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First-language Influence on the Formation of Category Prototype in a Foreign 
Language 

  
Yugo Tsunai1 and Nobuhiko Akamatsu2 

Keio University1, Doshisha University2  

 
ABSTRACT 

The relation between the first language (L1) and the second language (L2) has been most 
commonly discussed in light of whether and to what extent L1 knowledge influences L2 learning. A 
question, however, should be addressed in light of what and in what ways L1 influence is 
manifested, because individuals who use more than one language have a distinct compound state of 
mind, which is not equivalent to two monolingual states. This study investigated what role L1 
lexical knowledge plays in shaping category prototypes in a foreign language (FL). Using a set of 
67 video clips showing a range of cutting/breaking actions, we looked at how Japanese-speaking 
learners of English apply the cutting/breaking verb break or kowasu, and how their extension 
patterns are consistent with English-speaking monolinguals’. Results showed that Japanese-
speaking learners of English extended the verb differently from monolingual speakers of either 
English or Japanese: although they mainly formed their linguistic category in the L1-based fashion, 
they acquired some native-like knowledge on the category prototype in an FL. These findings 
suggest that the construction of category prototypes in an FL is a dynamic phenomenon that may be 
subject to both L1 and FL influence.  
 
Key words: crosslinguistic influence, lexical acquisition, verb meaning, category prototype, 
cutting/breaking events  
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION  
1. The multicompetence perspective on second language acquisition 

The study of crosslinguistic influence or language transfer has re-attracted much attention in 
research on L2 acquisition and L1 attrition (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008). This popularity stems in part 
from recent acceptance of the multicompetence framework proposed by Cook (2008). The 
multicompetence framework suggests that individuals who use more than one language have a 
distinct compound state of mind, which is not equivalent two monolingual states. The concept of 
“multicompetence” also suggests that the knowledge of languages reflects interaction between 
multiple languages in the speaker’s mind. More importantly, the multicompetence approach allows 
us to describe and explain knowledge, acquisition, and use of languages in their own right, not 
against native monolingual speakers (Murahata & Murahata, 2008). A similar view has been 
proposed by Grojean (1998). He argues that a bilingual is not a sum of two complete or incomplete 
monolinguals, but rather a specific speaker-hearer with a unique, complete linguistic knowledge. 
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This idea of considering individuals who use more than one language as distinct from monolinguals 
is more or less shared among researchers of crosslinguistic influence.  

Previous studies on the interaction between languages in the bilingual’s mind also 
demonstrated that individuals who use more than one language perform differently from 
monolinguals in their L1 and L2. Such crosslinguistic influence occurs not only from an L1 to an 
L2 (forward transfer), but also from an L2 to an L1 (reverse transfer). For instance, Wolff and 
Ventura (2009) found that Russian-English bilinguals applied Russian causal verbs differently from 
Russian-speaking monolinguals. When describing the causee’s role in creating an endstate, 
Russian-speaking monolinguals used Enable verbs (e.g., let, help and allow), which indicated a 
degree of ambiguity. Alternatively, Russian-English bilinguals used clear Causal verbs (e.g., make 
and force) in the same way as English-speaking monolinguals. Wolff and Ventura concluded that 
learning an L2 may change the representation of word meaning in an L1 due to reverse transfer.  

From this multicompetence perspective, an important implication is the reinterpretation of L1 
influence in the learning and use of an L2. Traditionally, the relation between an L1 and an L2 has 
been most commonly discussed in light of whether and to what extent L1 transfer occurs in the 
course of L2 learning. However, if individuals who use more than one language have a compound 
state of mind, which is not equivalent to two monolingual states, it is important to address the issue 
in light of the conditions under which L1 influence is manifested and the ways that L2 users differ 
from the monolingual speakers of the respective languages. More specifically, the multicompetence 
approach allows us to reformulate the question “Does knowledge of one language play a role in 
shaping knowledge of another language?” into “When and in what ways does crosslinguistic 
influence emerge and what types of knowledge are most vulnerable to such influence?” We would 
like to discuss this issue in the area of lexical knowledge, focusing on the semantic interaction 
between languages.  

 
2. Semantic interaction between multiple languages 

Because languages differ widely in how they map concepts onto words (Malt, Sloman, 
Gennari, Shi, & Wang, 1999), L2 learners need to acquire the language-specific naming patterns 
(native-like meanings) by reorganizing the already existing categories that have been developed and 
established in the L1 (Pavlenko, 2009). To do so, L2 learners first need to detect differences in 
meaning between words in the L1 and L2, and then reconstruct the semantic boundaries of L1 
categories. 

Previous studies of the interaction in lexical knowledge between an L1 and an L2 have 
demonstrated that L1 influence is strongly manifested when two words in an L1 map onto a single 
word in an L2. In fact, many studies have shown that L2 learners struggle to acquire native-like 
meanings, because L1 lexical knowledge plays a key role even at the later stage of lexical 
development when two words in an L1 translate into a single word in an L2 (Gass & Selinker, 1983; 
Jarvis, 1998; Odlin, 1989; Ringbom, 1987). They commonly use basic L2 words in the L1-based 
fashion through over-extension, especially when the L2 has more inventories of words than the L1 
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(Gullberg, 2009; Jiang, 2002; Saji, Kajita, & Imai, 2011). For example, Gullberg (2009) showed 
that English-speaking learners of Dutch have persistent trouble in distinguishing between leggen 
and zetten (i.e., to put), because both L2 Dutch words translate into the same word in English. 
Dutch-speaking monolinguals generally use a different verb to describe the placement events 
depending upon the orientation or posture of the object placed. For example, when putting a bottle 
on a table, leggen refers to horizontal placement but zetten indicates vertical placement. In contrast, 
English-speaking learners of Dutch generally over-generalize one of the posture verbs (i.e., zetten) 
in the L1-based fashion even at advanced levels. Likewise, Saji, Kajita, and Imai (2011) 
demonstrated that Japanese- and Korean-speaking learners of L2 Chinese, who have lived in China 
for a few years, have considerable difficulty in producing the semantically specific Chinese 
carrying/holding verbs. While Chinese-speaking monolinguals used 13 different verbs to describe 
13 different carrying/holding events according to the manner in which the agent supports the object, 
Japanese- and Korean-speaking learners of L2 Chinese rarely used distinctive verbs for particular 
carrying/holding events. The L2 users commonly followed their L1-based lexicalization patterns to 
describe the carrying/holding events in their L2 Chinese. This L1 influence made Japanese- and 
Korean-speaking learners’ patterns of verb use unique in that each group showed different patterns.  

These previous findings highlight the considerable difficulty in the acquisition of native-like 
meanings in terms of the overgeneralization and oversimplification of L2 words—especially when 
the L2 has more repertories in the vocabulary than the L1. However, it remains an open question 
what meanings are ascribed to specific word forms in an L2 (Jiang, 2000). Moreover, we know 
surprisingly little about how the acquisition of native-like meanings occurs in the other classes of 
words – words can cross-cut and overlap one another; and words can be related in a ‘mix and 
match’ fashion (Malt, Sloman & Gennari, 2003). Because words within a language differ widely on 
a number of dimensions (De Groot, 1993; Gentner, & Boroditsky, 2001), it might be the case that 
L2 learners have different types of difficulties in the acquisition of native-like meanings depending 
upon the types of words and relations between the linguistic categories of different languages 
(Gathercole, & Moawad, 2010)  

The present study investigated what role L1 lexical knowledge plays in shaping category 
prototypes in a foreign language (FL) when words of different languages have some overlap in 
prototype but with varying boundaries. To address this question, we looked at the relationship 
between verbs and scenes by using the applicability-rating task, in which participants were asked to 
rate how each video was a good action for representing the cutting/breaking verbs.  

