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Abstract  

The aim of this study is two-fold. On the one hand, it aims to investigate language learners’ 

perceptions of themselves in four different fields: (i) their speaking abilities, (ii) their contributions to 

oral class activities (including both whole class and small group discussions), (iii) their attitudes 

towards these activities, and (iv) how such perceptions and attitudes influence their willingness to 

communicate in the L2. On the other, it is designed to allow comparison with the findings of a similar 

self-rating study performed recently by de Saint Léger & Storch (2009), all in order to determine if 

the results seem to have a more general basis.   

The present investigation was performed during lessons in English A in eight groups at John 

Bauergymnasiet in Östersund. All in all, 134 students took part in the study by answering a self-

assessment questionnaire on the target variables. In both investigations, anxiety and vocabulary 

were reported to be the most difficult aspects of oral interaction, and it was shown that students 

perceived whole-class discussion as the activity most difficult to handle. The results of this study also 

show that many of the students investigated in fact prefer to communicate in Swedish, or to use 

both English and Swedish in class. To counteract this pedagogical problem, teachers should focus on 

the dynamics between teacher and student and also the dynamics within the group of learners. If 

students feel safe in their learning environment, and if there is an ongoing dialogue regarding these 

issues, students’ willingness to communicate is likely to increase. 
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1. Introduction   

 
Many teachers who are teaching English as a second language have experienced that it is hard to 

make students speak English in the classroom. What could be the reason for this? Are the students 

just shy or lazy?  Or are they reluctant to speak because of the classroom environment or the 

teaching methods? Many teachers have tried to explain to their students that it is important to speak 

the target language as much as possible to be able to learn it properly. Since the unwillingness to 

speak the L2 in class seems to be a common problem in many countries, the issue has often been 

topical in different pedagogical circles. Over the years, researchers have shown a great deal of 

interest in this discussion, and in this essay I want to look further into this field of research. 

 

2. Background 

Scholars dealing with communication and language learning have noticed that some 

students have problems when trying to communicate in their L2.  

“Why do some students seek, while others avoid, second language 

(L2) communication? Many language teachers have encountered 

students high in linguistic competence who are unwilling to use their 

L2 for communication whereas other students, with only minimal 

linguistic knowledge, seem to communicate in the L2 whenever 

possible. Despite excellent communicative competence, spontaneous 

and sustained use of the L2 is not ensured.” (MacIntyre et al. 

1998:545) 

MacIntyre et al. (1998), for example, have studied students’ willingness to communicate (WTC) as 

part of their efforts to survey this phenomenon. Originally applied to describe willingness to 

communicate in the native language (L1), the concept was introduced by McCroskey & Baer (1985) to 

capture the probability of engaging in communication when free to do so. The research by 

McCroskey & Baer built on earlier work by Burgoon (1976).  When applied to L2 communication, 

WTC is affected by a range of potential factors, as shown in the heuristic model given in Figure 1 

(MacIntyre et al. 1998:547). 
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At the top of this triangle (Layer I), there is the actual L2 use, which is dependent on the willingness 

to communicate in Layer II. Further down in the model, there are layers consisting of all the different 

aspects thought to affect the use of a second language (Layers III-V). At the base of the triangle 

(Layer VI), which is also where the social and individual context is found, the factors of intergroup 

climate and student personality are located. In a classroom situation, these two boxes can be said to 

represent collectively the atmosphere in the group of students, the relationship between the teacher 

and the group, and the personality of each individual student. 

 

MacIntyre (2007:565) describes language anxiety as an important factor when trying to figure out 

why some L2 learners seldom or never speak. In his words, “language anxiety captures the worry and 

usually negative emotional reaction aroused when learning or using an L2”. Furthermore, he 

mentions motivation as another factor which is affecting WTC. Discussing this matter, he states that 

“the major motivation to learn another language is to develop a communicative relationship with 

people from another cultural group” (MacIntyre 2007:566). When a language learner is in the 

situation to choose whether to communicate in the L2 or to remain silent, motivation of different 

kinds will stimulate the WTC, while language anxiety will restrain it. Both approach and avoidance 

tendencies can work simultaneously at any given moment.  In a study by Cao & Philip (2006), it was 

shown that four factors most commonly have an impact on WTC behavior, namely group size, self-

confidence, familiarity with interlocutor(s) and interlocutor participation. In this connection, Kang 
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(2005) points out that situational WTC can dynamically emerge through the role of situational 

variables such as topic, interlocutors and conversational context, and that it can fluctuate from 

moment to moment. 

