Piloting a Scale to Measure Possible L2 Selves for Japanese University Students:
A Preliminary Analysis
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1. Introduction

The concept of L2 self, how students envision themselves as L2 users, has been gaining
attention recently in L2 motivation research since Dornyei (2005) outlined the L2 Motivational Self
System. The new L2 motivation model is partially a synthesis of two major theoretical concepts:
(a) integrativeness originally proposed by Gardner and Lambert in 1972, which has been a focal
point in L2 motivation research over 30 years (for comprehensive reviews, see Dornyei, 2005;
Maclntyre, Mackinnon, & Clément, 2009a); and (b) possible selves proposed by Markus and
Nurius (1986) in mainstream psychology which has been empirically and theoretically examined
in wide-ranging disciplines in the past 20 years (for a collection of empirical studies, see Dunkel &
Kerpelman, 2006). The proposal of the new theoretical model was met with great enthusiasm from
L2 motivation researchers who had been looking for an alternative concept for integrativeness:
this is when learners study a language to identify themselves with the speakers or culture of the
language. It was timely, as the interest in learners’ identity in a globalized postmodern world was
growing, shown in the increasing number of qualitative studies in SLA research on the topic (e.g.
Giddens, 1991; Norton, 2000; Toohey, 2000).

According to Dornyei (2009), the L2 Motivational Self System is comprised of three
components: (a) ideal L2 self, (b) ought-to L2 self, and (c) L2 learning experiences. 1deal L2 self
is an ideal image of the future self that includes a successful target language learner and user. The
second component, ought-to L2 self, is the future self that the learner believes he or she should
become “to meet expectations and avoid possible negative outcomes” (p. 29). Therefore, this deals
with motives that are considered to be more extrinsic or instrumental. The third component, L2
learning experience qualitatively differs from the aforementioned two as it is directly connected
to the learning environments and experiences that affect the efforts the learner actually exerts to
achieve their language-learning goals. This is considered to be conceptually similar to executive

motivation in Dornyei’s (2001) process model of motivation'.

The first two components, ideal L2 self and ought-to L2 self are based on possible selves
that Markus and Nurius (1986) proposed as a domain of self-knowledge that pertains to “how
individuals think about their potential and about their future” (p. 954). Possible selves contain
all imagined future selves including those ideal selves that one wishes to become and those that
one is afraid of becoming. One of the important functions of possible selves is that it provides the
knowledge of what is possible to achieve, which leads to motivation (Markus & Nurius, 1986). The
model focuses not on what kind of motivation or attitudes learners exhibit, but on the discrepancy
between their actual self and the ideal self: Dornyei stated, « “ideal L2 self” is a powerful motivator

to learn the L2 because of the desire to reduce the discrepancy between our actual and ideal selves



[emphasis added]” (2009, p. 29). The core of the model is this discrepancy, which functions as a
self-guide.

There is an advantage in employing a model based on possible selves over previously
investigated models. The concept of possible selves can encompass a wider range of language
learning motives, which have been previously labeled as either integrative (interpersonal/affective)
or instrumental (utilitarian/practical). However, the distinction has been problematic as they were
found to be not mutually exclusive. For example, a clear distinction between integrative and
instrumental orientations did not emerge at junior high school level in Japan (Irie, 2005), and a
positive orientation toward foreign travel in foreign language learning contexts can be understood as
an extension of either integrative or instrumental depending on the contexts (e.g. Irie, 2003; Lamb,
2004). On the other hand, possible selves are as open and flexible as learners’ imagination: an
accepted member of the target language native speakers’ community, a successful business person
giving a great presentation in English, or an enthusiastic worker in an international organization
working in a developing country can all be treated as possible selves and are potential sources of

motivation.

In order to empirically validate the L2 Motivational Self System, a number of quantitative
studies have already been carried out in European, Asian and Middle Eastern contexts (see Dornyei
& Ushioda, 2009 for a collection; Henkel, 2009; Csizér & Lukacs, 2010). All these studies provided
evidence for the construct validity of ideal L2 self with high internal consistency and correlations
with the criterion measure (intended effort). It has also been shown that the construct is closely
related to Gardner’s concept of integrativeness (Ryan, 2009; MacIntyre, Mackinnon, & Clément,

2009b; Taguchi, Magid, & Papi, 2009).