We selected the cutting/breaking events as a test case, because in this domain there are some 
universal and language-specific constraints on the event categorization in the number/size of 
categories and at the placement of its boundaries (Majid, Gullberg, Van Staden, & Bowerman, 
2007). For example, while English-speaking monolinguals and German-speaking monolinguals 
commonly use a different verb to describe the breaking events (e.g., breaking a stick by hand) and 
the cutting event (e.g., slicing a carrot with a knife), they differ widely in how they treat the 
chopping events (e.g., breaking a carrot by karate-chop). While English-speaking monolinguals 
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generally categorize the chopping events as cutting events involving knives and scissors, German-
speaking monolinguals usually group the chopping events together with the breaking events. This 
observation alone indicates that, even if the semantic dimensions relevant to the classification are 
rather similar across languages, the resulting categories are different in terms of the number of 
categories and the placement of boundaries. We thus assumed that the domain of the 
cutting/breaking events offers an interesting test case for examining the question we address in this 
research, i.e., what role L1 lexical knowledge plays in shaping the category prototype in an FL 
when words of different languages have some overlap in prototype but have varying boundaries. 
 
II. METHOD 
1. Participants 

A total of 51 participants were included in the final sample: 13 English-speaking monolinguals 
(the English group), 20 Japanese-speaking monolinguals (the Japanese group) and 18 Japanese-
speaking learners of English (the EFL group). They were all recruited from and tested at a 
university in Kyoto, Japan. The characteristics of the three groups are provided in Table 1.  
 
Table 1. Characteristics of English-speaking Monolinguals, Japanese-speaking Monolinguals, 

and Japanese-speaking EFL Learners. 
Measure English-speaking 

monolinguals 
Japanese-speaking 
monolinguals 

Japanese-speaking 
EFL learners 

Age (years) 20.9 (1.75) 20.4 (1.50)  21.1 (0.7)  
FL English self-rating (7pt scale) 
Reading  NA 3.3 (0.93) 4.0 (0.93) 
Writing  NA 2.8 (0.89)  3.5 (1.09) 
Speaking  NA 2.7(1.17)  3.1 (1.24) 
Listening  NA 2.8 (0.89)  3.6 (1.24) 
Daily FL English 
usage (%) 

NA 3.94 (4.51) 9.38 (9.05) 

TOEIC NA 566.1 (85.0) 768.7 (99.3) 
TOEFL  NA NA 548.8 (13.96) 
Oxford Quick 
Placement test 
(Max = 60)  

NA NA 40.6 (4.06) 

Length of stay in 
Japan 

5.4 month NA NA 

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Although all the English-speaking monolinguals were 
living in Japan at the time of testing, their proficiency was so limited that they were considered to 
be functionally monolingual with minimal exposure to another language (e.g., Japanese).  
 
2. Materials 

The stimuli consisted of 67 video clips denoting a wide range of the cutting/breaking events. 
We first selected 5 representative verbs (i.e., break, cut, smash, snap, and tear) in the domain that 
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English-speaking monolinguals use in everyday situations when referring to the cutting/breaking 
events. We then created a set of video clips denoting various kinds of everyday events that involve 
separation in the material integrity, referring to previous cross-linguistic studies (Majid, Boster & 
Bowerman, 2008; Pye, Loeb, & Pao, 1996). We also included other kinds of cutting/breaking events 
(e.g., bending events) by changing a number of parameters, so that they could be fillers. The content 
validity of each video was verified by three English-speaking monolinguals. Each action was 
videotaped with a female agent cutting or breaking various objects. The length of videos varied 
from 2s to 10s (M = 4.1 minutes, SD = 1.9). The Appendix lists a brief description of each video 
clip.  

 
3. Procedure 

The experiment ran individually. Participants were given an applicability judgment task, 
followed by a questionnaire on their language background.  
3.1 Applicability judgment task 

The participants were asked to watch a video clip once, and then they were asked to rate how 
well an action represented the verb break or kowasu. (The English and EFL groups gave 
applicability ratings for the English verb break, while the Japanese group gave applicability ratings 
for the Japanese verb kowasu.) (see Figure 1).  
 

Figure 1. An example of the applicability judgment task. In this scene, a female agent cracked an egg. The 
participants were asked to indicate how applicable the word break or kowasu is for describing the event 
shown in the video on a 4-point scale: 1.not applicable at all, 2.rarely applicable, 3.somewhat applicable, 
4.very applicable.  
 

We selected the verbs, break and kowasu, because they were one of the most frequently generated 
verbs to refer to the cutting/breaking events. We also selected this pair of verbs because they were 
approximate but not perfect translation equivalents in English and Japanese (Fujii, 1999). More 
specifically, because the Japanese language has various verbs corresponding to break in English 
(e.g., kowasu, kuzusu, oru, waru, and yaburu), it might be assumed that the relation between 
categories linked to words is imperfect. We thus assumed that this pair of words has implications for 
the nature and role of L1 lexical knowledge in formation of the category prototype in the FL when 
words of different languages have some overlap in prototype but with varying boundaries. The 
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participants received a 3-trial practice session before doing the main experiment. Each video was 
presented on a computer screen in a random order. 
 
3.2 Language background questionnaire  

A questionnaire was designed to obtain information about the participants’ language learning 
experiences. The participants were asked to indicate their age, major at university, first and second 
language(s), and study-abroad experience. They were also asked to self-report on a 7-point scale, 
with 1 labeled ‘very poor’ and 7 labeled ‘native-like’, to measure their perceived English 
proficiency.  

 
4. Analysis 

We analyzed the data from the applicability judgment task in the following points: (1) to what 
extent English-speaking monolinguals and Japanese-speaking monolinguals share the same 
prototype to form their categories, (2) to what extent Japanese-speaking EFL learners form their 
linguistic category in the same way as English-speaking monolinguals do, and (3) what kinds of 
role L1 lexical knowledge plays in formation of the category prototype in EFL.  

For the analyses, we first created response matrices for each participant group separately (i.e., 
the English group, Japanese groups, and EFL groups). Then, we averaged the applicability ratings 
for each video separately for each participant group. In each matrix, there were the 67 rows 
representing the 67 videos. The column represented the target verb (break or kowasu) each 
participant rated. Each cell of this matrix indicated the mean applicability rating of the verb for each 
event shown in the video. Each matrix from the applicability judgment task thus indicated to what 
extent the participants in each group formed their categories around the same prototype. These 
matrices were also used to investigate what kinds of semantic features were mostly associated with 
the verb. 
 
III. RESULTS & DISCUSSION  

For convenience, we describe the results in two parts. We first discuss the degree of the 
correspondence in the applicability ratings between English- and Japanese-speaking monolinguals. 
We then discuss how Japanese-speaking EFL learners gave applicability ratings for the category 
break to ask how L1 influence is manifested in the formation of the linguistic category in EFL.  

For this purpose, we first averaged the applicability ratings across participants for each video 
separately for each group (i.e., the English group, the Japanese group, and EFL group). Then we 
calculated the Pearson’s correlations of the mean applicability ratings among these groups, which 
indicate the extent to which the linguistic categories share prototype and typicality gradients.  

Table 2 shows the correlations of the mean applicability ratings among the three groups. Table 
3 lists ten events that were rated high in the applicability ratings by each group.  
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Table 2. Correlations Between the Mean Applicability Ratings of Japanese-speaking EFL 
Learners and Monolingual Speakers of the Respective Languages for the Pair of Break 

and Kowasu Categories 

Participants groups English-speaking 
monolinguals 

Japanese-speaking 
EFL learners 

Japanese-speaking 
monolinguals 

English-speaking 
monolinguals (r* half = 0.98)   

Japanese-speaking 
learners of L2 English .72 (r* half = 0.96)  

Japanese-speaking 
monolinguals .56 .87 (r* half = 0.98) 

Note. Parentheses indicate the halves-reliability estimates (r* half) adjusted by the Spearman-Brown 
prediction formula (r* half) = 2* r half/(1 r half). 
 

