Research Proposal: Understanding the Constructs of Second Language Willingness to Communicate in Chinese EFL Contexts: A Qualitative Study
1. Introduction
While the research on willingness to communicate (WTC) initially focused on individuals’ inclination to speak with others in their native language (McCroskey, 1992), it quickly expanded to include the use of a second language (L2) due to its significance in L2 learning. From a pedagogical aspect, most linguists are convinced that L2 proficiency can only be developed through ‘productive use of the language’ (Yashima, 2012). Individuals with low L1 WTC may not inherently lack communicative competence, and such low WTC in L1 does not necessarily impede mother tongue acquisition. Nevertheless, second language learners who exhibit reluctance to engage in L2 communication may be less likely to achieve high L2 competence since the goal of learning L2 lies in its practical application beyond mere examination ability. As indicated by constructivists like Bruner (1974) and Vygotsky (2012), a second language is learnt through ‘social interaction’ and collaboration. Learners often ‘internalize’ the linguistic forms and patterns during their interactions with others and then ‘construct’ new knowledge correspondingly. Despite the great importance of L2 WTC, both learners and teachers identify the difficulties in promoting the level of L2 WTC, especially in a Chinese context where the ‘collectivistic value’ of Confucianism discourages people from speaking in public (Wen and Clément, 2003, p. 19). Under such circumstances, the present research aims to investigate the constructs of L2 WTC in English as a foreign language (EFL) class in Chinese universities. By using qualitative methods instead of quantitative approaches, this research project will delve into the depths of L2 WTC, trying to identify the nuanced individual and situational factors.
2. Literature Review
Influenced by research in L1 WTC, early studies of L2 WTC tended to focus on individual differences like extroverted and introverted personalities (Yashima, 2012). However, it is obvious that L2 WTC is not merely a transfer of L1 WTC due to the distinctive learning environment between L1 and L2. Compared with L1, many people start to learn their L2 as a foreign language in a more formal classroom setting. Therefore, situational factors like teachers’ instructions and classroom atmosphere may possess a greater impact on WTC. As conceptualized by MacIntyre et al (1998, p. 547), L2 WTC is the ‘readiness to enter into discourse at a particular time with a specific person or persons, using an L2’. In this situation, L2 WTC is schematized as a pyramid model that includes intricate linguistic, psychological and situational reasons. As is shown in Figure 1, being a dynamic and complex variable, L2 WTC comprises two fundamental constructs: ‘intergroup climate’ and ‘personality’. The former serves as an ‘immediate factor’ that relies on a specific setting, whereas the latter, is more inherent [image: 图示
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Figure 1: Pyramid model of L2 WTC (MacIntyre et al., 1998)
In the following years, this heuristic model has inspired researchers to explore L2 WTC in varied learning contexts, and a significant number of empirical studies have been carried out to validate the model and uncover other elements that could impact L2 WTC. The empirical research first started in Canada where Baker and MacIntyre (2000) explored the impact of the learning environment on L2 WTC among anglophone adolescents studying French as L2. It was found that students in an immersion program often possessed higher L2 WTC compared with those in a non-immersion program. 
Following the initial investigations in Canada, the study of L2 WTC soon extended to the EFL context, especially in Asian countries with large populations of EFL learners. For instance, Yashima (2002) employed structural equation modelling (SEM) to examine the structure of L2 WTC in Japanese EFL classes. It was found among 377 Japanese university students that their ‘international posture’ (i.e., attitudes towards intercultural communication and foreign affairs) and ‘L2 communication confidence’ all had a positive impact on L2 WTC. Similarly, Pend and Woodrow (2010) also used SEM to explore the constructs of L2 WTC in the Chinese EFL context. Six instruments were first employed in their study to quantify individual differences (e.g., learning beliefs) and situational factors like classroom environment. After the data collection, both exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) were conducted. Results of the analysis indicated that classroom environment had a predictive effect on English WTC while English learning motivation affected WTC indirectly via communication confidence in English. Inspired by the above two studies, I also use questionnaires to explore the relationship between learners’ trait emotional intelligence (TEI) and their L2 WTC level (Zhang and Zhang, 2023). A medium positive correlation was found between the two variables. Undoubtedly, the quantitative approach significantly enriches researchers’ understanding of L2 WTC. Through statistical techniques, the possible constructs of L2 WTC have been well-presented. Nevertheless, given the dynamic and multifaceted essence of L2 WTC, relying solely on quantitative methods proves insufficient. Therefore, qualitative methods may be employed to allow researchers to investigate L2 WTC ‘in detail’ and ‘natural settings’ (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2020). As indicated by Richards (2003, p. 8), the non-numeric data collected by qualitative approaches enables researchers to investigate the ‘conundrums of the immensely complicated social world that we inhabit’. Yiqian Cao from the University of Melbourne was one of the earliest researchers who employed systematic qualitative methods to explore the constructs of L2 WTC. In her research (Cao, 2014), classroom observations, stimulated-recall interviews and reflective journals were used to trace participants’ English WTC in a five-month English for Academic Purpose (EAP) programme. Linguistic knowledge, classroom environment and individual characteristics were identified as three main factors that affect English WTC ‘interdependently’. Cao’s attempt clearly proves the feasibility of using qualitative in inquiring about L2 WTC. However, participants in Cao’s study all lived in New Zealand and were taught by English native speakers. Such a living environment and teaching mode can have a certain influence on L2 WTC. Therefore, the current study will situate the L2 WTC into a more common context where Chinese EFL learners study English in Chinese universities and are often taught by non-native speaker.     
3. The Rationale of the Current Research