Yet, most of the previous studies focused on the construct validity of ideal L2 self and not
on the discrepancy between actual selves and ideal future selves, despite the fact that Dornyei
claims that the discrepancy is what functions as the self guide and a source of L2 motivation, and,
therefore, the bases of the L2 Motivational Self System. One exception to this is a quantitative study
carried out by MaclIntyre, et al. (2009b) that has specifically dealt with the discrepancy between
the actual and the ideal future self. Following the original concept of possible selves constructed
by Markus and Nurius (1986), Mclntyre et al. piloted a scale that examines “whether a potential
personal characteristics is part of the present self (yes or no) and part of possible future self (yes or
no)” (p. 197) with female high school students studying French as a second language. In addition
to this, they also assessed desirability (how desirable the ideal self is), likelihood (how likely the

learner thinks the ideal self to be), and frequency (how often they imagine themselves being the



ideal self). The results of their study provided strong evidence that possible selves do correlate with
elements of Gardner’s integrativeness and share conceptual similarities, and that the discrepancy
between the present and future states of possible L2 selves can be the source of language learning

motivation by predicting students’ intended effort.

Following Maclntyre, et al. (2009b), the present study reports and discusses the results of
a preliminary analysis of the data gathered by piloting a questionnaire aimed to measure the
discrepancy between actual L2 selves and ideal L2 selves in formal educational contexts. The
questionnaire also measured elements that are considered to be part of the conditions in ideal L2
selves that function as self-guides. As the first step towards developing such a scale, the purposes
of the present study are: (1) to develop and assess the reliability and dimensionality of a scale
measuring present and possible future selves in Japanese university EFL contexts, and (2) to assess
the predictive validity of possible selves by examining correlations with motivation and proficiency

levels.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of liberal arts university students (N = 242) in Tokyo (Table 1). The
data was collected at the end of the first semester, July 2008 by the researcher and her colleagues
teaching compulsory two-semester English courses. The students were placed into three levels, from
Level 1 (lowest) to 3 (highest), based on CASEC? scores taken upon their entry to the university.
Data was collected from three classes at each level, and four special classes of second year students
who participated in a short-term study-overseas program in the second semester of the first year
(referred to hereafter as OS Returned students). Their level is considered to be similar to that of
Level 3 students. They were included in the study for the fact that they have shown their motivation
and commitment to study English by choosing to participate in the study-overseas program only a

few months after entering the university.

Table 1. Summary of Participants

Level groups n Percent
Level 1 (2 classes) 53 21.9%
Level 2 (2 classes) 58 24.0%
Level 3 (2 classes) 50 20.7%
OS Returned (4 classes) 81 33.5%
Total 242 100.0%

Note. CASEC average score for participating classes: Level 1 =393.1, Level 2 =489.9, Level 3 =
595.8, OS Returned CASEC average = 582.1.



2.2. Materials

The following instruments were developed for the present study:

2.2.1. Possible selves: A set of 12 items related to possible L2 selves was created, based on
the items developed by MacIntyre et al. (2009b), by adding selected items from previous studies
carried out in similar Japanese formal educational contexts, such as Yashima (2009), Ryan (2009),
and Taguchi et al. (2009) (see Appendix 1 for the English translation of the questionnaire, Appendix
2 for the items given in Japanese). Each item generated a response to each of the six possible
self scales: Actual Self, Future Self, Desirability, Obligation (ought-to L2 self), Likelihood, and
Frequency. The first two items on self are dichotomous items: (1) describes me now (yes/no) and (2)
describes my possible future (yes/no). The other four scales assess to what extent learners desire the
future self, feel obligated, perceive the possibility, and imagine the future self on a 6-point Likert

scale. The reliability and dimensionality of each scale is examined in this paper.

2.2.2. Motivation (a = .85): This is comprised of items adapted from the scales intended to
measure the effort exerted by learners in two previous studies in Japanese formal education contexts
(Ryan, 2009; Taguchi et al., 2009). Two original items were created and added to enhance the

relevance of the context for the present study (see Table 2).

Table 2. Motivation Scale Items and Sources

Item

I am working hard at learning English.

If there is a chance for me to take another course in English, I will definitely do it.
I can honestly say that I am really doing my best to learn English.

I would like to study English even if I were not required.

Compared to my classmates, I think I study English relatively hard.

When my teacher assigns an optional assignment, I would certainly volunteer to do it.

~N O L B W N =

In addition to doing homework, I regularly study English (including preparation and review of
the lessons).

