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Willingness to Communicate (WTC) has been put forth as a model (Maclntyre et
al,, 1998) of situations and attitudes that facilitate L2 learners’ openness to op-
portunities for L2 use and concomitant behaviors. In the current study, this model’s
criterion-related validity was examined through a comparison of WTC survey results
with results of a subsequently administered survey regarding the online chat expe-
riences of Japanese and Taiwanese learners of English. The participants (N = 190)
were Japanese and Taiwanese EFL students who took part in an online chat program,
in class and/or as homework. Results showed a consistent association between WTC
components and participants’ perception that the chats had been useful in promot-
ing English proficiency as well as knowledge and interest in their chat partner’s cul-
ture. The study suggests that WTC may serve as a valuable construct for predicting
learners’ perceptions of telecollaboration as a language-learning platform.
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boosting L2 proficiency (Mackey & Goo, 2007). While interacting,

learners often receive corrective feedback, which has been shown
to have a positive and lasting effect on L2 learning (Li, 2010) due to its
promotion of greater noticing of target forms in the input (Mackey, 2006).
Unfortunately, interaction is often hindered in EFL settings by learners’
hesitancy to use the target language with peers with whom they share an
L1, and a tendency to revert to the L1 as soon as communication problems
occur (Freiermuth & Jarrell, 2006). In addition, when learners share an L1,
they often adopt a speech style in which various discourse functions tend to
be performed in the L1 (Hancock, 1997).

In EFL settings, one novel solution for addressing this issue is to use social
networking technologies to connect learners with either NSs or NNSs learn-
ing the same target language (for a meta-analysis on effectiveness, see Zie-
gler, 2016). Empirical research has shown that interacting with L1-different
interlocutors results in more negotiation for meaning and L2 production
(Bueno-Alastuey, 2011, 2013). Synchronous online video chat is particularly
attractive as it allows learners to interact in real time using a platform in
which visual information is also available.

Yet for some EFL learners with minimal experience interacting one-on-
one with a speaker of a different L1, online chat can pose a challenge. L2
learners’ ability to successfully negotiate this challenge is likely to be associ-
ated with individual differences, such as the cognitive, affective, and situa-
tional factors put forth in the willingness to communicate (WTC) framework
(MacIntyre et al., 1998).

The aim of the current study was, thus, to compare learners’ responses
to a battery of survey questions related to WTC given before their online
chat experiences with their responses to a second survey administered
at the end of the semester after they had engaged in online chats. From a
theoretical standpoint, the findings are valuable as an examination of the
criterion-based validity of the WTC construct. From a practical standpoint,

R esearch has demonstrated that interaction is a powerful means of
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they provide insights into both attitudinal and situational factors that pro-
mote positive synchronous face-to-face chat experiences. This paper begins
with an overview of research on the use of online chat for language learn-
ing and WTC; the Results section presents an analysis of the survey data,
focusing on correlations between the two sets of survey instruments; and
the Discussion section offers an examination of the theoretical and practical
implications of the findings.

Telecollaboration

Telecollaboration is defined by Belz (2003) as “institutionalized, electroni-
cally mediated intercultural communication under the guidance of a lingua-
cultural expert (i.e., teacher) for the purposes of foreign language learning
and the development of intercultural competence” (p. 2). Belz’s definition
suggests that telecollaboration enables the synergistic pursuit of both
linguistic and intercultural competence (Byram, 1997). There has been a
marked increase in articles on telecollaboration in recent years due to the
ever-increasing accessibility of communication technology and greater
awareness of the importance of learning language through purposeful com-
municative events that involve an authentic need to communicate (Dooly,
2017; Freiermuth & Huang, 2012), and findings that show that telecol-
laboration promotes more equal participation than face-to-face interactions
(Warschauer, 1996).

As implemented in second language programs, telecollaboration takes
various forms. On a technical level, it can involve synchronous (e.g., instant
messaging) or asynchronous (e.g., emailing) interaction, or a combination
of both. Synchronous interaction often involves the use of a webcam (De-
velotte et al,, 2010), allowing for visual support and the close simulation of
an actual face-to-face encounter. In terms of pairings, learners can interact
one-on-one or in groups, and the pairings can remain stable over multiple
chat sessions or can be switched periodically.

