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This study examined the effects of individual-level and group-level trust on willingness to communicate (WTC) in a second language, targeting Japanese university students in a group-language (English) learning setting. Although the effects of group language learning on students’ learning attitudes and the effects of trust on WTC in a second language have been examined extensively, no study has examined group-level factors in a group-language learning setting. A questionnaire survey was conducted thrice per semester. Multilevel analysis found that individual-level trust in group members positively influenced individual-level WTC in English, and group-level trust in group members also positively influenced group-level WTC in English repeatedly through one semester. Moreover, the degree of group-level WTC in English changed after the mid-semester. This study contributes to the literature on group-language learning, and has implications for language education where educators must be mindful not only of each student’s characteristics but also of each group’s characteristics to enhance their performance.
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INTRODUCTION


Cooperative Learning

The Japanese government has stated that one of the goals of English education should be to instill a positive communicative attitude among students (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology [MEXT], 2021). Educators should use group and cooperative learning in the classroom (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology [MEXT], 2021) to make language education effective.

Cooperative learning is an instructional method in which students work together to achieve their learning goals (Zhang, 2010). Cooperation with classmates has positive effects on relationships among students, self-esteem, long-term retention, and comprehension of course material (Zhang, 2010). Furthermore, cooperative learning has a higher level of reasoning and more frequent generation of new ideas (Johnson and Johnson, 2000) as compared to competitive or individualistic learning.

Cooperative learning creates a relaxed classroom environment and increases student motivation (Crandall, 1999). Johnson et al. (1995) suggest that cooperative learning creates a supportive learning setting; it decreases competitiveness and individualism but increases opportunities to cooperate among students. A supportive atmosphere can develop learning if classmates feel positive (Johnson et al., 1995).

Johnson and Johnson (2000) described cooperative learning as a teaching strategy in which students of different levels form groups to work on activities that will eventually enhance their understanding of the subject. Vygotsky (1978) states that more learning occurs in a group when an expert adult helps an adult with less expertise through conversation to achieve the same results.



Cooperative Language Learning

Cooperative learning is used in second language education. Cooperative language learning provides more opportunities for learners to comprehend input and output through interactions between them (Zhang, 2010). Second language learners obtain many opportunities to use the target language through group work in a second-language educational environment (Storch, 1999). Alrayah (2018) conducted a study on university students in Sudan who were studying English, and found a positive correlation between cooperative learning activities and improvement of foreign language learners’ fluency in speaking. Richards (2005) claimed that groups help learners converse more, as a more relaxed environment helps them negotiate with others without pressure. The language development is due to the fact that students felt more relaxed in this learning environment.

Long and Porter (1985) indicated that learners use longer sentences and do not speak any less grammatically in group work than they do in teacher-fronted work. Long et al. (1976), targeting adult learners of English as a foreign language in Mexico, found that the learners produced not only a greater quantity but also a greater variety of speech in group work than in teacher-centered activities. Namaziandost et al. (2019) in their study on Iranian university students found that was a remarkable development in the students’ speaking skills through cooperative learning. Ellis (1999) concluded from previous studies that learner-learner interactions are more effective than teacher-learner interactions in helping learners acquire a second language.

Ghufron and Ermawati (2018) discussed the strengths and weaknesses of cooperative learning in writing classes. They targeted university students in Indonesia studying English as a foreign language, using questionnaires. The results indicated that strengths included raising students’ self-confidence and easing the learning process for the students, and weaknesses included difficulty to manage and requirement of more preparation.



Group Cohesiveness

Group cohesiveness is created for each group through group language learning. Students in a cohesive group have a strong connection with each other as they talk more and share their ideas (Dörnyei and Murphey, 2003). Group cohesiveness also provides opportunities for learning success because it motivates learners to learn a second language more effectively (Clément et al., 1994). Furthermore, students are motivated to help their classmates achieve successful learning through group cohesion because they care about each other (Prichard, 2006).

