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Abstract 

Recently, situated willingness to communicate (WTC) has received increasing research attention 

in addition to traditional quantitative studies of trait-like WTC. This article is an addition to the 

former but unique in two ways. First, it investigates both trait and state WTC in a classroom 

context and explores ways to combine the two to reach a fuller understanding of why second 

language (L2) learners choose (or avoid) communication at given moments. Second, it 

investigates the communication behavior of individuals and of the group they constitute as 

nested systems, with the group as context for individual performance. An interventional study 

was conducted in a class for English as a foreign language (EFL) with 21 students in a Japanese 

university. During discussion sessions in English over a semester in which Initiation–Response–

Feedback (IRF) patterns were avoided to encourage students to initiate communication, 

qualitative data based on observations, student self-reflections, and interviews and scale-based 

data on trait anxiety and WTC were collected. The analyses, which focused on three selected 

participants, revealed how differences in the frequency of self-initiated turns emerged through 

the interplay of enduring characteristics, including personality and proficiency, and contextual 

influences such as other students’ reactions and group-level talk–silence patterns. 
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Situated Willingness to Communicate in An L2: Interplay of Individual Characteristics 

and Context 

 In language classrooms all over the world teachers struggle to get learners to talk in the 

target language. Learners who avoid communication are a concern for teachers, curriculum 

designers, and language planners. This issue has been central to research on willingness to 

communicate (WTC) in a second language (L2), which is defined as ‘a readiness to enter into 

discourse at a specific time with a specific person or persons, using an L2’ when free to do so 

(MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1998, p. 547). Indeed, MacIntyre et al. (1998) suggest 

that language programs be evaluated according to the degree to which they generate WTC 

among learners.  

Past research has identified various antecedents of WTC and helps to form a general 

picture of how psychological variables interrelate and affect the learners’ stable tendency to 

communicate in an L2, or trait-like WTC. Recently, an increasing number of studies have 

spotlighted the situated nature of WTC as it emerges in the classroom (e.g. Cao, 2011, 2014; 

Pawlak, Mystkowska-Wiertelak, & Bielak, 2015; Peng, 2012). However, research has yet to 

integrate situated WTC with trait WTC as individual characteristics in order to come to a fuller 

understanding of WTC as originally conceptualized by MacIntyre et al. (1998). To reach this 

goal, we need to investigate why learners choose (or avoid) communication in L2 classrooms at 

specific moments. To use Dörnyei’s (2001) metaphor, we ask what makes learners ‘cross the 

Rubicon’ (p. 88) from silence to speech, and how do we integrate these findings with enduring 

trait-like WTC patterns. In other words, we need to capture ‘the interplay of learner 

characteristics and the learning environment’ (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 179) by approaching WTC as a 

complex dynamic system. This study therefore focuses on situated WTC as it emerges in the 
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classroom and examines how the interplay of enduring learner characteristics and emergent 

contextual factors gives rise to learners’ communication behaviors. Our approach is 

interventional in nature with a major goal of encouraging learners to initiate communication in a 

traditionally quiet classroom; to do so we avoid using the familiar and conventional Initiation–

Response–Feedback (IRF) instructional pattern. 

Theoretical and Research Background 

 Since we use the WTC model as a central framework for this study, we first review the 

development of WTC research, focusing on how the WTC model proposed by MacIntyre et al. 

(1998) is addressed. Second, as our study is also informed by CDST (Complex Dynamics 

Systems Theory), we touch upon the influence of this theory on WTC research. Finally, we 

explain the context within which this interventional study is conducted. 

Willingness to Communicate (WTC) and the Pyramid Model 

 The concept of WTC, originally developed to address communication behavior in a first 

language (L1), was applied to and tested in Canadian L2 contexts by MacIntyre and associates 

(MacIntyre & Charos, 1996; MacIntyre & Clément, 1996). MacIntyre et al. (1998) developed the 

idea into a heuristic pyramid-shaped model that presents a systemic view of how various 

enduring (or trait) and situated (or state) individual variables interact and converge as WTC in 

the L2. The model emphasizes the moment of volition that, when the readiness to communicate 

reaches a certain threshold, language use is triggered at a particular time with specific 

interlocutors (see Figure 1). The situated nature of the model, which represents various factors 

interacting in a complex manner to give rise to communication behavior, foreshadowed recent 

trends in motivation and language anxiety research, including approaches informed by CDST  
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Figure 1 

Pyramid Willingness to Communicate (WTC) Model 

 

Note. Aff-Cog Context = Affective-Cognitive Context; Soc-Ind Contect = Social Individual 

Context.  

(Dörnyei, MacIntyre, & Henry, 2015; Gregersen, MacIntyre & Meza, 2014). While empirical 

research inspired by the model has been conducted in various parts of the world, most of the 

earlier studies mainly addressed the lower three layers of the model, using psychometric scales. 

Those studies identified interrelations among multiple variables that affect L2 WTC defined as ‘a 
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stable predisposition toward [L2] communication’ (MacIntyre & Charos, 1996, p. 7), which has 

been called trait-like WTC (e.g. Clément, Baker, & MacIntyre, 2003; Denies, Yashima, & 

Janssen, 2015; MacIntyre & Clément, 1996; Peng & Woodrow, 2010; Yashima, 2002; Yashima, 

Zenuk-Nishide, & Shimizu, 2004). These studies confirmed many of the enduring factors shown 

in the model, including intergroup attitudes, communicative competence, anxiety, and L2 self-

confidence influence trait-like L2 WTC.  