A key decision when designing telecollaboration programs concerns the
combination of L1s and target languages. In bilingual exchanges, students
can learn each other’s L1s (Cziko, 2004; Tian & Wang, 2010). This provides
students with the opportunity to engage with NSs of the target language,
but if done as an exchange, it also entails learners spending equal time using
their own L1 with their partner. On the other hand, lingua franca exchanges
(Freiermuth & Huang, 2018), in which both interlocutors are NNSs speak-
ing the same target language, have the benefit of effectively doubling the
proportion of time devoted to interaction in each learner’s target language.
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In telecollaboration, lesson structures and tasks vary (Kurek & Miiller-
Hartmann, 2017; O'Dowd & Ware, 2009). They are often organized as activi-
ties performed outside of class time but can be done in class in some situa-
tions if the schedules, often complicated by time differences, are aligned. In
many cases, particularly when the interaction is synchronous and occurs in
class, the activities involve information exchange. In other cases, especially
with higher proficiency learners, learners can do projects involving cultural
comparison or analysis. Finally, telecollaboration can be initiated by instruc-
tors or by the learners themselves.

Willingness to Communicate (WTC)

In the current research, learner perceptions of telecollaboration were ex-
amined in association with willingness to communicate. In the WTC model
(MacIntyre, 2007; MacIntyre et al., 1998), WTC and associated factors are
depicted as a pyramid consisting of six layers (numbered from top to bot-
tom): (1) communication behavior, (2) behavioral intention, (3) situated
antecedents, (4) motivational propensities, (5) affective-cognitive context,
and (6) social and individual context. These six layers, in turn, are associated
with the 12 constructs shown in Figure 1. The model depicts factors ranging
from highly transient situational variables (Cao & Philp, 2006; MacIntyre &
Legatto, 2011) to relatively stable variables such as personality traits (Mac-
Intyre & Charos, 1996).

Two key variables thought to underlie WTC in both the L1 and L2 are
communication apprehension (Maclntyre, 1994; Maclntyre et al., 1997) and
perceived competence (Yashima, 2002). Some research (e.g., Maclntyre et
al,, 2003) suggests that learners using the L2 in more naturalistic situations
outside of the classroom are especially liable to experience anxiety, which
is unfortunate because anxious learners communicate less information in
the L2 and are less expressive in general (MacIntyre et al., 1997). Gardner et
al. (1989) suggest that perceived competence partly reflects actual compe-
tence and leads to reduced levels of anxiety.

Some research supports the notion that WTC predicts the initiation of
communication in the L2. For example, MacIntyre et al. (1999), using a
structural equation model, found that measures of trait WTC were corre-
lated with participants’ willingness to volunteer for a portion of a communi-
cation study and, similarly, that stated perceived competence predicted the
time spent on a speaking task.

Learners’ WTC also appears to be associated with reasons for studying
the L2. A study of Grade 9 students in an L2 French immersion program
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(MaclIntyre et al., 2001) showed that five typical reasons for study (travel,
job, friendship, personal knowledge, and academic achievement) were all
associated with WTC both inside and outside of class. Moreover, social sup-
port, particularly the support of friends, was found to be associated with
studying the L2 for travel and friendship.

Willingness to
Communicate

Desire to
Communicate
with a Specific

State
Communicative
Self-Confidence

Person
Interpersonal Intergroup L2
Motivation Motivation | Self-Confidence
Intergroup Social Communicative
Attitudes Situation Competence

Intergroup

Climate Personality

Figure 1. The heuristic model of variables influencing WTC (adapted from
Maclntyre et al., 1998, p. 547).

Telecollaboration and WTC

Recently, a number of studies have examined the relationship between tel-
ecollaboration and motivational factors such as those discussed in the WTC
model. Generally speaking, participants in telecollaboration programs have
reported positive experiences that enhance their L2 motivation. For exam-
ple, Helm (2015) conducted a survey of over 100 university educators and
over 100 students in the EU who had participated in telecollaboration. The
overwhelming majority of instructors and students reported that the expe-
rience was positive. Research on specific telecollaboration projects (Meu-
nier, 1998) generally reports similar results. Typical in this regard is Meguro
and Bryant’s (2010) case study of bilingual language exchanges via Skype
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between a U.S. and Japanese university. Among their participants (who were
U.S. university students), 93.6% said that they enjoyed the activity, 87.1%
that the activity increased their confidence, 90.3% that it improved their
cultural knowledge of Japan, 96.8% that it improved their speaking skills,
and 100% that it enhanced their listening skills. These subjective impres-
sions of improvement are supported by some research showing improved
linguistic competence based on objective measures. For example, Saito and
Akiyama (2017) found that online chat, in comparison with more traditional
classroom activities, led to improvements in comprehensibility, fluency, and
lexicogrammar.