 

The Curriculum for the non-compulsory school system, Lpf 94 (Skolverket 2006), is the document 

guiding teachers in their work in the Swedish upper secondary school. This curriculum stipulates 

fundamental values and tasks for the school system as well as goals and guidelines. It shows which 

values are important to pass on to the pupils, and in what ways teachers should do it. Skolverket has 

also published specific goals and grading criteria for different courses, such as English A, B and C. 

 

When studying students’ willingness to communicate in English as a second language, it is of interest 

to look at Lpf 94 in order to see what Skolverket has to say about the teaching of English in Swedish 

schools. The general outlines relating to English as a L2 deal with international perspectives and 

cross-border contacts, stipulating that it is important for Swedish students to be prepared for 

international contacts and to be able to work or study abroad. According to this view, the ability and 

the willingness to communicate in English must be seen as crucial. In Lpf 94 and in Skolverket’s 

description of English as a subject (Skolverket 2010), the following statements can be found: 

 

  

 It is important to have an international perspective to be able to 
see one’s own reality in a global context in order to create 
international solidarity and prepare pupils for a society that will 
have closer cross-cultural and crossborder contacts. (Skolverket 
2006:6) 

 The ability to use English is necessary for studies, travel in other 
countries and for social and professional international contacts of 
different kinds. (Skolverket, 2010) 

 The subject aims at developing an all-round communicative ability 
and the language skills necessary for international contacts, and an 
increasingly internationalised labour market, in order to take 
advantage of the rapid developments taking place, as a result of 
information and communications technologies, as well as for 
further studies. (Skolverket 2010) 

 The school in its teaching of English should aim to ensure that 
pupils develop their ability to take part in conversations, discussions 
and negotiations and express with subtlety their own views and 
consider those of others, (Skolverket 2010) 

 It is the responsibility of the school to ensure that all these pupils 
can express themselves in speech and writing so that the pupil’s 
language works in civic, vocational and everyday life as well as for 
further studies, (Skolverket 2006:11) 
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Thus, according to Lpf 94, all teachers should aim at creating a positive attitude towards learning, 

making the school a good learning environment, strengthening pupils’ beliefs in themselves and 

reinforcing their willingness and ability to learn.  Interestingly enough, all these objectives can be 

connected to the different boxes in the heuristic model of variables influencing WTC referred to 

above. In Lpf 94, the following related statements can be found: 

 

  All pupils shall be stimulated into growing with different tasks and 
have the opportunity to develop in accordance with their own 
abilities. (Lpf 94, p 7) 

 A positive attitude shall be created to learning, and especially 
recreate such an attitude amongst pupils with negative school 
experiences. The school shall strengthen the pupils’ belief in 
themselves (Lpf 94, p 7) 

 All who work in the school shall co-operate to make the school a 
good learning environment. (Lpf 94, p 12) 

 The teacher shall reinforce the pupils’ self-confidence as well as 
their willingness and ability to learn (Lpf 94, p 13) 

 The teacher shall organise and carry out the work so that the pupils 
receive support in their language and communicative development 
(Lpf 94, p 13) 
 

 

Looking at the more specific goals of study, one may note that Skolverket describes English A as a 

broad course aimed to build up the students’ ability to communicate in English, and to increase 

pupils’ confidence in their own language ability. Consequently, the goals and grading criteria for the 

course consist of corresponding phrases, for example: “Pupils should desire, have the confidence and 

be able without preparation to take part in discussions”. Arguably, these goals can equally well be 

described in terms of the WTC approach.  In the syllabus for English A (Skolverket, 2000), the 

following particular statements are given: 

 

 Pupils continue to build up their ability to communicate in English in 
different situations. The course should increase pupils' confidence 
in their own language ability in English. 

 Pupils should understand clearly enunciated speech from different 
regions, on subjects which are not entirely unfamiliar 

 Pupils should be able with preparation to verbally provide 
information about or describe a subject or area of interest, and 
show evidence of adapting their language to the requirements of 
the situation. 
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Matching these statements, there are also grading criteria for the course. Below, the criteria for pass 

are given.  

 

 Pupils also understand the contents of regional English where the 
language is spoken at a relaxed tempo in everyday situations. 

