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ABSTRACT 

This mixed-methods study explores the self-regulation of two Japanese university students in 
response to the stressful situation of feeling unable to communicate effectively in English with 
foreigners. Qualitative data from interviews are used to interpret the quantitative results of the two 
students, who were part of an online intercultural Japan-Canada university exchange in which 
half of the communication was in English. Due to the reality check of using English for 
communication with foreigners, both students realized that their English communication skills 
were weak. Self-efficacy and coping strategies modeled by peers were internalized by one 
student who could subsequently cope with the demands of interacting in English, and who 
developed a challenge orientation and set a new goal as a result. The other student became 
demotivated and withdrew over time. Theories related to stress and coping, self-efficacy, peer 
modeling, internalization, self-regulation, and possible selves are incorporated to provide a multi-
dimensional view of the processes involved in the self-regulation of these students. By looking at 
the experiences of the two students at the individual level, insight may be gained into the reasons 
behind student engagement in and withdrawal from L2 learning processes. In particular, the 
importance of peer modeling to positive changes in student actual and ideal selves is examined. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Shortly into a Japan-Canada online intercultural exchange, 
two students experienced a reality check: communicating in 
English with foreigners was difficult for them. Yet 
communicating in English using all four language skills was 
required in the interaction that took place in online forums 
as part of the project, and thus their low level of English 
ability was a source of stress for them. The way these two 
students reacted to their problem was very different. Despite 
having had high motivation at the beginning of the project, 
Taka decreased effort, gave up over time, and eventually 
withdrew from the project. In contrast, Hana, who had had 
a moderate level of motivation at the beginning of the 
project, increased effort, completed the project with higher 
motivation than when she started, and eventually set a new 
goal of living and working abroad. The main reasons for 
Hana’s changes were effective self-regulation and the 
internalization of L2 communication self-efficacy and of 
coping strategies, after seeing these resources modeled by 
her peers. 

     These topics have not been previously explored within 
the field of L2 motivation. The relevance of self-efficacy to 
L2 acquisition and/or motivation has been described in 
some L2 research articles (see, e.g. Dörnyei, 1998; Mills, 
2014; Mills et al., 2006; Oxford & Shearin, 1994; Tseng et 
al., 2017). These studies have pointed to self-efficacy as a 
potential key construct in L2 research but have also pointed 
to the dearth of studies on self-efficacy in these fields (see 
Appendix A for descriptions of self-confidence and anxiety 
measures used in L2 motivation studies). In addition to self-
efficacy, Dörnyei (1998), Oxford (2016), Tremblay and 
Gardner (1995) and some others have pointed to the 
importance of self-regulation and goal-setting to language 
learners, but L2 research studies detailing these processes 
are rare.  

     In the field of L2 motivation, stress evaluations, the 
effects of peer-modeled self-efficacy on stress evaluations, 
and subsequent motivation and performance have not been 
studied, and it is this gap in the literature that motivates the 
present study. As noted by Salas et al. (1996), theoretical 
and practical interest in how individuals perform in 
demanding, stressful environments is likely to continue to 
grow. Research into this area may be of interest to L2 

motivation researchers, to researchers in the areas of stress, 
resilience and coping strategies, as well as to language 
teachers interested in stress in L2 communication and how 
to possibly mitigate it. 

     The purpose of this study is to contribute to and expand 
the knowledge base of L2 motivation research by describing 
the self-regulation of two Japanese university students 
dealing with the stressful activity of communicating in 
English with foreigners. This study explores the link 
between self-efficacy and stress, and how peer-modeled 
self-efficacy can change student evaluation of L2 
communication stress from a threat to a challenge. I first 
explore the literature related to self-efficacy as a personal 
resource linked to positive outcomes in many areas of life, 
including academic performance and persistence. Modeled 
self-efficacy is described in the context of one study by 
Bandura et al. (1982), and then Lazarus and Folkman’s 
(1984) transactional theory of stress and coping is explained. 
Challenge vs. threat evaluations of stress and the role of 
self-efficacy in these evaluations is the next focus, and here 
I explore how self-efficacy contributes to challenge 
evaluations, and how these evaluations are connected to 
better performance. Links between possible selves, self-
efficacy, and self-regulation follow in the next section, and 
Higgins’ (1997, 1998) promotional form of self-regulation 
is explained in brief before the study description. In the 
results section, quantitative results are examined first, and 
then the experiences of the two students are explored in 
detail, with interview data supporting and helping to explain 
the quantitative results. How peer models may act as 
resources for their classmates, modeling positive attitudes 
and useful strategies, and the effect that this has on 
classmate self-efficacy and performance is examined. 
Following the results and conclusion, pedagogical aspects 
of the study are briefly explored. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy has been defined simply by Bandura (1997) as 
the exercise of control, or, in more detail, as “beliefs in 
one’s capabilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive 
resources, and courses of action needed to meet given 
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situational demands” (Wood & Bandura, 1989, p. 408), for 
example, the belief that one is able to communicate 
effectively in another language. Self-efficacy is related to 
human agency and feeling a sense of control over our 
environment and events that affect our lives. Self-efficacy 
is directly linked to motivation: according to Bandura, self-
efficacy beliefs determine an individual’s level of 
motivation, including how much effort is exerted and how 
long they persevere when faced with obstacles. “The 
stronger the belief in their capabilities, the greater and more 
persistent are their efforts” (Bandura, 1989, p. 1176). Self-
efficacy affects our well-being in many ways: 

People with high assurance in their capabilities 
approach difficult tasks as challenges to be mastered 
rather than as threats to be avoided. Such an efficacious 
outlook fosters intrinsic interest and deep engrossment 
in activities. They set themselves challenging goals and 
maintain strong commitment to them. They heighten 
and sustain their efforts in the face of failure. They 
quickly recover their sense of efficacy after failures or 
setbacks. They attribute failure to insufficient effort or 
deficient knowledge and skills which are acquirable. 
They approach threatening situations with assurance 
that they can exercise control over them. Such an 
efficacious outlook produces personal 
accomplishments, reduces stress and lowers 
vulnerability to depression. (Bandura, 1994, p. 71) 

     Self-efficacy is linked to positive outcomes in many 
areas of life, including academic achievement. It influences 
self-regulatory processes such as goal setting, self-
monitoring, self-evaluation, and strategy use, and mediates 
the effect of personal attributes and assets such as level of 
skills, previous experience, cognitive ability, and other self-
beliefs on subsequent achievement (Schunk & Pajares, 
2005). A meta-analysis of research in educational settings 
(Multon et al., 1991) found that self-efficacy was related 
both to academic performance (effect size = .38) and to 
persistence (effect size = .34) across a wide variety of 
subjects, experimental designs, and assessment methods. 
Zajacova et al. (2005) found that self-efficacy was the single 
strongest predictor of grade point average (GPA) in all their 
tested models, and emphasized the importance of academic 
self-efficacy in predicting academic success in university 

and also in moderating the effect of stressors on perceived 
stress for university students. 

     In demanding situations, self-efficacy acts as an 
important personal resource that affects the perception of 
external demands and mediates the relation between 
external stressors and psychological stress (Bandura, 1995). 
General self-efficacy1 serves as a moderator for the impact 
of demands on the actual stress experience: individuals with 
high self-efficacy select positive cues, such as stable and 
favorable self-evaluations, over negative signals, such as 
situational failures, in making stress appraisals (Jerusalem 
& Schwarzer, 1992, p. 210). Thus, the main effect of self-
efficacy as a “key variable” (Karademas & Kalantzi-Azizi, 
2004) is to enable us to view the balance of stressor 
demands to coping resources (explained in an upcoming 
section) in a more positive way, and this enables us to 
evaluate demanding situations as challenges rather than 
threats (Chemers et al., 2001). The effect of self-efficacy on 
evaluations of a stressful situation as a challenge or threat is 
particularly intriguing. 