Ehrman and Dörnyei (1998) noted that this mental bond results from perceived similarity and mutual acceptance. If group members notice common interests among themselves, they will feel closer to each other, and as a result, they become interdependent and gain mutual acceptance. These positive feelings motivate the group and encourage members to become actively involved in group activities (Clément et al., 1994).



Trust in Group Members

What psychological factors does group cohesiveness produce in a group language-learning setting? As stated above, members of a cohesive group are interdependent and mutually accept each other. Acceptance, which means accepting one another’s feelings, values, and problems, has a positive correlation with trust (Roark and Sharah, 1989). Trust is an individual trait, disposition, or cognitive bias toward the goodwill of others (Yamagishi and Yamagishi, 1994). Individuals with high trust are more likely to obtain social benefits than those with low trust because the former risk more and work harder to maximize profitable relationships. Those with low trust limit their opportunities by interacting with smaller networks of people (Yamagishi, 2001). Therefore, group cohesiveness, a strong connection with each member, has a positive correlation with trust (Roark and Sharah, 1989).



Willingness to Communicate

Trust leads to positive attitudes toward language communication. Ito (2021) in his study found a positive correlation between general trust and willingness to communicate (WTC) in a second language (English) among Japanese university students. Therefore, trust in group members leads to WTC in the group. The present study focused on WTC in a second language and trust as the predictors of WTC in a group language-learning setting.

Willingness to communicate in a second language is defined as the readiness to enter discourse at a specific time with a specific person(s) using a second language when free to do so (MacIntyre et al., 1998). Positive correlations between WTC and frequency of communication have been reported (MacIntyre and Charos, 1996; Yashima et al., 2004). Kang (2005) proposed a definition of WTC in group learning: “willingness to participate in small group activities is an individual’s volitional inclination toward actively engaging in the act of communication in a specific situation that can vary according to the interlocutor(s), topic, and conversational context among other potential situational variables.”

Peng and Woodrow (2010) examined the positive effects of classroom environment, such as teacher support, student cohesiveness, and task orientation on WTC in a second language (English), targeting Chinese university students. Dewaele (2019) revealed that foreign language enjoyment and frequency of foreign language use by teachers were the positive predictors toward WTC for English learners from Spain. Using the doubly latent multilevel analysis, which combines multilevel analyses with structural equation models, Khajavy et al. (2018) showed that a positive classroom environment was related to enhancing WTC and enjoyment, and reducing anxiety. At the same time, enjoyment increased WTC at student level and classroom level.



Present Study

Although the effects of group language learning on students’ learning attitudes and the effects of trust on WTC in a second language have been examined extensively, no study has examined group-level factors in a group-language learning setting. In the context of group language work, individuals are nested within groups (Nezlek, 2008). The relationships between the psychological factors are usually calculated based on individual learners as the independent ones. However, in group learning, they share a same learning group environment in each group (Khajavy et al., 2018). In the situations, each group creates an atmosphere that is different from the other groups. In short, in a classroom, individual-level and group-level psychological factors are simultaneously created through group work. Since the assumption of parametric statistic test is the independence of the individual observation, this phenomenon violates the assumption (Hox, 2010). To address this, using the multilevel analysis, it is necessary to examine not only individual-level factors but also group-level factors in a group language learning setting.

Does group-level trust also influence the group-level WTC in the group setting? Khajavy et al. (2018), using multilevel analysis, examined the relationships between enjoyment and WTC at both student level and classroom level, but they did not examine the factors at the learning group level. Based on the above argument, we hypothesized that individual-level trust in group members positively influenced individual-level WTC in English, as in the previous study, and that group-level trust in group members positively influenced group-level WTC in English.

Multilevel analysis was used to examine this hypothesis. This method hierarchically treats individuals and groups (Shimizu, 2014). This analysis can reveal the characteristics of not only individuals but also their groups. For example, it could reveal that high a trust individual can belong to a low trust learning group. This analysis simultaneously estimated each individual’s fixed effects and each group’s random effects (Shimizu, 2014).