 Pupils exchange information and views in discussions and can 
successfully use different strategies to solve language problems. 

 Pupils express themselves orally with clear and distinct 
pronunciation, and are able to adapt to some extent their spoken 
language to both informal and somewhat more formal contexts 

 
 

If teachers in Swedish schools have the skill, the energy and the means needed to help students 

reach these goals, the students will probably, at the end of the course, be fully prepared to use 

English in their everyday life. If the students’ confidence in their L2 has increased during the course, 

they might also be inspired to continue to improve their skills in English. 

 

3. Aim, material and method 

The purpose of this essay is two-fold. On the one hand, it aims to investigate learners’ perceptions of 

their speaking abilities, of their contributions to oral class activities (including both whole class and 

small group discussions), their attitudes towards these activities, and how such perceptions and 

attitudes influence their willingness to communicate in the L2. On the other, it is designed to allow 

comparison with the results of a similar study performed recently by de Saint Léger & Storch (2009).  

Given this latter purpose, the structure of their study will serve as a model for my own investigation, 

with particular reference to the contents of their self-assessment questionnaire.  

Part of a large research project, the study by de Saint Léger & Storch was conducted at an Australian 

university, and involved students taking part in a French III course in their third year at university. The 

students had been learning French for eight years, six years at secondary school and two years at 

university. At the beginning of the term, a system of continuous self-assessment (SA) was introduced 

as a means of encouraging students to become more reflective and autonomous learners. The SA 

questionnaires were completed in class at three different occasions, namely in weeks 4, 6 and 12. 

When the investigation took place, 90 students were registered in French III, forming five groups 

taught by three teachers, including one of the researchers. The questionnaires from two randomly 

selected class groups were then used for basic data in the study. The 32 students who formed these 
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groups were fairly representative of the entire group taking French III. Thus, they were all 20-25 

years old, native speakers of English and of similar socio-economic background. (de Saint Léger & 

Storch 2009:271-272) 

My own study took place during one week in December 2009. It was performed during lessons in 

English A, in eight groups at John Bauergymnasiet in Östersund. All the students present during this 

week took part in the investigation. In the study, I used the self-assessment questionnaire of de Saint 

Léger & Storch as it was applied in week 4 of their study. The questionnaire was completed 

anonymously by the students, but they answered personal questions about gender, year of birth and 

their choice of study programme. For obvious reasons, I had to make small changes in the 

questionnaire when it comes to mentioning the L2 (changing from French to English), and as regards 

the period of time of the course. In total, the groups at John Bauergymnasiet consisted of 181 

students. They are 16- or 17-year-old native speakers of Swedish, and most of them have studied 

English for seven years before entering this course. The SA questionnaires contain a combination of 

multiple choice items, self-rating scales and open-ended questions. Thus, the findings of the present 

study will be compared to those of the model study. In contrast to the study by de Saint Léger & 

Storch, however, I used the questionnaires from all the students enrolled in the course this year. In 

this way, it will be possible to draw more reliable conclusions from the data set. 

 The research questions used by de Saint Léger & Storch (2009) were the following: 

1. What were the learners’ perceptions regarding their speaking abilities and did these perceptions 

change over time? 

2. What were the learners’ perceptions of their participation over the course of the semester? 

3. What were the learners’ attitudes to the whole class and small group discussions? 

 

Since I will perform my investigation only once during the term, I will have to discard the longitudinal 

perspective and use shorter versions of the corresponding questions: 

1. What were the learners’ perceptions regarding their speaking abilities. 

2. What were the learners’ perceptions of their participation? 

3. What were the learners’ attitudes to the whole class and small group discussions? 

All in all, 143 students completed the questionnaire, 88 boys and 55 girls. To be able to compare the 

results between the group as a whole and the two gender groups, percentages were calculated from 

the number of answers for each question. All students did not answer all the questions, however: 

rather, the number of students who answered each question ranged from 130 to 143, a diversity 

which was balanced out by the use of relative figures. All students who took part in the investigation 
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could choose to answer either in English or in Swedish. Most likely, this choice resulted in an 

increased number of responses, since some students apparently think it is more difficult to express 

themselves in English.  

 

4. Results  

The results of the study have been divided into three categories, namely perceived speaking abilities, 

perceived levels of participation in class activities and students’ attitudes to class activities. Each of 

these aspects will be dealt with separately below. 

