on Learning Anxiety

Sachiko Maruoka
Seikei University

Emiko Matsui
Toita Women’s College

Reference Data

Maruoka, S., & Matsui, E. (2020). The impact of instruction in English on learning anxiety. In P.
Clements, A. Krause, & R. Gentry (Eds.), Teacher efficacy, learner agency. Tokyo: JALT.
https://doi.org/10.37546/JALTPCP2019-23

In L2 acquisition, there has long been a debate as to whether instructors should conduct classes
in English or through the approach of code-switching. This study was conducted to investigate
the impact on learning anxiety in classes taught only in English. The survey was conducted with
55 students at a university in central Tokyo. A questionnaire and interviews were carried out to
see how the students’ learning anxiety changed over a period of four months of instruction. The
results showed that the students with prior experience of lessons conducted in English (LCE) had
reduced learning anxiety over the period. Qualitative analysis was also conducted regarding the
factors in students’ learning anxiety. The researchers argue that the results of this research can be
used to enhance teacher efficacy through the sharing the effects of lessons conducted in English
with instructors teaching English in Japan.
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n English education in Japan, based on its release of An Action Plan to Cultivate

“Japanese with English Abilities” in 2003, MEXT (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology, 2009) stated that “classes, in principle, should be conducted
in English to enhance the opportunities for students to be exposed to English, thereby
transforming classes into real communication scenes.” Since this statement, schools
have been attempting to conduct classes in English according to MEXT’s plan. Moreover,
MEXT'’s release of the English Education Reform Plan in 2014 aims to accelerate the
number of classes conducted in English by 2020.

In contrast to the situation that the MEXT plan seeks to redress, the institution
at which this study was undertaken has been conducting classes in English since the
foundation of the university more than 100 years ago. However, some of the faculty
worry about students’ understanding of English-language instruction and the negative
impact of this on their learning anxiety. The purpose of this study was to monitor not
only the effects on language acquisition but also on students’ learning anxiety in lessons
conducted in English (LCE). For this study, the FLCAS (Foreign Language Classroom
Anxiety Scale) was used to collect quantitative data. To better discern further factors
related to students’ learning anxiety in English classes, interviews were also conducted.
1t was hoped that this would help the instructors to better understand students’ learning
anxiety in LCE in order to ease students’ learning anxiety and to enhance teacher
efficacy.

English-Only Instruction and Code Switching

Debate continues regarding the advantages of English-only instruction and code-
switching in language teaching and learning.

The term “all English,” which is a Japanese-English term, is often used for LCE. The
understanding of this term in educational institutions and among students in Japan is
that all instruction and explanations are conducted in English during class. This idea
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stems from Krashen’s input hypothesis (Krashen & Terrell, 1983), which argues that
listening and reading comprehension are of primary importance and that speaking

and writing skills naturally emerge as time passes. In other words, the more input the
students have prior to output, the more efficiently they can develop their language skills.
In an EFL environment, most students do not have enough exposure to L2 outside the
classroom. Therefore, in a later discussion of “teacher talk,” Krashen (1981) states that
teachers should speak authentic English as much as possible to help students acquire the
target language. If they do so, students will have more opportunities for exposure to the
target language. The research on teacher talk has shown that it comprises around 70% of
classroom language, and that the more input is provided, the more successful language
learning will be (Chaudron, 1988; Cook, 2001; Rahayu & Margana, 2018). There is also

a belief that the use of the L2 maximizes input and leads to effective acquisition of the
target language (Cook, 2001; Ford, 2009; Kim & Elder, 2005; Macaro, 2001; Mishima,
2016; Stephens, 2006; Storch & Wiggleworth, 2003). Cook (2001) states that the L2 can
be successfully acquired if it is separated from L1 and adds that if the major problem in
learning is derived from the L1, we need to eliminate the L1 when learning L2.

However, as Rahayu and Margana (2018) point out, teachers need to carefully make
sure that students are understanding exactly what they need to understand, so there
are disadvantages to English-only instruction. To solve this issue, code-switching-based
instruction is used for the purpose of satisfying the communicative needs of speakers who
have low proficiency in the L2 (Moore, 2002). In code-switching-based instruction, the L1
is used to provide information about the meaning of vocabulary words (Liu et al., 2004;
Macaro & Lee, 2012; Rolin-lanziti & Brownlie, 2002). It is also argued that use of the L1 and
L1 translation cannot be avoided when learning a new language, which offers advantages
for both learners and teachers (Rahayu & Margana, 2018). In addition, Rahayu and Margana
(2018) state that although the L2 can be acquired effectively through the teacher’s use of
code-switching, some students may be affected by the reduction in L2 exposure. Focusing
on Japanese learners, Erikawa et al. (2016) contend that the use of the L1 in L2 acquisition
is important in order for students to understand conceptual content and think critically.