The hypothesis of the present study was tested at Level 1 (individual) using the following model:
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The hypothesis of the present study was also tested at Level 2 (group) using the following model:
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Yij indicates the WTC score for member i in group j. β0j indicates the intercept and β1j the regression coefficient. β0j and β1j were estimated using γ00 and γ10 (fixed effects) and u0j and u1j (random effects). The formulas for the control variables are abbreviated in these models.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Pre-survey Method

The pre-survey examined the hypothesis that individual-level trust in group members positively influenced individual-level WTC in English, and group-level trust in group members positively influenced group-level WTC in English, targeting Japanese university students who studied English as a second language.


Participants

The participants were 149 Japanese undergraduate students from a university in Tokyo (118 men, 30 women, 1 other; mean age = 18.99 years, SD = 0.92). They took the one-semester class named, “Listening and Speaking Exercise” with an aim to develop effective and practical English communication skills through a task-based project. They were divided into their respective classes based on their scores on the English ability (CASEC) test. In this class, they were required to suggest a new application to help university students with their group members through one semester.

Students in each class were randomly assigned to fixed groups in the first class, with each group comprising of five students. The members of each group were unchanged for one semester. While analyzing data, the groups having only one student or no student who answered the survey questionnaire were excluded because the multilevel analysis could not analyze them. Finally, there were 52 groups, with 149 participants, and each group had two to five students (the average was 2.86) in the dataset.



Procedure

In the class, after brainstorming, university students’ problems and solutions, participants collected and analyzed data on the problems using questionnaires. They then described the application design and made business and marketing plans. After preparing for the presentation of their group’s new application, they peer-reviewed their final group presentations in the classroom. There were twenty-eight lessons in one semester, half of which were face-to-face lessons, with the others being on-demand lessons.

In every face-to-face lesson, group members chose their roles in group work: discussion leader, speaker, writer, and editor. Assigning a role to each member of the group is effective in achieving successful group work (Dörnyei and Murphey, 2003). Researchers (McCafferty et al., 2006) state that the group would be efficient if every member has something specific to do, such as asking for and giving information, taking notes, and summarizing. Dörnyei and Murphey (2003) suggested that specifying roles for each member improves learning and may decrease the anxiety of group members, as they know what they are expected to do.

Before the participants finished their final presentation (12/15/2020–12/29/2020), they were administered questionnaires with scales assessing WTC in English and trust in group members. The instructors distributed links to web-based questionnaires to the students, and the participants answered through their own PC or smartphone. They were informed on the first page of the questionnaire, which was written in Japanese, that their participation was voluntary and anonymous. The students provided their consent to participate and to use their data.



Questionnaires


Willingness to Communicate in English

Willingness to communicate in English in the present study is the willingness to communicate in English discussions and presentations with group members in a group language learning setting. The original WTC scale was based on a scale published by McCroskey (1992); the Japanese version was developed by Yashima (2002). The scale (twelve items) consisted of four communication contexts (talking in dyads, small groups, large meetings, and in front of an audience) with three types of receivers: strangers, acquaintances, and friends. The present study focused on group learning in the classroom, and the main activities were discussion and presentation. Therefore, the present study used two items: “I am willing to discuss in English with group members,” and “I am willing to present in English to group members” (r = 0.82, p < 0.01). The response options for all the statements ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).



Trust in Group Members

Six items were used to assess participants’ trust in group members (α = 0.92). The trust scale was based on the scale published by Yamagishi and Yamagishi (1994) and the Japanese version (Yamagishi, 1998) of the same. The items were as follows: “My group members are basically honest,” “My group members will respond in kind when they are trusted by others,” “My group members are trustworthy,” “My group members are trustful of others,” “I am trustful to my group members,” and “My group members are basically good and kind.” The response options for all the statements ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For individual-level trust, the score was group-mean-centered, which means that the intercept represents the expected value of an observation with a score at the mean for its groups. By subtracting intergroup fluctuations, the regression coefficient was a pure individual estimate free from group effects (Enders and Tofighi, 2007).