8 Ihave my own way of studying English using the Internet, software, workbooks, English books
and so on.

3. Results
3.1. Reliability and dimensionality of the possible selves scale

In order to assess the reliability of the scale, the dimensionality of each scale was analyzed,
examining whether each participant responds more or less the same way, for example, to the actual

self yes-no question for all the 12 possible selves items. If the participant’ responses to each prompt



within each scale vary widely, the scale cannot be considered to be measuring the single construct.
Following the procedure taken by MaclIntyre et al. (2009b), first, the factor structure was examined
using the Principal Components Analyses (PCAs). Except for Actual Self, which produced three
factors with eigenvalues greater than one, only one factor was extracted from all other five scales
(Future Self, Desirability, Obligation, Likelihood, and Frequency). Considering the range of
possible L2 selves provided in the questionnaire and the participants’ experiences and abilities, it is
understandable that the responses do not correlate in an absolute unitary pattern. However, a clear
break was found after the first factor for all six scales (see Figure 1). Therefore, one factor solution
was selected for another set of PCAs. As shown in the factor loading matrices presented in Table
3 and the reliabilities for the 12 items in Table 4, on the whole, the six scales including Actual Self

and Future Self are internally consistent and unidimensional.
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Figure 1. Screeplots from all six scales on the L2 Possible Selves Questionnaire.

3.2. Relationships among Possible Selves, Motivation, and Proficiency Levels

Next, the correlations between the total scores for the 12 items for each of the six possible self
scales (Actual Self, Future Self, Desire, Obligation, Likelihood, and Frequency) and Motivation
(intended effort) were examined (see Table 5). All correlations were significant at the p = .01 level.
A consistent pattern was found: Obligation had the lowest correlations with other scales. Motivation
correlated moderately with all possible self scales. When correlations between Motivation and the
scales were examined by levels, most correlations were significant at the p = .01 level. However,
the lowest level group (L1) and the students that had returned from the overseas programs (OS

Returned) had higher correlations (see Table 6).



Table 3. Factor Loadings for All Six Possible Selves Scales (One Factor Solution)

Component
Actual Future  Desirability Obligation Likelihood Frequency
Self Self
Variance accounted for: 35.38 56.60 68.00 72.35 74.19 75.33
1. Enjoy films or TV programs in English 45 .63 .76 77 .81 .82
2. Enjoy communication in English 48 73 .82 .81 .85 .87
3. Have my own opinions about international
issues such as environmental issues and .63 .50 49 .67 .64 .64
the situations in the Middle East
4. Make frlfzndg frqm othe.r countries by 64 Eo) 88 89 91 90
communicating in English
5. Speak English fluently .67 78 .87 .88 .89 .92
6. Do something that requires English 49 78 .88 .89 92 .90
7. Speak English with locals on overseas 61 3 87 90 90 91
trips
8. Enj oy rea@lng newspapers, magazines, or 55 79 28 90 29 28
web sites in English
9. Speak English with international friends 68 87 0 23 0 )
or colleagues
10. Have an international career .63 75 .83 .86 .86 .89
11. Feel respected because I speak English .56 .64 7 .81 .82 81
12.Often t.ravel to English-speaking areas/ 5 R 34 26 29 29
countries
Table 4. Reliability Coefficents for Possible Selves Questionnaire (N = 242)
Cronbach's Variable
Scale Prompt Alpha* type
Actual Self ~ Describes me now a=.81 Dichotomous
Future Self ~ Describes my possible future a=.93 Dichotomous
Desirability =~ How desirable is this future? a=.95 6-point Likert
Obligation How obligated do you feel to realize this in the future? a=.96 6-point Likert
Likelihood How likely is this future? a=.97 6-point Likert
Frequency How often do you think about this future? a=.97 6-point Likert

Note. *12 items.



Table 5. Correlations Between Possible Selves and Motivation

Motivation  Actual Self Future Self Desire Obligation  Likelihood Frequency
Motivation
Actual Self AT 1
Future Self S6%** 61%*
Desire S52%* A0%* 67F* 1
Obligation 27%* 19%* R A44x% 1
Likelihood 63%* 54 T 16%* A49%* 1
Frequency O1%* S54%* J15%* 18%* S52%* 87F* 1
Note. All correlations are significant at p < .01 (2-tallied).
Table 6. Correlations with Motivation by Levels
Actual Self  Future Self Desire Obligation Likelihood Frequency
L1 62%* .60%** S50 30% .64%* S55%*
L2 29% 31* 34%* 28% A5** A9%*
L3 38k S5k 36%* .16 S56%* S56%*
OS Returned A4 .60%* .60%** 26* .66%* 63%*

Note. * p<.01, ** p <.05

4, Discussion

Considering the first aim of the study, the results of the dimensionality and reliability analyses
of the possible selves scale were encouraging: strong reliability and a simple unitary factor structure
were found for each scale (Actual Self, Future Self, Desire, Obligation, Likelihood, and Frequency).
They were similar to those reported by Maclntyre et al. (2009b) in terms of both the range of
Cronbach alpha and the structure patterns. With regards to the second aim, some elements of
possible selves correlated more highly than others with the criterion measure and suggest possible

relationships with proficiency.