Table 3. Top 10 Events That Were Rated High in Applicability Rating 
 Applicability ratings 
 English-speaking 

monolinguals 
Japanese-speaking EFL 
learners 

Japanese-speaking 
monolinguals 

 Object names Mean Object names Mean Object names Mean 

1 Cell phone 
(video 53) 4.00 Cell phone 

(video 53) 3.94 Timer 
(video 33) 4.00 

2 Pencil lead 
(video 20) 4.00 Timer 

(video 33) 3.94 Watch 
(video48 ) 4.00 

3 Rice bowl 
(video 66) 4.00 Camera 

(video 36) 3.83 Toy 
(video 13) 4.00 

4 Racket 
(video 60) 3.92 China cup 

(video 28) 3.77 Cell phone 
(video 53) 3.95 

5 China cup 
(video 28) 3.92 Wooden box 

(video 8) 3.77 House 
(video 42) 3.85 

6 Camera 
(video 36) 3.92 House 

(video 42) 3.61 Chair 
(video 65) 3.85 

7 Chair 
(video 65) 3.92 Toy 

(video 13) 3.61 Camera 
(video36 ) 3.90 

8 Toothpick 
(video 16) 3.84 Cork block 

(video 41) 3.61 Wooden box 
(video 8) 3.80 

9 Seal 
(video 56) 3.84 Watch 

(video 48) 3.55 China cup 
(video 28) 3.75 

10 Bamboo 
(video 27) 3.84 Rice bowl (video 

66) 3.55 Cork block 
(video 41) 3.75 

Note. Bold face indicates the accidental (spontaneous) events. 
 
1. Break vs. Kowasu  

As Table 2 shows, the correlation between English-speaking monolinguals and Japanese-
speaking monolinguals was .56, indicating that they formed their categories around the same 
prototype to some extent, but they differed largely at the placement of peripheral items, which are 
not closely related to the prototype within the category. There are, in fact, some similarities in the 
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way the two language groups gave the applicability ratings for the cutting/breaking events. For 
instance, the actions rated most typical of break by English-speaking monolinguals were actions 
where a person intentionally breaks a machine-like complex object (e.g., cell phone and camera). 
Likewise, the actions rated most typical of kowasu by Japanese-speaking monolinguals were actions 
where a person intentionally breaks a machine-like complex object (e.g., timer and watch). We thus 
concluded that both break and kowasu typically refer to intentional actions, which the objects to 
lose their function and value.  

There are, however, some differences in the way the two language groups gave applicability 
ratings for the category break and kowasu. First, they differed widely in how they treated the events 
that were caused by accident (or accidental events). While English-speaking monolinguals gave 
relatively high ratings for the events where a person accidentally breaks a simple object (e.g., pencil 
lead breaks while writing on paper) as a good example for representing the verb break, Japanese-
speaking monolinguals rarely gave high ratings for the accidental events as a good example for 
representing the verb kowasu.  

Second, they differed in how they treated the actions that happened to simple objects (e.g., 
pencil lead and seal). While English-speaking monolinguals gave high ratings for the events 
involving a simple object (e.g., a rice bowl, a toothpick and a seal) as a good example of the 
conceptual category of break, Japanese-speaking monolinguals gave high ratings only for the events 
involving a machine-like complex object (e.g., a timer and a toy). The English verb break is thus a 
rather diverse category, encompassing a variety of actions that were caused intentionally and 
accidentally to break simple and complex objects. In contrast, the Japanese verb kowasu typically 
refers to the actions that were caused intentionally to break machine-like complex objects. Put 
differently, while break can be applied to the scenes in which our focus is on the material of which 
the object is made rather than its function, kowasu can be used only for the scenes in which our 
focus is on the loss of its function (e.g., Fujii, 1999). We thus conclude that although two linguistic 
categories linking break and kowasu show a modest correspondence in prototype and typicality 
gradients, they differ largely in the formation of categories, especially at the placement of peripheral 
items not closely related to the prototype within the category. 

 
2. Break by Japanese-speaking learners of English 

Having discovered how closely English-speaking monolinguals agree with Japanese-speaking 
monolinguals in prototype and typicality gradients with regard to the category break and kowasu, 
we now turn to our attention to investigating how Japanese-speaking EFL learners gave typicality 
ratings for the cutting/breaking events with regard to the linguistic category of break.  

For this purpose, we first discuss the correlations of mean applicability ratings to provide an 
overview of how Japanese-speaking EFL learners formed their linguistic category. If Japanese-
speaking EFL learners can acquire native-like knowledge on the category prototype in English, the 
correspondence in applicability rating between English-speaking monolinguals and Japanese-
speaking EFL learners should be higher than that between Japanese-speaking monolinguals and 
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Japanese-speaking EFL learners. Alternatively, if they have difficulty in establishing native-like 
knowledge on the category prototype in English, and if the L1 influence is manifested in the 
formation of the category prototype in EFL, the correspondence between Japanese-speaking 
monolinguals and Japanese-speaking EFL learners should be higher than that between English-
speaking monolinguals and Japanese-speaking EFL learners.  

The correlation between English-speaking monolinguals and Japanese-speaking EFL learners 
was .72, and the correlation between Japanese-speaking monolinguals and Japanese-speaking EFL 
learners was .87 (see Table 2). This appears to indicate a strongly shared gradient of applicability 
with monolingual speakers of the respective languages. More concretely, this result indicates that 
the construction of the category prototype in an FL represents a conflation of both L1 and FL 
knowledge in the sense that Japanese-speaking learners of EFL formed their linguistic categories in 
the L1-based fashion, but they also acquired some native-like knowledge of the category prototype 
in English.  

There is evidence, in fact, that Japanese-speaking EFL learners have acquired some native-like 
knowledge on the category prototype in English. For instance, the actions rated most typical of 
break by Japanese-speaking EFL learners encompassed the actions where a person breaks a rice-
bowl by accidents (see, Table 3). Because the accidental events were most commonly described 
with verbs other than kowasu in Japanese, this can be taken as evidence that Japanese speaking EFL 
learners restructured the L1 categories and moved in the direction of English, even though they did 
not acquire the fully-developed native-like knowledge on the category prototype in English.  

At the same time, however, there is evidence that Japanese-speaking EFL learners have shaped 
their linguistic category differently from English-speaking monolinguals. For example, as shown in 
Table 3, while Japanese-speaking EFL learners used the verb break to describe the actions where a 
person demolished a house with a bulldozer, English-monolingual speakers never use the verb 
break to describe the destruction of a house with a bulldozer. Moreover, while English-speaking 
monolinguals gave high applicability ratings for the actions that were caused by accident to break 
simple objects, Japanese-speaking EFL learners mainly give high applicability ratings for actions 
where complex objects were broken intentionally. This tendency (rating high for the actions where 
complex objects were broken intentionally) was also observed among Japanese-speaking 
monolinguals.  

The majority of these results are consistent with the findings of previous research showing that 
individuals who use more than one language have a distinct compound state of mind which is not 
equivalent to two monolingual states (Cook, 2008; Grosjean, 1998). In the present study, Japanese-
speaking EFL learners gave applicability ratings differently from the monolingual speakers of the 
respective languages. Although they formed categories in the L1-based fashion, they seem to have 
developed some native-like knowledge of the category prototype in English. This is reflected by the 
fact that the correspondence in applicability ratings between English-speaking monolinguals and 
Japanese-speaking EFL learners was higher than the correspondence between English- and 
Japanese-speaking monolinguals (r = .72, vs. r=.56). This result indicates that the construction of 
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the category prototypes in an FL was subject to both L1 and FL influence, even though L1 lexical 
knowledge plays a key role in shaping category prototypes in the FL. 
 

. CONCLUSION 
The goal of present study was to investigate whether and to what extent Japanese-speaking 

EFL learners achieve native-like knowledge of English category prototypes, and what role L1 
lexical knowledge plays in shaping category prototypes in an FL especially when words of different 
languages have some overlap in prototype but with varying boundaries. We found that the 
construction of the category prototypes in an FL was subject to both L1 and FL influence: Japanese-
speaking EFL learners basically formed their linguistic category in the L1-based fashion, but they 
also acquired some native-like knowledge of the English category prototype. Overall, the result of 
the present study supports the view that individuals who use more than one language have a distinct 
compound state of mind, which is not equivalent to two monolingual speakers, and the linguistic 
knowledge may be subject to the interaction between multiple languages.   

One potential reason why L1 lexical knowledge has a far-reaching impact in shaping category 
prototypes in an FL even when words of different languages have some overlap in prototype but 
with varying boundaries is in terms of the relations between words of different languages. Unlike in 
cases where one language has more repertories in the vocabulary than another language, in the cases 
where words of different language have some overlap in prototype but with varying boundaries, FL 
learners might have great difficulty in discovering differences in meaning between words in the L1 
and FL because words of different languages differ only in the naming of peripheral items not 
closely allied with the categories of any language. If this is the case, it is not unusual that L1 lexical 
knowledge plays a significant role in shaping category prototypes in an FL.  

