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The first author’s experience with ELLs
helped him notice individual learning dif-
ferences among groups of young children
learning English, Given the research sup-
port for relationships between self-efficacy
and academic achievement in general (e.g.,
Pajares & Valiante, 1997; Schunk, 1994;
Shih & Alexander, 2000), there is a need
to explore the impact of self-efficacy within
this novel domain. Enbancing students’
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SELF-EFFICACY BELIEFS LEARNING ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

self-efficacy beliefs may be crucial to the
development of language learning. For
example, higher self-efficacious students
may be more persistent in solving lan-
guage problems. These relationships have
not been investigated among young ELLs
(Huang, Lloyd, & Mikulecky, 1999). In
addition, most of the previous work was
situated in western settings and so less is
known about how self-efficacy operates with
non-western individuals (Klassen, 2004).
Therefore, the purpose of this study was
to provide a descriptive analysis of three
Chinese boys’ self-efficacy beliefs.

Self-efficacy refers to individuals’ judg-
ments of what they can do with the skills
they possess, rather than the judgments
of the skills themselves, and four major
sources of self-efficacy information impact
the level of self-efficacy: mastery or enac-
tive experience, vicarious experience, social
persuasion, and physiological or emotional
state (Bandura, 1997).

Mastery or enactive experience refers to
past experience of success and/or failure.
“Successes raise efficacy appraisals; re-
peated failures lower them, especially if the
failures occur early in the course of events
and do not reflect lack of effort or adverse
external circumstances” (Bandura, 1986, p.
399). Vicarious experience refers to obser-
vations of others’ successes and failures. As
we make observations, we draw conclusions
about our ability in similar contexts. Thus,
peer models are important sources of self-
efficacy information (Schunk & Hanson,
1985). Self-appraisals of competence also
are partly based on the opinions of signifi-
cant others (Bandura, 1997). That is, social
persuasion—in the form of feedback from
adults in the environment regarding the
adequacy of performance—affects students’
self-efficacy beliefs. The final source of
information related to competence is the so-
matic information conveyed by physiological
or emotional states (Bandura, 1997). It is
not the arousal state per se but the meaning
given to it that affects one’s perceived self-
efficacy. For example, high achievers may
read arousal as challenge, which bolsters

their sense of efficacy. Similarly, mood
also has an impact through activation of
associated memories (Bandura, 1997). A
positive mood activates thoughts of past
accomplishments, whereas a negative mood
activates memories of past failures.

Additional factors that influence students’
self-efficacy beliefs have been examined
within the field of English language learn-
ing. Self-efficacy has been shown to be in-
fluenced by students’ interests, the teacher’s
role, complexity of required tasks, learners’
performance, comparison to other learners,
effort put into the task, and metacognitive
awareness (Huang & Chang, 1998; Wang
& Ruie, 1987).

Studies that examined the impact of
self-efficacy on academic outcomes (e.g.,
Pajares & Graham, 1999; Pajares & Val-
iante, 1997; Voss, 2001) provide important
insight for the present study. In the present
study, three Chinese boys’ behaviors were
observed and associated with their self-ef-
ficacy beliefs elicited through interviews
following the observations. The following
questions guided our research:

1) Which of the participants’ behaviors pro-
vide evidence of their self-efficacy beliefs
related to learning English across dif-
ferent learning tasks and across home-
based and school-based contexts?

2) What factors affect the development of
the participants’ self-efficacy?

3) What are participants’ self-efficacy
beliefs across tasks and contexts?

4) How do participants’ self-efficacy beliefs
vary across different learning tasks
and across home-based and school-
based contexts?

Method
Settings and Participants
All three participants were Chinese citi-
zens who attended the same U.S. public
elementary school in a metropolitan city.
The school was located near a large mid-
western university. The student population
was drawn from 35 different countries;
international students constituted approxi-
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mately one-third of the enrollment. ELLsin
this school were mainstreamed in regular
classes for most of the day and then partici-
pated in pull-out classes to receive English
as a second language services (ESL classes).
Participants in this study were observed in
regular classes because they all exited from
the ESL classes.

In 2002-03, the majority of the K-5 stu-
dents (294 students overall) were white
(40.1 percent) or Asian (33.6 percent).
African American students accounted
for 20.8 percent, and 5.1 percent of the
students were Hispanic. Approximately
67 percent were considered economically
disadvantaged (according to free lunch
status), 54.6 percent were limited English
proficient, and 14.1 percent were identified
with various disabilities.

The school was a recipient of the No Child
Left Behind Blue Ribbon Award for high aca-
demic achievement. For 2002-03, the school
ranked among the top 10 public schools in
the district’s 4th-grade achievement scores
on state-wide standardized tests. The per-
centage of students at or above the proficient
level was greater than 65 percent for all
areas except science, which resulted in a
42.9 percent proficiency rating.