 

Modeled Self-efficacy 

Modeling is a main source of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982, 
1997). In lab experiments in which self-efficacy and coping 
techniques were explicitly modeled for the purpose of 
reducing fear of snakes in phobics, Bandura et al. (1982) 
found that fear arousal stemmed largely from perceived 
coping inefficacy. The modeling of feared activities from 
approaching to interacting with a boa constrictor resulted in 
a significant 14% rise in self-efficacy in subjects. For some 
participants, self-efficacy increased through modeling of 
snake handling alone, while for others, self-efficacy 
increased after modeling and subsequent mastery 
experiences over time. As the participants’ self-efficacy 
level rose, they experienced progressively less stress while 
coping with a serious threat. 

 

The Transactional Theory of Stress and Coping 

According to Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional 
theory of stress and coping, when individuals are faced with 
a stressful but self-relevant2 situation, they first appraise or 
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evaluate3 the balance of stressor demands (primary 
appraisal) to personal coping resources (secondary 
appraisal). After appraisal, people try to cope with the 
situation in three main ways, the first two originating in the 
work of Lazarus and Folkman (1984). Summarized by 
Amnie (2018) and Elliott et al. (2013), these are:  

1. Problem-focused coping (adaptive): The individual 
attempts to discover and resolve the root cause of 
the stressors. 

2. Emotion-focused coping (adaptive): The individual 
attempts to reduce a negative emotional state or 
change the appraisal of the demanding situation. 

3. Avoidance coping (maladaptive): The individual 
tries to avoid the stressor. This form of coping was 
further developed by Kowalski and Crocker (2001), 
based on Amirkhan (1990) and Endler and Parker 
(1994). 

 

     In adaptive coping, people most often use a combination 
of problem- and emotion-focused coping to deal with 
stressful situations, but may use more or less of each 
depending on the situation (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). 
Situations in which the person thinks something 
constructive can be done or requires more information elicit 
problem-focused coping, whereas those that cannot be 
changed and therefore have to be accepted elicit emotion-
focused coping. 

 

Effect of Challenge Evaluations on Performance 

If stressor demand exceeds coping resources, we perceive a 
threat because of the feeling of being unable to overcome 
the stressor. On the contrary, a belief that we can effectively 
cope with the stressor results in a challenge appraisal 
(Tomaka et al., 1993). Jones et al. (2009), investigating 
challenge and threat in athletes, point out that high self-
efficacy is an important aspect of resource evaluations 
because an individual’s “belief that she has the skills 
necessary to execute the courses of action required to 
succeed clearly contributes to a perception that she can cope 
with the demands of the situation” (p. 164). As we shall see, 

self-efficacy has a strong, positive link to challenge 
evaluations.  

     Challenge evaluations have been found to result in better 
performance than threat evaluations (e.g., Blascovich et al., 
2004; Gildea et al., 2007; Jerusalem & Schwarzer, 1992; 
Seery et al., 2010; Tomaka et al. 1993). In a longitudinal 
study of first-year university students, Chemers et al. (2001) 
used structural equation modeling to examine the effects of 
academic self-efficacy and optimism on students’ academic 
performance, stress, health, and commitment to remain in 
school, and found that students with high self-efficacy had 
evaluations showing high challenge-to-threat ratios (i.e., 
they perceived academic task demands to be challenges 
rather than threats), and these resulted in greater academic 
expectations, which led to better academic performance. 
The effects of self-efficacy (and optimism) on stress, health, 
and adjustment variables in university students were 
entirely mediated by the challenge-threat variable (i.e., self-
efficacy and optimism had no direct relationships to stress, 
health, or adjustment, they operated indirectly through 
challenge-threat). Chemers et al. concluded that challenge-
threat evaluations have a powerful impact on academic 
performance and other important outcomes including stress 
level and health of students. 

     As another example, Gildea et al. (2007) found that 
challenged participants outperformed threatened 
participants in video games that trained users in aviation 
skills. In their study, the challenge-threat variable predicted 
performance, while self-efficacy did not. However, self-
efficacy was significantly correlated with secondary 
appraisals (resources, r = .56, p < .01) but not primary 
appraisals (demand, r = –.05), indicating self-efficacy’s 
contribution to a challenge evaluation. 

     To summarize, self-efficacy is a powerful personal 
resource that contributes to a wide range of positive 
outcomes from academic achievement to lower stress and 
better health. In stress evaluations, self-efficacy is a strong 
contributor to the appraisal of personal resources that 
contribute to a positive challenge-to-threat ratio, which is 
linked to better performance as well as good health. 
Jerusalem and Schwarzer (1992) wrote:  

In the appraisal of challenge, a person may see an 
opportunity to prove herself or himself, anticipating 
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gain, mastery or personal growth from the venture. The 
situation is experienced as pleasurable, exciting, and 
interesting, and the person is hopeful, eager, and 
confident to meet the demands. (p. 197) 

     Self-efficacy is a personal resource leading to positive 
outcomes that would seem to benefit all students, including 
language students. Believing that one is capable of doing 
what is required is essential for success in most, if not all, 
areas of life. 

 

Self-guides: Possible Selves and Self-regulation 

The importance of self-guides (ideal self and ought self) to 
the actual self and its development originated in Higgins’ 
Self-Concept Discrepancy theory (Higgins 1987; Higgins et 
al., 1985). The actual self is a representation of the attributes 
that the individual believes they actually possess (or that 
others believe they possess). The ideal self is a 
representation of the attributes that the individual would 
ideally like to possess, while the ought self represents the 
attributes the individual thinks they ought to possess. Each 
self-guide has its own self-regulatory focus: promotion4 for 
the ideal self, concerned with advancement, growth, and 
accomplishment, and prevention for the ought self5, 
concerned with protection, safety and responsibility 
(Higgins, 1998). Higgins et al. (1985) pointed to the 
negative affect, felt as discomfort, that arises from 
discrepancy between one’s actual self and one’s ideal or 
ought self. For example, a discrepancy between one’s actual 
self and one’s ideal self results in feelings of dissatisfaction, 
disappointment, and fear of failure, in addition to 
“frustration-related emotions” (Higgins et al., 1985, p. 56). 

     Markus and Nurius (1986) used the term possible selves 
for ideal, ought, and feared selves and linked these to 
motivation. As Markus and Ruvolo (1989) explain: 

Possible selves give specific, self-relevant form, 
meaning, and direction to one’s hopes and threats. 
Possible selves are specific representations of one’s self 
in future states and circumstances that serve to organize 
and energize one’s actions. These thoughts, images, or 
senses of one’s self in the end state and in the 
intermediate states… are viewed as the individualized 
carriers of motivation. They are the manifestations of 

one’s goals, aspirations, motives, fears, and threats. (p. 
212) 

     Possible selves have been linked by Markus and co-
authors to self-efficacy and to self-regulation: 

1. Self-efficacy: According to Markus and Nurius 
(1986, p. 961), self-efficacy is particularly 
influential when linked to “specific, clearly 
envisioned possible selves”.  

2. Self-regulation: Possible selves are personalized 
representations of goals. “The crucial element of a 
goal is the representation of the individual herself 
or himself approaching and realizing the goal. 
Without this representation of the self, a goal will 
not be an effective regulator of behavior” (Markus 
& Ruvolo, 1989, p. 211). 

     The ideal self is a regulator of behavior when the 
individual believes that they are capable of achieving the 
goal. The ideal self must be specific and clearly envisioned, 
and must contain the element of oneself approaching and 
realizing the goal. Self-efficacy is essential because if you 
do not believe that you can adequately perform the skill, or 
cannot visualize how you will proceed in moving from 
actual to ideal, the goal will not be linked to behavior, and 
will not be realized. Bandura (1989, p. 1180) wrote that “the 
ability to envision likely outcomes of prospective actions” 
is known as an outcome expectation or expectancy and is 
one way in which “anticipatory mechanisms regulate 
human motivation and action.” Outcome expectations are 
affected by one’s level of self-efficacy. If an individual 
believes that they cannot do what it will take to achieve a 
particular outcome, it does not matter how appealing the 
outcome may be. 