Some research in this area (e.g., Freiermuth & Jarrell, 2006) has spe-
cifically employed the WTC framework. For example, Freiermuth and Huang
(2012) conducted a qualitative study of two groups of English learners who
engaged in synchronous chat (texting). The study is particularly relevant to
the present research as it involved participants (20 students from Japan and
19 from Taiwan) with the same L1 backgrounds as those in the current study.
The study examined the results in terms of WTC, task attractiveness, task
innovativeness, and need to communicate in the target language. Regarding
WTC, analysis of transcripts suggested that the participants felt relatively
high levels of confidence and low levels of anxiety, perhaps due to the use of
texting instead of speaking.

In the current study, two lacunae in the research are addressed. First,
in previous studies, the predictive validity of the WTC framework for tel-
ecollaboration outcomes has not been examined. Second, few studies have
focused on individual differences that may predict learners’ perceptions of
telecollaborative activities. Specifically, this study was designed to answer
the following research questions:

RQ 1. Is EFL students’ willingness to communicate (as assessed be-
forehand) correlated with their perceptions of the usefulness of
telecollaboration (as assessed afterward) for language learning?

RQ 2. Are EFL students’ learning orientations (as assessed beforehand)
correlated with their perceptions of the utility of telecollaboration
(as assessed afterward) for language learning?

RQ 3. Is EFL students’ willingness to communicate (as assessed before-
hand) correlated with their perceptions of the usefulness of tel-
ecollaboration (as assessed afterward) for promoting knowledge
and interest in the chat partners’ culture?
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RQ 4. Are EFL students’ learning orientations (as assessed beforehand)
correlated with their perceptions of the utility of telecollaboration
(as assessed afterward) for promoting knowledge and interest in
the chat partners’ culture?

Method

To answer these four research questions, a survey-based study was con-
ducted over the course of a semester.

Participants

The participants (N =190) were 90 EFL students of English at a private wom-
en’s university in Japan (taught by five different instructors) and 100 EFL
students from a private university in Taiwan (taught by a single instructor).
The Japanese learners (all L1-Japanese) were 1st-year students enrolled in
required oral English classes, with 80 majoring in English language and lit-
erature and the remaining 10 majoring in Japanese language and literature.
Based on their TOEFL PBT scores, most were at the B1 level in terms of the
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). The Taiwanese group,
with the exception of one Vietnamese and two Korean students, consisted
of L1-Chinese Taiwanese students majoring in English. Among the Taiwan-
based participants, the in-class chat participants were 1st-year students in
an English-only class focused on emotional intelligence and gender issues,
whereas the chat-as-homework participants were 3rd- and 4th-year stu-
dents in an oral English (i.e., conversation) class. The English proficiency of
the 1st-year students was similar to that of their Japanese counterparts, but
the proficiency of the 3rd- and 4th-year students was slightly higher (i.e., at
or just below the B2 level).

About half of the participants (48 of those from the Japanese group and 50
from the Taiwanese group) did the online chat in class. The remaining par-
ticipants did the online chat as homework. Among the Japanese participants,
36 of the participants who did the chat in class volunteered to do additional
chats as homework for extra credit in another class. Additional qualitative
data for the study came from informal conversations and interviews with
the participants’ more senior classmates (approximately 250 students) who
also participated in online chats during the 3 years prior to the 190 partici-
pants who are the primary focus of the current study.
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Setting

Both the Taiwanese and Japanese participants primarily used Skype to
engage in synchronous face-to-face chats. Research on the use of Skype in
telecollaboration (Akiyama, 2014) has indicated that the platform has a
number of features that facilitate successful communication. For the in-class
chats on the Japanese side, participants from two classes met in a computer
room and used newly installed individual computers equipped with head-
phones and webcams. The Taiwanese met in a similarly equipped computer
room. Two instructors were in the Japanese class, but only one was present
in the Taiwanese class. During the chat, the instructors from both countries
were periodically in contact via Skype to coordinate regarding various logis-
tical problems such as student absences or computer malfunctions and to
ensure that each student was able to connect with a partner.