This study was conducted not only in the
school, but also at the playgrounds within
the community and in the participants’
houses. The authors selected naturalistic
settings with no intervention, because we
believe it is important to collect data in the
setting where the participants feel most
comfortable and spend most of their time
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).

All of the participants were boys and

spoke Chinese as their native language.
Brief information about the participants is
presented in Table 1.

The Research Approach

The social-cultural approach was employed
in this case study because such a framework
places the learners’ experience in context
and incorporates major stages of cognitive
development that represent the changing
relation between the children and their en-
vironment (Vygotsky, 1978). The contexts
under which this study was conducted in-
cluded the children’s classrooms and their
home communities.

Data were collected over 6 months and
included 3 audiotaped parent interviews and
3 initial interviews with children (about 6
hours in total), 15 videotaped observations
of children at play in the home community
(about 15 hours in total), 15 classroom ob-
servations with detailed field notes (about 15
hours), 30 audiotaped follow-up unstructured
interviews (about 5 hours), 12 videotaped
English reading and writing tasks (about 3
hours), 30 reading and writing documents
(e.g., homework assignments) collected from
the participants, school report cards for each
participant for the year prior to this study,
and 3 audiotaped final interviews with the
children (about 90 minutes). The language
used during all interviews and interactions
with the participants was a mixture of Chi-
nese and English, because the first author
is a fluent speaker of the two languages
and tended to use the language with which
the participants felt most comfortable.
Similarities between the researcher and the
participants in language and culture aid in

Table 1
Background Information and Data Resources for Each Participant

Name Age Grade Number of Years Learning English
Jian 9 4 2
Rui 8 3 4
Dawei 8 3 3

Note. All names are pseudonyms for the sake of confidentiality.
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developing rapport (Esterberg, 2002), and
the use of the participants’ native language
for communication purposes during inter-
views was quite popular (see Liu, Ahn, Baek,
& Han, 2004; Morita, 2004; Wang & Pape,
2005). More detailed information of each
data resource is described in the following
paragraphs.

Parent interviews provided information
about parental involvement with the stu-
dents’ acquisition of English. They also
helped us explore how home environment
affected the students’ self-efficacy beliefs.
Students’ demographic information, atti-
tudes toward the English language and the
English-speaking community, and perceived
usefulness of English were elicited during
the children’s initial interviews.

Children’s language interactions with
others while playing video games, computer
games, soccer, chess, card games, as well
as trading Pokémon and/or Digimon cards,
were recorded during observations of chil-
dren at play. These observations provided
evidence to support our understanding of
the participants’ behavior related to their
self-efficacy beliefs when learning English
and perceived contributions of social factors
to students’ self-efficacy beliefs.

Classroom observations provided sources
to examine participants’ behavior in the
classroom context (formal English language-
learning setting) with a focus on English
reading and writing tasks. These field notes
supported our exploration of the impact of
classroom context on students’ self-efficacy
beliefs.

Follow-up unstructured interviews were
ongoing and followed each observation.
Questions that occurred to the research-
ers during the observations were included
in the interview to further understand the
children’s behavior. Students’ self-efficacy
beliefs related to performing English lan-
guage-learning activities were recorded dur-
ing the observations. To elicit the children’s
self-efficacy beliefs, a chart with five stars
was presented. The children were asked to
choose a star to indicate how well they could
accomplish a specific language-learning

task. The largest star (the fifth one) indi-
cated “can do it very well,” and the smallest
star (the first one) indicated “not able to do
it.” Future tense was used to elicit self-effi-
cacy beliefs because “self-efficacy represents
future-oriented conceptions of the self and
its potential” (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003, p. 9).
Students’ responses were probed for further
understanding.

For English reading and writing tasks,
all participants were asked to read a self-
selected chapter from The Book of Questions
and Answers (2003) and then write a journal
entry or a summary of what they had read.
Before students actually proceeded to the
reading and writing tasks, we elicited the
participants’ self-efficacy beliefs to triangu-
late their self-reported self-efficacy during
previous interviews.

Final interviews were conducted with each
participant near the end of the study. These
interview questions were adapted from
a survey developed through a pilot study
(Wang & Pape, 2005). These interviews
served as triangulation for students’ previ-
ously reported self-efficacy beliefs.

We used generic theorizing processes
and general analytic procedures (Goetz &
LeCompte, 1984) to construct an interpre-
tive description of the children’s English
language learning processes associated
with self-efficacy in the classrooms and their
home community. The procedures to analyze
the data involved scanning the data, creat-
ing categories, noting patterns, looking for
counter evidence, and selecting important
domains for further analysis.