     Dörnyei (2009) describes the experiential element of the 
ideal L2 self as what makes it more than just an abstract goal. 
“The imagery component of future self-guides is a powerful 
motivational tool” (p. 18). Students who want to live and 
work abroad may imagine life in a foreign country, meeting 
people, speaking their language, and it is this very positive 
(future) ideal L2 self that motivates them to make their 
dream a reality by studying the language, in the present. 
According to Markus and Ruvolo (1989, p. 213), 
“imagining one’s own actions through the construction of 
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elaborated possible selves achieving the desired goal may 
thus directly facilitate the translation of goals into intentions 
and instrumental actions”. Oyserman et al. (2004, p. 132) 
agree: “possible selves and other self-directed goals can 
serve to guide and regulate behavior, providing a roadmap 
connecting the present to the future.”  

     This article examines the experiences of the two students 
who had very different experiences in a university online 
intercultural exchange. Actual and ideal selves, stress and 
coping, self-efficacy and self-regulation all contributed to 
the reactions of these two students to a stressful situation—
speaking English with foreigners. 

 

METHOD 

Participants 

In my dissertation study (Claro, 2021), I measured student 
motivation as represented by intended learning effort 
(Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010) before and after an online 
intercultural exchange called the ICE Project (see below). 
Data were collected from 17 Japanese university students 
who gave informed consent to use their data and who also 
consented to interviews (see Appendix B for data elicitation 
materials). Nine third-year students participated in addition 
to four first-year students and four second-year students 
who volunteered to join the project (for no course credit) to 
help balance the number of participants in the two classes. 

     The data of two of students appears in this article. These 
two students were selected because in their interviews, they 
said that at the beginning of the project they had 
experienced problems in their communication with 
foreigners that they believed were caused by their own weak 
English skills. These two students dealt with this problem 
in very different ways, and their self-regulation and the 
effects of it are the main focus of this article.  

 

Instrument  

All scales and items are part of Dörnyei and Taguchi’s 
(2010) L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) instrument 
(Japanese version) and were measured pre-study and post-

study (two months later) using a 6-point Likert scale, where 
the minimum score is 1 and the maximum score is 6. 

 

Analysis 

All statistical tests were performed by IBM SPSS Statistics 
(Version 22). Interviews were semi-structured and were 
conducted in Japanese by the author, then translated by 
bilingual Japanese university staff. 

 

Context 

The ongoing International Cultural Experience Project, or 
ICE Project, has taken place five times since it began in 
2012, most recently in 2020. The project has the main goal 
of providing communication partners for students to 
practice their target language and learn about each other’s 
cultures. Participants in a Canadian university second-year 
Japanese class have various majors while participants at a 
Japanese technical university are all engineering majors, 
nine of them taking a third-year English class.  

     Participants take part in the project as part of their 
coursework. Interaction in the online project takes place 
half of the time in English and the other half in Japanese and 
consists of making video posts, in which students record 
videos of themselves speaking while looking at a webcam, 
and posting these videos in a private Moodle website for 
their two partners in Canada (partner activity), who reply to 
them in their own video posts. Further interaction takes 
place in an all-participant text-based forum where all 
students in both classes exchange messages freely (for more 
details, see Claro & Akai, 2017). 

     The following section describes the quantitative and 
qualitative results of two students who experienced sizeable 
changes in motivation over the course of the ICE Project. 

 

RESULTS 

Taka’s Reality Check: “I was worse than I thought.” 

Taka6 was a first-year student who volunteered to 
participate in this particular ICE Project for no credit, to 
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help balance the number of participants. Taka started the 
ICE Project believing that he was making good effort to 
learn English (ILE = 4.75, z-score = 1.27, see Table 1). Raw 
scores in Table 1 were standardized for the sake of easier 
comparison. A standardized score (or z-score) shows how 
much higher or lower that particular student score is than 
the mean of all Japanese student participant scores. A 
positive z-score of 1.0 indicates that the student score is one 

standard deviation above the mean, and a negative z-score 
of -1.0 indicates that the student score is one standard 
deviation below the mean. For the sake of comparison, I am 
using the simple heuristic of a difference of one standard 
deviation (or close to one) from T1 to T2 to indicate a 
notable change, and a difference of two standard deviations 
(or close to two) to indicate a large change. 

 

Table 1. Raw Scores and Standardized Scores (z-scores) of Two Students with Changes from T1 to T2  

     Scale Time        Hana       Taka 

Intended Learning Effort ILE T1  3.75   (-0.65)  4.75   (1.27) 

ILE T2  5.25    (1.34)  3.75  (-0.61) 
       ∆ILE  1.50    (1.99) -1.00  (-1.88) 
Ideal L2 Self Ideal T1  3.20   (-0.71)  3.20  (-0.71) 
 Ideal T2  5.20    (1.23)  4.00  (-0.18) 
       ∆Ideal  2.00    (1.94)  0.80   (0.53) 
Instrumentality-Promotion Prom T1  4.00   (-1.33)  4.40  (-0.65) 

Prom T2  5.40    (0.61)  3.60  (-1.57) 
       ∆Prom  1.40    (1.94) -0.80  (-0.92) 
Linguistic Self-Confidence LSC T1  3.50   (-0.46)  4.50   (0.70) 

LSC T2  4.50    (0.42)  4.00  (-0.42) 
       ∆LSC  1.00    (0.88) -0.50  (-1.12) 
Attitudes Toward Learning English ATLE T1  4.75    (0.27)  5.00   (0.65) 

ATLE T2  5.00    (0.74)  4.00  (-0.83) 
       ∆ATLE  0.25    (0.47) -1.00  (-1.48) 
Interest in the English Language IEL T1  5.00    (0.64)  5.00   (0.64) 

IEL T2  5.50    (0.91)  4.00  (-1.30) 
       ∆IEL  0.50    (0.27) -1.00  (-1.94) 
Integrativeness Integ T1  5.00   (-0.26)  5.33   (0.30) 
 Integ T2  4.67    (0.09)  3.67  (-1.04) 
       ∆Integ -0.33    (0.35) -1.66  (-1.34) 

Note. N = 17 (Japanese engineering majors). Only variables that showed a change of one standard deviation or more are 
shown. Values that increased or decreased by one standard deviation or more from T1 to T2 appear in boldface. For 
L2MSS scale descriptions, scale construction, and questionnaire, see Dörnyei & Taguchi (2010). 
 

 

     Hana’s ILE raw score at T1 was 3.75, barely above the 
midpoint of 3.5, but at T2 it was 5.25, with a z-score change 

of 1.99, indicating a large increase in Intended Learning 
Effort (ILE), the criterion measure representing motivation. 
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Hana’s Ideal L2 Self and Instrumentality- Promotion 
(hereafter Promotion) z-scores also increased by almost two 
points (1.94 each), indicating large increases. In addition, 
Hana’s Linguistic Self-confidence z-score increased 0.88 
from T1 to T2. Hana experienced many positive changes 
from T1 to T2.  

     In contrast, Taka’s ILE raw score dropped by one point 
from 4.75 to 3.75, with a corresponding z-score of -1.88, 
indicating that a negative change took place from T1 to T2. 
Three of Taka’s other scores also decreased: Attitudes 
Toward Learning English (ATLE), Interest in the English 
Language (IEL), and Integrativeness. Taka became 
demotivated7 over the course of this study. Let us look first 
at Taka’s experience in the ICE Project, and continue in the 
next section with Hana’s experience.  