4.1 Perceived speaking abilities 

To address the effects of speaking abilities in English, four different aspects were brought up in the 

questionnaire, namely fluency, pronunciation, turn taking and vocabulary. The respective test 

questions were formulated as follows: 

Fluency: ‘‘How hard is it for you to express yourself fluently, with little hesitation and pauses?” 

Pronunciation: ‘‘How hard is for you to talk in a clear and understandable manner?” 

Turn taking: ‘‘How hard is it for you to take turns in a discussion?” 

Vocabulary: ‘‘How often do you think you don’t know enough English words to say what you want to 

say concisely and adequately?” 

 

In answering these questions, the students had a choice of four different alternatives, either in terms 

of perceived hardness or perceived frequency. Table 1 shows the self-assessment ratings in 

percentages for fluency, pronunciation and turn-taking as specified above.  

 

Table 1. Self-assessed difficulty with regard to fluency, pronunciation and turn taking in class interaction  

 
  % all students  % girls % boys 

 
Fluency     
Very hard  4,2  10,6 0  
Hard  12,1  17,0 9,1  
Ok  38,7  28,4 44,8  
Easy  33.9  38,0 32,3  
Very easy  11,1  6,1 13,8  
 

Pronunciation  
Very hard  1,2  3,7 1,2  
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Hard  11,3  19,2 8,4  
Ok  33.7  35,4 32,7  
Easy  41,9  38,5 42,9  
Very easy  11,9  3,2 14,8  
 
Turn taking 
Very hard  0  0 0  
Hard  17,3  28,9 8,4  
Ok  33.6  37,2 31,1  
Easy  40,1  27,1 48,5  
Very easy  9,0  6,8 12,0  

 
 
 

As shown in the table, fluency and turn taking were seen as the greatest sources of difficulty by the 

group of students as a whole: 16.3 percent of the learners rated fluency as hard or very hard to 

achieve, whereas 17.3 percent of the learners rated turn taking as hard to engage in. Yet, notably, 

the majority of students rated their achievements in terms of fluency, turn taking and pronunciation 

as either Ok, Easy or Very easy. An interesting observation here is the fact that girls tended to 

consider all items in this part of the study more difficult than did the boys.  

 

Table 2 shows the self-assessed difficulty concerning the use of vocabulary in the classroom 

situation. 

 
Table 2. Self-assessed difficulty with regard to vocabulary usage in class interaction.  

 
  % all students  % girls % boys 

 
Vocabulary 
Almost always  6,2  2,1 8,7  
Often  43,0  42,3 43,1  
Not very often  43,0  51,7 37,4  
Never  7,8  3,9 10,8  

 

 

The difference between girls and boys regarding the self-assessed difficulties (when girls tended to 

concern all items more difficult than did the boys) can not be seen in Table 2, where the group as a 

whole considered vocabulary fairly difficult (49.2 percent of the students almost always or often felt 

that they do not know enough words to express themselves concisely and adequately). When boys 

and girls are compared, the girls seem to be more confident with regard to their abilities.  

 
 

Furthermore, when addressing the question of speaking abilities, the self-assessed weaknesses and 

strengths in oral proficiency were also examined through open-ended questions. In this part of the 
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study, the students wrote more freely about their knowledge of English and their usage of it.  The 

responses given to these questions were grouped according to recurrent themes, the categories of 

which can be seen in Tables 3 and 4. It should be noted, however, that students were able to 

comment on more than one aspect of their learning, and to make more than one comment on each 

aspect. Still, some student chose not to produce any comments at all.  

 

Table 3. Self-assessed weaknesses in oral proficiency as experienced in class interaction 

 
Perceived weaknesses               Frequency:                     all students girls boys 

 
Vocabulary    31 12 (21,8%) 19 (21,6%) 
Online production of language/      
   Fluency    9 3 (5,4%) 6 (6,8%) 
Anxiety (hesitation, fear and  
   lack of confidence)   16 9 (16,4%) 7 (8,0%) 
Grammar    10 4 (7,3%) 6 (6,8%) 
Pronunciation    8 4 (7,3%) 4 (4,5%) 
Use of English    2 0 (0%) 2 (2,3%) 

 
 

As shown in Table 3, 31 students mentioned that vocabulary is one of their weaknesses when 

speaking their second language. Comments like “I am loosing words when I am speaking”, I don’t 

know enough words” and “I want to learn more difficult words” occurred in this section. Anxiety was 

another area of concern. Sample comments from this section include “I’m shy”, “It is hard to speak in 

large groups”, “I’m nervous when speaking in front of others” and “I’m afraid of saying the wrong 

thing”. In the open-ended questions, there is no difference between the self-assessed weakness in 

vocabulary between the group of girls and the group of boys (girls 21,8% and boys 21,6%). Girls seem 

to find anxiety a larger problem than boys do (girls 16,4% and boys 8,0%).  