Results
Evidence of Young ELLs’
Self-Efficacy Beliefs
Evidence of the participants’ self-effi-
cacy beliefs were classified within three
categories: persistence in accomplishing
language tasks, self-awareness of English
proficiency, and willingness to engage in
language activities.
Persistence in accomplishing language
tasks. Participants in this study persisted
longer in the activities that they believed
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they could do well on, but gave up easily or
avoided performing tasks that they did not
think they could do very well. This proved
to be a clue that children’s persistence in
accomplishing the language tasks might
be an indicator of their self-efficacy beliefs.
The following episode of Jian playing Poké-
mon cards best illustrates our argument.

Pokémon cards are Jian’s favorite game.
He liked trading Pokémon cards and play-
ing Pokémon games with his friends. After
he traded a Pokémon card with his friend,
Tai, Jian wanted to battle with Tai, using
his Pokémon cards. He asked Tai for the
rules first: “Can you tell me the rules first
because I don’t really . . . when I was play-
ing with my friends, I don’t really follow the
rules.” Tairead parts of the instructions on
the card and told him that he did not really
have to follow the rules. Jian, however, in-
sisted on learning the rules, which involved
such language-learning activities as listen-
ing and reading comprehension related to
the rules on the individual cards. Although
Jian showed a high level of persistence in
learning the rules of the game by asking Tai
questions, he showed a lack of persistence
in several instances related to reading the
instructions on the card.

In the follow-up interview, we asked Jian
about each of the instances. Specifically, we
asked him how well he could learn the rules
by asking Tai questions and by reading the
directions on the cards. Jian provided the
following rationale for his lower estimation
of his capacity to learn the game by reading
than by asking questions.

Ask a question is easy but read the instructions
can be hard because sometimes . . . I don’t . . .
just like sometimes you know it’s like thing
makes up things. You know when you don’t
know, it doesn’t make sense. So just sometimes
[it] doesn’t make sense to me.

This conversation explained Jian’s reason
for not using the card he was supposed to
use during the game (because the instruc-
tions did not make sense to him). Never-
theless, he could understand his friend’s
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explanation of the rules very well. He
showed persistence in the task for which
he had high self-efficacy but avoided the
task for which he had lower self-efficacy to
accomplish. This supports Schunk’s (1990)
conclusion that students who hold low self-
efficacy tend to avoid tasks, while those
who judge themselves efficacious were more
likely to participate.

Our observations and interviews with Rui
also supported this assertion. While Rui
persisted in finishing his reading task in
the class, he showed a lack of persistence for
retelling a chapter that he read during the
reading task implemented for this study,
which reflected his relative beliefs in his
capability to accomplish reading and retell-
ing tasks.

For example, when we entered his class-
room during a break between classes, Rui
was concentrating on his own reading, even
though most other children were either talk-
ing or going to the restroom. He was trying
to finish his reading before the next class
started. During another class, when the
teacher asked all the students to read a copy
of an article from a journal and then answer
the questions, Rui started to read immedi-
ately, while most of the other children cut
and glued the pages before reading.

Rui showed a lack of persistence, however,
when he was asked to retell what he had
read in a chapter. During the reading task
that we implemented, he chose the chapter
Solid, Liquid, and Gases and explained that
he chose this chapter because his class was
learning this concept. When asked to recall
what he had read, Rui gave up quickly and
told us that he could not do it, recalling
only discrete facts but not the main ideas
even when asked to reread. In the inter-
view that followed this reading task, Rui
reported high self-efficacy to read but low
self-efficacy for retelling.

This association between persistence
and self-efficacy beliefs also was observed
during writing activities with Dawei, who
reported low self-efficacy for writing tasks
during the interview. Therefore, it was not
surprising to observe his lack of persistence
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during such activities. For example, on
several occasions, when Dawei was asked
to write about some of his experiences (e.g.,
a performance during a summer week-long
program and a visit to a park), he wrote
for only several minutes. In the latter in-
stance, the interview started with eliciting
his self-efficacy:

I: How well do you think you can write a
journal of today’s visit to the recreation
center?

D: Not very well.

Dawei spent only four minutes in writ-
ing and could not write more, even with
encouragement. He wrote the following:

We saw a boring movie called “Bears.” After we
were done, we went to “Adventures.” We figured
out all of the codes. Then we played some games.
Then we went on Kid Coaster. Then we played
some games. The End.