In contrast, recent studies have captured the situated nature of WTC. Taking WTC as an 

emerging state of readiness to speak, qualitative and mixed-method research have revealed a 

number of factors influencing participants’ state WTC (for a review, see, for example, Pawlak, 

Mystkowska-Wiertelak, & Bielak, 2015). In many of these studies situated WTC was 

operationalized as either observed frequency of communication or self-reported readiness to 

speak often indicated on a scale. Based on classroom observations using both interviews and a 

behavior categorization scheme they developed, Cao and Philp (2006) identified group size, self-

confidence, familiarity with interlocutors, and interlocutor participation in the conversation as 

factors that had the greatest impact on frequency of self-initiated communication. Kang’s (2005) 

interview-based study revealed that L2 learners’ WTC in context emerges dynamically, mediated 

by three psychological factors: perception of security, excitement, and responsibility. In response 

to MacIntyre’s (2007) call for more studies on situated WTC, many researchers have revealed a 

number of psychological and contextual influences on WTC emergent in classrooms (e.g. Cao, 

2011, 2014; de Saint Légar & Storch, 2009; MacIntyre, Burns, & Jessome, 2011; Peng, 2012). 

Among them, Cao (2014) revealed through observations and stimulated recall interviews that 

situational WTC in the classroom results from a combination of individual, contextual, and 

linguistic factors. MacIntyre, Burns, and Jessome (2011) asked participants to write situations in 
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which they (immersion students) were either most or least willing to communicate in French as 

an L2. Through the qualitative analyses of these self-reports, researchers demonstrated that 

subtle differences in the communication contexts quickly can change a learner’s affective state 

from willing to unwilling to communicate.  

MacIntyre and Legatto’s (2011) study used a CDST framework that brought about a new 

turn in research with its focus on the dynamic moment-to-moment state of WTC, in particular 

through the use of the idiodynamic method developed by these researchers. Their laboratory 

study demonstrated that WTC fluctuated dramatically over the few minutes during which the 

participants were interviewed about eight pre-selected topics. While each participant exhibited 

unique reactions to the task, consistent patterns were also observed, including a decline in WTC 

while discussing (supposedly less familiar) topics compared to others. That study stimulated a 

number of recent studies on the dynamic nature of WTC conducted in language classrooms (e.g. 

Bernales, 2016; Pawlak & Mystkowska-Wiertelak, 2015, Pawlak et al., 2015). In particular, 

Pawlak & Mystkowska-Wiertelak (2015) recorded fluctuations in WTC in pairs every 30 

seconds, while Bernales (2016) focused on learners’ thoughts planned to be articulated as 

compared to actual articulation in the classroom.  

Although research has revealed the situated and dynamic nature of WTC, very few 

studies have combined both enduring and situated influences to describe why a person decides to 

initiate communication at a particular time and place. MacIntyre, Babin, and Clément’s (1999) 

quantitative study investigated how trait and state WTC (in an L1) influence participants’ 

behavior differently. Whereas trait WTC predicted the tendency to volunteer for laboratory 

sessions, state WTC related to initiating a difficult communication task. Later, Cao (2014) 

qualitatively identified both individual and contextual factors that result in students’ 
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communication behavior in the classroom. Clearly, further research is needed that will focus on 

the top three layers of the pyramid model of L2 WTC. In particular, research is required to 

describe the process whereby participants decide to initiate (or avoid) communication at a 

particular moment while taking into account the influence of more enduring learner 

characteristics. Given the emphasis on communication in modern language pedagogy, it is 

important to know more about whether or not a person ‘crosses the Rubicon’, as represented by 

the line dividing L2 WTC and L2 use in the pyramid model. 

CDST and Interplay of Learner Characteristics and Context 

 Socially- and dynamically-oriented approaches to second language acquisition (SLA), 

including those informed by CDST (e.g. de Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007; Larsen-Freeman & 

Cameron, 2008), have contributed to a new and different perspective on individual differences 

(ID) (e.g. Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015), in which motivation, WTC, and other ID variables are 

regarded not simply as enduring traits or stable characteristics of a person but, in Dörnyei’s 

(2009) previously cited words, as ‘the dynamic interplay of learner characteristics and the 

learning environment’ (p. 179). CDST as applied to language learning has had a particularly 

powerful influence on recent research in motivation (Dörnyei et al., 2015) and WTC (MacIntyre 

& Legatto, 2011). These trends encourage us to focus on motivation and WTC as dynamically 

changing phenomena. At the same time, from a CDST perspective, WTC is a phenomenon that 

can be conceptualized on different timescales, and in this sense trait WTC should be regarded as 

more enduring or ‘the ontogenetic timescale’, while situated WTC should be seen as on ‘the 

microgenetic timescale’ (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008, p. 169). It is, therefore, possible 

that state WTC in the L2 classroom be studied as the result of interactions between trait-like 
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learner characteristics developed throughout their learning history (as shown in the lower three 

layers of the pyramid model) and contextual contingent factors emerging in the classroom.  

Also in CDST terms, individual and group level phenomena can be seen as nested 

systems that co-adapt to each other (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008). A specific individual’s 

decision to communicate (or not) at a specific time affects the group-level talk– silence pattern, 

which becomes the context of ongoing communication during a lesson. That lesson is part of a 

longer term language course set in a school with a particular history of teaching and learning. 

Research Context: Silence in Japanese EFL Classrooms 

 As an example of a context in which a teacher struggles to encourage communication 

among a group of learners, we turn to the Japanese context of English as a foreign language 

(EFL). Japanese students’ reticence in EFL classrooms has often been discussed in the literature 

(e.g. Anderson, 1993; Korst, 1997). Silence has been associated with Japanese (or, more broadly, 

Asian) cultural characteristics (Ferris & Tagg, 1996; Littlewood, 1999). Recently, King (2013) 

conducted a study in an EFL context that is particularly relevant to the present investigation. 