 

Table 4. Self-assessed strengths in oral proficiency as experienced in class interaction 

 
Perceived strengths           Frequency:        all students girls boys 

 
Positive attitude/      
   Confidence    12 4 (7,3%) 8 (9,1%) 
Grammatical knowledge   3 3 (5,5%) 0 (0%) 
Pronunciation/ 
   Accent    6 4 (7,3%) 2 (2,3%) 
Oral comprehension   12 4 (7,3%) 8 (9,1%) 
Vocabulary    17 5 (9,1%) 12 (13,6%) 
Don’t know    3 1 (1,8%) 2 (2,3%) 
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When it comes to self-assessed strengths in speaking English, vocabulary, somewhat surprisingly, 

turned out to be the item with the highest frequency, with 17 students reporting vocabulary one of 

their strengths. Examples of comments include “I know a lot of words”, “I help others to find words”, 

“vocabulary” and “words”. The two categories positive attitude/confidence and oral comprehension 

were also mentioned fairly often in the responses. The boys seem to be more confident than the girls 

when asked to write down their strengths, except in the categories concerning grammar and 

pronunciation.  

 

 
 
 
 

4.2 Perceived levels of participation in class activities 

 

Turning next to the question of participation in class activities, one may start by noting that there 

were two different kinds of question to take into account. On the one hand, there were questions 

about the students’ self-assessed input in English and Swedish in the situations of group work, pair 

work and whole-class discussions, respectively, each of which requiring a frequency-based answer. 

On the other hand, there were questions where the students were supposed to define their input in 

English in class discussion, small group discussion and other oral activities, respectively, regardless of 

their proficiency level in English. Here they were asked to rate their participation in class on a scale 

from 1 to 10 (where 1 is the lowest and 10 the highest). In Tables 5, 6 and 7, their responses are 

summarized in terms of percentages for the different groups, i.e. all students, girls and boys, 

respectively. 

 

Table 5. Self-rating figures for participation in group work  

 
  % all students  % girls % boys 

 
I communicate in English  
with my group members 
 
Yes, definitely  36,0  30,8 39,3 
Sometimes  60,3  63,5 58,3 
No/Not yet  3,7  5,8 2,4 
 
I communicate in Swedish 
with my group members 
 
Yes, definitely  48,6  69,8 35,3 
Sometimes  50,0  26,4 64,7 
No/Not yet  1,4  3,8 0 
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Table 6. Self-rating figures for participation in pair work  

 
  % all students  % girls % boys 

 
I communicate in English  
with my partner 
 
Yes, definitely  37,0  33,3 41,7 
Sometimes  56,3  56,9 56,0 
No/Not yet  5,2  9,8 2,4 
 
I communicate in Swedish 
with my partner 
 
Yes, definitely  57,3  71,1 48,8  
Sometimes  41,2  26,9 50 
No/Not yet  1,5  1,9 1,2 
 
 
Table 7. Self-rating figures for participation in whole-class discussion  

 
  % all students  % girls % boys 

 
I make comments in English 
 
Yes, definitely  23,1  13,7 28,9 
Sometimes  61,1  56,9 63,9 
No/Not yet  15,7  29,4 7,2 
 
I make comments in Swedish 
 
Yes, definitely  33,6  42,0 28,7 
Sometimes  62,0  54,0 66,7 
No/Not yet  4,3  4,0 4,6 
 
 
I ask questions in English 
 
Yes, definitely  16,9  11,8 20,0 
Sometimes  71,3  68,6 72,9 
No/Not yet  11,8  19,6 7,1 
 
I ask questions in Swedish 
 
Yes, definitely  30,9  35,3 28,2 
Sometimes  64,7  64,7 64,7 
No/Not yet  4,4  0 7,1 
 