Linguistic proficiency might also play a key role in the manifestation of L1 influence on 
shaping category prototypes in an FL. While previous studies have mainly tested L2 learners who 
lived in the target language speaking countries (Saji et al, 2011), our participants lived in a 
monolingual society and started to learn the target language later in life (approximately from age 
12). Thus, it is likely that our participants are less proficient at the target language and have less 
developed knowledge of the formation of category prototypes in an FL than learners in the target 
country. Given that more experienced learners can progress in the ability to use words in an L2 
(Malt & Sloman, 2003), it might be the case that linguistic proficiency plays a key role in shaping 
category prototype in an FL. In future research, it will be important to investigate the role of FL 
proficiency, and the nature of relations between the linguistic categories of different languages on 
the formation of prototypes in an FL. 
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APPENDIX  
Below are short descriptions of the video stimuli used in this study. Bold indicates the accidental 

(spontaneous) events. Italics indicates technical terms.  
1. Tear paper into two pieces by hand. 
2. Smash a watch with a single downward hammer blow. 
3. Snap a cucumber in half by hand 
4. Break a chocolate bar into two pieces by hand. 
5. Break shot (hit a billiard ball) 
6. Cut grass with a sickle. 
7. Rip a newspaper into two pieces by hand. 
8. Break a wooden box with downward hammer blows. 
9. Rip toilet paper into two pieces by hand. 
10. Smash a cracker into small pieces with a wooden pestle. 
11. Pop a balloon with a needle. 
12. Bend the body of a clay cup by hand. 
13. Stomp on a toy by foot. 
14. Tear a nylon tape into several pieces by hand. 
15. Bend a wire by hand. 
16. Snap a toothpick by hand. 
17. Bend a bamboo stick by hand. 
18. Cut a wire into two pieces with wire cutters. 
19. Peel cheese into pieces by hand. 
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20. Pencil lead breaks accidentally into two pieces. 
21. Smash a lump of ice into small pieces with downward hammer blows. 
22. Fold paper in half by hand. 
23. Bend an arm. 
24. Tear a loaf of bread in half by hand. 
25. Pop a bubble wrap by using fingers. 
26. Rip paper violently. 
27. Cut a bamboo stick into two pieces with a saw. 
28. Smash a china cup with a single hammer blow. 
29. Snap a bamboo stick in half by hand. 
30. Crack an egg. 
31. Tear a towel into two pieces by hand. 
32. Stamp on a cardboard box by foot.  
33. Smash a timer with single downward hammer blow.  
34. Mash an egg for cooking. 
35. Slice a cucumber. 
36. Break a camera by throwing it against wall. 
37. Rip off a calendar. 
38. Rip off a button from a shirt. 
39. Rip wrapping paper to open a present. 
40. Stomp on an empty can by foot. 
41. Smash a cork block into small pieces with a single downward hammer blow. 
42. Demolish a house with a bulldozer. 
43. Cut nails by using clippers.  
44. Open a decorative ball by pulling a string. 
45. Break glasses by throwing them against a wall. 
46. Topple down Jenga blocks accidentally while playing.  
47. Tear a dried squid into two pieces by hand. 
48. Take off a piece of clay from a clay cup. 
49. Break a cracker in half by hand. 
50. Tear a T-shirt into two pieces by hand. 
51. Smash a clay cup with a single downward hammer blow. 
52. Break a yarn into two pieces by hand. 
53. Snap a cell phone in half violently by hand to break it. 
54. Divide disposable chopsticks.  
55. Cut paper by using a ruler. 
56. Break a seal to open a book. 
57. Split a bamboo stick vertically in half with an axe. 
58. Cut the body of a clay cup by using a thread.  
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59. Rip off a piece of paper vertically. 
60. A tennis racket breaks accidentally while hitting a ball. 
61. A toy breaks accidentally while playing with it.  
62. Smash a snowman with a punch. 
63. Break a mug accidentally while holding it.  
64. A paper net that is used to capture fish tears accidentally while playing with it. 
65. A chair breaks suddenly while sitting on it. 
66. A rice bowl breaks accidentally while washing it. 
67. Take off a twig from a tree by hand. 
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ABSTRACT 
In this article, the author presents an empirical study that examines whether second language (L2) 
communication anxiety varies in relation to the learner’s communication partner: non-native 
teachers of English, native teachers of English, more capable peers, less capable peers, and 
returnees from English speaking countries. The study also explores the relationship between 
learners’ academic status (i.e. junior high, senior high, or college) and their L2 anxiety level with 
each communication partner. The study adopted a mixed methodology approach: a questionnaire 
with 240 Japanese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students and a semi-structured interview 
with 26 students. The overall results are as follows: (1) L2 anxiety varies depending on 
communication partners and is particularly high with non-native teachers of English; (2) learners’ 
academic status influences their levels of L2 anxiety with different communication partners; and (3) 
three reasons may explain the variance in learners’ anxiety with different communication partners: 
fear of negative evaluation by others, nervousness about L2 communication, and a sense of not 
being evaluated by others. The implications of these findings are discussed in relation to Dörnyei’s 
L2 motivational self system.  
 
Key words: L2 communication anxiety, Communication partners, L2 motivational self system, 
Japanese EFL learners 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 

Since the announcement of ‘An Action Plan to Cultivate Japanese with English Abilities’ by the 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT, 2002), English language 
education in secondary and tertiary schools in Japan has increasingly emphasized communication in 
the target language; this emphasis has resulted in a greater portion of classroom activities focused 
on face-to-face interactions and communicative tasks. In response to this trend, many studies (e.g. 
Ellis, 2003; Takahashi, 2000) have focused on developing communicative teaching methods and 
tasks. However, Yashima et al. (2009) point out that attending to affective variables in 
communicative teaching is also important, because learners’ psychology greatly affects the 
effectiveness of teaching in communicative classrooms. One such affective variable is second 
language (L2) communication anxiety (CA). Yashima (2004) has argued that because learners are 
being asked to express themselves using their limited L2, they naturally become anxious in 
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communicative classrooms. In addition, Yashima (2004) and Kim (2010) have implied that the level 
of L2 CA varies in response to the different communication partners (e.g. non-native teachers of 
English, peers, and native teachers of English) and the different academic status (e.g. junior high, 
senior high, or college) of learners. However, few studies have verified this contention. 

Thus, the present study examines a sizable sample of Japanese English as a foreign language 
(EFL) learners to ascertain whether the level of L2 CA varies with different communication partners 
and whether the academic status of the learners affects the level of L2 CA with these 
communication partners. This study also discusses the results in relation to a theoretical framework.  
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
1. L2 anxiety and communication anxiety 

L2 anxiety is defined as ‘the feeling of tension and apprehension specifically associated with 
second language contexts’ (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994, p. 284). Although some studies report a 
positive relationship between L2 anxiety and L2 performance (Scovel, 1978), anxiety is generally 
recognized as negatively affecting language learning (Arnold & Brown, 1999; MacIntyre, Noels, & 
Clément, 1997; Oxford, 2011). Most studies have demonstrated negative correlations between 
language anxiety and language achievement (e.g. Horwitz, 2001; Young, 1986), with 
communicative activity having been widely accepted as being the most influential L2-anxiety 
provoking activity for L2 learners (e.g. Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Young, 1991). Thus, L2 
learners’ difficulties in understanding others and expressing themselves clearly using their limited 
L2 may produce higher anxiety for these learners. 

CA research in communication studies has focused primarily on first language (L1) 
communication; the term CA is defined as the fear or anxiety triggered by real or anticipated 
communication with other people (Daly, 1991; Jung & McCroskey, 2004). However, researchers in 
applied linguistics have defined CA and language anxiety similarly or even synonymously in 
studies of L2 communicative situations (MacIntyre, Baker, Clément, & Donovan, 2002; MacIntyre 
& Charos, 1996; Oxford, 2011). The author thus would like to follow suit and treat L2 anxiety and 
L2 CA interchangeably in this article. 
 