Based on 48 hours of classroom observation involving 30 EFL classes in various Japanese 

universities, King showed that student-initiated communication in English or Japanese accounted 

for only seven minutes, or 0.24% of the total hours observed, while the total amount of student 

talk (both self- and other-selected) accounted for 5.21% of the time. King claims that his findings 

provide empirical evidence of ‘a robust trend, with minimal variation, toward silence’ (p. 12) in 

Japanese EFL classrooms.  

Some research in WTC deals with the issues faced by Japanese learners during study 

abroad in English-speaking countries. Yashima et al. (2004) reports difficulties faced by Japanese 
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high school students as they attempt to initiate communication and establish interpersonal 

relationships while on a sojourn in the USA. Nakane (2006) found that Japanese students in 

Australian university seminars took substantially fewer self-selected turns compared to their 

Australian counterparts, with the extensive use of face-saving silence being observed among 

them. These observations indicate that for Japanese students (and perhaps most other temporary 

sojourners in a similar position), using the L2 in real life contexts and learning to initiate 

communication is a critical issue.  

These studies led us to design a 12-week long interventional study in which self-initiated 

communication by Japanese EFL learners was encouraged. Although a study of self-initiated 

communication has a particular relevance to the Japanese EFL context, lessons learned in that 

context could be informative for other foreign language learning contexts. 

Objectives of the Study 

The main objective of this interventional study is to investigate ways in which the 

interplay of learner characteristics and contextual influences boosts or reduces state WTC, 

resulting in differences in frequency of communication observed in an EFL classroom. To 

capture WTC as readiness to initiate communication when given a choice, we created a situation 

where students could take turns volitionally. Specifically, IRF patterns were avoided as they 

inevitably create teacher-centered discourse patterns, as King (2013) observes (see also Larsen-

Freeman & Cameron, 2008).  

We use CDST as an additional lens through which to look at both trait and state WTC on 

different timescales, as well as considering both individual experience and group-level 

phenomena as interacting, nested systems. In the group-level analysis, our objective is to record 
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the observable communication behaviors of EFL learners as a group as well as affective 

dynamics within the group when they are engaged in a classroom activity designed to facilitate 

student-initiated communication. By focusing on individuals, we examine the emergence of state 

WTC resulting in self-initiated turns as well as how trait-like WTC interacts with contextual 

factors to make those learners choose (or avoid) communication. This will contribute to the 

understanding of the operation of the momentary processes shown in the top three layers of the 

pyramid model, while at the same time incorporating the influence of the more enduring factors 

shown in the lower three layers. This should also make it possible to note how the ongoing 

patterns of decisions to communicate (or not) made by individuals helps to create talk–silence 

patterns in a classroom community, which in turn becomes the social context that helps boost (or 

constrain) individuals’ willingness to communicate. To address these objectives, we pose the 

following research questions: 

When encouraged to participate in a discussion as part of a classroom activity: 

Research question 1: What patterns of student turns were observed over the 12 weeks?  

Research question 2: Were group-level affective changes (focusing on anxiety) observed 

over the 12 weeks?  

Research question 3: How are individual differences in state WTC as represented in 

frequency of self-initiated talk generated through the interaction of trait-like WTC 

(representing learner characteristics shown in the lower three layers of the pyramid 

model) and contextual factors? 

Table 1 

Class Flow  
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Method 

Participants  

 The participants were 21 Japanese first-year university students (15 females and 6 males) 

learning EFL in Japan and planning to study abroad for one academic year as a requirement of 

the curriculum. They had received six years of EFL instruction in high school as a prerequisite 

before being matriculated to the university. Of the 21 participants, 16 had had overseas 

experience of more than two weeks, and five had spent over six months abroad. While in Japan, 

these students had limited opportunities to have contact with English speakers or to use English 

in natural communication situations outside the school context. 

Teaching Intervention 

 The teaching intervention was implemented in one of the five English courses the 

participants were taking over one semester (15 weeks), with one 90-minute class per week. The 

course aimed at improving their listening and speaking abilities in English and was taught by the 

third author. In addition, a research assistant attended the class each week in order to make audio 

recordings and take observation notes.  

In 12 of the 15 weeks in the semester (from the 2nd to the 13th week), the participants 

took part in a 20-minute discussion followed by a 10-minute reflection at the end of each class 
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(for the flow of an entire class, see Table 1). All 21 participants took part in the discussion as one 

group. This whole-class discussion was based on the content of the textbook the participants 

studied in the first half of each class. To prepare for the whole-class discussion, they were given 

a chance to discuss the topic in question first in pairs and then in smaller groups (of three to six) 

prior to the whole-class discussion. They were assigned to pairs or groups randomly by using 

play cards so that they could practice communicating with a variety of participants. During the 

whole-class discussion, the instructor’s control of interactions was kept to a minimum by 

eliminating IRF sequences and refraining from appointing a student as the next speaker, as 

typically occurs in ordinary class interactions. Instead, any one of the participants could take the 

initiative to speak at any time. When the discussion became stuck, the instructor encouraged the 

whole class (not any particular student) to contribute an opinion, thus creating a situation in 

which students needed to initiate communication.1 Discussion topics (e.g. What should you do to 

make restaurant business successful? Do you have a phobia? How do you try to overcome this 

phobia?) based on the content of each chapter in the textbook, and were given to the participants 

beforehand so that they could prepare for the discussion if they wished. Finally, the instructor 

gave participants autonomy to switch topics during the discussion if they found the topic 

uninteresting or difficult. This intervention was regarded as useful for these students since they 

were planning to study in English-speaking universities in the following academic year, and the 

significance of this approach was explained to them. 

Data Collection 

 Data were collected in multiple ways. As stated earlier, since we aimed to integrate 

findings influencing situated WTC with trait-like WTC, we administered a questionnaire in 

which traditional scales for trait-like WTC and anxiety were assessed while at the same time 
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tallying observed frequency of turns. In addition, learner perceptions were assessed through 

reflection sheets and interviews, as explained below.  