 
I answer questions in English 
 
Yes, definitely  26,7  19,2 31,3 
Sometimes  66,7  69,2 65,1 
No/Not yet  6,7  11,5 3,6 
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I answer questions in Swedish 
 
Yes, definitely  37,3  42,0 34,5 
Sometimes  60,4  56,0 63,1 
No/Not yet  2,2  2,0 2,4 
 

 

As seen in the tables above, there is an obvious trend in each of the three data sets. Students seem 

to speak Swedish more often in class, both when they are working in small groups or pairs and in 

whole-class discussions. In all three tables, the number of learners responding “Yes, definitely” when 

asked if they communicate in Swedish are higher than the number of learners responding the same 

thing when asked if they communicate in English. Many students seem to use both English and 

Swedish in class and thus responded “Sometimes” both when asked about their use of English and 

their use of Swedish in class. When comparing the results between group work and pair work, no 

significant differences were found, except that the number of boys responding that they always 

communicate in Swedish with their partner(s) were higher in pair work than in group work. In 

general, students seem to turn to Swedish more often in whole-class discussion than they do when 

working in small groups or pairs, and boys tend to speak more English in class than do girls.  

 

 

When the learners rated their participation in class on a scale from 1 to 10, the mean value for all 

students came to 7.2. The difference between girls and boys was small, only 0.1 (with girls scoring 7.1 

and boys 7.2), but it should be noted that also in this part of the study the boys rated themselves 

higher than the girls.  

 
Table 8. Self rating figures for class participation (means) 

 
    Mean 

 
Self rating of class participation (out of 10 points) 
 
All students    7,2 
 
Girls    7,1 
 
Boys    7,2 
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4.3 Attitudes to class activities 

 

In the field of attitudes to class activities, finally, the students were asked to indicate which class 

activity/activities they find particularly difficult to handle. Incidentally, with four possible alternatives 

given, i.e. whole group discussion, small group discussion, pair work and other (with specification 

required), it should be noted that the students were able to indicate more than one alternative here. 

Tables 9 and 10 show the results from this part of the questionnaire.  

 

Table 9. Self-assessment figures for perceived difficulty of oral activities in the group as a whole. 

 
   Number of students who expressed this opinion 
    
   Frequency  % 

 
No activity is particularly difficult to me 8  5,6 
Whole group discussion  59  41,2 
Small group discussion  11  7,7 
Pair work   7  4,9 
Other   1  0,7 
No answer provided  57  39,9 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 10. Self-assessment, perceived difficulty of oral activities for girls and boys respectively.  

 
   Number of students who expressed this opinion 
    
   Girls:   Frequency       % Boys:   Frequency    % 

 
No activity is particularly difficult to me 3  5,5 5 5,7 
Whole group discussion 27 49,1 32 36,4 
Small group discussion 4 7,3 7  8,0 
Pair work 1 1,8 6   6,8 
Other  1 1,8 0  0 
No answer provided 19 34,5 38 43,2 
 

 

 

Among the students who chose to respond to this question, 41.2 percent mentioned whole group 

discussion as the activity which is most difficult to handle. Since the corresponding scores for the 

categories “Small group discussion” and “Pair work” were 7.7 percent and 4,9 percent respectively, a 

significant difference can be recognized here. As seen in Table 10, a larger part of the female group 

reported that whole group discussion is an area of great concern (girls 49.1 percent and boys 36.4 

percent). Yet, “Whole group discussion” is still by far the most common answer in both groups. This 
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pattern is also corroborated by the data previously presented in Tables 5, 6 and 7, where it was 

shown that students tend to turn to Swedish more often in whole group discussion than in small 

groups and pairs.  

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

 

The results of this study show that many of the students investigated prefer to communicate in 

Swedish, or to use both English and Swedish in class. This trend is particularly evident when students 

take part in whole-class discussions.  Many students seem to consider vocabulary a source of 

difficulty, and similarly anxiety in terms of hesitation, fear and lack of confidence is also an area of 

concern to some of them. A lack of words might add to a feeling of frustration and anxiety when 

trying to communicate in a L2, as might a feeling of insecurity in the interaction with fellow students 

and teachers in the classroom situation. As Cao & Philip (2006) stated in their study, four factors 

most commonly have an impact on WTC behavior, namely group size, self-confidence, familiarity 

with interlocutor(s) and interlocutor participation. In this study, group size (realized in terms of the 

difference between whole-class discussion, group work and pair work) turned out to be a main factor 

to take into account when discussing students’ willingness to communicate in class. Further, self-

confidence seems to influence the degree of anxiety when a student is asked to speak a second 

language in front of other people, and since anxiety is mentioned as an area of concern in this study, 

self-confidence would also be a factor of importance to students’ WTC. As pointed out earlier, L2 

self-confidence and communicative competence are found in MacIntyre’s heuristic model 