On the whole, the unitary factor structure and strong reliability is promising. A slightly different
pattern of factor structure and the relatively lower reliability of the actual self scale was expected
accounted for by the variety of the 12 items of possible L2 selves. The initial PCA on Actual Self
yielded two additional factors. Three items negatively loaded on Factor 2: Speak English fluently
(Item5), Have an international career (Item 10), and Feel respected because I speak English (Item
11). This second factor may suggest that these three items form a type of ideal L2 self, perhaps the
most distant from the actual selves as they are the least endorsed items. In fact, for Actual Self,
only 5% of the participants endorsed Item 5 and Item 10, and 12% Item 11. This is in contrast to
the average of all the 12 items, which was 29%. On the other hand, for Future Self, 57% of the



students endorsed Item 5, 46% Item 10, and 41% Item 11 whereas the average of all 12 items was
61%. Factor 3 had only one item loaded on, Item 3, Have my own opinion about international
issues such as environmental issues and the situations in the Middle East. This item was expected
to behave differently as it originally belonged to a scale to measure international posture proposed
by Yashima (2009) as possible selves that may work as self-guides for a certain group of Japanese
learners of English in university. Yet when one factor solution was chosen, all scales sufficiently
loaded on one factor and the high range of Cronbach alpha between .81 and .97 lends support to the
commonality among the items employed to measure possible selves.

As for correlations between the possible selves and motivation, Likelihood and Frequency
correlated with Motivation more highly than other scales. This result is in line with some of the
conditions under which Ideal L2 Self is said to function as a future self-guide (Ddrnyei, 2009): the
learner needs to have a desired future self-image which is “perceived as plausible” and “activated
regularly” (p. 32). Therefore, one can extrapolate that the higher correlation of Likelihood and
Frequency with Motivation highlights the importance for learners of recognizing the possibility of

realizing the particular ideal L2 user/learner image and to think about it often.

The comparison of correlations between possible self scales and the criterion scale is not
straightforward. Being consistent with the general correlation patterns discussed, scales that
most strongly correlated with Motivation are Likelihood or Frequency and the least correlated is
Obligation across all levels. On the whole, Level 1 maintains higher correlations across the scales.
Level 1 is the only group in which Actual Self also correlates moderately with Motivation at .60,
while the correlations range between .29 and .44 for the other scales. Although it is possible that
lower level students gain more confidence from what they have achieved up to the point in time, as
the correlation for Level 2 is the lowest among the levels, it is difficult to assume such a tendency.
A more plausible picture is that the correlation between the possible self scales and motivation
strengthen as proficiency develops, suggested by the increasing correlations from Level 2, Level 3,
to OS Returned. The OS Returned group has experience of studying English together with learners
from other countries as their near-peer role models at various language institutions/programs at
universities overseas. Therefore, this group is considered to have more advantage in activating vivid
L2 future selves and perceiving a greater possibility in closing the gap between the actual self and

the future selves.

As for Obligation, a scale representing ought-to L2 self is on the lower end in the correlation
matrix for all levels. The low correlations for this scale may indicate that for these students,
expectations from people important in their lives and society is not strongly linked to motivation.

This is somewhat surprising considering the importance of English in job hunting and in the formal