Trait WTC, L2 anxiety, and proficiency. Before the teaching intervention could be 

implemented, the participants gave their informed consent, and a questionnaire was administered 

to assess levels of willingness to communicate (WTC) in English and Japanese (8 items each 

drawn from Yashima, 2002, 2009) and anxiety (6 items, drawn from Ryan, 2008, 2009) as shown 

in Appendix 1.2 Anxiety was investigated because its negative influence on WTC has been 

shown consistently in past research (e.g. Denies, Yashima, & Janssen, 2015; MacIntyre & 

Charos, 1996; Liu & Jackson, 2008) and because it can be examined from a CDST perspective 

(Gregersen et al., 2014). Students rated all items on a six-point scale. Data on the participants’ 

English proficiency were also collected by asking them to self-report the scores on the TOEFL-

ITP (Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Institutional Test Program) they had received 

some two weeks earlier, a test all of them had taken at the beginning of the semester as part of a 

curriculum requirement.  

Frequency of communication, length of pause. During the teaching intervention, each 

discussion session was audio-recorded with the students’ permission and subsequently 

transcribed. Observation notes were taken by the research assistant, focusing on who talked and 

how often, which she later confirmed on the basis of the recordings and transcripts.  

Learner perceptions. At the end of each discussion session, reflection sheets were handed 

out for the students to record retrospective accounts of why they were (or were not) able to 

participate, and what they would need to do in order to contribute more to the discussion next 

time. Students self-assessed the level of anxiety/nervousness felt during the session on a Likert-

scale from 1 to 10 entered on a reflection sheet. Once all of 12 sessions were completed, another 
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questionnaire was administered to elicit the participants’ retrospective accounts of the whole-

class group discussion activity. Included in this questionnaire was a section asking how often 

they performed certain activities (12 items) in preparation for the discussion (e.g. writing up 

ideas) as well as some open-ended questions.  

Finally, semi-structured stimulated recall interviews were conducted individually in 

Japanese with four of the participants by the third author once for each participant (Interview 

questions are shown in Appendix 2). The stimuli used here were their responses to the 

questionnaire administered at the end of the semester, the textbook, and other materials used on 

the course, following Gass & Mackey’s (2000) definition. The four interviewees were selected 

on the basis of the frequency and style of their participation. Two interviewees participated 

frequently, a third participated regularly but not extensively, and a fourth who was mostly quiet 

and might be considered rather passive. Due to space constraints, we report on three of the four 

interviewees to represent learners who participated at high, moderate, and low levels in terms of 

the frequency of turns taken. 

Data Analyses 

 Individuals and group communication behaviors were analysed in the following manner. 

First, to address research question 1, recordings of each of the 12 whole-class discussion sessions 

were transcribed (for an example, see Excerpt 1), with the passage of time indicated in seconds. 

As an indicator of state WTC, the frequency of student self-selected turns (other-selected turns 

were counted separately), defined by turn-taking switches and pauses following Fujie (2000) was 

counted based on the research assistant’s observation notes and the transcripts of the 12 sessions, 

and amount of talk by instructor and students as well as amount of silence between turns was 

measured. Based on these, a talk–silence ratio at the group level was calculated.  
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Note. All names are pseudonyms. 

 Turning to research question 2, to capture the dynamics of group-level psychological 

states, the mean and standard deviation of nervousness/anxiety levels were calculated for each 

discussion session over the semester. To answer research question 3, a case study approach was 

taken. First, we analysed the selected participants’ trait WTC and anxiety relative to criterion 

values (class means and two types of norms, as explained in the Results section), performance 

indicators, and proficiency levels, and compared these with each other. The interview data were 

transcribed and subsequently open-coded by the authors and compared for similarities and 

differences between the three interviewees with reference to a number of data-driven themes 

(following Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To present each learner profile and explain why they 

exhibited a particular communication behavior, we integrated all of the data with the interview 

data, including trait WTC in the L1 and L2, proficiency, the transcribed discourse data, reflection 

sheets, and the final questionnaire. 

Results and Discussion 
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 We now present the results and a discussion of our findings: first group-level analyses 

(research question 1 and research question 2) followed by individual analyses (research question 

3). Finally, we integrate the group-level and individual analyses. 

Group Level Analyses 

 Table 2 presents a summary of student participation and group-level communication 

patterns shown as total frequency of student turns (both self-selected and other-selected)3 in each 

of the 12 sessions, average length of each turn, and number of contributors. On average, 12 

students contributed 38.3 turns (or 27 self-initiated turns) in each session, each of which lasted 

an average of 16.8 seconds. On average, each student contributed 15.4 self-initiated turns out of 

21.9 total turns over the 12 sessions. Some students contributed more than others; three students 

each contributed over 30 turns and two students each contributed fewer than five turns. Figure 2 

shows the proportion (in terms of time) of student talk, teacher talk, and silence in each of the 12 

discussion sessions over the entire intervention, with each full 20-minute session representing 

100%. The proportion of student talk in all of the discussions varied greatly over the semester, 

from a low of 19% to a high of 66%, with a mean of 46%. The total frequency of student-

initiated turns at each time shown in Table 2 is shown in Figure 2 as a line graph.  

A combination of the mean length of each turn, the number of turns, and number of 

contributors reveals the characteristics of the discussion at a particular session. For example, at 

Time 4 the topic was ‘Do we all need to speak English like Americans?’ The total frequency of 

turns was 18: 11 of the 21 students contributed fairly lengthy turns, with a mean of 30.1 seconds 

per turn. The transcript of this session confirms that each student expressed his or her views 

along with supporting reasons. At Time 5, on the other hand, with the topic ‘How can we 

overcome a phobia?’ the average turn length was 9.7 seconds, with 12 participants contributing 
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57 turns, indicating a fairly small number of students frequently taking relatively short turns. 

