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Japanese English learners’ self-assessments on the CEFR-J’s A-level
can-do statements using four and five-point response scales

Judith Runnels
University of Bedfordshire, UK

Both the CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference) and the CEFR-J
(CEFR-Japan) use illustrative can-do descriptors to describe a learner’s
communicative competences in five language skills across six levels of language
proficiency. This paper reports on Japanese English learners’ self-assessments on the
CEFR-J’s 50 A-level descriptors using either a four-point or a five-point scale to
determine if a neutral response option (neither agree nor disagree) influenced
participants’ responses. Self-assessment by Japanese language learners has been
shown to be subject to cultural factors related to social desirability phenomena,
resulting in high selection rates of mid-scale response options no matter the content of
the item or the size of the scale. Overall, no significant differences between mean
responses on a four-point (no neutral category) and a five-point (contains an inherent
mid-point) rating scale were found following controls for scale size. Conversely,
significant interactions were found for rating scale, skill (reading and spoken
production) and descriptor difficulty level (Al.1 and A2.2). When the distance
between responses and the scale mid-point was measured and compared across rating
scales to determine whether the inclusion of a neutral option appeared to influence
selection rates, no significant differences were found for 68% of all descriptors. While
inclusion of a middle response option had far lesser impact on responses than has been
previously shown, further research is required to determine the impact of differing
scale types on Japanese English learners’ self-assessments. This paper discusses the
influence on responses from socio-cultural factors, response styles, task-familiarity,
language skills, the number of response scale categories and language proficiency.
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Background

One of the strengths of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)
developed by the Council of Europe (2001) is that it allows educational institutions to
compare the outcomes and content of language programmes (North, 2000) by providing
a guide as to what a language learner can do with language at any given time (Council
of Europe, 2001). The six main proficiency levels consist of scales of illustrative
descriptors or can-do statements that describe second language learner proficiency
across several language skills: listening, reading, spoken interaction, spoken production
and writing (Council of Europe, 2001). In addition to usage at an institutional or
curricular level, the CEFR can also “support the development of learner autonomy and
learner self-assessment” (Little, 2006, p. 176). Glover (2011) has found that using
CEFR can-do statements increases learners’ self-awareness of language use,
subsequently improving their overall development as a language user. Performing a
self-assessment, typically by “using checklists based on the CEFR’s common reference
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levels” (Little, 2006, p. 176), often proceeds as follows: a learner reads a can-do
statement such as the Al Reading Comprehension descriptor (see below) and then
decides whether she or he can perform the implicated task (Glover, 2011; Little, 2005).
Doing this across a range of statements can then produce an estimation of ability across
the CEFR’s six proficiency levels (Al, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2, arranged in order of
increasing difficulty) which is relevant to that learner.

Al Reading Comprehension descriptor:
I can understand simple forms well enough to give basic personal details (e.g. hame, address,
date of birth) (Council of Europe, 2001)

Conversely, the CEFR is criticised for not being based on second-language
acquisition theory or on performance samples from actual learners (Hulstijn, 2007;
Westhoff, 2007). Furthermore, the scales by which proficiency is measured lack
reification and do not provide any information regarding how tests can be developed or
compared (Fulcher, 2003, 2010; Weir, 2005). Indeed, the underpinning of the hierarchy
of the framework, which is used to measure proficiency or progress, is primarily based
on teacher perceptions of what second language learner proficiency entails at different
levels (Fulcher, 2004; North, 2007).

Despite its opponents, the CEFR has impacted second language education not only
in Europe, but also in other regions of the world (Barenfanger & Tschirner, 2008;
Parmenter & Byram, 2010) including countries such as Argentina (Porto & Barboni,
2012) and Canada (Faez, Majhanovich, Taylor, Smith, & Crowley, 2011). Interest is
also increasing in Asia (Wang, Kuo, Tsai, & Liao, 2012), where national tests of
English language proficiency in Hong Kong and Taiwan have been mapped to the
CEFR (Hsiao & Broeder, 2013; Wu, 2012). Yoneka (2011) has argued for a Common
Asian Framework of Reference.