The observation of Dawei’s lack of per-
sistence in writing was supported by his
teacher’s comments. His teacher mentioned
that Dawei really needed to slow down and
describe things in more detail. Although
the teacher’s comment could also be inter-
preted as Dawei lacked patience in writing,
this, when linked with other data, sug-
gested that Dawei viewed the writing task
to be difficult and time-consuming and then
did not persist to write in details. In order
to make the teacher and us believe that he
could not write any more, he quickly put
an ending to it and even used “The End”
to show that he finished the writing. His
low self-efficacy in writing and low English-
writing proficiency were associated with
lack of persistence.

Self-awareness of English proficiency. All
participants were aware of their level of
English proficiency, which was manifested
within their vocabulary. Among all the kids,
Jian’s case is most exemplary and is there-
fore used to illustrate the association be-
tween self-awareness of English proficiency
and self-efficacy beliefs. Jian reported low

self-efficacy to retell a chapter he had read
and provided the following reasons:

Because . . . I am not like can [I can] memorize
everything or the main, the little parts instead
of the main idea. Or what I said deoesn’t make
sense. Or I said the word wrong and people don’t
understand the word, what I am saying.

Through this quote, Jian indicated that
his low rating of self-efficacy to retell a
chapter was influenced by his self-aware-
ness of his English proficiency, limited
vocabulary, and his lack of confidence to
memorize what he had read.

Jian was also aware of the different
demands for English writing and speak-
ing tasks. When we asked him about his
self-efficacy to leave a message in English
on the phone for his parents, he said that
he could do this very well (at a level of 5),
but he indicated less confidence (a level of
4) to write them a message in English. His
justification that writing was harder and
talking was safer was articulated within
the following quote:

Writing . . . you might make mistakes on, you
knowl,] if you forget the period or you wrote
something wrong. . . . you have to like check
over and stuff to see if you did right or you did
wrong, because it is very easy to make mistakes
in writing.

Jian’s reported self-efficacy was associ-
ated with his self-awareness of English
proficiencies. Self-awareness of English
proficiencies, also known as perceived
competencies, is a central component of self-
efficacy (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). There-
fore, it is not surprising that Jian reported
comparatively low self-efficacy when he was
aware of his lack of competence to perform
the task.

Willingness to engage in language ac-
tivities. The participants showed differ-
ent levels of willingness to participate in
particular tasks. Our classroom observa-
tions provide evidence for a relationship
between children’s self-efficacy beliefs and
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their willingness to participate. Interest-
ingly, within these instances, evidence
existed that the children’s self-awareness
of their English proficiency yielded to their
willingness to participate with respect to
the influence on self-efficacy. That is, they
seemed to overcome the self-awareness of
their English proficiency in situations in
which the children showed a great deal of
willingness to participate.

Our observations of Jian gave us the
impression that he was quite a passive
participant in the classroom. For example,
he seldom answered the teacher’s questions.
When asked for a reason, he said that he
could not answer some of the questions well
(low self-efficacy) and he was concerned
with his classmates’ responses to his an-
swers. Rui, on the other hand, was quite an
active participant in classroom activities,
especially when interested in the mate-
rial. He reported that he was able to talk
to his friends in English and answer the
teacher’s questions very well (high self-ef-
ficacy). Dawei was the most active student
in the classroom among all participants.
He always raised his hand up high and
leaned his body forward in order to increase
the likelihood his teacher would call on
him. These behaviors were well-aligned
with Dawei’s reports of high self-efficacy to
speak English in public and to answer the
teacher’s questions.

On one occasion, Dawei’s teacher read a
passage about rocks with the students and
brought her own collection of rocks to share
with the students. Dawei was very excited
to see the rocks and asked the teacher,
“What if I found [find] a volcano and the ig-
neous rocks that is [are] cooled?” Although
Dawei had difficulty in pronouncing the
word igneous, he did not look embarrassed
at all. The teacher helped him out, and Da-
wei’s question initiated a discussion in the
class. Dawei asked another question, which,
although grammatically inaccurate (“What
if T found [find] some rocks hot melted them
together”), caused another conversation
in the class. The students talked about
rocks and magma. His self-efficacy to ask
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the teacher questions in class and to ask
his friends at play, triangulated through
interviews, turned out to be very high.

At play, Dawei was also the boy who
talked the most. The following observation
was about the boys playing Pokémon games
on Nintendo 64. Dawei frequently asked
other boys about how they made some tricks
and made comments about others’ perfor-
mance, while other boys talked much less.
The other boys talked about the rules of the
game as they played. They also discussed
what they were going to play and how they
could take turns to play, since there were
only two controllers. Dawei did not show
any hesitation to speak in English during
the whole game. When Tai was showing
them how to use the buttons on the control-
ler for various actions, Dawei was again
the person who asked the most questions.
Therefore, we asked him during the fol-
low-up interview to elicit his self-efficacy to
speak if he were to play new games in the
future. We received very positive responses
from him, which indicated his very high
self-efficacy to speak in English to his peers
at play.