These data reflect how familiar students were with the topic and the patterns of discourse each 

topic elicited. 

Table 2 

 Total Frequency of Student Turns, Average Length of Each Turn, and Number of Contributors to 

the Discussion 

 

Figure 2 

Proportion of Student Talk, Teacher Talk, Silence, and Frequency of Self-Selected Student Turns 

 

 Based on these results, which concern the learners’ participation in the discussion, we can 

conclude that although there was variation in student participation, as a whole, student talk took 
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up nearly half of all session time on average. The intervention used in the present study resulted 

in far more student talk than might be expected based on King’s (2013) results. However, 

considerable variation was observed between those who participated frequently and those who 

remained rather quiet, a topic to which we focus in our discussion for individual analyses 

(research question 3). For now we turn to the general affective state of the class.  

Figure 2 shows the mean levels of nervousness/anxiety level felt during the discussion 

session for the class, and how anxiety changed over the semester. It shows that students’ mean 

anxiety level fell gradually. On closer observation, there was a sharp drop between Time 1 and 2, 

followed by another between Time 4 and 5. The first of these drops occurred between the 

encounter with a completely novel task and Time 2, when students knew what to expect. By 

Time 5 the learners appeared to have got used to the task and the anxiety level somewhat 

stabilized. This means that repeated discussion tasks reduce situated anxiety in a class, a good 

sign, especially as past research shows that anxiety negatively influences WTC. The 

communication pattern and the general anxiety level of the class helps to establish the context for 

each individual’s affect and performance, a point we discuss in the next section (see Figure 3). 

Individual Analyses 

 For individual analyses, we examined the cases of three participants: Taki, Nachi, and 

Oto.4 First, we present the three learners’ communication behaviors, proficiency levels, trait-like 

anxiety, and WTC. We then discuss each participant’s case, incorporating multiple data sources, 

including individual characteristics and the relevant interview data in order to describe each type.  
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Table 3 provides communication-related individual leaner characteristics. For the three 

participants chosen on the basis of differential communication performances, data are available 

for proficiency (TOEFL-ITP), number of turns, trait WTC in the L1 and the L2, and anxiety. To  

Figure 3 

Group Mean of Nervousness/Anxiety Felt During Each Session  

 

contextualize these scores, group average scores are presented for comparison.5 Interestingly, the 

TOEFL scores of our three selected learners were almost identical, indicating that proficiency 

alone cannot account for the large differences in their communication behaviors. Our first 

learner, Taki, is a very active contributor who showed higher than average trait WTC in the L1 

and especially high WTC in the L2, along with low levels of L2 anxiety. The second learner, 

Nachi, contributed approximately one turn in each session, and her L1 WTC in Japanese was 

higher than the group mean by one and half standard deviations, creating a wide gap between her 
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WTC in the L1 and L2. Although her WTC level indicates a talkative person when using the L1, 

this communication tendency did not transfer to the L2 where she also experienced higher than 

average levels of L2 anxiety. Finally, Oto, our third learner, was mostly silent for 12 weeks with 

no self-selected turns and showing lower-than-average WTC in the L1 and L2, along with high 

levels of L2 anxiety.  

Next, we present each of the three individuals as an abbreviated case study, triangulating 

multiple sources of data in order to better understand how the learners’ communication behaviors 

emerged. We report trait WTC as enduring characteristics as well as state WTC that results from 

the interaction of trait WTC and emergent contextual influences. Whenever we can, we describe 

the learners’ emotional reactions in reference to two concepts in the pyramid model: state self-

confidence and desire to communicate.  

a Taki. Taki scored higher-than-average trait WTC in both the L1 and the L2. In the 

interview she stated she was quite ready to speak English at any time. Her strong L2 WTC may 

be rooted in her ample experience of communicating in English, a marked difference from the 

other two participants. In high school, Taki took a number of communication-focused English 

courses, in which she was given frequent chances to participate in discussions. She also 

experienced one year of study abroad as part of her high school curriculum in addition to a two-

week home stay overseas in her junior high school days. She stated that after this study-abroad 

experience, she found herself speaking quite naturally. Her higher than average trait WTC in the 

L2 is likely to result from a combination of communication-facilitating personality traits (high 

L1 WTC) interacting over time with readiness for L2 communication acquired through her 

learning history, in particular her overseas experience.  
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Table 3 

Summary of Three Participants’ Communication Behavior, Proficiency, Trait Anxiety, and Trait 

WTC 

 

Taki stated in the interview that although she was nervous in the whole-group discussion, 

she had no difficulty in expressing herself in English. She also suggested that contextual factors 

such as pair-work partners’ competency or a large group size in a discussion might make it 

difficult to communicate in English. Taki was genuinely concerned about the difficulties her 

classmates appeared to be experiencing in participating in the discussions and earnestly wanted 

them to participate equally. She said she hated to see herself monopolizing the discussion, adding 

that ‘[if] a classmate might have the same opinion as mine and if I expressed it, I would deprive 

her of the chance to speak. Should I do this?’ Although other students’ quietness left her with 

many chances to participate in discussions, she refrained from participating as often as she could 

have. Examination of the transcripts of the classroom discussion sessions revealed that she often 

related her comments to what other students said. Frequently observed in her interactions were 
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expressions of agreement such as ‘I can understand both sides. But I agree with Yaya and Masa’s 

opinion, because …’ (Time 3). Moreover, she often confirmed what other students had said or 

asked questions about their statements. When she expressed her opinion, she showed a 

willingness to relate her contribution to other students’ statements, such as ‘I also have a phobia 

about darkness, same as Shiki’ (Time 5). 