2. Recent trends in L2 anxiety research 

While L2 anxiety has traditionally been thought to originate in learners, recent studies have 
viewed it as a multi-faceted and complex variable influenced by learning environments and the 
types of activities in which learners are engaged (Horwitz, 2010; Young, 1991). L2 anxiety also 
varies in relation to learners’ communication partners. However, Kim (2010) has noted the paucity 
of research examining the influence of different communication partners on L2 CA levels and 
indicated the value of investigating the relationship between L2 CA levels and different 
communication partners in future studies.  

Another research trend has aimed to conceptualize L2 anxiety within the framework of the L2 
motivational self system proposed by Dörnyei (2005, 2009). This framework builds on 
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conceptualizations of L2 motivation using a tripartite model (ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 self, L2 
learning experience), and it has shown that various forms of the L2 self significantly influence L2 
anxiety levels (Papi, 2010). Therefore, it might be worthwhile to treat L2 anxiety within the L2 
motivational self system.  

 
III. RESEARCH PURPOSES 

 
The purpose of this study is to examine whether the level of L2 CA varies for different 

communication partners in the Japanese EFL classroom context. It also investigates the influences 
of learners’ academic status on L2 CA.  

More specifically, the author first examines whether L2 anxiety level varies for different 
communication partners using a sample of Japanese EFL learners. She divides the communication 
partners in the EFL classroom environment into five different categories (A-E) and tests participants 
for variation in L2 anxiety among these categories. The categories include the following: (A) 
Japanese (non-native) teacher of English, (B) foreign (native) teacher of English, (C) friends whose 
English skills are strong (more capable friends), (D) friends whose English skills are not strong (less 
capable friends), and (E) friends who have returned from English-speaking countries (returnee 
friends). The author then closely investigates the influence of learners’ academic status (junior high, 
senior high, or college students) on their level of L2 CA with the different communication partners 
described above. The reasons for variation in student anxiety in response to specific types of 
communication partners are then discussed in relation to Dörnyei’s L2 motivational self system. 
 
IV. METHODS 
1. Participants 

The participants in this study included the following: (a) 2nd-year junior high school students, 
(b) 2nd-year senior high school students, and (c) 2nd- and 3rd-year college students majoring in 
non-English field (i.e. liberal arts, law, and business studies). All the participants were Japanese 
students learning English as a foreign language. Each group consisted of 80 students. A total of 240 
students answered the questionnaire described below. To control the influence of gender difference, 
the ratio of males to females in this study was kept even in each group. Table 1 shows detailed 
information about the participants. None of the students had lived in English-speaking countries for 
more than three months. In addition, all the students reported little exposure to English education 
outside of their schools. 
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Table 1. Information about the participants  
Institution  N (Male: Female) Grade 

Junior high school 
Public 40 (M 20: F 20) 2nd year 
Public 40 (M 20: F 20) 2nd year 

Senior high school 
Public 48 (M 26: F 22) 2nd year 
Private 32 (M 14: F 18) 2nd year 

College Private 80 (M 40: F 40) 
2nd and 3rd 

years 
 

With regard to the assisted language teacher (ALT) assigned system, both public junior high and 
senior high schools adopted a ‘regular visit system’, in which ALTs are assigned to more than one 
school but make regular visits, usually once every three months. On the other hand, the private 
senior high school and college adopted a ‘based school system’, in which a school has its own 
ALT(s) teaching regular English classes, generally twice a month. 

 
2. Data collection 

The author developed a questionnaire to examine the variance in learners’ L2 anxiety in relation 
to different communication partners. This questionnaire was developed based on the questionnaire 
used in an earlier major study of foreign learning anxiety (Horwitz et al., 1986). It also incorporated 
some elements adapted from Tanabe (2002) that examined L2 anxiety in the Japanese EFL context. 
The questionnaire consisted of seven items in relation to each type of communication partner; thus, 
students were asked to respond to 35 items that included seven identical items in each of five 
categories (see Appendix for the details). They were asked to respond on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The participants’ consent was obtained, and 
the questionnaire was administrated in their regular classrooms by their teachers in April and early 
May 2010.  

Upon completion of the questionnaire, the participants were asked to indicate their interest in 
taking part in a follow-up interview conducted by the author. On the basis of their responses and the 
results of the questionnaire administered, 26 students were chosen for a semi-structured follow-up 
interview. It was confirmed that all participants who joined the interview session were not outliers 
in this study. Because of the limitations imposed by junior and senior high schools, two different 
types of interviews were conducted: group interviews for junior and senior high school students 
(n=8 for each) and personal interviews for college students (n=10). However, both types of 
interviews began with the same question: What causes you to become anxious while communicating 
in English? All the interviews were recorded by an IC recorder and later transcribed by the author. 

 
V. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
1. L2 anxiety in relation to different communication partners 

The author first examined whether learners’ L2 CA varied in relation to the five different 
communication partners. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the level of learners’ L2 anxiety 
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for each category of communication partner. 
 

Table 2. The level of learners’ L2 anxiety for each category of communication partner 
 Mean SD 
A) Japanese teacher of English 23.55 3.40 
B) Foreign teacher of English 17.47 3.47 
C) More capable friends 19.94 3.26 
D) Less capable friends 11.53 2.54 
E) Returnee friends 17.02 3.29 

 
Table 2 indicates that learners’ L2 anxiety levels varied in relation to different communication 
partners. The one-way ANOVA with post hoc analysis confirmed that differences existed among all 
the categories of communication partners, except for the one between foreign teachers of English 
(Category B) and returnee friends (Category E) (F=312.96, p < .05, partial 2 = 1.05; Bonferroni’s 
test as a post hoc test, p < .05). This finding supports the assumption that learners’ communication 
partners influence their level of L2 anxiety. The most salient characteristic of Table 2 is that 
Japanese teachers of English (Category A) and more capable friends (Category C) provoked higher 
levels of anxiety compared with the other three categories. This result indicates that learners were 
likely to be more anxious when communicating in their L2 with Japanese teachers of English and 
with more capable friends. However, communication with less capable friends (Category D) yielded 
the lowest anxiety levels: learners seemed to be less anxious when communicating in their L2 with 
their less capable friends. 

Table 2 also shows that the participants reported lower anxiety levels in their conversations with 
foreign teachers of English (Category B). Thus, foreign teachers of English did not significantly 
induce higher L2 anxiety among the learners. 

These results are based on data obtained from all the participants without addressing differences 
in their academic status. Therefore, the author further investigated how this variable exerted 
influence on L2 anxiety levels with each communication partner.  

 

2. L2 anxiety and academic status 
To examine the relationship between the participants’ academic status and L2 anxiety, the 

sample was divided into the following three groups: junior high school students (n=80), senior high 
school students (n=80) and college students (n=80). Information regarding the participants is 
presented in Table 1. A one-way ANOVA with Bonferroni’s post-hoc tests was conducted on the 
data. Table 3 indicates that some characteristics of L2 anxiety with different communication 
partners were related to academic status. 
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Table 3. The level of L2 anxiety in relation to each communication partner category 
according to academic status 

 Junior high 
school 

students (1) 

Senior high 
school students 

(2) 

College 
students 

(3) 

F 

Effect 

size† Post hoc test a M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

A) Japanese teachers 
of English 

23.01 (2.76) 22.56 (3.41) 25.06 (3.61) 7.77* .06 (1), (2) / (3) 

B) Foreign teachers 
of English 

19.42 (2.51) 16.59 (3.37) 16.40 (3.59) 22.54** .16 (3), (2) / (1) 

C) More capable 
friends 

20.36 (2.78) 21.74(2.93) 17.71 (2.78) 21.67** .16 (3) / (1), (2) 

D) Less capable 
friends 

10.99 (2.16) 11.65 (2.10) 11.95 (3.14) 3.07 .03 (2), (1) / (3) 

E) Returnee friends 17.96 (3.75) 19.04(3.33) 14.06 (3.02) 39.25** .25 (3) / (1), (2) 
Note. *p < 0.01, **p < 0.001  

†eta squared (.01 as a small effect, .06 as a medium effect, and .14 as a large effect) 
a Numbers refer to the following academic status groups: (1) =junior high school students, (2) =senior high 
school students and (3) =college students. They are presented with the lowest value coming first. A comma 
between numbers indicates a non-significant difference and a slash indicates that a significant difference 
exists between the two values. 