The only time that we noticed Dawei to
be quiet and hesitating to speak was when
he was playing soccer. He spent most of
the time listening. He spoke in broken sen-
tences, because he gave up two goals when
he was the goalie and because he was not
playing well, even when he was playing on
defense. His teammate blamed him: “You
shouldn’t just stand there. You should do
something else.” Dawei’s response was “I
don’t know.” We learned later that Dawei
did not like soccer very much, and he did not
often play soccer. He joined the team just
because all his friends were playing and he
had nobody else to play with. He said that
he could not talk to his teammates very
well in English while playing soccer because
he did not know many English words that
pertain to soccer and he did not know the
game’s rules, either. In such a circumstance,
Dawei’s low interest in the game, coupled
with his self-awareness of his limited vo-
cabulary in the context, explained his low
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self-efficacy to communicate with his friends
in English. In the following section, we will
address in detail factors that influenced the
participants’ self-efficacy beliefs.

Factors That Affect the Development of
Young ELLs’ Self-Efficacy

These factors include self-awareness of
English proficiency, past experience of suc-
cess associated with effort, expertise in the
content area, task difficulty level, social
persuasion, physiological or emotional
state, interest, attitude toward the English
language and the English-speaking com-
munity, and the social-cultural context.

Self-awareness of English proficiency.
All the participants were aware that their
English vocabulary was limited. Accord-
ingly, they reported comparatively low
self-efficacy to accomplish language tasks
that require a mastery of vocabulary. Jian
reported low self-efficacy to explain the
rules of a game because he might lack the
vocabulary to do so. Both Rui and Dawei
thought that reading chapter books was
much more difficult than reading English
storybooks, because chapter books might
have more words that they did not know.
The participants evaluated their English
vocabulary as limited. As a result, there
might be more impending danger or risk
in participating in a language-learning
activity that requires a good command of
vocabulary. Therefore, they all reported
comparatively low self-efficacy to complete
the reading and speaking tasks that de-
manded advanced vocabulary.

Past experience of success associated with
effort. Rui also said that he never wrote a
diary in English or Chinese. Jian’s and
Dawei’s writing documents indicated that
they had negative experience in English
writing. This negative experience is pos-
gibly associated with their reported low
self-efficacy to write English diaries or
journal entries. This discussion supports
the research findings that positive prior
experience (success) enhances one’s self-ef-
ficacy, whereas negative experience (failure)
undermines self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997

Nicholls & Miller, 1984).

Expertise in the content area. Rui was
exceptionally good at chess; he knew the
rules and tricks of playing chess very well.
Pokémon Stadium was Dawei’s favorite
game. Each participant had his own ex-
pertise in certain areas and reported high
self-efficacy for performing language ac-
tivities in the area where he could use his
expertise. Therefore, students’ expertise in
the content area boosted their self-efficacy
to accomplish these tasks.

Task difficulty level. The task’s diffi-
culty level also influenced the participants’
self-efficacy beliefs. When we asked them
how well they could write a note to their
parents in English, all reported very high
self-efficacy. When asked about writing a
summary of a chapter, however, all reported
very low self-efficacy. The reason behind
this discrepancy was because the boys
had to read and understand the chapter in
order to write a summary, and writing a
summary usually takes much longer than
writing a brief note. Therefore, task diffi-
culty level affected the development of the
children’s self-efficacy beliefs.

Social persuasion. Rui reported low self-
efficacy in reading and writing, and his
beliefs were found to be associated with the
social persuasions from his parents and his
teacher. His teacher gave him low grad-
ing (S, which stands for satisfactory, or S-,
which stands for less than satisfactory) for
oral communication, reading, and writing
compared to his classmates. His teacher
expressed her concern on Rui’s homework
and report card about his reading and writ-
ing several times and called on his parents
to borrow some books for him to read. His
parents also frequently told the researcher,
in front of him, that his English proficiency
was low. A friend of his parents, whowasa
public school teacher, once visited them and
told them that Rui’s English was very bad
and he needed to go to a “better” school in
order to improve his English. As a result,
Rui’s family moved to a more expensive
apartment so that he could go to a “better”
school. Consistent social persuasion, espe-
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cially those from significant people to him,
influenced Rui’s self-efficacy beliefs and his
self-awareness of his English.