     In his interview, Taka said that he hoped that speaking 
English would make him look cool and give him confidence: 

It is cool to be able to speak English... If you can 
speak English, you look intelligent. Being able to 
speak English would be great... I would become 
confident... Simply being able to speak English 
would change me. I would become cool. (Taka, 
interview excerpts) 

     Taka said that he admired Kayoko, a classmate who was 
participating in the ICE Project for the second time (as a 
volunteer) and who was very motivated to learn and use 
English. She was very outgoing and spoke English as often 
as possible. Taka also said that on an exchange trip to 
Taiwan, he had seen another classmate speaking English 
well with Taiwanese university students, and Taka admired 
him for that. Desire to be able to speak English well and his 
desire to be cool both contributed to his motivation at the 
beginning of the project. Taka’s outcome expectations (he 
would look cool) were high. But the crucial ingredient here 
is the ability to speak English well enough to communicate 
with foreigners. Bandura (1989) has pointed out that 
outcome expectations do not have much independent effect 
on performance motivation when outcomes depend on the 
level of competence. Thus, Taka’s motivation depended 
largely on his level of perceived self-efficacy in 
communication in English.  

     But Taka soon experienced communication problems in 
the project, resulting in a loss of confidence in his ability to 
communicate in English: 

I had thought I could do better. I could speak less 
than I thought, not even easy English sentences… I 
was worse than I thought… I have zero confidence 
in speaking English now. (Taka, interview) 

     Taka became demotivated by his communication 
problems in the intercultural project. He had had great 
expectations, hoping that he would look cool speaking 
English in the project, but these hopes seem to have been 
unrealistic, given that he already knew that his English 
ability was insufficient for communication with foreigners 
when he was in Taiwan.  

When I was in Taiwan, one of my friends spoke 
English for me when I couldn’t understand, so I felt 
relieved. When he was not with me, I felt uneasy. 
(Taka, interview) 

     Taka’s dream of looking cool speaking English seems to 
have been based more on wishful thinking than on real 
possibility. Wright and Masten (2005) note that positive 
future expectations and perceptions of personal competence 
are related to resilience, but only when these perceptions are 
realistic. Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) have also noted the 
need for realistic expectations. Ideal self images need to be 
substantiated, “resulting in the curious mixed aura of 
imagination and reality that effective images share. This 
process requires honest and down-to-earth reality checks…” 
(p. 232, emphasis mine). Simply put, Taka had imagined or 
hoped that his English skills were better than they really 
were, and the reality check of the ICE Project caused him to 
realize that his actual self was far from his ideal.  

     However, it is important to note that Taka took no steps 
to improve his English. He did not respond to the reality 
check by increasing effort to learn English. When I asked 
him in his interview if he felt that he should study English, 
he answered, “I don’t have much motivation to study 
English”. Instead of engaging in problem-focused coping by 
increasing effort and trying to improve his English, Taka 
decreased effort and slowly dropped out of the project. Taka 
used an avoidant form of coping to solve his problem.  
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     In Taka’s case, this may have been an adaptive solution. 
Taka had evaluated a threat: he did not have the resources 
to communicate effectively in English, and he did not 
expect future success in this, so he took steps to eliminate 
the threat. Taka lost motivation in the ICE Project and in 
English at the same time as his desire to get into a particular 
lab in the following year was increasing. An important part 
of self-regulation is knowing when to quit, when to stop 
using precious resources for an activity that seems unlikely 
to pay off. Effective self-regulation may consist of 
persisting on a task until completion, or disengaging from a 
course of action that is doomed for failure (Diefendorff & 
Lord, 2008). Taka did not see any hope for the future 
regarding his English ability:  

I am not good at English, and I am aware that I am 
not good at it. I can’t imagine myself getting better. 
(Taka, interview) 

     Taka does not see a strong need for English in his future. 
In addition, as a volunteer in this project, he would not get 
course credit. He may have regretted joining the ICE Project 
because it took away from his study time. He seems to have 
been less invested in the project than other students. 

I will have exams next week. I will focus on my 
exams. My grades are important. The laboratory I 
would like to be in is very popular and I need good 
grades to get in. (Taka, interview) 

     A goal is more likely to be abandoned when attaining the 
goal seems unlikely, when it requires a great deal of effort 
and resources, when failure would have negative effects, 
and when there are other activities that may produce better 
results (Bandura, 1997). In Taka’s case, it seems that he 
abandoned the ICE Project, and English with it, for all of 
these reasons, and this may in fact have been a good 
decision. 

     However, Taka’s dropping out does not seem to have 
been simply a choice made between two activities 
competing for his time. Taka had started out with high 
motivation, one of three students with the highest level of 
ILE (a raw score of 4.75) at T1. His scores for Intended 
Learning Effort, Attitudes Toward Learning English, 
Interest in the English Language, and Integrativeness all 
decreased (see Table 1). If Taka had simply chosen another 
more appealing focus of study, it’s unlikely that his scores 

would have decreased so much. His attitudes, motivation, 
and emotions were strongly affected by the reality check of 
discovering that his ability to communicate in English was 
poor, and was not getting better. 

     We might wonder whether Taka’s experience in the ICE 
Project was affected by his being a first-year student, and 
therefore not being as integrated into the class as the third-
year students. This is certainly a possibility, but there were 
four first-year students and four second-year students who 
had a wide variety of experiences in the project, both 
positive and negative. The only other student in the project 
who had a large decrease in motivation was a third-year 
student. And one first-year student had a large increase in 
motivation for reasons similar to Hana’s (see Claro, 2021 
for details). 

     One additional interesting result was that Taka’s ideal L2 
self increased from 3.2 to 4.0. This is due to an increase in 
PSS (Professionally Successful Self, part of the Ideal L2 
Self, see Taguchi, 2013). This is a curious result from 
someone whose overall motivation dropped. Still more 
curiously, in my dissertation study (Claro, 2021), one other 
student had a large drop in motivation and other scores, but 
also had a rise in PSS. A possible explanation is that some 
classmates in the project had planned to use English in their 
future jobs and this may have been an especially attractive 
aspect of using English and hard to give up, however 
unrealistic it was. It seems that Taka believes that he may 
be able to use English to become professionally successful. 
So, there may have been one positive outcome of Taka’s 
participation in the ICE Project—as long as Taka decides to 
increase effort to learn English before he starts working. 

 

Hana’s Outcome: “I wanted to challenge myself” 

Hana initially had a raw score of 3.75 (z-score = -0.65) for 
ILE at T1, close to the midpoint of 3.5, but it increased to 
5.25 at T2 (z-score = 1.34) for an overall increase of 1.50. 
Hana experienced a strong positive change in ILE, as 
indicated by the ∆ILE z-score of 1.99. But at the beginning 
of the project, Hana experienced a reality check similar to 
Taka’s.  

It was so difficult to write what I wanted to say. That 
English wasn’t difficult at all, but I could not even 
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tell them even easy things in English, so I was 
frustrated. It made me realize that I had to study 
English and keep studying English. (Hana, 
interview) 

     Hana’s feeling of frustration is the effect of a 
discrepancy between her actual self and her ideal self 
(Higgins et al., 1985). Hana realized that she would have to 
work on her English if she wanted to be able to 
communicate well, so she increased effort and started 
studying English every day, at least until the time of her 
interview. Hana said that she was motivated by two 
classmates who were old-timers (students who had 
participated in the ICE Project at least once before, who had 
also had international travel experiences), Kayoko and Zen. 
Kayoko was a good friend of Hana’s who “tries hard to do 
everything all the time.” Hana was also motivated by one of 
her partners in Canada: 

[I was motivated by] my partners, especially by 
Peter. He was cheerful and smiling and he was 
trying so hard to speak Japanese. So I decided to 
do my best too… In my own videos, I had been 
speaking English quietly with little confidence… 
My partner had a diligent, serious attitude so I 
decided to do my best in everything, like studying 
(not just English) and in my private life too. I 
thought his personality was great. I felt like I 
wanted to challenge myself in many different things. 
(Hana, interview) 

     Peter had a strong effect on Hana, who was impressed by 
his hard work to speak Japanese and by his positive, 
cheerful attitude. Hana also mentioned Zen and her senior 
classmates in her interview. 