Main Survey Methods

The pre-survey confirmed the hypothesis, but the effects of individual-level and group-level trust were marginally significant. The main survey targeted more participants to check whether significant effects could be obtained. The survey was conducted only once. However, the effects can change over one semester. Therefore, the present survey was conducted three times to determine whether the effects had changed. In addition, the present survey examined whether the degrees of individual-level and group-level factors changed through one semester because long-term group work could affect the degrees of individual-level and group-level factors.


Participants

The participants were 284 Japanese undergraduate students from the same university as the pre-survey (229 men, 55 women; mean age = 18.56 years, SD = 0.67). They took the one-semester class named, “Listening and Speaking Exercise” and the aim of this class was to develop effective and practical English communication skills through a task-based project. They were divided into their respective classes based on their scores on the English ability (CASEC) test. Through one semester, they were required to suggest improvements to the existing English website for tourists in Japan; this was called website consulting project.

Students in each class were randomly assigned to fixed groups in the ninth lesson with each group comprising five students. The members of each group were kept unchanged for one semester. While analyzing data, the groups that had only one student or students who did not answer the second or third questionnaire were excluded (the participants answered all three questionnaires). Finally, there were 83 groups, with 284 participants, and each group had two to five students (the average was 4.39) in the dataset. The participants were recruited from all classes.



Procedure

After choosing their project websites for consultation, they analyzed the website’s target audience and user needs and set their business goals. After the midterm group presentation, they described the design, usability, and functionality of their project websites. Finally, they peer-reviewed the final group presentation of the website consultation in the classroom. There were twenty-eight lessons in one semester, half of which were face-to-face lessons, the others being on-demand lessons. In every face-to-face lesson, group members chose their roles in the group work: discussion leader, speaker, writer, and editor.

The participants answered questionnaires with scales assessing WTC in English and trust in group members three times: at the beginning (Lesson 9; 5/10/2021–5/14/2021), middle (Lesson 15; 5/31/2021–6/4/2021), and end (Lesson 25; 7/5/2021–7/9/2021) of the group project. The instructors distributed links to web-based questionnaires to the students, and the participants answered through their own PC or smartphone. They were informed on the first page of the questionnaire, which was written in Japanese, that their participation was voluntary and anonymous. The students provided their consent to participate and to use their data. Actual English proficiency (CASEC), chance of communicating with English speakers, and experience of communicating with English speakers outside school were assessed as control variables.



Questionnaires


Willingness to Communicate in English

The same two items as in the pre-survey were used for WTC in English (r = 0.81, p < 0.01 for 1st; r = 0.82, p < 0.01 for 2nd; r = 0.79, p < 0.01 for 3rd).



Trust in Group Members

The same six items as in the pre-survey were used for trust in group members (α = 0.91 for 1st; α = 0.93 for 2nd; α = 0.94 for 3rd). For individual-level trust, the score was group-mean-centered.



Computerized Assessment System for English Communication

This tool is a computer-based English proficiency test with reading and listening sessions. The highest score is 1,000. All the participants took the test before the semester. The mean was 522.77 and the standard deviation was 84.17 (For the conversion to TOEFL, the mean was 433.67 and the standard deviation was 33.21).



Chance of Communicating With English Speakers

The participants answered the following question: “In daily life, including in the classroom, how often do you talk in English?” The response options were 1 = not at all, 2 = once a month, 3 = once a week, 4 = three times a week, and 5 = every day.



Experience Communicating With English Speakers Outside School

The participants answered the following question: “In the past, how much experience do you have communicating in English with English speakers outside the school (e.g., workplace, shop, park, and street)?” The response options were 1 = not at all, 2 = not much, 3 = sometimes, 4 = usually, and 5 = always.






RESULTS


Pre-survey Result

Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of WTC and trust. The WTC (M = 3.20, SD = 1.06) and trust (M = 4.21, SD = 0.76) scores were significantly higher than the midpoint [t(148) = 2.27, p < 0.05; t(145) = 19.28, p < 0.01].


TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations, ICC, and confidence intervals (95%).
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Table 1 also shows the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC), which indicates how much of the total variance in scores varied between the groups. Between-group variability is partitioned further and represented by the variance components of each random effect. This information can be used to determine how much of the variance within groups and how much of the between-group variance around each parameter is accounted for by Level 1 and Level 2 predictors (Yeo and Neal, 2004). The ICC was 8.9% for WTC in English and 22.5% for trust in group members, thereby justifying the use of Level-2 variables in subsequent analyses (Hox, 2002). The ICC for WTC was not significant. Some researchers suggest that multilevel models are not appropriate when the ICC is low (or 0), because a low ICC means that there is relatively little variance between groups. Even if there is little between-group variance, it cannot be assumed that the relationships between or among these measures do not vary across groups. The assumption is that researchers should use multilevel modeling when they have a multilevel data structure. If there is a meaningful nested hierarchy in the data, multilevel modeling is recommended (Nezlek, 2008).

Table 2 shows the effect of trust in group members on WTC in English using a hierarchical linear model. After controlling for sex and age, individual-level trust positively influenced individual-level WTC in English (β = 0.37, p < 0.10). Furthermore, group-level trust positively influenced group-level WTC in English (β = 0.29, p < 0.10). These effects were marginally significant, which means the value that was close to significance (significant tendency). Therefore, students who trusted group members tended to be willing to discuss and present in English among group members, and groups who trusted group members tended to be willing to discuss and present in English. From these results, the effects of group-level factors were shown in the group language learning setting.


TABLE 2. Effects of trust on WTC.
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Main-Survey Result

Table 3 shows means and standard deviations of WTC and trust at each survey. The scores of WTC (M = 3.43, SD = 0.95) and trust (M = 4.38, SD = 0.68) were significantly above the midpoint [t(284) = 7.67, p < 0.01; t(284) = 34.40, p < 0.01] for the first survey, WTC (M = 3.44, SD = 0.94) and trust (M = 4.34, SD = 0.71) were significantly above the midpoint [t(285) = 7.92, p < 0.01; t(283) = 31.78, p < 0.01] for the second survey, and WTC (M = 3.53, SD = 0.93) and trust (M = 4.35, SD = 0.71) were significantly above the midpoint [t(286) = 9.55, p < 0.01; t(281) = 32.12, p < 0.01] for the third survey.


TABLE 3. Means, standard deviations, intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC), and confidence intervals (95%) for three surveys.

[image: Table 3]
Table 3 also shows the ICC, which indicates how much of the total variance in scores varied between groups. The ICC was 9.9% for WTC in English and 11% for trust in group members for the first survey, 22.8% for WTC in English and 10.2% for trust in group members for the second survey, and 18.3% for WTC in English, and 11.4% for trust in group members for the third survey with all results being significant, thereby justifying the use of Level-2 variables in subsequent analyses (Hox, 2002).

Table 4 shows the effects of trust in group members on WTC in English under a hierarchical linear model for the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd survey. For the 1st survey, after controlling for sex, age, CASEC, chance of communicating with English speakers, and experience of communicating with English speakers outside school, individual-level trust positively influenced WTC in English (β = 0.29, p < 0.01). Furthermore, group-level trust positively influenced group-level WTC in English (β = 0.58, p < 0.01). Therefore, students who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English among group members, and groups who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English in the 1st survey.


TABLE 4. Effects of trust on WTC (1st, 2nd, and 3rd).
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For the 2nd survey, after controlling for sex, age, CASEC, chance of communicating with English speakers, and experience of communicating with English speakers outside school, individual-level trust positively influenced WTC in English (β = 0.35, p < 0.01). Furthermore, group-level trust positively influenced group-level WTC in English (β = 0.76, p < 0.01). Therefore, students who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English among group members, and groups who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English in the 2nd survey.

For the 3rd survey, after controlling for sex, age, CASEC, chance of communicating with English speakers, and experience of communicating with English speakers outside school, individual-level trust positively influenced WTC in English (β = 0.47, p < 0.01). Furthermore, group-level trust positively influenced group-level WTC in English (β = 0.61, p < 0.01). Therefore, students who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English among group members, and groups who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English in the 3rd survey. From these results, the effects of group-level factors were shown in the group language learning setting throughout one semester, and these effects were all significant.