Other children’s self-efficacy beliefs also
seemed to be influenced by the comments
about their past performance on certain
tasks from their teachers and parents. The
participants received a report card at the
end of each quarter and an interim progress
report in the middle of the quarter from the
teacher. Jian’s report of high self-efficacy to
read English chapter books also was found
to be connected with his teacher’s comments
about his great progress in reading fluency
and vocabulary and his parents’ encour-
agement. Dawei’s low self-efficacy to write
a journal entry in English was consistent
with the comments from his parents and the
teacher about his writing skills. His teacher
said that “his writing will improve by slow-
ing down, giving the topic more thought, and
adding more details and descriptions.”

Physiological or emotional state. Emo-
tional state, such as fear and mood, also was
found to influence students’ self-efficacy
beliefs. Jian's self-efficacy to write a jour-
nal entry was low, and he reported anxiety
about writing in English. He said that he
could write a journal entry but with great
difficulty if we gave him a limited period
of time. He also said that he could write
the journal entry but not well if there was
no time limit. In another case, Jian justi-
fied his comparatively low self-efficacy to
answer the teacher’s questions in class by
saying that he had to think about whether
he was able to answer the questions as well
as what his classmates would think of his
answers. Rui and Dawei seldom indicated
language anxiety across the home-based
and school-based context. They were often
found actively participating in the lan-
guage-learning activities. They reported
very high self-efficacy for so doing, although
the English proficiencies required for these
tasks were not necessarily very high.
This is because anxious students tended
to underestimate their ability and less
anxious students tended to overestimate
their ability. That is, less anxious students
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are more likely to hold higher self-efficacy
(MacIntyre, Noels, & Clement, 1997). This
finding is in line with Hashimoto’s (2002)
claim that language anxiety reduces per-
ceived communicative competence. Dawei
and Rui were less anxious. Therefore,
they reported high self-efficacy to perform
the language-learning tasks and actively
participated in those activities.

In addition to anxiety, an individual’s
mood also impacts the person’s self-efficacy.
A positive mood activates thoughts of accom-
plishment and boosts perceived self-efficacy.
A sad mood leads to thoughts of past failings
and diminishes self-perceptions of self-ef-
ficacy (Bandura, 1997). Observations of
Dawei’s and Rui’s behavior at play indicated
that they easily gave up complaining to oth-
ers in English, when they lost their temper,
due to their low self-efficacy. When we saw
these children playing the game that they
enjoyed, they both showed a high level of
persistence and reported high self-efficacy to
communicate with their peers in English.

Attitude and interest. Students’ attitudes
toward learning English also impacts their
self-efficacy beliefs. A positive attitude
toward an ethnic group leads to positive
interactions with that group, and negative
intergroup issues, such as prejudice and
discrimination, hinder the interactions (Ma-
clntyre, Clement, Dornyei, & Noels, 1998).

All participants stated in the interviews
that they liked English, liked living in the
United States, and wanted to become part
of the English-speaking community. Their
positive attitude toward the English-speak-
ing community led to increased involvement
with the community (Noels, Pelletier, &
Vallerand, 2000). Their frequent use of
English and success in using the English
language in daily life increased their self-
efficacy to speak English (Pajares, Miller,
& Johnson, 1999).

All participants in this study spoke
English when they were playing together,
although they all shared another language:
Chinese. Owur observations helped us
understand that they used Chinese infre-
quently, usually when they encountered a



SELF-EFFICACY BELIEFS LEARNING ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

word in English that they were not familiar
with. Although the participants frequently
spoke Chinese at home, they still spoke
more English than Chinese in the commu-
nity and at school. As discussed earlier, the
participants were willing to identify with
the American English-speaking commu-
nity. Maybe this identification was under
a normative pressure to speak English in
this community, which is not the focus of
this study. The pressure to identify with
the second language group entails seeking
more active contact in the second language
(Clement, Baker, & MacIntyre, 2003).

Participants’ willingness to engage in
language activities, which are strongly
influenced by their interests, also impacted
their self-efficacy beliefs, as discussed in the
previous section.

Social-cultural context. Finally, the so-
cial-cultural context also influenced the
development of participants’ self-efficacy.
The social-cultural contexts, such as the
relationship between the interlocutors and
cultural understandings of the appropri-
ateness of performing some tasks, affected
the participants’ self-efficacy beliefs. For
instance, Rui reported low self-efficacy to
tell rules of a game to his friend Frank, but
high self-efficacy to tell the same rules to
other kids. This was because Frank always
tried to dominate at play, always finding a
reason to make Rui follow his rules. For
example, Frank would say that Rui had
to listen to him because they were playing
at Frank’s house. If the two were at Rui’s
house, Frank would say that he was older
than Rui and again Rui had to listen to
him. Describing the rules for a game is not
simply a language task but rather a social
interaction with the use of language skills.
Social context, together with English profi-
ciency, had an impact on Rui’s self-efficacy
to accomplish this English language task.