Her comments in the reflection sheets indicated that she often felt compelled to say 

something to make the discussion more active. Thus, Taki initiated communication as she tried to 

engage others and get the discussion to flow by involving others. At Time 7 she started a 

question and answer chain by kicking off a question and whispering an instruction to pass it 

around. Her comments indicate a sense of responsibility and concern about collective well-being 

(in the sense that everyone should participate), a reluctance to monopolize the floor (possibly a 

culturally-constructed tendency), and self-consciousness that seems to have acted to put the 

brakes on her performance from time-to-time.  

Overall, the interplay between her stable tendencies to approach communication in both 

L1 and L2, along with a sense that she was able to exercise some responsibility to engage with 

her classmates in this context, led to a strong tendency to initiate communication, especially 

during periods of silences, and then to facilitate ongoing conversation with her peers.  

b Nachi. Nachi had higher-than-average anxiety about speaking English and lower L2 

WTC. In contrast, she reported high L1 WTC. She repeatedly mentioned in the interview that she 

was very nervous at the beginning of the course and wrote about her anxieties in the reflection 

sheets. Her prior experience with communication in English was limited. She attended a regular 

public high school where English language teaching (ELT) focused on grammar and preparation 

for college entrance examinations and no oral English classes were offered. Unlike Taki, she had 
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had no overseas experience. Despite her anxiety and lack of experience with communication in 

English, Nachi said that she found her university EFL classes ‘new and refreshing’.  

Nachi did not take any turns in the first session and remained quiet throughout the 

session, though she did experience a tension between approaching and avoiding communication. 

Commenting on this ambivalence, she wrote in the reflection sheet: ‘I was frightened to 

participate in the discussion, though I wanted to say something.’ Using the terminology from the 

WTC pyramid model, the emerging reaction might be described as low state self-confidence. At 

Time 2, however, she successfully contributed her opinion, giving a fairly lengthy explanation 

about how her name was chosen, which took 63 seconds including some hesitation pauses. She 

wrote in the reflection sheet on the day, ‘People talked actively today, which encouraged me to 

speak as well.’ This is the day when student talk occupied 62% of the total time, with 15 of 21 

students participating (see Table 2 and Figure 1), illustrating the part played by contextual factors 

(including a relatively accessible topic and conducive class atmosphere). In the interview based 

on the final questionnaire, we also learned that this stretch of English communication was the 

result of her efforts and willingness to participate as we explain below.  

In the questionnaire we administered at the end of the semester, we asked the learners to 

rate how often they did each of 12 activities in preparation for the discussion. Nachi reported that 

her approach included ‘thought about what to say in Japanese’, ‘thought about what to say in 

English’, ‘looked up words to be used in the discussion in the dictionary’, and ‘rehearsed in her 

mind what to say’, performing these actions more frequently than the other two interviewees. In 

the interview she said, ‘I simulated the interaction, imagining myself responding to what other 

students said.’ It could be said that she tried to visualize her L2 self as vivid and elaborate 

(Dörnyei, 2005, 2009), saying: ‘I prepared for the discussion because I wanted to participate. 
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Without preparation, I cannot speak … because I don’t have the ability to say what comes to my 

mind yet.’ She also said that she tried to understand the content of the text and read aloud as she 

listened to the tape recording when preparing at home, which she believed gave her confidence. 

Preparation thus helped to boost her state self-confidence, enabling her to contribute one turn on 

average at each time. She also admitted that small group work was helpful in preparing for the 

whole class discussion because each person could express an opinion in that situation.  

She admitted that it was very hard to be the first to speak or to be the one who breaks the 

silence. In fact, seeing her good friend expressing her opinion made it easier for her to follow 

suit thus reducing her state anxiety. In addition, as time went by, classmates got to know each 

other and this ‘helped soften the atmosphere’, reducing her anxiety. It was also revealed in the 

interview that she was sensitive to who was speaking and what was being said moment-to-

moment. When she was quiet, she ‘was following the flow of the discussion, trying to analyse 

how good speakers organize ideas when they take turns’. This was reflected in her observed 

communicative performance, wherein she tended to remain quiet except for moments of effort 

and determination, when she managed to contribute to the discussion, approximately once during 

each class meeting. Nachi tried to fill the gap between her natural inclination to communicate 

and her perceived inability to communicate in English by preparing herself in a particular way 

that was sensitive to the conditions around her.  

c Oto. Oto kept mostly silent during the group discussion sessions over the 12 weeks and 

spoke on only one occasion when a question was directed to her. Compared to Taki and Nachi, 

Oto showed higher trait anxiety and lower trait WTC in both the L1 and the L2. Oto’s WTC 

scores suggest that she is not particularly talkative in Japanese or in English. Her history shows 

that she had had more exposure to communication in English than Nachi did; Oto attended a 
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school where she sometimes experienced an ‘easier version of the discussion in English’ and had 

made a short trip to Australia when she was in her first year of junior high school. In fact, her 

proficiency based on TOEFL score was not low compared with the others. Yet it would appear 

that prior learning experiences in English did not help raise her L2 WTC much.  

The trait-level characteristics interact with contextual factors. Oto felt that her classmates 

were ‘very fluent and overwhelming’, and the discussion topics were ‘difficult’ and she claimed 

that she ‘had no opinions about’ those topics. It was revealed in the interview that her high 

anxiety arose partly from self-awareness of her quiet voice, a feature that could have affected her 

state self-confidence and led her to remain silent. As she stated, ‘When people react to what I say 

with “Pardon?” I feel frightened.’ She appreciated a question-and-answer chain started by Taki, 

which gave her the only opportunity to talk in response to a question directed to her. As she 

commented, ‘I was thinking it was a good chance, I should try to say something as somebody is 

going to ask me.’ The anticipation of a question gave her time to think, secured her turn, and 

seemingly boosted the desire to say something at that one moment in time.  