Research Questions

This study investigates the impact of instruction in English on students’ learning
anxiety. In order to better understand students’ anxiety, three research questions were
formulated:

RQ1. What aspects of class, such as classroom management, activities, interaction, and
instruction affect 1st-year university students’ anxiety regarding learning English?
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RQ2. What aspects of university courses conducted in English affect students’
anxiety regarding learning English?
RQ3. What coping mechanisms do students use to overcome their anxiety?

Method
The Research Environment

The study was conducted in a 1st-year English class at a women’s university in central
Tokyo, where 1st-year English classes have been conducted in English for more than

100 years (since the university was founded in 1916). The classes are divided into 22
levels based on a placement test conducted during the orientation period in April, at

the beginning of the first semester. The 1st-year English class is offered twice a week,

for a total of 30 sessions over a 15-week semester. The class is a required course for all
1st-year students and is designed to help students improve all four language skills. A
further purpose of the class is to develop the critical thinking skills that are necessary for
students in their studies.

Participants

A total of 55 students participated in this study, aged from 18 to 20. Twenty-seven
students were from a lower-intermediate class, which is the 16th highest out of the 22
levels, and 28 students were from an upper-beginning class, the 16th level. The classes
were divided based on the scores on the Comprehensive English Language Test for
Learners of English (CELT) by McGraw-Hill. Although this test is not compatible with
the TOEIC or EIKEN, most students in the lower-intermediate classes hold Pre-Grade
2 in the EIKEN and those in the upper-beginning classes hold Grade 3. The lower-
intermediate class uses the textbook Reading and Vocabulary Development Level 3: Cause
& Effect (Ackert et al., 2014b), and the upper beginning class uses Reading and Vocabulary
Development Level 2: Thoughts & Notions (Ackert et al., 2014a). In these two classes, the
students have speaking practice sessions based on Nation and Newton’s (2009) 4/3/2
Fluency Activity at the beginning of each class.

Data Collection

This study used a mixed methodology. To collect quantitative data, we used the Foreign
Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), which was originally developed by Horwitz,
Horwitz, and Cope (1986) and translated by Yashima et al. (2009; see Appendix). The
questionnaire was conducted during the second session of the class in April 2019, and
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in the 28th session in July 2019. The total number of questions in this survey is 30. The
Likert-scale for each item is from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). One indicates
the least anxiety and five the most. Reverse scoring was applied to eight items, which are
indicated with an asterisk. Also, for this study, several questions asking about students’
prior experience with LCE were added. These questions asked whether or not they had
any experience of LCE, and for those answering yes, at what institution(s), and when and
how long the instruction lasted. At the end of the questions, there was a space added

for the students to write freely about their learning anxiety, taking LCE, and what they
thought about class activities.

As for the qualitative data, interviews were conducted with 19 students. Among the 55
students, there were 19 who left comments regarding LCE on the questionnaire. After
we obtained informed consent from the students prior to the study, we interviewed each
of them for approximately 10 minutes during class while other students were working on
other tasks. The interview was conducted in Japanese by the two authors.

Data Analysis and Results
Questionnaire

As noted above, the students answered a questionnaire consisting of 30 Likert-scale
items on two occasions: once in April and once in July. The survey was designed so that
the larger numbers represented greater anxiety. Descriptive statistics are shown in Table
1. We first checked for normal distribution with kurtosis and skewness, which should

be between +2. We then used a t-test with normal distribution to check for statistical
significance; otherwise, a Mann-Whitney U test would need to be used. However,
questionnaire data from both April and July showed normal distributions.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Survey Results

When the questionnaire data collected from the two classes in April was compared to
that of July, a statistical difference was found in both cases (Table 2). The results indicate
that the students’ responses in both classes regarding learning anxiety were significantly
lower in July.

Table 2. Statistical Significance From April to July in Each Class

the lower intermediate class
(n=27)
0.010%

The upper beginner class
(n=28)
0.006%*

(N =55)
p(T < =t) (two-tail)

Note. *p < 0.01.

In order to analyze the data more deeply, we divided the students into two groups:
a group of 25 students without LCE experience, and a group of 30 students with it,
regardless of the type of institution, age and length of experience. It should be noted that
in this study prior experience did not mean early exposure to English.

We compared the data for each group to see (a) the difference after four months from
April to July in each group, and (b) the difference between the two groups in April and
July. In the comparison of April and July for each group, the group with prior experience
showed a significant difference, which means they had less anxiety in July. On the other
hand. the group without prior experience did not show a significant difference (see Table
3). These results indicate that only the group with prior experience statistically lowered
their learning anxiety from April to July.