 
Although many statistically significant differences were observed, a large effect size calculated 
using eta-squared was found only for three categories: foreign teachers of English (Category B), 
more capable friends (Category C), and returnee friends (Category E). When the communication 
partner was a foreign teacher of English (Category B), senior high school and college students 
reported relatively lower levels of L2 anxiety. On the other hand, junior high school students 
indicated a higher level of L2 anxiety. This difference might relate to the junior high students’ lack 
of contact with foreign teachers of English. Because the data were collected in early May, it is 
assumed that the students were still less experienced in communicating with foreign teachers of 
English. In the region where the author collected the data for the current study, foreign teachers of 
English came to teach English every two or three months. Therefore, students in this region had 
fewer opportunities for contact with foreign teachers of English. This lack may have induced higher 
levels of L2 CA in junior high school students. Several previous studies (e.g. Aida, 1994) also have 
shown that frequency of contact affects the level of L2 anxiety. 

When the communication partners were more capable friends (Category C), both junior high 
school and senior school students reported higher levels of L2 anxiety. However, similar to the 
results observed with foreign teachers of English (Category B), college students reported relatively 
lower levels of L2 anxiety in this category. This discrepancy may have resulted from the classroom 
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systems adopted. In junior and senior high schools, students study together in EFL classrooms and 
in classrooms where other academic subjects are taught; however, in colleges, they do not study in 
these settings. Yashima (2004) argues that the close relationships formed in junior and senior high 
schools result in learners being highly sensitive to classmates’ evaluation of each other; thus, this 
sensitivity causes higher anxiety in these classrooms. Young (1999) has claimed that when learners 
are asked to express themselves using a language in which they have limited competence, the task 
can be very threatening to their self-image within the system of close relationships often found in 
secondary schools. 

When the communication partner was a Japanese teacher of English (Category A), almost all the 
students, regardless of their academic status, reported high levels of L2 anxiety, with medium effect 
size. Among these students, college students showed the highest levels of anxiety. This finding is 
counter-intuitive, as it might be expected that the group with a longer history of L2 communication 
experiences with Japanese teachers of English would become less anxious with them than other 
groups would. One possible explanation might be that college students have accumulated negative 
feelings toward Japanese teachers of English. 

Communicating with friends whose English skills are not strong (Category D) provoked less 
anxiety in all the participants, regardless of their academic status; no difference was observed across 
the groups. This finding is expected because anxiety is caused by fear of being evaluated by others, 
and peers whose English skills are not strong are generally considered to have limited English 
abilities with which they judge others’ English proficiency. 

Finally, to confirm that the statistical tests reported above have sufficient power to detect the 
real effects, a power analysis was conducted by using G*Power 3.0 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang & 
Buchner, 2009). The analysis revealed that when the effect size was large and the number of the 
participants was 240, the mean power of the statistical tests performed in this study was .98, which 
is well above the conventionally acceptable power of .80 (Cohen, 1992). This result indicates that 
the statistical tests conducted in this study did detect the real effects and that the number of the 
participants in this study was sufficiently large to test the research hypotheses described above. 

 
3. What induces learners’ L2 anxiety 

Now that it has been proved that learners’ L2 anxiety level varies in relation to different 
communication partners across the academic status groups, the author next turns to exploring the 
anxiety level variance and possible reasons for this variance through an analysis of the 
questionnaire items and the interview data. Table 4 shows the means and SD values for each item 
on the questionnaire according to communication partner and academic status. The analysis of the 
table indicates that higher levels of L2 anxiety were often induced by fear of negative evaluation by 
others (in Categories A and C) and by nervousness (in Categories B and E). This table also shows 
that anxiety was often reduced by a sense of not being evaluated by others (in Category D).  
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics for items of the questionnaire according to 
communication partner and academic status 

  Junior high 
school  

Senior high 
school  

College 

  M SD M SD M SD 

A) Japanese 
teacher of 
English 
( =.83) 

1) I am not good at initiating conversations. 2.86 1.02 2.93 0.87 3.53 0.80 
2) The things I know often slip my mind 
during the conversation because I’m nervous. 2.51 1.06 2.80 0.86 3.10 1.09 

3) I am always exhausted after the 
conversation. 2.55 0.99 2.29 0.81 2.88 0.96 

4) I worry about making mistakes during the 
conversation. 3.83 0.81 3.96 0.77 3.94 0.99 

5) I worry that the communication partner is 
judging my English during the conversation. 4.09 0.83 4.00 0.80 4.33 0.73 

6) I am not at ease during the conversation. 3.09 0.77 3.10 0.74 3.66 0.75 
7) After the conversation, I think about how I 
could have done better. 3.64 0.86 3.44 0.76 3.64 1.00 

B) Foreign 
teacher of 
English 
( =.67)1 

1) I am not good at initiating conversations. 3.73 0.81 2.34 0.83 2.64 0.90 
2) The things I know often slip my mind 
during the conversation because I’m nervous. 2.44 0.73 2.63 0.97 3.08 0.97 

3) I am always exhausted after the 
conversation. 3.50 0.83 2.20 0.79 2.64 0.90 

4) I worry about making mistakes during the 
conversation. 2.19 0.68 2.36 0.86 2.81 0.64 

5) I worry that the communication partner is 
judging my English during the conversation. 2.08 0.63 2.39 0.92 2.46 0.83 

6) I am not at ease during the conversation. 3.53 0.93 2.79 0.76 3.05 1.04 
7) After the conversation, I think about how I 
could have done better. 1.98 0.75 1.89 0.75 2.80 1.06 

C) More 
capable 
friends 
( =.85) 

1) I am not good at initiating conversations. 2.75 0.82 2.88 1.02 3.43 0.91 
2) The things I know often slip my mind 
during the conversation because I’m nervous. 2.38 0.88 2.70 1.01 3.29 0.66 

3) I am always exhausted after the 
conversation. 2.19 0.80 2.29 0.83 3.28 0.64 

4) I worry about making mistakes during the 
conversation. 3.56 0.79 3.71 1.00 3.93 0.81 

5) I worry that the communication partner is 
judging my English during the conversation. 3.71 0.81 3.78 0.93 3.80 0.89 

6) I am not at ease during the conversation. 2.71 0.62 2.91 0.84 3.30 0.64 
7) After the conversation, I think about how I 
could have done better. 3.06 0.77 3.48 0.99 3.30 0.64 

D) Less 
capable 
friends 
( =.74) 

1) I am not good at initiating conversations. 2.14 0.65 2.26 0.67 1.85 0.48 
2) The things I know often slip my mind 
during the conversation because I’m nervous. 1.60 0.54 1.76 0.51 1.83 0.55 

3) I am always exhausted after the 
conversation. 1.49 0.53 1.55 0.57 1.65 0.62 

4) I worry about making mistakes during the 
conversation. 1.34 0.48 1.40 0.54 1.68 0.61 

5) I worry that the communication partner is 
judging my English during the conversation. 1.31 0.47 1.36 0.53 1.63 0.62 

6) I am not at ease during the conversation. 1.85 0.60 2.03 0.67 1.80 0.64 
7) After the conversation, I think about how I 
could have done better. 1.26 0.47 1.29 0.51 1.53 0.64 
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E) Returnee 
friends 
( =.78) 

1) I am not good at initiating conversations. 1.65 0.76 1.95 1.04 2.58 0.81 
2) The things I know often slip my mind 
during the conversation because I’m nervous. 3.33 0.95 3.29 0.86 3.08 0.99 

3) I am always exhausted after the 
conversation. 2.26 0.69 2.45 0.86 2.65 0.87 

4) I worry about making mistakes during the 
conversation. 2.15 0.60 2.26 0.67 2.76 0.58 

5) I worry that the communication partner is 
judging my English during the conversation. 2.14 0.78 2.25 0.79 2.49 0.78 

6) I am not at ease during the conversation. 3.50 0.94 3.66 0.94 3.05 1.01 
7) After the conversation, I think about how I 
could have done better. 2.94 0.95 3.18 1.08 2.79 0.97 

 

Fear of negative evaluation by others 
Communicating in L2 with a Japanese teacher of English (Category A) or more capable friends 

(Category C) caused the highest level of anxiety (Table 3). This highest level of anxiety seemed to 
be induced by fear of another’s negative evaluation. Items #4 (I worry about making mistakes 
during the conversation) and #5 (I worry that the communication partner is judging my English 
during the conversation) consistently showed higher scores than other items in communicating with 
these two types of partners (Table 4). Both these items are proven to relate to negative evaluation by 
others (Matsuda & Gobal, 2004). Thus, learners tended to worry about L2 communication because 
they feared being evaluated by Japanese teachers of English or by more capable friends. This 
argument is also supported by learners’ interview protocol data, as shown in the following excerpt: 

 
Excerpt 1: When I have English communication with a Japanese teacher of English or 
more capable friends, I sometimes feel uncomfortable because I am afraid that they 
might think my English is not good. 
(Senior high school student D: Translation and parentheses are mine for all the 
excerpts in this study) 

 
Other excerpts also support the claim that the sense of being evaluated (by Japanese teachers of 
English) causes a higher level of L2 anxiety. 
 