I met Zen in this class. When I first saw him speak 
English, I thought he was not good at speaking 
English. But he always challenged himself to do his 
best. I thought his attitude was amazing. I was 
always disappointed in myself when I could not do 
well. But my classmates were trying hard all the 
time, without becoming discouraged. I thought they 
were great. (Hana, interview)  

     It is important to note here that what was being modeled 
by Hana’s peer models was not specifically their L2 ability. 
Hana did not mention how great anyone’s English (or 

Japanese) was. Instead, it was their attitude of trying hard 
to communicate in their limited English without becoming 
discouraged that Hana identified with. She wanted to be like 
her peer models, not because they were particularly good at 
a foreign language but because even at times of difficulty, 
they persevered. What was being modeled by Hana’s peers 
was resilience. According to Bandura (1997, p. 88), 
“Undaunted attitudes exhibited by perseverant models as 
they cope with obstacles repeatedly thrown in their path can 
be more enabling to others than the particular skills being 
modeled.” Bandura (1995) also noted that a resilient sense 
of efficacy is needed for the development of self-regulatory 
capabilities, and this requires resilience-building 
experiences, where perseverant effort is used to overcome 
obstacles. It is this perseverant effort that Hana saw in her 
peers and wanted for herself. 

 

Hana’s Self-regulation 

According to Oyserman et al. (2004), the main difference 
between those who increase their effort in the face of 
difficulties and those who do not is whether self-regulatory 
mechanisms for reducing an actual-ideal discrepancy 
(Higgins, 1996) are triggered or not. For Hana, this 
discrepancy was triggered by the reality check of the ICE 
Project, where she found that she had problems 
communicating in English.  

     Instead of giving up over time like Taka did, Hana took 
action to attempt to fix the problems she was having. First, 
and perhaps most importantly, Hana compared herself to 
her classmates and noticed several discrepancies. In self-
comparison, she found that she was not working as hard as 
classmates she admired, so there was a discrepancy in effort. 
In response, Hana decided to study English every day.  

[Now], even if I read or write just a little English 
every day, I try to do it. The driving force or energy 
was the ICE Project. Many juniors [younger 
students], students of the same age, and seniors too 
were working very hard and studying English, so I 
thought that my own study was not enough. (Hana, 
interview) 

     A major problem for Hana, and for most Japanese 
students in the project, was her low level of English ability. 
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Therefore, trying to improve her English level by studying 
English seems like an appropriate response. This is a 
problem-focused form of coping where the individual 
attempts to discover and resolve the root cause of the 
stressors. 

     There were also differences in attitude: her peer models 
(Peter, Kayoko, and Zen) did not complain and tried hard to 
communicate with their limited language skills. They did 
not become discouraged and seemed not to be afraid of 
failure. As resilient language learners, they just kept trying. 
Hana identified with her resilient classmates: she wanted to 
be like them. She saw her Japanese classmates speaking 
English with each other as part of their usual English class 
activities, and also in the ICE Project, where they recorded 
many videos of themselves speaking English to their 
partners in Canada. She noticed that two attitudes in 
particular were a big help to her peer models: trying hard 
and not fearing failure, where failure meant making 
mistakes, not understanding, not communicating well in 
English. It was by trying hard and not being afraid of failure 
that her more capable classmates could communicate in 
their limited English. Hana internalized these attitudes and 
said in her interview, “If I too could try hard without being 
afraid of failure, I would be okay, I thought.” She mentioned 
both of these attitudes several times in her interview, often 
accompanied by the words “brave” and “challenge.”  

     Trying hard and not fearing failure are coping strategies. 
A coping strategy can be defined as “the situational use of a 
technique to reduce external demands or improve internal 
resources in dealing with an event perceived as stressful or 
unpleasant” (Anshel, 2012). By observing these coping 
strategies modeled by her peers, Hana could see the result, 
or outcome, of using them. This observational learning 
(Bandura, 1986, 1997; Bandura et al., 1966) aids in the 
formation of outcome expectations, or “beliefs about the 
outcomes of one’s actions” (Schunk et al, 1987). Effective 
coping strategies can mitigate stress caused by a demanding 
situation, and this is what was modeled by Hana’s peers. 
Hana saw resilient, adaptive attitudinal resources in her peer 
models and actively internalized them for her own use. 
Active internalization is the process that occurs when an 
individual sees a useful or attractive attribute or resource in 
someone else and internalizes it (see Claro, 2020) for their 
own use.  

     Internalized attributes may appear in the actual self 
immediately, i.e. as something an individual can do right 
away, as in the case of a change in attitude that affects one’s 
behavior, for example, the immediate increase in self-
efficacy by some individuals who had seen peer models 
handling snakes (Bandura et al., 1982). Or they may appear 
in one’s behavior over time, as in the case of desire for a 
skill, such as English language ability. In Hana’s case, the 
coping strategies of trying hard and not fearing failure 
appeared in her own behavior shortly after she internalized 
them, indicating that they had already become part of her 
actual self, but improving her English and working overseas 
are long-term goals that will take time to achieve. As such, 
these goals became part of her ideal L2 self, and this is 
reflected in the growth of Hana’s ideal L2 self from 3.20 to 
5.20 (out of a maximum score of 6.00). Her desire to 
become her new vision of herself in the future will fuel her 
efforts to learn English. 

     The construction of an ideal self originates in 
identification with role models (Claro, 2020; Flum, 2001; 
Gibson, 2004). In a role model, we see attractive attributes 
of a possible self, such as resilience, or maintaining a 
positive attitude. When an individual believes that having 
the modeled attribute would be advantageous, the ideal self 
may expand to take in new growth goals, as well as modeled 
strategies for how to get there. The ideal self in itself is a 
goal, a goal of becoming a better person, an improvement 
on the actual self. As a particularly clear and detailed goal, 
regularly visualized and anticipated, the ideal self regulates 
behavior towards achieving that goal, such as an increase in 
effort. Motivation comes from desire to close the 
discrepancy between the actual self and the ideal self, and 
thus achieve the goal of becoming one’s ideal self. 
According to Higgins (1998), self-regulation is how we get 
from where we are (actual self) to where we want to be 
(ideal self). 

     The process of self-regulation is greatly facilitated by 
role models who may exemplify one’s possible future self. 
When we see a peer role model doing things that we cannot, 
our own self-efficacy beliefs may rise, as we come to 
believe that if they can do that, we can too, given enough 
effort. “Learners compare themselves with their potential 
future selves and become excited (motivated) about that 
potential” (Murphey & Arao, 2001, p. 1). Murphey and 
Arao coined the term near peer role models, to describe 
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“peers who are close to one’s social, professional, and/or 
age level, and who one may respect and admire”. Schunk 
(1987) and others (e.g. Bandura, 1997; Sagotsky & Lepper, 
1982; Schunk & Zimmerman, 1996) have used the term 
peer models and this seems appropriate for situations where 
peers are both near and far. Hana’s peer models in Japan and 
in Canada were living examples of what she could become, 
if she worked hard as they did, and used their coping 
strategies in times of difficulty.  

 

Hana’s Self-expansion 

Hana described how her experiences in the ICE Project 
affected her future vision of herself, her expanded ideal L2 
self:  

Before the ICE project, I was not so brave... I had 
a feeling that I wanted to travel to various countries, 
to see what it’s like, but during the ICE Project I 
realized that this would not happen unless I became 
brave and decided to try hard... Before the ICE 
project, I used to make excuses to myself about why 
I didn’t improve my English, like I’m too busy, or I 
did not have to because I had no goal. (Hana, 
interview) 

     Prior to the ICE Project, Hana did not have language 
learning goals, so she did not feel like she needed to 
improve her English. She had no commitment to learning 
English. She also did not know how good her own English 
was. Prior to a reality check, students who have had limited 
or no contact with foreigners have only vague ideas of how 
well they would be able to communicate in English, given 
the chance. 