We also examined whether the degrees of individual-level and group-level factors changed over one semester. A one-way within-subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of timing on individual-level trust among the group members. There was no significant difference in individual-level trust among group members between the three times [F(2, 552) = 0.65, n. s.]. Then, a one-way within-subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the effects of timing on group-level trust among group members. There was no significant difference in group-level trust among group members between the three times [F(2, 552) = 2.14, n. s.].

Next, a one-way within-subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the effects of timing on individual-level WTC in English. There was no significant difference in the individual-level WTC in English between the three times [F(2, 566) = 2.06, n. s.]. Then, a one-way within-subjects ANOVA was conducted to compare the effects of timing on group-level WTC in English (Figure 1). There was a significant difference in the group-level WTC in English among the three times [F(2, 566) = 5.25, p < 0.01]. The Holm test for multiple comparisons found that the mean value of group-level WTC in English was significantly different between the 1st and 3rd (p < 0.01), and between the 2nd and 3rd (p < 0.01). Therefore, the 3rd group-level WTC in English was the highest at that time. Thus, the degree of group-level factors changed through one semester in the group language learning setting.


[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Effects of timing on group-level willingness to communicate (WTC) in English.





DISCUSSION


Discussion on Pre-survey

In the pre-survey, the ICC of trust in group members was significant. A significant ICC of trust in group members means that each group had its own unique trust in group members. Through a group project in the classroom, they suggested a new application. They needed to discuss their ideas, but if they disagreed, they needed to build a consensus on the best idea. Through this process, they made the group cohesive and trusted each other when necessary. Therefore, unique group-level trust is formed. Although the ICC for WTC was not significant, the group project had a multilevel data structure, and multilevel modeling could be used (Nezlek, 2008).

As a result of a hierarchical linear model, students who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English among group members, and groups who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English. The effects of group-level factors were demonstrated through a group project in the classroom. Having trust in someone can form strong connections between the two concerned parties. Therefore, higher group-level trust led to higher group-level willingness to discuss and present in English.



Discussion on Main-Survey

For the main survey, the ICC of WTC in English and trust in group members were significant. A significant ICC of trust in group members means that each group had its own unique trust in group members. Through the group project, they suggested an improvement to an existing English website. They needed to discuss their ideas and express their feelings about ideas from other members. Through this process, they made the group cohesive and trusted each other when necessary. Therefore, unique group-level trust was formed. Simultaneously, a unique group-level WTC in English was created, as shown by the significant ICC of WTC in English. Higher group-level willingness was a crucial factor for their grades because not only was individual performance evaluated in the group project but group performance as well. Therefore, a unique group-level WTC in English was formed.

A hierarchical linear model showed that individual-level trust positively influenced individual-level WTC in English. Furthermore, group-level trust positively influenced group-level WTC in English throughout the semester. According to the results, through one semester, students who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English among group members, and groups who trusted group members were willing to discuss and present in English repeatedly. Interestingly, the effect of group-level factors was observed at the beginning of group projects. Immediately after making the group random, the participants formed group-level trust, and the effects of the trust remained until the end of the group projects.

In the classroom, group performance was evaluated for grades and group-level WTC was related to group performance. The students were required to discuss the group project, and each group presented their ideas in front of their classmates. Teachers were evaluating not only individuals’ but also groups’ performance. In short, grades depended not only on individuals but also groups. We could infer the relationships between group-level WTC and group performance because active group discussion and well-cooperated discussion by higher group-level WTC will result in good group performance. Group-level trust continuously influenced group-level WTC throughout one semester. Therefore, group-level trust played a crucial role in enhancing groups’ classroom performance through active discussion and presentation in English. Thus, it is important to examine group-level trust in group-language learning settings.