Context

Significant interest has been shown in implementing the CEFR in foreign language
programmes of tertiary institutions of Japan (O’Dwyer & Nagai, 2011). Indeed,
educators and researchers have already employed it in a number of ways at numerous
tertiary institutions (see, for example: Horiguchi, Harada, Imoto, & Atobe, 2010;
Kizman & Nitta, 2010; Nagai, 2010; Nakano, Tsutsui, & Kondo, 2010; O’Dwyer, 2013;
Semmelroth, 2013). However, it has also been found that eighty percent of Japanese
English learners are at a CEFR A-level of proficiency and that there are very few
learners at a C-level (Negishi, 2012). It was thus decided that the CEFR levels in their
current form were insufficient to characterise and differentiate between the span of
Japanese learners of English. This resulted in the development of an alternate system
intended to better meet the needs of Japanese English language learners and to address
the lack of a consistently used system for the measurement of achievement of English
language learners across Japanese institutions (Negishi, 2011, 2012). Released in March
2012 (TUFS Tonolab, 2012), known as the CEFR-J and developed courtesy of Grant-
in-Aid research grants awarded to the Tokyo University of Foreign Studies (TUFS), it
contains several modifications to the version from which it is derived (Negishi, Takada,
& Tono, 2013). Changes to the original consist of adaptations of CEFR can-do
statements to increase their suitability for a Japanese context, the sub-division of the A
and B levels from the CEFR’s original four levels (A1, A2, B1, B2) to nine (Al.1, A1.2,
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Al.3, A2.1, A2.2,B1.1, B1.2, B2.1, B2.2), and the addition of a Pre-Al level (Negishi
etal., 2013).

Self-assessment

Despite interest in the CEFR-J’s implementation, how the system can function as an
assessment or a self-assessment instrument in Japan is under-researched, partly because
the CEFR does not make any specific recommendations in terms of how can-do
statements should be employed for such purposes. Previous work outside of a CEFR
context has shown that self-assessment by Japanese learners is a complicated process,
subject to uniquely Japanese cultural factors (lkeno, 2002; Matsuno, 2009; Takada &
Lampkin, 1996). For Japanese survey-takers the response scale that is utilized in the
survey will significantly impact findings and subsequent conclusions (Pashupati,
Courtright, & Pettit, 2013). In fact, Japanese survey-takers in general tend to select a
neutral response as an option (Doérnyei & Taguchi, 2010; Pashupati et al., 2013; Ryan,
2009) in order to demonstrate greater modesty which is considered a virtuous trait in
Japan (lkeno, 2002; Matsuno, 2009; Takada & Lampkin, 1996). Conversely, even
though Murata and Onodera (2011) found no “clear trend that particular response
options were selected as a result of [the] existence/non-existence of middle options™ (p.
20), they warn that “the existence/non-existence of middle options may result in
significant differences for other selected response options” (p. 21) as the middle
response option inherently contains a variety of response meanings (Yamada, 2010).
Yamada (2010) has also found that if Japanese respondents are familiar with the
material implicated by the question, it is preferable not to include a middle response
option.

In general, there is very little research which has explored the effect of scale size on
CEFR can-do statement self-assessment and even less specific to a Japanese context. In
terms of the CEFR-J’s development, and particularly throughout the developers’
validation phases, several response scales were employed when Japanese university
students were administered can-do statements (see Negishi et al., 2013). The first major
survey had participants rating can-do statements for difficulty on a can-do/can’t do
dichotomous scale (Negishi, 2012), whereas a subsequent validation study of participant
self-assessment employed a four-point Likert scale (Tono & Negishi, 2012). It should
be noted that neither of these rating scales included a neutral or middle response option,
probably because the illustrative descriptors were deliberately designed to be familiar to
Japanese English learners. Although the developers' decision to use varying response
scales is probably advantageous, scales of other sizes from those employed throughout
the development process may have produced differing results, particularly in terms of
the perceived difficulty of individual statements. Furthermore, for current or future
practical users, whether the tendency to select a neutral response occurs when
responding to CEFR-J’s can-do statements remains unknown. To explore the effect of
differing response scales on the outcome of a can-do statement self-assessment survey,
the study reported here was designed. Specifically, Japanese university students self-
assessed on the CEFR-J’s A level can-do statements using both four-point and five-
point scales to determine firstly, if there are any differences in response structures
between the two rating scales, and secondly, if the tendency to select a neutral response
exists or if the inclusion of such an option appears to affect participants’ responding
behaviour. Such information can be used to aid institutions, teachers or individual
language learners in determining which particular response scale they might employ in
their future practice, and what the effects of selecting such a scale may be.
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Method