Excerpt 2: When I make mistakes in the English classes, the teachers (Japanese 
teachers of English) always point them out either explicitly or implicitly. So, I am a bit 
sensitive about making mistakes, especially in front of the teachers. 

(Junior high school student A) 
 

Excerpt 3: Whenever teachers (Japanese teachers of English) asked me to speak or 
communicate in English, they were always checking my English performance in the 
fashion of a speech or interview. These experiences caused me to exhibit a kind of 
negative S-R (stimulus-response) reaction to these teachers.      (College student H) 
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Excerpts 3 and 4 show that negative L2 learning experiences increase learners’ levels of L2 anxiety. 
This finding is in line with previous studies illustrating that L2 learning experience, a crucial factor 
in Dörnyei’s L2 motivational self system, is significantly associated with anxiety levels (e.g. 
MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Muris, Merckelbach, & Meesters, 2001). 
 
Nervousness about L2 communication 

Communicating in L2 with foreign teachers of English (Category B) or returnee friends 
(Category E) also caused higher levels of anxiety in L2 learners. However, the mechanism behind 
this seems to be different from the explanation described above. The higher level of anxiety seems 
to be induced by the nervousness resulting from a lack of contact with communication partners in 
Categories B and E, as Items #2 (The things I know often slip my mind during the conversation 
because I’m nervous.) and #6 (I am not at ease during the conversation) consistently scored higher 
than other items did (Table 4). As was discussed above, a lack of contact with communication 
partners from these two categories is rather prevalent in the Japanese EFL context, and the students 
are thus relatively inexperienced in communicating with their partners. This inexperience then 
induces nervousness, particularly among young students, and results in higher levels of anxiety. 
 

Excerpt 4: I tend to get nervous when I communicate with Dag (a foreign teacher of 
English at the school) because I am not used to having a conversation with native 
speakers. 

(Junior high school student H) 
 

Although the participants reported that they were likely to become nervous when 
communicating with a foreign teacher of English (Category B) or returnee friends (Category E), the 
level of L2 anxiety induced by these partners was not as high as those induced by Japanese teachers 
of English (Category A) or more capable friends (Category C; see Table 2). This difference may be 
explained by the tendency to have a different self-expectation or ‘ought-to L2 self’ (Dörnyei, 2009) 
for different communication partners. Excerpt 5 clearly illustrates this tendency: 

 
Excerpt 5: When communicating with a foreign teacher of English or returnee friends, 
I don’t care about making mistakes so much. I am not a native speaker of English, so I 
know they don’t expect me to speak perfect English. In contrast, when communicating 
with a Japanese teacher of English or more capable friends, I always try hard not to 
make any mistakes. Because I have always done very well in written tests, I think they 
might expect that I am supposed to do well in English conversations, as well. But, it is 
difficult for me to meet their expectations. That’s why I always worry about making 
mistakes in communicating with them in L2. 

(Senior high school student A) 
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As can be seen in Excerpt 5, when the communication partner was a Japanese teacher of English or 
were more capable friends, Student A thought that the partner expected her to speak English well 
and thus felt more anxious. In contrast, when the communication partner was a foreign teacher of 
English or a returnee friend, the student thought that her English skills need not be equivalent to 
those of a native speaker of English; thus her level of anxiety was reduced. 
 
Sense of not being evaluated by others 

Communicating in L2 with less capable friends (Category D) tended to provoke less anxiety in 
learners. As shown in Table 4, almost all the items indicated relatively lower scores when the 
communication partners were Category D students. Thus, learners felt the least anxious 
communication in their L2 with less capable friends. Excerpts 5 and 6 show that the sense of not 
being evaluated by the communication partner substantially reduced CA levels. 

 
Excerpt 6: I don’t feel anxious about having a conversation with them (less capable 
friends) because I don’t think they can pick up my mistakes.     

  (College student S) 
 

Excerpt 7: I feel comfortable during the English conversation with them (less capable 
friends) because they don’t judge my English. 

(Senior high school student C) 
 

VI. CONCLUSION 
This study examined whether L2 anxiety levels varied according to communication partners. It 

also investigated whether learners’ academic status (junior high, senior high, or college students) 
affected their level of L2 anxiety with various communication partners.  

Before the conclusion is presented, the limitations of this study should be noted. First, this study 
was cross-sectional. To examine the dynamics of how different communication partners influence 
learners’ L2 anxiety levels, a longitudinal design needs to be included in future studies. Second, 
most schools of the present study adopted a ‘regular visit system’ for ALTs. Therefore, replicating 
this type of research with learners whose schools adopt other ALT-assigned systems such as the 
‘based school system’ (see Section IV) and the ‘occasional visit system’, in which ALTs makes 
irregular visits, usually once or twice per year, might be required if we want to provide more useful 
insights into general EFL teaching/learning. Lastly, the present study did not focus on the 
relationship among L2 anxiety; other learner factors (e.g. self-confidence and learning style) and the 
learning environment (e.g. class size). Because several studies (e.g. Milles, Pajares, & Herron, 
2006) have revealed that such factors affect L2 anxiety, future research should investigate these 
relationships. 

Despite these limitations, this study provides new information on how L2 anxiety varies in 
relation to communication partners; Japanese (non-native) teachers of English and more capable 
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friends induce higher levels of L2 anxiety in learners. These higher levels of anxiety seem to result 
from the learners’ fear of being evaluated by the communication partners. However, foreign (native) 
teachers of English and returnee friends induce moderate levels of L2 anxiety; these moderate levels 
seem to result from the students’ lower contact frequency (relative lack of experience) with these 
communication partners. This study also indicates that L2 communication with less capable friends 
induces the lowest level of anxiety. This may be because learners need not worry about how their 
English is judged by this type of communication partner. Since the learners’ fear of being evaluated 
by the communication partners promotes L2 anxiety, it can likely be alleviated by gaining 
confidence in English learning. Thus, English teachers should offer suggestions for gaining 
confidence or self-efficacy to their students through the use of encouragement. Finally, the results of 
this study show that learning experience and the ought-to L2 self, both of which are the crucial 
factors for Dörnyei’s L2 motivational self system, are closely related to L2 anxiety, and this finding 
confirms the possibility of applying the system to the study of anxiety. Thus, further research should 
look into the relationship between L2 anxiety and underlying tenets of the L2 motivational self 
system, such as the ideal L2 self and ought-to L2 selves. 

 
Notes 
1) The alpha value of this subsection was relatively lower than those of other sections. However, 
Dörnyei (2003) indicates that the alpha value higher than .60 is acceptable when the number of 
questionnaire items is small. 
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Appendix: L2 Communication Anxiety Scale (Original in Japanese) 
 

Directions: This questionnaire contains statements that may reflect your feelings about your 
communication partners when you communicate with them in English. Please read each item and 
indicate whether you  

(1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4) agree, (5) strongly agree. 
  
A) Please response each statements below by imaging that you are communicating with Japanese 

teacher of English.  

1* I am not good at initiating conversation. 