     Post-project, Hana had a clear understanding of her 
English communication ability (see Figure 1 in Appendix 
C). She was able to understand what she was capable of by 
using her newfound resources in mastery experiences of 
communicating in English effectively with foreigners. She 
also knows how she will use English in the future. It is this 
clear vision of oneself in the future doing valued activities 
that strengthens the ideal self and gives it motivational 
power: 

What I do is up to me. Now, I have a new goal, and 
I’ll need English skill, so I decided to do my best... 
(Hana, interview)  

And I imagine that working with using English is 
not easy, but it looks so exciting for me… I will 
surely make that a success, in my future. (Excerpt 
from Hana’s essay at the end of the project, in her 
own English) 

     Here we see the importance of Hana’s ideal self: she 
envisions herself using English in her future job and 
imagines the excitement that she will feel when she is able 
to do this. According to Markus and Ruvolo (1989), the 
crucial element of her goal is Hana’s representation of 
herself realizing the goal, and it is this element that 
facilitates goal-regulating behavior. We also see the core 
elements of effective self-regulation: Hana has a new goal, 
and to achieve this goal, she needs English, so she needs to 
work hard. Her new goal is living and working overseas, a 
goal that she set towards the end of the ICE Project, and she 
has made a commitment to it: 

This is a really big deal, but what I’ve been thinking 
about recently is that I want to work outside of 
Japan in the future… I used to study English simply 
because it was fun, but now I have a strong feeling 
that I have to work hard on my English so I can do 
many kinds of things in the future. (Hana, interview) 

     As summarized by Locke and Latham (2013), Bandura’s 
(1986) social cognitive theory posits three variables that 
regulate behavior: 

1.   Goal setting; 

2.  Outcome expectancies regarding the outcome one 
can expect from one’s performance (e.g., goal 
attainment/non-attainment); and, 

3. Most importantly, self-efficacy, that is, one’s 
confidence that one can do what is required to 
perform a given task. (p. 11) 

     Hana’s self-regulation includes all three of these. Hana’s 
self-efficacy, her belief that she can communicate in 
English, rose a great deal. Her outcome expectancies are 
positive: she believes that if she studies English and tries 
hard to speak English, her English will improve over time. 
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Setting a goal of living and working overseas seems to be 
contingent on self-efficacy and outcome expectations: if 
Hana did not believe that she could communicate in English 
with foreigners, and did not expect that her ability would 
improve over time, it is unlikely that she would invest the 
time and effort needed to achieve this difficult goal. In fact, 
looking back at Taka’s experience, it seems that he had low 
levels of all three of these self-regulation variables. 

In adopting her new goal, Hana’s ideal L2 self expanded by 
two full points. Hana set herself a challenge and proactively 
created a discrepancy (Bandura, 1991) between her actual 
self and her ideal self that she will have to work hard to 
reduce. There is a big gap between Hana’s actual self and 
her ideal self, and closing this gap represents a major 
challenge to her. It is largely due to an increase in her 
personal resources (self-efficacy, coping strategies) that she 
is able to set herself this new challenge. According to 
Bandura (2013):  

People motivate and guide themselves through 
proactive control by setting themselves challenging 
goals and performance standards that create negative 
discrepancies to be mastered. Reactive feedback control 
comes into play in the motivation and resources needed 
to realize the challenging goals. After people attain the 
goals they have been pursuing, those with high self-
efficacy set a higher standard for themselves (Bandura 
& Cervone, 1986). The adoption of further challenges 
creates new motivating discrepancies to be mastered. (p. 
149) 

     In an effort to reduce this new proactive discrepancy that 
she herself had created by setting a new goal, Hana 
increased effort to learn English by 1.50 points. This is via 
the promotion form of self-regulation, which increased by 
1.40 points. Hana plans to achieve her goal by studying 
English daily, trying hard to communicate in her limited 
English without fearing failure, and asking for help when 
she needs it. All of these are proactive, promotional forms 
of self-regulation, concerned with “advancement, growth, 
and accomplishment” (Higgins, 1998, p. 37) that move 
Hana towards her ideal self. 

     According to Higgins, who created the concept of 
promotion (Higgins, 1997) as a form of self-regulation (not 
as a form of instrumental motivation), promotion has an 
ideal self-guide as goal (or standard). We can envision 

promotion as self-regulation including perseverant effort 
and coping strategies that move us from an actual self 
toward an ideal self (see Figure 2).  

    Hana’s ideal L2 self expanded, and her self-regulation 
(promotion form) and effort to learn English both increased 
in Hana’s attempt to achieve her new goal of living and 
working abroad. 

 

Figure 2. Self-regulation from Actual Self to Ideal Self 

 

     

     It is important to note that Hana’s future goals of living 
and working abroad are realistic. She knows that she has to 
improve her English before she leaves Japan. And she 
knows that there is no guarantee that English skill alone will 
get her to a new life overseas. In her interview, she said, “Of 
course, even if I study English like this, I may not be able to 
achieve it and I may fail.” But the main point is that Hana 
no longer fears failure as she used to, and she realizes that 
the way to achieve her goals is by challenging herself: 

My confidence in my English ability did not change 
much. But before the ICE Project, I did not feel 
good about trying to do something I couldn’t do and 
failing. But during this project, I thought that if I do 
not challenge myself, nothing will change. Now, I 
don’t dislike challenging myself. I must do my best. 
(Hana, interview) 

 

DISCUSSION 

As mentioned in the literature review, modeling is a main 
source of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982, 1997). In the 
Bandura et al. (1982) snake study, fear arousal was found to 
originate in perceived coping inefficacy. The modeling of 
coping with feared activities resulted in a significant rise in 
self-efficacy in subjects. 
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     We also saw that according to the transactional theory of 
stress and coping, greater perceived demand stress than 
personal resources results in a threat evaluation. In Figure 3, 
we can see that active internalization of self-efficacy results 

in an increase of resources. When personal resources exceed 
stress demand, the evaluation changes from a threat to a 
challenge.

 

Figure 3. From Threat to Challenge: The Internalization of Self-efficacy 

 

 

     The snake experiment took place in a lab, but Hana’s 
experience was natural, situated in an English class. The 
snake experiment used mastery models, who performed 
flawlessly from the start. But Hana’s peers did not model a 
faultless performance; instead, they modeled struggling 
through a difficult and demanding situation, and are thus 
more appropriately termed coping models (Schunk, 1987). 
Coping models who gradually overcome difficulties 
through perseverant effort have been found to have greater 
impact than mastery models who demonstrate a faultless 
performance from the start (Kitsantas et al. 2000; Schunk & 
Hanson, 1985; Schunk et al., 1987). Peer modeling of 
coping strategies is very useful for individuals who have 
had problems with performing the skill in the past and are 
unsure about their ability to perform well (Bandura, 1986; 
Schunk & Hanson, 1985). Coping models may be most 
appropriate when threat is perceived (Schunk, 1987), as 
individuals may identify more with a fearful model, who 
overcomes their fear over time, than with a model who was 
never afraid. Meichenbaum (1971) found that the effect of 
coping models on fear reduction can be explained in part by 
perceived similarity of the model, as well as by the explicit 
modeling of coping strategies.  

     Self-efficacy was modeled by Hana’s Japanese peers 
trying to speak English and by her Canadian partner 
struggling to speak Japanese. Hana’s fear of failure was 
reduced by the modeling of self-efficacy, resilience, and 

coping techniques. Threat (linked to fear that she couldn’t 
communicate in English) changed to challenge (linked to 
self-efficacy—she could communicate in English if she 
tried hard and didn’t fear making mistakes) because of 
modeling by Hana’s peers. Hana was able to internalize the 
self-efficacy and coping strategies that she saw modeled by 
her peer models, and this increased her personal resources 
to the point where speaking English represented a challenge 
rather than a threat. 