(1998:547), posing as factors affecting WTC. Also interlocutor participation has been investigated in 

this study, and it was shown that the majority of the students rated their own participation in class as 

good. On the other hand, in the section where the students were asked more specifically about their 

input in whole-class discussion, group work and pair work, it turned out that the majority of them did 

not use English when communicating with teachers and fellow students. Familiarity with 

interlocutors has however not been an issue in this study. As regards the aspect of self-assessment 

here, it is also interesting to note that girls in general rated themselves as more insecure and less 

willing to communicate in English. Further studies would be needed, however, to decide if this is an 

issue of self-confidence, or if there are other factors behind this effect.  

 

 

When my data are compared to those of de Saint Léger & Storch (2009), specifically as they relate to 

their week 4 investigation, there are interesting similarities to be found. In both investigations, 
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anxiety and vocabulary were reported to be the most difficult aspects of oral interaction. In the 

model study, fluency was also added to the list of difficulties. Both studies showed that students 

perceived whole-class discussion as the most difficult type of interaction. The self-rating of class 

participation on a scale from 1 to 10, showed a small difference between the studies. In my study the 

mean figure for the whole group of students was 7.2, whereas the corresponding figure was 6.4 in 

the study by de Saint Léger & Storch. Thus, it turns out that the Swedish students rated themselves 

slightly higher than the Australian ones. Still, the difference in mean value is no more than 0.8. Since 

my findings support the findings in the model study, it seems reasonable to argue that they can be 

looked upon as rather reliable. However, when comparing the two studies, we must still take into 

account that the investigations were carried out in different countries, with students speaking 

different L2s, and that the students enrolled in the courses were not of the same age.  

 

In conclusion, I tend to agree with one of the key statements made by de Saint Léger & Storch:  “the 

findings highlight the complex and dynamic nature of the interplay between self-confidence, anxiety 

and perception of the learning environment”.  I think that the choice of learning situations, such as 

whole-class activities, group work and pair work, will affect the students’ willingness to 

communicate, and so will the personality of the students and the classroom environment. To make 

students feel more confident and more willing to use the L2 in class, teachers must make a great 

effort to create a relationship with each student. I also believe that it is important for the students to 

feel safe in the group. To achieve this, teachers should let the students play games and work with 

tasks that make them get to know each other. In addition, it seems vital to talk to the group about 

WTC-related problems and the importance of being supportive to each other. If the learners have a 

chance to reflect on this, I think that they will feel better and learn more, in particular if the climate 

within the group allows them all to make mistakes without feeling embarrassed. 
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Appendix 

 

Self-assessment questionnaire concerning your studies in English A, HT09.  
(Självutvärderande enkät rörande dina studier i Engelska A, HT09.) 

 
Om du tycker att det är svårt att svara på frågorna på engelska, använd svenska. 
 
 
About the student: 
 
Male (pojke/man) * 
Female (flicka/kvinna) * 
 
Year of birth (födelseår): 
 
Upper secondary school education: 
(gymnasieutbildning) 
 
Entreprenörsprogrammet  * 
Frisörprogrammet  * 
Hälsa och Idrottsprogrammet * 
IT programmet  * 
IT-mediaprogrammet  * 
 
 

Section 1. Class participation 
 
 
Please fill out this section by circling the appropriate star. (fyll i genom att ringa in den stjärna som 
passar): 

 
yes, definitely (Y)  sometimes (S)  no/ not yet (N) 
 

A. class attendance    Y  S  N 
I come to class   * * * 
I come to class on time   * * * 
 
Comments:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
B. I ask questions in class 
I ask the teacher questions in English  * * * 
I ask my classmates questions in English  * * * 
I ask my teacher questions in Swedish  * * * 
I ask my classmates questions in Swedish * * * 



 

 