Young ELLs’ Self-Efficacy

Across Tasks and Contexts

In this section, we discuss the participants’
self-efficacy beliefs and how their self-effi-
cacy beliefs vary across different learning

tasks and across home-based and school-
based contexts.

All of the participants reported high self-
efficacy in English listening and speaking
activities. They all reported that they could
understand the classroom instructions and
talk to their friends in English very well.
They had, however, comparatively lower
self-efficacy related to reading. Within
reading activities, they generally held
higher self-efficacy for reading stories than
for reading chapter books. As for writing,
all of them had low self-efficacy.

Participants thought that they could ac-
complish the language-learning tasks very
well if the tasks were familiar to them and
reported much lower self-efficacy to perform
novel tasks. In the home-based context,
participants reported more self-efficacy
beliefs about language interactions during
play. They reported their self-efficacy be-
liefs to understand the rules, communicate
with their friends, and solve problems oc-
curred at play when using English. In the
school-based context, participants reported
more self-efficacy beliefs regarding listen-
ing, speaking, and reading and writing
activities. The listening and speaking ac-
tivities include oral interactions with their
teachers and classmates, and the reading
and writing activities include finishing the
reading and writing assignments.

Participants’ self-efficacy beliefs were
found to vary across the social-cultural con-
text. Their self-efficacy beliefs for the same
language task varied in relation to the at-
titude of the interlocutors and the relation-
ship between them. During an interview
about his self-efficacy to speak to different
receivers, Rui reported low self-efficacy to
talk to his friends, high self-efficacy to talk
to his teacher, and very high self-efficacy to
talk to his parents in English. His justi-
fication was very interesting: “If I tell my
friends, it’s a little bit boring, they just get
away. IfI explain that to my teacher, and
the teacher [does not] like it very well, she
just say ‘Stop reading it.” And ifI tell to my
parents, no matter how bad is it, they just
listen to it.” So, Rui’s self-efficacy to speak
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in English was influenced by his audience
rather than his English proficiency. If he
perceived his audience to be listening, he
felt more self-efficacious. He felt less self-
efficacious if his audience was not perceived
to be listening.

Dawei’s self-efficacy to speak in English
was very high. He reported five (the highest
level) for most language-learning tasks to
speak to his friends or the teacher. When
he reported comparatively low self-efficacy
in these cases, it was not because of his
own English proficiency, but because of the
social-cultural contexts:

I: So how well do you think you can ask
other children if they want to play with
you?

D: Three.

I. Why?

D: Because I don't know them and I think
they are gonna be mean.

I. Alright. How well do you think you
can tell your friends what you think about
somebody?

D:Oh... four.

I: Andhow well do you think you can tell
your friends about what you think about
some games?

D: Oh, five.

I: Why five for games and four for some-
body?

D: Four because maybe they want, don’t
want me to talk about them and five be-
cause it’s just like a game.

Dawei reported low self-efficacy to speak
to his friends if they were mean. We un-
derstand from this interview that Dawei’s
self-efficacy belief to talk to his friends in
English was influenced by the receiver as
well. He reported comparatively higher
self-efficacy to talk about games than to
talk about his friends, because he was
concerned that his friends did not like him
to talk about them, but games had no feel-
ings. In this context, Dawei reported higher
self-efficacy to talk about games because he
thought others would approve his doing so,
while he reported comparatively lower self-
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efficacy to talk about his friends because he
knew that others would not approve of his
doing this task.

Conclusions

The three cases presented above helped
us understand the context, specifically
the language learning activities in both
home-based and school-based contexts, in
which their self-efficacy may be elicited or
examined. In home-based contexts, these
activities include, but are not limited to,
understanding the rules of a game through
listening to or reading the instructions, tell-
ing the rules of a game, asking how to play
a game in English, reading chapter or story
books, and writing a message to their par-
ents or a journal entry. In a school-based
context, these activities include, but are
not limited to, understanding the teacher’s
instructions, asking questions (or answer-
ing the teacher’s questions), talking to their
classmates in English, telling a story about
themselves or a story read, answering the
reading comprehension questions, and writ-
ing journal entries or a summary of what
they read. Understanding these contexts
will assist future researchers in identify-
ing language-learning tasks in order to
solicit children’s self-efficacy beliefs. These
language-learning activities also may be
included in self-efficacy questionnaires for
a large-scale study.