Table 3. Statistical Significance from April to July in Each Group With
and Without Prior Experience of LCE

number M SD Max Min Kurtosis ~Skewness Group April July p(T < = t) (two-tail)
April 55 3.831 0.487 4.758 2.242 0.790 -0.505 With M 3.793 3.348 0.001%
We performed a cross-comparison (1 = 5) to check for statistical significance, which has /o M 3.879 3.718 0.218
arisk of a Type I error, so we applied Bonferroni’s adjustment (p < 0.05/N). This means .
that with five times of multiple-comparison, a p value less than 0.01 was considered experience SD 0.466 0.565
statistically significant. Note. *p < 0.01.
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Comparison of the two groups in April and in July revealed that although there was
no difference in April, there was a significant difference in July, indicating less anxiety in
the group with prior LCE experience after 4 months (see Table 4). This also means that
although both groups’ learning anxiety in April was not statistically different, the anxiety
of the group with prior LCE experience was statistically lower than that of the group
without it in July.

Table 4. Statistical Significance in Groups With and Without Prior LCE
Experience in April and July

Month With experience w/o experience p(T<=t)
M SD M SD (two-tail)
April 3.793 0.509 3.879 0.466 0.521
July 3.348 0.499 3.718 0.565 0.001*
Note. *p < 0.01.

Students’ Comments in the Interview

As stated earlier, we interviewed 19 students who wrote comments on the questionnaire
related to learning anxiety. The students’ comments during the interview on how they
felt about LCE included what they thought had worked to ease their learning anxiety.
These included: 1) a friendly and supportive atmosphere in class, 2) getting accustomed
to LCE in college, 3) the gap between skill-focused instruction in college and accuracy-
focused instruction in high school, and 4) communication in English. Examples of the
students’ comments for each of these categories are included below. They have been
translated into English by the authors.

A friendly and supportive atmosphere: Although 1 don’t have confidence in my
understanding of the teacher’s instruction, the relaxing atmosphere helps me to
not worry about making mistakes.

1 barely understand instruction in English, but I can ask my classmates.

Getting accustomed to the LCE: Though 1 didn’t understand (instruction in English)
at the beginning of the year, 1 got used to it.

I feel anxious when | imagine the situation in which 1 don’t understand the
instructions, but I'm ok now.
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The gap between college and high school: While my prior experience of LCE when 1
was a kid was just about activities like games, it’s interesting for me to take academic
LCE at college, unlike junior and senior high school.

1 enjoy the speaking activities and group-work, which we didn’t have in high school.

1 feel uncomfortable with the gap between the teaching/learning styles of college
and that of high school.

1 feel anxious about the fact that we don’t always have a clear answer.

Communication in English: As 1 have no prior experience of taking LCiE, 1 feel
nervous when the instructor asks me a question and 1 have to answer immediately.

1 have prior experience, but 1 feel nervous when I don’t understand the instruction.

We also noted how differently three of the students without prior experience
responded to LCE. Student A said, “ was nervous at the beginning but became used
to English instruction as time passed.” Her instructor observed that she followed the
instructor’s advice on studying in college and did her best outside of class. Student
B said, “I'm not so interested in improving my English because 1 did not understand
English grammar in junior and senior high school, but now I realize I need it for my
future.” Although she had no intrinsic motivation for developing her English, she was
aware of the necessity of English proficiency for the future, especially for finding a job.
She also said, “It was not very easy for me to ask for help from others in the group at the
beginning, but now 1 don’t mind it since 1 get along with them.” Student C expressed
her anxiety stemming from having no confidence in her English ability, as well as her
hesitation over asking questions of her classmates, which came from her assumption that
the other students had superior English skills. She said, “all the other group members
know everything in the textbook,” and “If I ask a question, it will be a bother for them.”
However, according to her instructor’s observation, most of her homework, which
mainly involved preparing for the next class, was incomplete, while most of the other
students at least finished theirs. This prevented her from participating in activities and
interactions with the others and may have made them less enjoyable, resulting in a gap
between her and the others regarding her nervousness about classes. She also stated that

she felt more comfortable in lecture-style classes rather than communicative ones, which
she had not had in high school.
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Discussion

The results of quantitative analysis showed that anxiety over learning English in LCE
decreased among the students as a whole during the first 4 months of the course.
However, when we assess the students separately on whether they had prior experience
of taking LCE, only the students with prior experience showed significantly less anxiety
during that time. This suggests that the students’ prior experience of taking LCE is

one of the key factors in easing their anxiety. Accordingly, to help university students
in Japan reduce anxiety regarding LCE, activities that develop students’ cognitive and
communicative skills should be implemented in addition to English instruction at the
earlier stages of English education, even if it is done so gradually, instead of putting too
much emphasis on accuracy and vocabulary acquisition. At the same time, this shift will
make it possible to realize the aims of MEXT’s Course of Study. Nonetheless, junior and
senior high schools seem to face strong washback effects from entrance exams, which
have recently been a controversial issue in Japan’s English education system. As a result,
the processes and direction of educational reform should be carried out with great care
and consideration for students’ cognitive and psychological development.