     Watching coping models persevere and succeed is an 
empowering experience. In coming to believe that if our 
peers can do it, we can too, we may become able to 
effectively deal with a stressful situation. Hana’s fear of 
failure decreased, and her belief that she could 
communicate in English despite her limited ability grew. 
According to Bandura (1982): 

It is mainly perceived inefficacy in coping with 
potentially aversive events that makes them fearsome. 
To the extent that one can prevent, terminate, or lessen 
the severity of aversive events, there is little reason to 
fear them. Hence experiences that increase coping 
efficacy can diminish fear arousal and increase 
commerce with what was previously dreaded and 
avoided. (p. 136) 
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Table 2. Hana’s Problem-focused Coping as Self-regulation 

     Phase           Inner speech (hypothetical) Changes in self-efficacy and in 
actual self 

Actual self:  
Pre-project 

I don’t know if I can speak English well enough to 
communicate. 

 

Problem 1 I’m having problems communicating.  
My English is not good enough. 

 

Problem solving: 
Self-comparison I wonder how other students do it.  

Selection of  
peer models 

Those students seem to be able to communicate in 
English, even though their English is not great. 

 

Observation of peer 
models’ strategies 

1. They try hard to speak English.  
2. They seem not to fear failure.  
3. They study English in their free time. 

 

Identification I want to be like them and be able to speak English 
without fear like they can. 

 

Internalization If they can do it, I can do it.  
I will do as they do. 

 

Behavioral changes 
1. I will try hard to speak English.  
2. I will not fear failure.  
3. I will study English every day. 

 

Effect of  
problem solving 

Mastery experience 1:  
I can speak English if I use the coping strategies I 
learned from my peers. 

1. Increase in self-efficacy in 
speaking English.  
2. Change in actual self:  
I can speak English well enough to 
communicate. 

Problem 2 Sometimes I have trouble understanding what my 
partners in Canada say. 

 

Problem solving: 
Behavioral change When I can’t understand, I will ask them to explain.  

Effect of  
problem solving They explain what they mean kindly and politely.  

Actual self:  
Post-project 

Mastery experience 2:  
I can communicate in English if I use the coping 
strategies I learned from my peers, and the one I came 
up with myself. 

1. Increase in self-efficacy in 
listening and understanding in 
English.  2. Change in actual self: I 
can understand English well 
enough to communicate. 
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     It is important to point out that Hana must be capable of 
using the coping strategies in order for her newfound self-
efficacy to internalize well. An increase in perceived self-
efficacy is mere wishful thinking if Hana cannot improve 
her performance by speaking English in front of peers 
without fear, as she saw her peers do. Hana needs mastery 
experiences to confirm that she can indeed use the new 
coping skills (Schunk & Hanson, 1985). In this way, “I 
think I can do it if I do what they do” becomes “I can do it”. 
It is when behavioral changes (in this case, using coping 
skills) result in improved performance (speaking English 
while trying hard and not fearing failure) that an increase in 
self-efficacy (she can do it) is realized. According to 
Schunk and Zimmerman (1996), “The belief that one knows 
what to do to perform a task raises self-efficacy, which is 
increased further as observers work on the task and 
experience success” (see also Schunk, 1989). 

     Hana was able to use the coping strategies she had 
learned, and found that she had solved one problem (fear of 
failure in speaking English) but that she had another 
problem to deal with—she could not understand what her 
Canadian partners meant sometimes. Hana solved this 
problem herself: “If I asked them about something I didn’t 
understand, they explained it to me politely and kindly. 
Then I realized that I could communicate in this way” (Hana, 
interview, emphasis mine). Hana used both problem-
focused and emotion-focused ways of coping with her 
English communication problems (see Table 2). 

     Hana could not solve all of her problems by problem-
focused coping. She still has the problem of weak English 
skills, which will take time to improve. When the problem 
cannot be changed, or will take time to change, emotion-
focused coping is helpful (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Hana 
engaged in emotion-focused coping by adopting positive 
attitudes that she internalized from her peers. She no longer 
fears failure and is able to challenge herself. She has become 
similar to her peer models. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Perceived coping inefficacy is the main cause of fear in 
stressful situations (Bandura et al., 1982). Self-efficacy is a 
powerful, protective resource which contributes to adaptive 

coping. Modeled self-efficacy and other resources can be 
internalized and used by the individual: in some cases 
immediately, as part of one’s actual self, in other cases later, 
as part of one’s ideal self. In this article, we have seen the 
powerful effect of the peer modeling of self-efficacy on one 
student, Hana, who had moderate motivation to learn 
English prior to an intercultural online project. By 
observing her self-efficacious peers, who tried hard to speak 
English despite difficulty, Hana was able to internalize their 
L2 communication self-efficacy in addition to their 
resilience and coping strategies. As a result, Hana’s 
personal resources increased and exceeded stressor demand, 
and Hana’s evaluation of the task of communication in 
English developed into a challenge. Resolving her previous 
problems by using her new coping strategies of trying hard, 
not fearing failure, and asking for help when necessary, 
Hana realized that she could indeed communicate in English. 
With little discrepancy between her peers’ performance and 
her own, her short-term goal of being able to communicate 
effectively in English was achieved. Hana then set herself a 
new long-term goal of living and working overseas, creating 
a proactive discrepancy between her actual and ideal selves. 
Achieving this goal will require strong English skills. At the 
time of the interview, Hana was still studying English every 
day and was planning to go to Norway on a university 
research exchange. As Oxford and Shearin (1994, p. 21) 
assert, “L2 learners with established goals and a sense of 
self-efficacy will focus on learning tasks, persist at them, 
and develop strategies to complete tasks successfully so 
they can meet their goals”. 

     Taka experienced the same reality check that Hana did: 
his English level was insufficient for communication with 
foreigners. While Hana used problem-focused and emotion-
focused coping, Taka dealt with this problem by using 
avoidance coping and dropping out of the ICE Project. 
Avoidance coping is often seen to be maladaptive, but when 
the individual perceives that nothing can be done about the 
situation, distancing oneself from the stressor may be 
adaptive (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). Taka’s self-
efficacy in L2 communication ability was low, and he chose 
to invest his time and effort in another goal in which his 
outcome expectancies were higher. This seems to have been 
effective self-regulation for someone who did not perceive 
a strong need for English in his future. 
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     Hana may have been an exceptional student in that she 
made such active use of her peer models’ strategies. The 
important point is that without peer models, identification 
and internalization cannot happen. Students need to see 
their peers trying hard and struggling to succeed, so they can 
be inspired by them, and also so they can see useful 
strategies for coping with the stress of communicating in 
English. Many students may perceive speaking English with 
foreigners to be a threatening situation; therefore, one way 
to deal with this would be to help students to increase their 
self-efficacy in L2 communication. Efficacious peers are 
resources. Teachers can help to change a threat to a 
challenge by providing experiences that create access to 
these efficacious peers, and these experiences may lead to 
increased coping efficacy. Projects like the ICE Project tend 
to attract motivated students who try hard to speak English, 
and these students may act as peer models for students who 
may be less motivated, or do not know how to struggle 
though a challenging English communication activity. 
Students who try hard and push themselves to persevere 
even in difficulty show students a possible future self, an 
alternate self, an appealing self. These students have 
valuable resources, and by modeling them, they share them 
with less resourceful students. This brings Vygotsky’s 
(1978) zone of proximal development into this discussion, 
but we have time for only a brief nod now. 

     Many language students have not had the experience of 
using their L2 for real communication, but this is a vital 
experience. Teachers can provide this kind of experience for 
students by first creating supportive situations where 
students practice speaking English to communicate with 
each other. If possible, even better are international projects, 
or local projects with foreigners as participants. Activities 
in which students use English to communicate may be 
motivating, and are also very useful for the reality check 
they may provide. In performing a skill, we may sense a 
discrepancy between ourselves and others, or between 
ourselves and our own ideal self, and it is this discrepancy 
that may motivate us to take action to close the gap (Higgins 
et al., 1985; Higgins 1987, 1996; Markus & Nurius, 1986; 
Markus & Ruvolo, 1989). 