Instruments and Materials

The participants who did the chat in class participated in six sessions that fo-
cused on (1) personal introductions, (2) past school experiences, (3) dating,
(4) comparisons of costs in their respective countries, (5) rapid information
exchange, and (6) travel. For the rapid information exchange, participants
had to obtain basic information from a partner in two to three minutes be-
fore switching to a new partner. The chat-as-homework participants were
given four assignments focused on (1) personal introductions; (2) school
experiences; (3) friends, dating, and marriage; and (4) TV, movies, and
music. Worksheets were created for each chat topic. The worksheets gave
a brief introduction to the topic, encouraged participants to ask follow-up
questions, suggested pertinent questions, and provided useful words and
expressions. Most were one page in length, but a few were longer.

Two sets of survey instruments were used in the study. The first set was
adapted, with only very minor changes (e.g., with brief explanations for
unfamiliar terms such as the game Monopoly), from a survey battery cre-
ated by MacIntyre et al. (2001) used to measure (1) WTC in the classroom,
(2) WTC outside the classroom, and (3) orientations for language learning.
Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of reliability, has been reported after each com-
ponent of the survey based on participant responses in the current study.

WTC in the classroom was further subdivided into WTC items related to
speaking (a = .87), reading (a = .94), writing (a = .95), and listening (o =
.92). WTC outside the classroom was similarly divided into speaking (o =
.91), reading (o =.92), writing (a =.93), and listening (o =.91). Orientations
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were divided into items related to travel, knowledge, friendship, jobs, and
school achievement. As can be seen from the reliability estimates, the items
had good reliability. The two WTC measures each consisted of 27 items de-
signed to measure students’ willingness to engage in L2 communication in
academic and nonacademic settings. The orientations survey, based on that
of an earlier study (Clément & Kruidenier, 1983), examined participants’
reasons for learning the L2 in terms of five categories: (1) travel (o =.75),
(2) knowledge (o = .68), (3) friendship (a =.83), (4) jobs (a =.81), and (5)
school achievement (a =.67).

The Chat Experience Survey, created for the current study, employed a
six-point Likert response scale to measure participants’ subjective evalua-
tion of the online chat experience. The survey consisted of 12 items. The
seven main items of interest, shown in Table 1, fell into two content areas:
Three items (a =.68) sought to determine whether participants felt that the
chats improved their cultural knowledge and interest in the target culture,
and four items (a =.77) were related to perceived gains in L2 knowledge. An
additional five items asked for practical information, such as the number of
chats completed. To ensure that participants understood the survey items
and could respond in a timely manner, all items in both sets of survey instru-
ments were translated by native speakers into Chinese and Japanese.

Table 1. Items in the Chat Experience Survey

Cultural-learning items

1. [Ilearned alot about Japanese/Taiwanese culture during the chat.
After the chat, I'm more likely to visit Japan/Taiwan.

3. Because of the chat experience, 'm more interested in watching mov-
ies or reading books about Japan/Taiwan.

Language-learning items

1. I felt that the chat improved my English speaking ability.
I think the chat helped me learn many new words and expressions.

3. 1 would recommend online chats to students who want to improve
their English.

4. Having done the chat, I now feel less anxious about making mistakes
when speaking English.
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Procedures

Participants were first required to create Skype accounts. They all received
a 30-minute training session on the use of Skype along with a handout ex-
plaining how to sign up and use the service. Those doing the chats in class
were then asked to contact the overseas partner assigned to them for that
session. The chats were done during 45-minute classes throughout the
term, which meant that the actual chat time was usually slightly shorter
(about 40 minutes) because it took participants some time to log into Skype
and contact their partner. When the number of students in the Japanese
and Taiwanese classes did not match, some of the participants were paired
two to one. Participants doing the chats outside of class were given their
partner’s email and asked to contact their partner to set up a time to chat.
If they did not have access to Skype at home, they were encouraged to use
other platforms, such as Line, after confirming that their partner had access
to that platform and agreed to do so.