From the comments the students made during the interview, we were able to assess
their attitudes towards LCE. These comments indicated that becoming accustomed to
LCE at college, a helpful and supportive atmosphere, and communicative activities were
key factors in lowering anxiety. In particular, interviews indicated that the gap between
college and high school can have both positive and negative effects on anxiety. Although
the students were supposed to develop more interactive communication skills in English
at the university level, they had become accustomed to seeking and receiving one specific
answer through activities in high school that were focused on accuracy, and that made
them afraid to make mistakes. For some of the students, the gap between high school
and university has actually helped them overcome the fear of making mistakes, but some
found it difficult to do so and to practice communicating by trial and error, which is one
of important factors in improving communication skills. For those students, it seems
that accuracy was the only criterion that they had to evaluate their own development.
Again, this is in part due to the washback effect of entrance exams. As stated above,
in order to reduce university students’ anxiety, it is necessary to implement MEXT’s
Action Plan, which emphasizes a shift towards developing students’ higher cognitive
and interactive skills, and in order to achieve this, educational reforms including those
related to entrance exams should be carefully and resolutely implemented if they are to
be beneficial for students.
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Interviews also revealed changes in the students’ mindsets from the beginning of
university instruction, where they felt at a disadvantage in an academic LCE that
employed skill-focused communicative activities that were different from the ones they
had experienced in high school and which took place in a completely new environment
with new classmates, to 4 months later, when they had become more used to LCE and
had developed relationships with their peers, which in turn helped create a helpful and
supportive atmosphere in which they felt secure and were less hesitant about making
mistakes and asking questions when they did not understand the lecturer’s English
instructions. At the same time, some of the students displayed differing attitudes
toward overcoming the difficulties they found in LCE. These differences may depend on
variables such as self-study skills, self-confidence based on prior experiences learning
English, and personality.

Conclusion

In this study, we investigated how students’ anxiety regarding learning English changed
during LCE. We found that prior experience of LCE was key in reducing students’
anxiety. Furthermore, the results indicated that the gap between the skill-focused
teaching styles of college and the accuracy-focused classes in high school had both
positive and negative effects on the students’ anxiety. For the students who still felt
comfortable when there was a single correct answer to each question, there seemed to
be a strong washback effect of Japanese university entrance exams. It can be said that
the opportunity to experience LCE should be provided for students prior to university
and gradually increased, which would more closely match the aims of MEXT, such as
providing opportunities for real communication, implementing high-level linguistic
activities including presentations, debates, and negotiations, and developing students’
output proficiency (2003; 2009; 2014). Moreover, despite there being several issues
regarding implementation (such as the L2 abilities of the teachers), the system of
articulation between high school and university, as well as university entrance exams for
English, need to be thoroughly reconsidered. At the same time, university instructors
need to be aware of the L2 instructional gap between high school and university and plan
and adjust lesson content by carefully monitoring differences in students’ educational
backgrounds, previous exposure to English-language instruction, and motivation.

Given the finding that a comfortable atmosphere and peer support, as well as good
habits of self-study, aided students in overcoming anxiety related to LCE, the main
pedagogical implication for university teachers is that they should introduce more group
work, especially at the beginning of a school year, and encourage students to support
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each other during activities so that they can develop a rapport that will provide them
with a secure learning atmosphere and allow them to focus on skill development.

Although this research revealed several factors that can lower students’ anxiety,
more research is necessary to further consider which specific aspects of instruction and
learning can reduce the anxiety of students experiencing LCE for the first time at college,
how long it takes for this type of anxiety to decline significantly, and how soon university
students should be exposed to instruction in English. In addition, as stated earlier, one of
the limitations of the study is the difficulty of separating students’ responses regarding
anxiety about learning English from their nervousness over taking a new course with
new classmates in a new environment. As such, further research is required to consider
appropriate methods of investigating the students’ anxiety and appropriate responses to
that anxiety.

Despite the need for further research, we believe that this study illustrates the
potential of conducting classes in English at university. In order to meet Japanese
learners’ needs and foster better comprehension, university instructors must closely
monitor students and understand that the reduction of anxiety in the classroom
environment is crucial to improving L2 acquisition.
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