Certain factors were found to have an
influence on these children’s self-efficacy
beliefs: self-awareness of English profi-
ciency, past experience of success associated
with effort, expertise in the content area,
task difficulty level, social persuasion,
physiological or emotional state, interest,
attitude toward the English language and
the English-speaking community, and the
social-cultural context. These findings con-
firmed three major sources of self-efficacy
information that impact the level of self-ef-
ficacy proposed by Bandura (1997): mastery
or enactive experience, social persuasion,
and physiological or emotional state. The
influence of vicarious experience on the
participants’ self-efficacy beliefs was not
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observed in this study, possibly because no
modeling was provided to the participants.
Some other factors were unique in lan-
guage learning—for example, participants’
self-awareness of English proficiency, their
expertise (content knowledge), the task dif-
ficulty level, their interest in the activity
itself, and their attitude toward the Eng-
lish language and the English-speaking
community. These factors had a strong
influence on the participants’ self-efficacy
beliefs and were considered unique in lan-
guage learning contexts.

A close examination of participants’
self-efficacy efficacy helped us understand
that each individual child’s self-efficacy is
task-specific. Take reading comprehension
as an example—the participants reported
different levels of self-efficacy for reading
activities. Their self-efficacy to read story-
books was higher than for reading chapter
books. They also reported comparatively
higher self-efficacy to read books about
animals or chess because they were fa-
miliar with the content of these books.
This is to say that children’s self-efficacy
is amenable to change, depending on the
specific task. We need to provide children
with a specific task in order to elicit their
self-efficacy beliefs.

Significance
Research in the area of self-efficacy con-
sistently supports the contention that
students’ self-efficacy beliefs are mal-
leable instead of fixed (Klassen, 2004), and
students with high self-efficacy are more
likely to succeed in subsequent achieve-
ment tests (Huang & Chang, 1998; Pajares
& Graham, 1999; Pajares & Valiante, 1997,
Pajares, Miller, & Johnson, 1999). Conse-
quently, enhancing young ELLs’ self-ef-
ficacy beliefs may help them achieve more
in the English language-learning process
as well. In order to enhance students’
self-efficacy, we need to understand their
self-efficacy beliefs and factors related to
the development of their efficacy beliefs.
Therefore, this study is significant in that
it provides information about how to elicit

elementary school children’s self-efficacy
beliefs, as well as information about pos-
sible factors that might influence their
self-efficacy beliefs.

Understanding these factors is impor-
tant for us to learn how to help our children
develop high self-efficacy in the process of
learning English. For example, we might
enhance children’s self-efficacy beliefs
by helping them develop their interest
in the language-learning task, helping
them develop a good attitude toward the
English language and English-speaking
community, lowering the task difficulty
level so that they can experience success,
providing them with encouragement and
positive feedback, and helping them de-
velop their English language proficiencies.
Children who have low self-efficacy in one
area may not necessarily hold these same
beliefs in all areas, and low self-efficacious
children can develop into high self-effica-
cious students by putting effort in the lan-
guage-learning process and experiencing
successes. This study also extends prior
research by including the home environ-
ment.

Among the factors identified in this
study that influenced the development of
children’s self-efficacy beliefs, some are
consistent with the theory of self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1997) and some are aligned with
the willingness to communicate theory
(Clement et al., 2003; MaclIntyre et al.,
1997, 1998). A link between self-efficacy
theory and willingness to communicate
theory has been established.

Limitations
All the participants in this study were
Chinese boys who had at least two years of
exposure to an English language-learning
environment. Another common feature of
these children is that all of them were the
children of graduate students. Therefore,
this descriptive study is not intended to
generalize the findings to students of other
cultures and families. Special caution
should be kept in mind even when gen-
erating the results to students of similar
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characteristics, because each individual
is different.

Another limitation of this study is that
classroom teachers were not involved, al-
though their comments on students’ report
cards and student homework assignments
were used. Teachers’ participation would
have brought their perspectives into the
study and would have helped us better
understand the children’s behaviors in the
classroom.

Finally, this study was conducted in a
natural setting, and no intervention was
implemented. Students were observed
while they were playing or studying as
they would usually do without this study.
Therefore, some research interests, such
as the relationship between peer modeling
and self-efficacy, were not investigated.

Suggestions for Future Research
As discussed in the previous session,
teacher participation is integral to in-
vestigating students’ self-efficacy beliefs.
Teacher efficacy beliefs in teaching these
young ELLs to perform different language-
learning tasks will make this study more
directly applicable to classroom practice.
Teacher participation will also make it
possible to implement quasi-experimental
designs to investigate ELLs’ self-efficacy.
In addition to natural settings, students
can also be observed in an experimental
setting where self-efficacy and peer-model-
ing are incorporated in the curriculum.
Including newly arrived students and stu-
dents from a variety of family backgrounds
is recommended for future research, and
both qualitative and quantitative research
methodologies should be used to obtain in-
depth descriptions of individual students,
as well as results that can be generalized
from samples to populations.
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