2 
The things I know often slip my mind during the conversation 
because I’m nervous. 

 

3 I am always exhausted after the conversation.  
4 I worry about making mistakes during the conversation.  

5 
I worry that the communication partner is judging my English 
during the conversation. 

 

6* I am not at ease during the conversation.  

7 
After the conversation, I think about how I could have done 
better. 

 

* negative item 

 
The same set of items shown above is used for B)-E) except for the directions below. 
 
B) Please response each statement below by imaging that you are communicating in L2 with 

foreign teacher of English. 
C) Please response each statement below by imaging that you are communicating in L2 with 

Japanese friends whose English skills are stronger than yours. 
D) Please response each statement below by imaging that you are communicating in L2 with 

Japanese friends whose English skills are not as strong as yours. 
E) Please response each statement below by imaging that you are communicating in L2 with 

returnee friends. 
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ABSTRACT 

The current study reports on the relationship between test takers' reported use of listening strategies 
and their listening comprehension proficiency. The participants were 1,008 college-level EFL 
learners classified into three groups of proficiency levels: high, intermediate, and low. Findings 
showed that the high-level listeners apparently preferred the use of metacognitive strategies 
involving selective attention, advance organization and self-management as well as cognitive 
strategies such as top-down and inferencing. On the other hand, the low-level listeners appeared to 
be able to use only a limited number of LSs. What they mainly used were the bottom-up cognitive 
strategies, and inferencing. As for the intermediate listeners, in the use of LSs such as advance 
organization and self-management of metacognitive strategies, they showed similar tendencies to 
high-level listeners, while in the use of other LSs such as inferencing, they were similar to the low-
level listeners. The most marked characteristic displayed by the intermediate listeners was the use 
of translation while listening. These findings provide much food for thought for SLA researchers 
and teachers, particularly in compiling an effective list for instruction on listening strategies. 
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             (3 ) 
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,  791 , 
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, , , , 441 , 
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 ( 1) 791  ( 2)  ( 1) 
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 152 16.08 0.83 15 17 
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3. LS  

LS   
ST   

Top-down  02, 04, 10, 13, 17, 18 
19, 20, 26, 38, 39 

Bottom-up   11, 12, 15, 16 
Prediction  01 
Inferencing  ,  10, 23, 39 
Elaboration  ,  36 
Imagery   28 
Translation   21 
Repetition   07 
Note-taking   24, 33 
Memorizing   05 

ST   
Advance organization  ,  03, 14, 22 
Selective attention ,  02, 06, 11, 12, 13 

27, 30, 32, 33, 34  
Self-management ,  26 
Monitoring  34 

ST  26, 35 

 ST 
  03, 06, 07, 08, 09, 12 

14, 22, 26, 29, 30, 31 
34, 35, 37 

  25, 40 
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  791 LS  ( ) , LS  ( )  ( 4-1, 
4-2) 5 3.19, 
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, 6 Q26, Q10, Q39, Q04 top-down ST
LS , 

, LS  
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4-1.  ( ) TOP 10  (N=791) 
No. LS   
1 Q14  4.43 
2 Q03  4.24 
3 Q22  4.06 
4 Q30  3.96 
5 Q25  3.94 
6 Q26  3.73 
7 Q10  3.71 
8 Q39  3.70 

 Q34 1 , 2  3.68 
10 Q04  3.60 

 
4-2.  ( ) TOP 10  (N=791) 

No. LS   
1 Q40 ,  1.67 
2 Q24  1.97 
3 Q33  2.26 
4 Q07 ,  2.30 
5 Q32 ,  2.41 
6 Q27    2.46 
7 Q09 1 , 2  2.58 
8 Q11  , ,   2.61 

 Q01  2.72 
10 Q19  2.74 

   
4-2 , LS 10

Q40 , 
ST note-taking (Q24), repetition (Q07), 

prediction (Q01) , ST  selective attention (Q33, Q32, Q27, Q11) 
4 ,  (Q24, Q09, 

Q01)  
 
5.2 2 

, LS  
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LS  (Appendix 2) , , 
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, , , 
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3  (3.19) 
a , b LS

 
 
Type A 

, , 3 , , , 
 

 
a  ( ) 
Q30   3.9 4.2 4.0 3.3 

Q04   3.6 4.0 3.6  3.0   

Q18   3.4 3.8 3.3 3.0 

Q17  ,  3.3 3.8 3.3 2.6 

Q20   ( )   3.3 3.7 3.4 2.8 

Q38  ,  3.0 3.5 2.8 2.5 
 
b  ( ) 
Q16   2.9 2.6 3.0 3.3

 
LS

 (Q04),  (Q18) , (Q20)
, ,  (Q17), , 
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 (1995) 3 392 LS , 
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ST
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Type B 1  
 ( )   ( )  

 
a    ( ) 
Q06   3.4 3.7  3.3 3.2  

Q09  1 , 2  2.7  3.1 2.4 2.4  

Q01   2.7 3.0 2.6 2.4   
 
b    ( )  

Q25   3.9 3.3 4.1 4.3   

Q10   3.6 3.4 3.7 3.8  

 
, 1 , 2

 (Q09) LS
ST , 

 (Q01),  (Q06) , , prediction
ST , selective attention ST , 
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Type B 2  

 ( )   ( )  
 
a   ( ) 
Q14  4.4 4.5 4.5 4.1 

Q03   4.2 4.4 4.2 3.7 

Q22   4.0 4.2 4.1 3.6 

Q05    3.5 3.7 3.6 3.1 

Q29  3.5 3.7 3.6 3.2 

Q12   (when, where, how )  3.4 3.7 3.4 3.0 

Q23  3.3  3.5 3.3 2.9 

Q28   3.3 3.5 3.4 2.7 

Q36  ,  3.2 3.3 3.3 2.9 

Q13   (and, but, because )  3.1 3.3 3.3 2.7 

 
b    ( )  
Q40 ,               1.7 1.4 1.6  2.0 
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LS  
(Q14),  (Q03),  (Q22) 

 (Q12)  (Q13) ,  (Q28) 
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, ST inferencing, imagery, elaboration, memorizing, ST
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b    ) 
Q37  3.2 3.0 3.2 3.5 

 
LS  (Q24) ST

 (Q37)  
 
Type C 2  
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Q31  3.4 3.4 3.6 3.1 
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LS ,  (Q21) 
, , , , 

 (Q31) translation LS  
 

Type D  
, , 3 , 3  

 
Q26  3.8 3.7 3.8 3.8 

Q39  3.7 3.7 3.7 3.6 

Q34 1                 3.6 3.5 3.8 3.6 

  2  

Q15  3.5 3.5 3.4 3.5 

Q35  3.5 3.4 3.6 3.6 

Q02  3.1 3.2 3.0 3.3 

Q08  3.2 3.2 3.1 3.2 

Q11  ( , , )  2.6 2.6 2.6 2.6 
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5.3 3 
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5.3.1  

 
5.  ( ) TOP 10  (N=169) 

No. LS   
1 Q14  4.53 
2 Q03  4.43 
3 Q30  4.23 
4 Q22  4.16 
5 Q04  3.98 
6 Q18  3.84 
7 Q17 ,  3.79 
8 Q06  3.72 
8 Q26  3.72 

10 Q05  3.67 
10 Q12  (when, where, how )  3.67 
10 Q29  3.67 
10 Q39  3.67 

 
 

51



     

52 
 

LS , 
LS ,  (Q04) , 

 (Q18) , ,  (Q17) , 
 (Q06) ,  (when, where, how )  (Q12) 

LS , 
, , , 

, , 
ST (Q14, Q03, Q30, Q22, Q06, Q26, Q12, 

Q29) , , LS

top-down ST
 

 
5.3.2  
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No. LS   
1 Q14  4.45 
2 Q03  4.19 
3 Q22  4.11 
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5 Q30  3.95 
6 Q34 1 , 2  3.77 
7 Q26  3.76 
8 Q39  3.72 
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7.  ( ) TOP 10  (N=120) 
No. LS   
1 Q25  4.34 
2 Q14  4.12 
3 Q26  3.81 
4 Q10  3.78 
5 Q03  3.69 
6 Q22  3.60 
7 Q34 1 , 2  3.58 
7 Q35  3.58 
9 Q39  3.55 
10 Q15  3.48 
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