Participants took the WTC survey battery at the beginning of the semester
prior to all the chats and then took the Chat Experience Survey at the end
of the semester, after the final chat. All surveys were taken online using the
Quia survey system. Chat worksheets were provided to participants and
reviewed in class prior to the chats, and then they were handed in as home-
work after the chats.

Results

The objectives of this study were to assess the correlations among survey
responses related to WTC both in and outside the classroom, language-
learning orientations, and participants’ chat experiences. The descriptive
results for the surveys are reported below, followed by an analysis of the
correlations.

WTC Survey

Survey responses from the Taiwanese and Japanese participants were virtu-
ally identical. For this reason, and because the study’s research questions
were not focused on cross-cultural differences, all the data were pooled in
the analysis. Table 2 shows the WTC survey responses (N =190) toitems on a
six-point Likert scale. Most responses were around 3.5, the median response
on the scale. Participants reported slightly more WTC for the category WTC
in the classroom, possibly due to the affective support afforded by typical
classroom environments. Paired-sample t-tests comparing responses for
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WTC in the classroom versus WTC outside the classroom for each of the four
skills showed statistically higher outside-the-classroom responses for writ-
ing, t(189) = 2.24, p <.001, and listening, £(189) = 3.01, p =.003, but not for
speaking, t(189) = 1.07, p =.284 or for reading, t(189) = 2.24, p =.026, at an
alpha of .012 (a more stringent alpha to correct for use of multiple t-tests).

Table 2. WTC Survey Results

WTC Speaking Reading Writing Listening

M SD M SD M SD M SD

In the classroom 344 0.78 3.57 088 347 090 3.63 0.88

Outside the

3.39 086 349 088 3.34 0.88 3.52 0.84
classroom

Preliminary analyses of the significance (at an alpha of .01) showed that
intercorrelations between the eight WTC categories were significant, rang-
ing from r = .62 to .88, as were the intercorrelations between the orienta-
tions, which ranged from r = .41 to .73. These are similar to those obtained
in previous research (e.g., Maclntyre et al., 2001).

Language-Learning Orientations

Participants’ (N = 190) orientations toward language learning, based on
mean responses to the four items related to each of the five orientation cat-
egories, are shown in Table 3. Responses were made using a six-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree). As can be seen, partici-
pants indicated that all five categories represented important motivations
for their English study, with future employment being of particular concern.

Table 3. Language-Learning Orientations

Orientation M SD
Job 5.29 0.67
Travel 5.19 0.70
Friendship 5.09 0.75
Knowledge 5.09 0.68

School 5.06 0.79
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Chat Experience Survey

Fewer participants (n = 136) filled out the final Chat Experience Survey
than filled out the preliminary survey. Among those who did (69 from the
Taiwanese group and 67 from the Japanese group), the mean response was
4.42 (SD = 0.70) for the Culture Learning items and 4.28 (SD = 0.63) for
the Language Learning items. As the median response of the scale was 3.5,
the responses suggest that participants felt that the chats fostered their
knowledge and interest in the target culture as well as their L2 learning.
The correlation between the two sets of items was r = .46 (p <.001). Five
additional survey questions focused on objective information. Participants
reported completing an average of 4.1 chat sessions (with a range of 1 to 6).

Correlations Among WTC, Orientations, and Chat Experiences

Table 4 shows the relationship between WTC and orientations (N = 190).
In the analysis, the polarity of the orientation-related items was arranged
so that a high positive correlation corresponds to a positive relationship
between a WTC category and an orientation.

Table 4. Correlations Among WTC Inside and Outside the Classroom
and Orientations

WTC Orientations
Job Travel  Friendship Knowledge  School
In the classroom
Speaking .36* 32* .38* 41* 31*
Reading A47* .34* .34* A41* 21*
Writing .35*% 22% .25% .30* .18
Listening 44* 32* .34* .38* 20%
Outside the classroom
Speaking 33* 27* 33* 42% .34*
Reading 44* 32% .36* .39% 20%*
Writing .39* 27* .30* .34* 22*

Listening A41* .32% .29* 31* .10
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As can be seen, all the correlations were positive. Using an alpha of .01,
there was a significant correlation between orientations and WTC, except
for those between two of the WTC categories and the school-based orien-
tation (cf. MacIntyre et al,, 2001). In the results, school-based orientations
generally showed a much lower correlation with WTC, even when the WTC
measures target WTC in the classroom. There was a consistently strong rela-
tionship between WTC and a knowledge-based orientation. It is also notable
that the job-related orientation was strongly correlated with WTC for read-
ing and listening (especially in the classroom). This may reflect a washback
effect, namely, participants’ awareness that entry into many English-related
job fields requires high scores on exams that assess English reading and
listening proficiency.