Participants

A total of 57 first year students from a private university in Western Japan participated
voluntarily in this study. Students were in one of two English classes and had completed
one full semester of twice-weekly ninety-minute English classes. Participants were
unfamiliar with performing self-assessment using can-do statements and the CEFR-J.

Instrument

Participants indicated the extent of their agreement to 50 randomly ordered Japanese
can-do statements from the CEFR-J’s five A sub-levels (available for free download at
http://www.cefr-j.org/english/index-e.html) on a four-point or a five-point Likert scale.
Whether they responded to a four-point scale (28 participants) or a five-point scale (29
participants) was randomly determined. For the four-point scale, the categories were
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree and Strongly Agree. For the five-point scale, a mid-
point of Neither Agree nor Disagree was also included. The survey was administered
using SurveyMonkey®, an online data collection application ("SurveyMonkey," 2012).

Analysis

Two analyses were performed. The first was to determine whether the rating scale had
any impact on mean responses, and for which can-do statements differences were
apparent. The second was to explore whether Japanese self-assessors exhibited a
tendency to select a neutral response or if the inclusion of a neutral response had any
impact on other response selections. To test these hypotheses, individual ratings for
each can-do statement were measured for each scale. Due to the unequal number of
categories in each scale, the scores were made equivalent before being compared. A
simple proportional transformation was used to equate the scales such that each four-
point score was multiplied by 5/4 to scale it up to be equivalent to scores from the five-
point scale (Colman, Norris, & Preston, 1997). It should be noted that the assumption is
not that by performing the transformation, the scales become equivalent to each other.
The equating process did not employ item response theory (IRT) and is thus incapable
of adjusting test scores for individual test takers. As noted by Colman et al. (1997),
“how people respond to rating scales with unequal numbers of response categories is a
quintessentially psychological rather than a mathematical question” (p. 357). The
proportional transformation was performed to determine whether the existence of a mid-
point on a scale affected the behaviour of test takers, which is indeed a psychological
question. Simple mathematical equating processes such as a proportional
transformation, do however, allow for basic comparisons of mean scores (Livingson,
2004).

To determine if there were any main effects from response scales, the scores from
all CEFR-J can-do statements were compared across the entire A-level (that is, across
all five skills and all five levels) via an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). Further
ANOVAs were performed within each of the five language skills across all five CEFR-J
levels. If any differences were found, LSD post-hoc tests were used to determine which
can-do statements resulted in significantly different mean responses across rating scales.
Statements for which significant differences exist were subsequently highlighted and
analysed. Interactions between rating scales and language skills were also tested for, to
observe whether the rating scale had a stronger impact on responses to can-do
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statements from certain language skills or levels. Finally, to determine if using a four-
point scale reduces the tendency to choose a neutral response (seeing as there is no
naturally neutral or middle point to select), the absolute difference between the
mathematical mid-point of each scale and the response for each statement from each
participant was calculated, equated by multiplying the four-point scale by 5/4 (to
eliminate the difference in scale size) and then compared across scales with an
ANOVA. PASW Statistics (version 18) was employed for the analyses.

Results

Both a rating scale analysis and a neutral response selection analysis were performed.
The former looked for significant differences between mean responses on a four-point
scale and a five-point scale to CEFR-J A-level can-do statements; and the latter looked
at whether the existence of an inherent mid-point resulted in greater selection rates of
that response option. In describing the results, it should be noted that a lower rating
represents a higher level of difficulty whereas a higher rating reflects a lower level of
difficulty.