We also examined whether the degrees of individual-level and group-level factors changed through one semester. There was a significant difference in group-level WTC in English between the three surveys, and 3rd group-level WTC in English was higher than the other timings. The group-level WTC did not change until the middle of the group projects, but after that, the WTC increased. As stated above, in the classroom, group performance was evaluated for their grades, and group-level WTC was related to group performance. In short, they were evaluated not only individually but also as a group in terms of discussion and presentation. Furthermore, they had a final group presentation at the end of the group projects, which comprised a large percentage of their grades. Therefore, they were really motivated to show group-level good performance, which means active group discussion and well-cooperated discussion, and as a result, their group-level WTC in English increased around the 3rd timing.



Group Language Learning

As stated in the Introduction, second language learners obtain many opportunities to use the target language through group work in a second language educational environment (Storch, 1999). However, group language learning has a negative effect. Students perceived group work as a waste of time if they worked with others without gaining any benefits in the classroom. These findings could be the result of working with mixed-ability groupings, where low-ability students asked many questions to clarify doubts (Alfares, 2017). Senior (1997) explored the perceptions of experienced English-language teachers regarding the nature of good English language classes. The findings showed that teachers judged the quality of their classes according to how well students cooperated with each other. They clearly perceived that any class with a positive whole-group atmosphere was good, whereas any class that lacked the spirit of group cohesion was unsatisfactory, even if it was composed of high-achieving students.

The results of the present study suggest that if group-level trust is high in students, group-level WTC in English will also be high. Group-level WTC in English was related to group performance, which was included in their grades. In this situation, even if some students were not motivated to discuss and present in English among their groups, they could obtain higher grades thanks to group performance. However, if the students’ group-level trust was low, group-level WTC in English was also low. Low group-level WTC was related to poor group performance. In this situation, some students who were motivated to discuss and present in English among their groups could not obtain many opportunities to use the target language and get higher grades due to poor group performance. Consequently, their satisfaction was low. Educators need to consider these cases in a group language learning setting.



Trust and Willingness to Communicate in English

Ito (2021) showed a positive correlation between general trust and WTC in a second language (English) among Japanese university students. However, no study has yet examined the effect of group-level trust on group-level WTC in English. The present study targeted Japanese students learning English in a group language learning setting. In this situation, individual students are nested within groups (Nezlek, 2008) and it is appropriate to look at not only individual-level factors, but also group-level factors. Consequently, individual-level trust positively influenced individual-level WTC in English, and group-level trust positively influenced group-level WTC in English. Furthermore, these tendencies were shown repeatedly throughout the semester. In addition, group-level WTC in English increased after the middle of the semester.



Limitation and Future Research

There are some limitations of this study. We assume that if some students motivated to discuss and present in English work with a group having low group-level trust and WTC, their satisfaction would be low. However, the present study did not measure the students’ satisfaction. Future research should focus on examining the effect of the discrepancy between individual -level and group-level factors on satisfaction. Furthermore, the present study measures these psychological factors at the same time. To examine the causal relationships between these factors, we need to conduct a longitudinal study.

Even though we could infer the relationships between group-level WTC and group performance because active group discussion and well-cooperated discussion as groups with high-level WTC will have better group performance, we did not measure the students’ performance. Future studies need to examine the relationships between group-level WTC and group performance. Furthermore, external motivation such as getting higher grades, which are related to good group performance, could influence WTC. Future studies should examine the effect of external motivation.




CONCLUSION

The present study examined the effects of individual-level and group-level trust on WTC in a second language, targeting Japanese university students in a group-language learning setting. Both individual-level and group-level effects were shown throughout one semester, and the group-level WTC in English changed after the middle of the semester. This study contributes to the literature on group language learning.

This study has implications for language education. Currently, educators use group and cooperative learning in the classroom (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology [MEXT], 2021) to make language education effective. However, motivated students working in a group with low group-level trust and WTC in English could experience decreased satisfaction. Therefore, in the group language learning setting, educators must be mindful not only of each student’s characteristics but also of each group’s characteristics to enhance their performance.
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