Of key interest in this research was the relationship between WTC, as
assessed prior to the chat, and participants’ perceived outcomes in terms
of acquiring cultural knowledge and English language skills from the chat
experience. Table 5 shows the correlation between participants’ (N = 136)
mean responses to WTC survey categories with mean responses to culture-
related knowledge and language learning on the Chat Experience Survey.

Table 5. Correlation Between WTC and Perceived Utility of Chat

WTC Perceived utility

Culture Language

In the classroom

Speaking 29%* 31
Reading 22% 26%*
Writing 31* 35
Listening 21* 24%*
Outside the classroom
Speaking 22% 27
Reading 22% 26%*
Writing 29* 34%*

Listening 25%* 28%*
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As can be seen, all the correlations were positive and significant at the
.05 level, with correlations that suggested low to moderate associations. In
other words, the answers to RQ1 and RQ3 were positive, with marginally
higher correlations between all WTC components and perceived language-
related outcomes. Rather surprisingly, writing WTC showed the strongest
association with perceived outcomes. It is not clear why there should be a
stronger association between writing WTC and perceived outcomes than
between speaking WTC and perceived outcomes. One possibility is that the
association reflects the perceived importance of typing within the chat ses-
sions; participants often dealt with communication breakdowns by using
the text chat feature of Skype. Those with greater willingness to communi-
cate in text-based chat may have had more successful communication and
may have thus perceived the chats to be more beneficial in terms of language
and cultural learning.

None of the correlations between language-learning orientations (as-
sessed on the prechat WTC survey) and the two components of the Chat
Experience Survey were significant at an alpha level of .05, so they have
been omitted in Table 5. In other words, the answers to RQ2 and RQ4 were
negative.

Discussion

The current study aimed to test the ability of WTC components to predict
the extent to which learners perceive online chats as beneficial in terms of
cultivating cultural knowledge and interests, as well as improving English
skills. The findings indicate that WTC components, especially writing WTC,
assessed prior to online chat assignments, are consistently associated with
better perceived outcomes. On the other hand, language-learning orienta-
tions, while closely associated with WTC components, are not closely as-
sociated with perceived outcomes. The findings suggest that the skill-based
WTC components may help teachers and institutions determine whether
learners will find online chat programs worthwhile. At the same time, they
suggest that measures to increase learners’ WTC may help ensure that
learners find the online chat experience rewarding.

The study has a number of limitations. The limited number of participants
made it unfeasible to conduct more fine-grained comparisons of subgroups
(e.g., further breakdown of results by participants’ L1 or based on whether
participants did the chats in class, as homework, or both). Furthermore, the
participants who dutifully filled out the Chat Experience Survey were likely
to differ from those who neglected to do so. This factor must be taken into
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account when considering analyses comparing the WTC and Chat Experi-
ence Survey responses.

Finally, both discussions with students and the course evaluation forms
indicated that the online chat sessions were immensely popular. An extra
item at the end of the participants’ Chat Experience Survey asked if they
ever initiated extracurricular chats with their language partner, whether
to further their friendship or simply to practice English. Well over half
(62%) said they had done so, with 20% completing three extra chats and
another 20% more than three extra chats. Furthermore, prior discussions
with students who have been in the same Japan-Taiwan chat program dur-
ing the previous 3 years have revealed that many students who engage in
telecollaboration during their 1st year continue, on their own initiative, to
make contact with their overseas partner throughout their following 3 years
at university, and in some cases, visit their partner during a school break.
These anecdotes further suggest the tremendous potential of online chats to
enhance learners’ interest in cultural exchange and the use of language for
personal reasons going beyond the requirements of their courses.
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