     One strength of this study is that the effects of peer-
modeled self-efficacy on stress evaluations and coping 
likely apply to contexts other than L2 communication. Self-

efficacy is one of the most-studied concepts in motivational 
theory and has been studied in hundreds of contexts (see 
Bandura, 1997). Future studies could investigate the effects 
of peer-modeled self-efficacy on stress evaluations in 
various contexts. It seems probable that internalization of 
peer-modeled self-efficacy and coping mechanisms would 
boost personal resources and result in challenge evaluations 
by individuals engaged in many different areas of pursuit. 

     This study has two main limitations. By focusing on the 
experiences of only two students, the experiences of the 
other students have not been examined here (see Claro, 
2021 for results related to experiences of other participants). 
It is possible that the experiences of these two particular 
students are unusual and may not be generalizable to the 
general population of L2 learners. More studies need to be 
done in order to confirm the importance of coping with 
stress in L2 communication, as well as the importance of 
peer-modeled self-efficacy, resilience, and coping abilities 
for L2 learners, the internalization of these resources, and 
the outcomes of internalization. Another limitation is that a 
self-efficacy scale was not used in this study. My 
dissertation study used the L2MSS instrument, which does 
not have measures of self-efficacy (nor a measure of L2 
communicative competence, see Appendix C), resilience, or 
coping strategies. Quantitative data related to the reported 
qualitative results would help to support the conclusions 
reached in this article; thus, future studies in this area should 
include these scales. 

     Future studies should also consider analysis at the 
individual level to be a valuable form of data analysis. Only 
by looking at the experiences of students close up, and 
trying to explain the origins and effects of important 
changes in motivation at the individual level can we 
understand how to better support and facilitate experiences 
that lead to student growth in self-efficacy and resilience, 
leading to increases in performance and ability. Observation 
of self-regulatory processes during periods of change may 
lead to better understanding of what causes student 
engagement and motivation to learn as well as how students 
use strategies to achieve their goals. Study of the 
internalization of valuable resources modeled by peers may 
best be done by observation of individual experiences in 
peer groups engaged in real-life use of skills. 
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1 Self-efficacy was originally conceived by Bandura (1977) as a 
measure linked to a particular activity, such as self-efficacy with 
snakes, or with a specific kind of math problem. Later, researchers 
proposed general self-efficacy as “the belief in one’s competence 
to tackle novel tasks and to cope with adversity in a broad range of 
stressful or challenging encounters, as opposed to specific self-
efficacy, which is constrained to a particular task at hand” 
(Luszczynska, Gutiérrez-Doña & Schwarzer, 2005). 

2 Self-relevant: relevant to the way an individual perceives 
themselves now (actual self) or perceives a future self (possible self, 
ideal self). 

3 Pointing out that “the determining processes were often much less 
conscious than the label cognitive appraisal implies”, Blascovich 
(2008) and some other researchers (e.g. Chemers et al., 2001; Seery, 
2013) have used the label evaluation instead of appraisal. 

4 For articles linking challenge and threat to regulatory focus, see 
Keller (2007) and Sassenberg and Scholl (2019). 

5 In Claro (2016) and in my dissertation (2021), the ought-to L2 
self did not have a significant correlation with intended learning 
effort (ILE, the criterion measure) for my sample population of 
Japanese university students, but the ideal L2 self did in both. 
Therefore, I focus on the ideal L2 self, as it appears to be a 
motivator for this population. 

6 All names are pseudonyms. 

7 Demotivation refers to a loss of motivation in response to negative 
influences and events, rather than a lack of motivation, which is 
termed amotivation (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011). 
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APPENDICES  

 

Appendix A: Self-confidence and Anxiety in L2 Motivation Studies 

     In the field of L2 motivation, Dörnyei and Taguchi’s (2010) linguistic self-confidence measure used in this study as part 
of the L2MSS instrument is quite different from Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy. As a measure of confidence in one’s 
future ability in reading and writing English, three of the four items in Dörnyei and Taguchi’s (2010) scale contain the word 
will. Bandura says in his scale construction guide (2006, pp. 308-309), “Self-efficacy is concerned with perceived 
capability. The items should be phrased in terms of can do rather than will do [emphasis in original]. Can is a judgment of 
capability; will is a statement of intention. Perceived self-efficacy is a major determinant of intention, but the two constructs 
are conceptually and empirically separable”. Thus, we cannot use the L2MSS version of linguistic self-confidence as a 
measure of self-efficacy, although it is possible that there is a correlation between these two measures: as we saw in 
Table 1, Hana’s linguistic self-confidence rose by one point (raw score). We also cannot consider Dörnyei and Taguchi’s 
scale to be a measure of confidence in L2 communicative ability because Dörnyei and Taguchi’s scale measures student 
evaluations of their future L2 competence in reading and writing, both referred to in scale items, but competence in 
speaking and listening are not part of the scale. In my own previous studies, the L2MSS linguistic self-confidence 
measure was one of four measures that predicted intended learning effort in first-year Japanese engineering majors 
(Claro, 2016) but it did not have a significant correlation with intended learning effort at T1 or T2 in the smaller sample of 
Japanese engineering majors I studied in Claro (2021), the same sample that Hana and Taka were part of. 

     In contrast, Clément and Kruidenier’s (1985) Self-confidence subscale (one of three subscales in the Self-confidence 
with English scale) is closely linked to self-efficacy in L2 communication because it measures communicative competence 
as the student’s (present) confidence in their perceived capacity to interact appropriately with anglophones on a personal 
level. Dörnyei (1998) and Irie (2005) both point to Clément and Kruidenier’s scale as a measure of expectancy similar to 
self-efficacy.  

     Anxiety, a measure related to stress that is found in the L2MSS questionnaire, has also received a lot of attention in L2 
motivation studies (see review in MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991). While stress and anxiety are related, they are different 
constructs. In self-relevant situations, the balance of primary appraisals (stressor demands) and secondary appraisals 
(personal coping resources) determines whether the situation is appraised as a threat or a challenge. This is unique to 
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Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional theory of stress and coping and has not been considered in L2 motivation 
studies. As stress is the construct that has been investigated in relation to threat and challenge in mainstream psychology, 
stress is the construct used in the current article. In my previous studies (Claro, 2016, 2021), the L2MSS anxiety construct 
did not have a significant correlation with intended learning effort in this population. 

     However, possible relationships between L2 self-confidence and self-efficacy as resources, and between anxiety and 
stress as stressor demands, are intriguing. Future studies could measure present self-confidence in L2 communicative 
ability as well as present anxiety and evaluate the balance of resources to stressor demands (Tomaka et al., 1993) to see 
if challenge and threat evaluations emerge in ways similar to those described in this article. 

 

 

Appendix B: Data Elicitation Materials 

Questionnaire 

Dörnyei and Taguchi’s (2010) L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) instrument (Japanese version) was used in this 
study. See pages 139–148 for scales, pages 150–153 for the English versions of the items, and pages 154–157 for the 
Japanese versions of the items. 

 

Interview Questions 

The main interview questions were written in Japanese and English and were given to students before the interview 
started. There were three main kinds of questions: 

1. Interview questions were designed to explore the student learning experience in the ICE Project. For example, the first 
questions I asked were, “How was the ICE project? What did you think about it?” and “Please tell me about your 
experience in the ICE project.” Based on the student’s reply, I asked related follow-up questions.  

2. I designed questions to explore some main L2 motivation constructs found in the L2MSS such as integrativeness, the 
ideal L2 self, attitudes toward learning English and linguistic self-confidence. For example: 

Please imagine your “ideal self” in the future, the person you hope to become. Is English ability a part of your “ideal self”? 

How did you feel about your ability to communicate in English before the ICE project?  

3. I also included items taken directly from the L2MSS questionnaire and asked students to first choose their answer from 
the Likert scale and then explain in detail. For example, for the ideal L2 self, these items from the scale were rated by the 
student and then explained: 

I can imagine myself living abroad and having a discussion in English.  

I see myself as someone who is able to speak English.  
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Appendix C 

Figure 1. Pre- and Post-project L2 Self Images 

Pre-project:           Post-project: 

Vague L2 self images     Clear L2 self images 

Note. Images and quotations are fictitious. 
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