Rating Scale Analysis

An ANOVA revealed that there was no significant main effect for rating scales across
all skills and levels: overall, there were no significant differences in mean responses
between the four-point scale and five-point scale (df= 1, F =.054, p=.817). However,
when can-do statements were analysed individually within each skill and level, it was
revealed that a total of eight statements exhibited significant differences between mean
responses on each scale. These eight can-do statements (or 16% of the total number of
statements) are shown in Table 1. Of these, two are from spoken interaction, five are
from spoken production and one is from writing. Participants rated all of these eight
statements as significantly higher on the five-point scale than on the four-point scale
following the control to adjust for scale size.

Despite the lack of a significant main effect for rating scales, a significant
interaction for rating scales and skills was found. There were significant differences
between responses for reading and spoken production depending on which rating scale
was employed. Specifically, reading was rated overall significantly lower (df =1, F
=15.461, p = .000) whereas spoken production was rated significantly higher (df =1, F
=6.804, p =.009) on the five-point scale, when compared to the four-point scale. No
differences for the skills of spoken interaction, writing and listening were found.

A significant interaction for rating scales and levels was also found, such that when
using the five-point scale, statements from Al.1 were being rated significantly lower (df
=1, F = 15.593, p = .000), whereas statements from A2.2 were being rated significantly
higher (df = 1, F = 5.306, p = .022) when compared to results from the four-point scale.
No significant differences were found across rating scales for levels A1.2, A1.3 or A2.1.
A three-way interaction between rating scales, skills and levels was insignificant.

Neutral Response Selection Analysis

When the overall responses were analysed to determine participants’ tendency to select
a neutral response, it was found that there were no differences between mean responses.
For the five-point scale, a raw mean of 3.27 was selected (where the midpoint is the
third category option, Neither Agree nor Disagree, or 3). On the four-point scale, where
the theoretical midpoint is halfway between the second and third categories (or between
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the Disagree and Agree options, at 2.5), the raw mean response was 2.62. When
adjusted for scale size using a simple transformation, these two means are equal to each
other (hence the lack of main effect for rating scales), meaning that inclusion of a mid-
point had no effect on the mean.

Table 1. Can-do statements exhibiting significantly differing responses between the 4-point and 5-point

scales
Level  Skill Descriptor
A2.2  Spoken I can exchange opinions and feelings, express agreement and disagreement, and
Interaction compare things and people using simple English.
A2.2  Spoken I can interact in predictable everyday situations (e.g., a post office, a station, a
Interaction shop), using a wide range of words and expressions.
s I can give simple descriptions e.g. of everyday object, using simple words and
poken . ; . .
Al2 . basic phrases in a restricted range of sentence structures, provided | can prepare
Production ;
my speech in advance.
I can describe simple facts related to everyday life with a series of sentences,
Spoken A . . .
Al3 . using simple words and basic phrases in a restricted range of sentence
Production - :
structures, provided I can prepare my speech in advance.
I can express simple opinions about a limited range of familiar topics in a series
Spoken LT - . :
Al3 . of sentences, using simple words and basic phrases in a restricted range of
Production . i
sentence structures, provided | can prepare my speech in advance.
I can give a brief talk about familiar topics (e.g. my school and my
Spoken - - . .
A2.1 . neighbourhood) supported by visual aids such as photos, pictures, and maps,
Production . . -
using a series of simple phrases and sentences.
A2 2 Spoken I can give an opinion, or explain a plan of action concisely giving some
' Production reasons, using a series of simple words and phrases and sentences.

I can write my impressions and opinions briefly about what | have listened to
A2.2  Writing and read (e.g. explanations about lifestyles and culture, stories), using basic
everyday vocabulary and expressions.