For Oto, her personality and low trait L2 WTC combined with relatively high anxiety 

contribute to her quietness. Her momentary self-consciousness and ongoing comparison to 

classmates she felt were better than her seemed to reduce both her state self-confidence and 

desire to communicate. Once quietness becomes habitual, it can be difficult to change. In the 

interview, she stated: ‘At the beginning, my attitude was like, I’ll just watch others having a 

discussion, but eventually I felt it’s important to say something.’ She noticed that many of her 

peers contributed their opinions while making grammatical errors, speaking only in short phrases 

or stumbling. ‘Still, others listened to them and asked questions if they didn’t understand. I 

realized that it was OK to speak like that.’ These comments suggest that she initially held the 
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belief that she should produce grammatically correct full sentences, which may have placed extra 

pressure on her and reduced her state desire to communicate. However, she was somewhat 

awakened to how people communicate in real life. As she also said, ‘I learned that trying to say 

something is important, because if I say something, people will listen.’ 

Interaction of Group and Individuals  

 We saw how the interplay of trait WTC and emerging contextual influences create 

situated emotional responses leading to state WTC and self-initiated turns (or lack thereof). From 

a CDST perspective, we focused on L2 WTC using two timescales within each of the three focal 

participants, trait-level enduring patterns and state-level emergent variability, as well as the 

nested systems of group and individual. With respect to individuals’ trait-level WTC, each of the 

three learners showed classroom patterns generally consistent with the traits they reported: Taki 

was high in both L1 and L2 WTC and she spoke often, Nachi was lower than average in L2 

WTC but had above average L1 WTC and we see her willingness to communicate was 

contingent on a suitable opportunity arising, and Oto had rather low L1 and L2 WTC and she 

remained quiet most of the time.  

Considering the communication activity in the classroom, at the group level, it was 

revealed that the amount of student talk and the number of student-initiated turns was far greater 

than observed by King (2013) or the stereotype of a Japanese classroom might suggest. Our 

results show that student communication fluctuated dynamically over the semester, even as 

anxiety within the group gradually fell over time and stabilized.  

The group-level tendencies were echoed in students’ own comments in the reflection 

sheets. Although many expressed anxiety as a reason for non-participation in the early stages, 
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their reported anxiety fell substantially during the second half of the semester. This group-level 

tendency thus became part of the context for individual participation. Nachi mentioned in the 

interview that the softening class atmosphere helped reduce her anxiety. She also stated that 

when many classmates talked actively, she found it easier to participate.  

The three profiles show that each student experienced many thoughts and emotions that 

emerged in context as a reaction to other students’ behaviors. Although many teachers might 

welcome a generally more talkative language classroom, the effects on specific individuals can 

sometimes be difficult to predict, and unintentionally may even move in the opposite direction. A 

student such as Oto, who demonstrated a high level of trait anxiety and low trait WTC, may be 

especially sensitive to contextual factors. When her classmates were perceived to be 

overwhelmingly fluent and active, Oto experienced a higher level of state anxiety and a chronic 

pattern of moments of low self-confidence and silence. By contrast, even though she was very 

nervous, Nachi had a strong desire to contribute an opinion in class, and on several occasions she 

overcame her anxiety and ‘crossed the Rubicon’ into action. Nachi prepared thoroughly in order 

to overcome her lack of self-confidence and had heightened willingness to communicate when 

an appropriate opportunity arose. Taki, with her high WTC, was concerned with the whole class 

performance and often tried to connect her contribution to those of others, including by filling 

the silence in order to move the discussion along. Nevertheless, her state WTC fell somewhat 

when she became hesitant to dominate the discussion.  

Students’ momentary psychological reactions to contextual factors both facilitated and 

constrained their participation in the discussions, showing interesting situational dynamics that 

scores on a trait-like WTC inventory alone can never reveal. At the same time, the individual 

reactions created a group level pattern. From a CDST perspective, this group-level talk–silence 
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pattern becomes a key part of the social context, inviting or inhibiting individual participation. 

For example, although a long silence discouraged many students from talking, it stimulated an 

individual such as Taki to say something in order to reverse the trend. As demonstrated in the 

analyses, situated WTC is understood as more than the sum of the various enduring variables 

shown in the lower three layers of the model. Context, including topic, group-level affective 

state, ambience, other students’ reactions, and exquisitely contingent processes interact to trigger 

fleeting, momentary psychological reactions that include feeling self-confidence and a desire to 

communicate at a particular moment with a particular person (or persons) - this is the definition 

of WTC and the final psychological step prior to L2 use.  

This study went a step further than prior research by attempting to enhance classroom 

WTC as part of investigating the process by which individuals’ state WTC emerges. There was 

considerable value in acknowledging the underlying influence of enduring learner characteristics 

(including personality, L2 proficiency, and learning experiences) as well as the dynamically 

changing intra- and inter-personal, and many other contextual factors. Thus the study contributes 

to filling the gap between theory as represented in the pyramid model and prior empirical 

research conducted in the field. 

Conclusions 

Pedagogical Implications 

 We implemented a teaching intervention in response to the claim that silence 

predominates in Japanese EFL classroom in the hope of proposing possible solutions. One way 

to address this issue was to see how much students communicate when the IRF pattern they have 

become accustomed to (in which turns are typically assigned by the teacher) is removed. We also 
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gave students chances to rehearse in pairs and small groups prior to whole class discussions. We 

observed that students took up an average 46% of the 20-minute discussion time, far higher than 

5.21% reported in King (2013). Of course we cannot compare directly the two findings since 

classroom conditions were very different. Students also showed a tendency to become less 

nervous as discussion sessions were repeated. In other words we demonstrated that by lifting 

teacher control and leaving the responsibility to participate to learners, we encouraged the 

participants to take up the challenge of keeping the discussion going. However, we should 

mention that although IRF tends to elicit teacher-centered interactions, it can take various 

formats and functions, and a type of initiation in which the teacher does not nominate speakers 

by asking questions openly can in fact enhance learner initiative (see van Lier, 1996 for varied 

types of IRF).  