The rationale of this research project is made up of three parts. First of all, L2 WTC is chosen due to my constructivist epistemology on L2 learning. As mentioned in the introduction, constructivists believe that language learning is not merely a biological process but a social activity that requires intensive meaningful interactions and cooperation. Therefore, as a main indicator of such interactions, L2 WTC plays a pivotal role and is worthwhile to research. At the same time, L2 WTC attracts my interest because it is a common issue across different L2 and EFL learning communities. Teachers often find it difficult to promote students’ L2 WTC while students also suffer from the drawbacks of low L2 WTC. Under such circumstances, exploring the constructs of L2 WTC allows teachers to have a better understanding of students’ low L2 WTC, enabling them to adjust teaching strategies accordingly. 
Second, the Chinese EFL context is chosen due to previous teaching and research experience. As an EFL teacher in a Chinese college, I could still vividly recall the countless instances of awkward silence that happened in my classroom whenever a question was asked. Sometimes, even the simplest questions were met with hesitance, as students opted for eye contact over verbal communication in English. Therefore, improving Chinese EFL learners’ L2 WTC emerges as a pressing concern that demands serious attention.
Last but not least, the qualitative method is chosen due to the ‘quantitative dominance’ of the previous studies of L2 WTC. As indicated in the literature review, while the quantitative method has its advantages, it fails to identify some dynamic factors influencing L2 WTC. It is expected that the use of qualitative methods can fill this research gap.
4. Research Questions
Based on the rationale of this study, three research questions (RQ) are proposed as follows:
RQ1: What are the underlying structures of L2 WTC in Chinese university EFL classes?
RQ2: To what extent does MacIntyre’s model fit into the Chinese EFL context?
RQ3: How do situational factors contribute to the development and changes in learners’ L2 WTC throughout the class?
The relationship of research questions is akin to the ‘chain reaction’ in which the existing fission is triggered by the previous fission. Likewise, in this study, the solution of one RQ is based on the answers of the previous one. By answering the first research question, I am capable of establishing the ‘building blocks’ of L2 WTC. With the initial explorations, I will then analyse the observed structures from RQ1 based on MacIntyre’s theoretical framework and try to respond to RQ2. Ultimately, based on the findings and analysis in the first two questions, the study will go deeper. By answering RQ3, the research will enrich my understanding of L2 WTC gained from RQ1 and RQ2. 
5. Methodology 
Three different methods will be employed to collect the qualitative data. Life story interviews will first be conducted to collect participants’ impressions and reflections on the English learning experience. Through informal conversations with participants about their experiences, life story interviews can enable researchers to understand how their participants have grown and lived in society over time (McAdams, 2008). It is expected that by asking questions like ‘Who do you think has a great impact on your English learning journey’, I can obtain a holistic profile of my participants’ personality and sociocultural background, which are useful to understand their L2 WTC. I can tailor the questions in the following stimulated recall interviews and at the same time, a rapport relationship will be built between me and my participants, ensuring that the subsequent procedures can be conducted smoothly. 
After the life story interviews, classroom observation will be conducted to explore the situational factors affecting L2 WTC. A checklist will be made before the observation to remind me to focus particularly on teachers’ instructions, intergroup climate, and students’ use of L1 etc. The classroom observation will be carried out twice a week and will be recorded. As the observer, I will locate myself at the back of the classes to make sure that all participants can be adequately watched without the impact of the observer’s impact. Eventually, stimulated recall interviews will be conducted the same day after the lesson. I will play the recordings and participants need to elaborate their thoughts on L2 WTC at a particular moment. As indicated by Gass and Mackey (2000), stimulated recall interviews prove valuable in prompting learners to remember the thoughts and emotions they experienced while engaging in a second language task or participating in a communicative event within the classroom setting. All interviews including the previous life story interviews are conducted in Chinese (i.e., participants’ mother tongue) to avoid any ambiguities and will be transcribed in English.  
Data analysis: grounded theory
After the data collection, it is then vital for researchers to identify the appropriate analysing method. In the present research, grounded theory that includes open, axial and selective coding procedures will be employed. As a systematic methodology, grounded theory has been widely used in social science as it allows researchers to ‘construct’ theories from the raw data (Strauss and Corbin, 1994). With the inductive coding process, researchers can identify patterns and relationships within the data without preconceived notions or bias. In my own research, all coding will be carried out in the NVivo. In the first open coding process, factors influencing L2 WTC will be summarised and categorised from the transcription. After that, connections between those variables will be established in axial coding to develop a more coherent understanding of the data. Finally, the ‘core category’ of L2 WTC will be pinpointed in the selective coding stage. It is expected that by systemically analysing the data through the above coding procedures, I will be able to unveil the underlying structures of L2 WTC and develop new theories that are grounded in empirical evidence. 
Ethical issues 
Ethical issues have always been the primary concerns of empirical studies. In my research, there are three vital aspects related to ethics which are pinpointed from the UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice (2022). First of all, it is necessary to ensure that all participants voluntarily take part in the study. Both students’ and teachers’ consent will be obtained prior to the study. Students are informed that their participation will have no impact on their study, and they are entitled to withdraw from the study at any time. Anonymity and confidentiality are the other two important issues that researchers ignore at their own peril. I will make sure not to include anything that could identify the participants (e.g., names and student ID) in the recordings, transcriptions, or the final thesis. When reporting the participants’ narratives, pseudonyms will be used, and I will carefully choose the wording so that participants’ details cannot be traced back.
6. Proposed Plan 
As the interviews and classroom observation could be time-consuming, I design a one-year and three-month plan as follows.
	Plan
	Time

	In-depth literature review
	2 Months

	Data Collection (Interviews, observation, transcription)
	4 Months

	Data analysis
	3 Months

	Drafting the paper
	4 Months

	Proofreading & Revision
	2 Months
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