education realm endorsed by Monkasho (The Japanese Ministry of Education, Science, and Sports),
which aims to cultivate “Japanese with English abilities” and introduced English as a formal subject
in elementary schools. From a theoretical point of view, according to Dornyei, ought-to L2 Self
represents the selves that one believes she or he should become to meet expectations and to avoid
possible negative consequences. The scale of Obligation was the rating of how obligated do you
feel to the possible self. Although this probes into how forced the participants feel about each of
the 12 possible selves selected for the scale, it does not specifically present negative consequences
associated with failing to obtain the possible selves. In fact, the mean of the students’ rating of
Obligation was the lowest among the four scales on a 6-point Likert Scale: Obligation = 3.22,
Desire = 4.51, Likelihood = 3.72, and Frequency = 3.83. This might suggest that the participants
do not feel obliged to obtain the possible self either because of a weak sense of obligation to meet
the expectation or a lack of societal or family expectations in the first place. Infact, parents may not
be as expressive in terms of their expectations for their children in response to the general negative
perception of hyper-parenting and over expectation®. In fact, in the interviews conducted by the
researcher and a colleague for a qualitative longitudinal study on self-motivation, all six students
stated that their parents had not specifically expressed their expectations for their future. Societal
pressure may also not be at work for first-year or second-year university students, as they might not
have yet developed the sense of urgency regarding their future. In the face of the bleak employment
situation for students, there is a tendency for university students to prolong their schooling and
postpone their career decisions (Daily Yomiuri, August, 2010). While these reasons are speculative,
they suggest threads to follow in articulating the concept of ought-to L2 Self, and how it may be

affected by contexts, in future research.

5. Conclusion

The L2 Motivational Self System has brought new perspectives into L2 motivational research.
It synthesizes the extensively studied concepts, the integrativeness and possible selves, in a way that
is compatible with the emphasis in SLA research on applicability to educational settings and social
contexts. In order to develop a possible selves scale that is appropriate for university students in
formal EFL instructional settings, 12 items measuring six possible selves scales that are considered
to predict motivation were piloted in the present study. The preliminary analysis provided evidence
that the set of items share a unitary underlying concept. The overall correlations are encouraging
for further analysis and refinement. The correlation analysis also revealed the importance of the
perception of likelihood and the frequency of thinking about the future as well as the complex
nature of ought-to L2 self. For further elaboration and refinement of the scale, a close examination

of each item is in order.



The study is preliminary in nature and has limitations in terms of sample size, context, and
statistical procedures employed. The next step in the analysis is obviously to focus on the response
patterns of the first two components, Actual Self and Future Self to assess whether the discrepancy
actually functions as a future self-guide and understand how the discrepancy between Actual Self
and Future affects motivation and proficiency levels. The operationalization of the construct and
development of measurement instruments is indispensible to deepen our understanding of the role
of the self-concept in developing and maintaining L2 motivation. In order to complement this
approach, longitudinal qualitative research should be also conducted, as the concept of possible

selves can be fully understood by observing how they operate for an individual in reality.

Notes:

1 A theoretical model outlined the dynamic and cyclic nature of motivation comprised of choice
motivation, executive motivation, and retrospective evaluation.

2 CASEC stands for Computerized Assessment System for English Communication, which is an online
standardized examination of English proficiency. It is a computer adaptive test applying item response
theory. The correlation coefficent between CASEC and TOEIC® is claimed to be .83 (Retrieved from
CASEC homepage by the Japan Institute for Educational Measurement, Inc. http://casec.evidus.com/
english/ex02/equivalency.html).

3 On the Internet, when parental expectation (oya no kitai = #DH#F) is entered in Japanese as a search
keyword using Google search engine, the top 50 hits are either directly on or related to negative effects

of parental expectations over their children.
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Appendix 2
Possible L2 Selves Questionnaire in Japanese

Possible Selves Items

PEEOWEP T L ERME K LA TV S,
PEETHDAI 2=y a v iR LATVS,

BRI E e  EOEREEBICOWTHZOBEREZR>TWw 5,
PEE i T4 RED AN EZKBIRZ IR T 5,

PEEE 2 WG IR B,

FEEEIS AN IR I AL PR 2R 2 E2 LT 5,

EIMIRIT TR A & JEEECREEZ LT 5,

PEREDOAR, Fill - MG A v 7 — 2y P A FZRBLABRDVOLHA T S,
HEADKARREE & REETREEZ LT 5,

EBR X vV 7 ((EH) 236 %,

. YEEEDNEY 5 0T —HEL LTV S,

PR DOE 4 PRz SEICE T T w5,

A P RN I S e

—_ = =
M o= 2

Scale Prompts

Actual Self: SOHSEELTND
Future Self: HODNFZ D X 91 2088103 %

Desirability:  fFRESBIDE I DV EHALTHETH? (1 =RICHATW
V,6= L THHATV?)

Obligation: R ZDL IR R ITNERO BV EEUTOETHL? (1=F
I TR, 6= THEL TV 2)

Likelihood: FREDB LI 2RI ENSSVEEEVWETRL? (1=4
(7, 6="RWIZH[HE

Frequency: HoDORE%EZEZLEE, 2OLIHIZHR>T0LATZBRL T2 7
(1=2< LA, 6=12H 047