 
Comments:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
    Y S N 
 
C. I answer questions in class 
I answer questions in English that the teacher asks * * * 
I answer questions in English that my classmates ask * * * 
I answer questions in Swedish that the teacher asks * * * 
I answer questions in Swedish that my classmates ask* * *
  
Comments:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
D. I participate in group work (Jag deltar I grupparbeten) 
I offer my opinion (jag delger gruppen min åsikt) * * * 
I cooperate with my group members  * * * 
I communicate in English with my group members * * * 
I communicate in Swedish with my group members * * * 
 
Comments:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
E. I participate in pair work (Jag deltar när vi arbetar i par) 
I offer my opinion   * * * 
I cooperate with my partner  * * * 
I communicate in English with my partner * * * 
I communicate in Swedish with my partner * * * 
 
Comments:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
F. I participate in whole-class discussion (Jag deltar i diskussioner i helklass) 
I make comments in English  * * * 
(jag kommer med kommentarer på engelska)  
I make comments in Swedish  * * * 
I ask questions in English   * * * 
I ask questions in Swedish   * * * 
I answer questions in English  * * * 
I answer questions in Swedish  * * * 
I respond to other comments made by my classmates* * * 
I clarify comments made by someone else * * * 
I use new vocabulary   * * * 



 

 

 
Comments:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
 
    Y S N 
G. I listen actively (lyssnar aktivt) in class 
I listen actively to the teacher  * * * 
I listen actively to my classmates  * * * 
 
Comments:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Section 2: 
 
a. Out of the following activities, is there any that you found particularly difficult to handle? 
If yes, indicate which one(s) by circling the stars below. Briefly explain your answer. 
(Är det någon /några av följande aktiviteter som du tycker känns extra svår att delta i? 
Om ja, ringa in den stjärna/de stjärnor som passar. Förklara kort.) 

 
* Whole group discussion 
* Small group discussion 
* Pair work 
* Other (please specify): 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
b. If yes, what could you do to overcome these difficulties in the future? 
(Om så är fallet, vad skulle du kunna göra för att momentet/momenten ska kännas lättare i framtiden?) 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
c. In class, were there any instances (tillfällen) where you felt you’d like to say something but 
you didn’t? If yes, when and why? 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Section 3: 



 

 

 
Rate your speaking skills in English according to the following criteria: 
(Bedöm dina muntliga färdigheter i Engelska enligt följande kriterier) 

 
a. How hard is it for you to express yourself fluently, with little hesitation and pauses? 
(a. Hur svårt är det för dig att uttrycka dig flytande, utan tvekan eller pauser?) 

Very hard  hard  OK  easy  very easy 
 

b. How hard is it for you to speak in a clear and easily understandable manner? 
(b. Hur svårt är det för dig att tala på ett tydligt och lättförståeligt sätt?) 
 

Very hard  hard  OK  easy  very easy 
 

c. How hard is it for you to take turns in a discussion? 
(c. Hur svårt är det för dig att delta i en diskussion?) 

 
Very hard  hard  OK  easy  very easy 
 

d. How often do you think you don’t know enough English words to say what you want to 
say concisely and adequately? 
(D. Hur ofta tycker du att du inte kan nog många Engelska ord för att kunna säga precis det du vill?) 

 
Almost always  often  not very often  never 

 
Section 4: 
a. In relation to your oral proficiency, what is, in your opinion, your weak point? 
(Vilken är, enligt dig, din svaga punkt när det handlar om att uttrycka sig muntligt?) 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
b. What is your strength? 
(Vilken är din styrka?) 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
Section 5: Class participation is defined as your level of input in English, in class discussion, 
small group discussion and other oral activities, regardless of your proficiency level in 
English. 
Reflecting on the past term, how would you rate your participation in class (rate yourself 
on a scale from 1 to 10, 1 being the lowest and 10 the highest). 
 
(Deltagandet på lektionerna definieras som din nivå av aktivt deltagande, på engelska, i klassdiskussioner, i 
diskussioner i små grupper och i andra muntliga aktiviteter, oavsett dina kunskaper/färdigheter i engelska. 



 

 

Om du reflekterar över den gångna terminen, hur skulle du bedöma ditt eget deltagande? (Ange din 
bedömning enligt skalan från 1 till 10, där 1 är lägst och 10 är högst.) 
 

1       2       3       4       5       6       7        8       9      10 
 
Comment:………………………………………………………………………………………  
………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

Thank you! 
 
 
 