Further, through three cases, we were able to show that each of the students created a 

challenge for themselves. Taki was trying to involve the class by making the discussion active, 

Nachi was determined to contribute to the discussion and prepared in order to make that possible, 

and Oto, though appearing passive, was working inwardly on trying to assess the value of the 

task. As this task was repeated, the students tried to overcome these personal challenges, with 

some of them making efforts to find ways to participate, for example, by preparing for the 

discussion. They all reported a form of agentive intervention. It is also possible that they engaged 

in ‘the kinds of cognitive processing that include establishing joint attention, reading 

communicative intentions, processing perspective/construal, and so on,’ which Larsen–Freeman 

(2013, p. 120) deems vital for L2 development and are features of authentic communication. We 

believe that experiences of this type have the potential to help prepare learners to participate in 

discussions in academic contexts, a situation they will surely encounter during study abroad. In 
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contexts outside of the classroom, learners are not automatically offered opportunities to use the 

L2 (Norton, 2000; Yashima et al., 2004), while it is acknowledged that learners need to use the 

language in a productive manner in order to develop their competence (Swain, 2005). To do so, 

language learners need to create opportunities of their own. In this sense, enhancing WTC and 

the skills needed to take the initiative to communicate is crucial.  

As discussed above, throughout the teaching intervention, we saw students’ behaviors 

being transformed. Even when observable behavior was silence, as often was the case for Oto, 

we noted attitudinal changes in that learner toward acknowledging the value of communicating. 

She did not cross the Rubicon, but she approached it as a result of the intervention. We also 

found from learner reflections that some students found strategies to initiate turns by asking 

questions and listening carefully so that they could react to what someone said. Skills training in 

initiating turns by asking questions or commenting on what others said will help encourage quiet 

learners to take the first step in participating in discussions. 

Limitations and Future Studies 

 Before concluding, we should mention the limitations of this study. First, the period of 

intervention was short, and we would need to investigate more than one class if we are to 

generalize the effects of the intervention. Second, videotaping the class interactions and using 

them in stimulated recall interviews would have aided the understanding of what was taking 

place at particular moments in the classroom. Although it was remarkable that students took the 

floor nearly 50% of the time, the proportion of silence (over 30% on average) suggests that there 

is a need to better understand the periods of silence among learners. In future studies, we should 

try different instructional and interactional patterns, with different class sizes. For example, we 

should probe how pair and group discussions can be designed in such a way as to help learners 
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increase their WTC and how students can be prepared to maximize participation in whole-class 

discussions.  

Despite these limitations, the results of the study reveal ways in which state WTC 

emerges in context, resulting in individual differences in communication performance and thus 

providing us with a more holistic understanding of WTC in an L2. We demonstrated that 

understanding why a person ‘crosses the Rubicon’ (or not) can be deepened by a combination of 

trait-like characteristics as assessed on traditional scales and analyses of situated emergent 

processes, which, following Dörnyei and Ryan (2015), is a major future direction for research in 

individual learner differences, including motivation and WTC. 
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Footnotes 

1. Based on our definition of WTC, a hand-raising that does not result in a turn is regarded 

as equivalent to a self-initiated turn. In this study, while students did not really compete 

for taking turns, those who raised hands always took turns.  

2. The items were kept identical to those in Ryan (2009), which covered 1,896 students and 

Yashima (2014), with surveyed 243 freshmen in three universities including the one the 

participants in the present study were attending.  

3. Of the total student turns (460), 70.4% (324) were self-selected.  

4. All names are pseudonyms.  

5. Means of 243 college freshmen (Norm 1), and means of the 1,896 university students 

reported by Ryan (2008) (Norm 2). 
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Appendix A 

Item Examples of Trait ID Variables 

Anxiety (6 items, ɑ = .87)  

• I am worried that other speakers of English might find my English strange. If I met an 

English speaker, I would feel nervous.  

Self-confidence (5 items, ɑ = .69)  

• I am sure I will be able to learn a foreign language.  

• I always feel that my classmates speak English better than I do.  

Motivation (or intended learning effort) (8 items, ɑ = .80)  

• I am working hard at learning English.  

• If an English course was offered in the future, I would like to take it.  

Willingness to communicate (WTC) (8 items, English: ɑ = .92; Japanese: ɑ = .86): ‘How likely is 

it that you would choose to initiate communication in each of the following situations?’  

• When you find an acquaintance standing before you in a line.  

• When you have a discussion in a small group of friends.  

International posture (20 items, ɑ = .91)  

• I want to make friends with international students studying in Japan.  

• I’d rather avoid work that sends me overseas frequently.  

Note. Alphas were calculated with a sample of 264 (respondents for Norm 1 data and the 21 

participants in this study). 
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Appendix B 

Questions Asked in the Semi-Structured Interviews 

1. Did the instructor’s comment that the fact that you were required to take the initiative in 

class while studying abroad influence your frequency of talk in the group discussions? 

2. Were any particular in-class activities or events especially useful in the group 

discussions? 

3. How did you feel or what did you think while you were speaking in the group 

discussions? 

4. How did you feel or what did you think while you were listening to your classmates in 

the group discussions? 

5. Is there anything you paid particular attention to or made use of while participating in the 

group discussions? 

6. In what situations was it especially easy for you to speak in the group discussions? 

7. In what situations was it especially difficult for you to speak in the group discussions? 

8. Did you prepare in any way for the group discussions? If so, how and why? 

 