To determine the extent to which a neutral response was selected for individual
statements across the two scales, the absolute value of the difference between the mid-
point of the scale and the actual response were compared for the four and five-point
scales, following adjustments to equate the scales. It was found that a total of sixteen
statements (or 32% of the total) exhibited significant differences in distance between the
response and the mid-point of the scale. Of those sixteen, for fourteen of them (or 28%
of the total), the distance between the scale’s mid-point and the actual response was
significantly greater on the five-point scale than on the four-point scale. This suggests
that participants sometimes selected categories that were further away from the mid-
point when a mid-point was included compared to when it was not, even after controls
to adjust for scale-size.
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Discussion

The results suggest that overall, rating scales did not impact greatly on Japanese
university students’ responses to the CEFR-J’s A-level can-do statements. Only 16% of
statements exhibited significant differences across rating scales (Table 1) and responses
to less than one third of statements differed in terms of the distance between the
response and the mid-point of the scale, illustrating that while the inclusion of a mid-
point did appear to influence behaviour, its influence was neither universal nor
consistent. Regarding the eight statements for which significant differences across
rating scales existed, all consisted of productive language tasks (two from spoken
interaction, five from spoken production and one from writing). Japanese learners of
English have been shown to be more proficient in receptive language skills (reading and
listening) than productive skills (speaking and writing) while also self-assessing less
consistently on skills in which they are less proficient (Butler, 2004; Parry, 2000). It is
perhaps for this reason that significant differences existed for a small number of
productive skill can-do statements and that there were no differences between receptive
skill descriptors. This possibility is also supported by the two significant interactions
showing that both reading and Al.1 level statements were rated as more difficult, and
spoken production and A2.2 can-do statements were rated easier, on the scale with a
mid-point. This echoes Yamada’s (2010) findings regarding familiarity and response
scale whereby exclusion of a mid-point is advantageous on familiar items. On the other
hand, both spoken production and A2.2 level tasks, were rated as less difficult on the
scale with a mid-point. These findings appear to suggest that inclusion of a mid-point on
a rating scale may be disadvantageous for both easy and familiar tasks as well as for
difficult and unfamiliar tasks. Inclusion of a mid-point resulted in comparatively higher
levels of difficulty being selected for easy and familiar tasks and lower levels of
difficulty on difficult or unfamiliar tasks when compared to the responses on a scale
without a mid-point. However, there were no significant differences for three out of the
five language skills (listening, spoken interaction and writing), and for three out of the
five CEFR-J levels (A1.2, A1.3, A2.1). Nonetheless, these findings reflect those of
Murata and Onodera (2011), who found that the inclusion of a middle response option
did not affect “the balance between the extreme opposite response options” (p. 21)
between differing scales: the more difficult ratings on the easy or more familiar tasks
were balanced out by the less difficult ratings on the more difficult or less familiar
tasks.

Regarding the assumption that Japanese students will tend to choose a neutral
response if given the option, the current findings are not entirely in support given that
for nearly two-thirds of all responses, no tendency or preferences were observed. For
the remaining third of responses, it is evident that on the scale with the mid-point,
participants tended to choose responses slightly above the midpoint, whereas on the
scale with no neutral option, they tended to choose the responses slightly below the
mathematical mid-point. Perhaps the mere existence of a neutral option gave
respondents more confidence in indicating higher mastery of the task. Alternatively, the
response patterns could be related to the number of categories ahead of the selected
response: for both scales, there were essentially two categories (Strongly Agree and
Agree) before the mean selected response. In accordance with the previous findings
about modesty (Matsuno, 2009), the possibility here is that Japanese survey-takers may
not necessarily select a neutral response, but on average will select a point on the scale
which does not correspond to mastery of a task, and reflects a given position on the
scale which is related to the number of other options.
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Overall, Japanese students’ self-assessment ratings appear to be subject to a number
of different factors and the findings of this study have raised a number of questions: will
modesty apply more strongly for language skills that learners feel they are better at,
resulting in them self-assessing more stringently? Alternatively, does added confidence
in their skill also impact the surety of their response, causing them to self-assess more
accurately for tasks in skills that they are more comfortable performing? Given the
present results combined with previous findings, these are both possibilities. Addressing
the limitations of the current study would certainly lead towards determining more
specifically the factors that influence Japanese self-assessment and therefore, which
type or size of rating scale is more advantageous to employ. For instance, although there
were no differences in the distance between responses and mid-point when the
responses from each scale were equated and compared, this was probably because
absolute differences (and not whether it was over or under the mid-point) were
analysed. Perhaps most importantly, however, is that IRT should be employed to
determine the effects of scale size on response structures. In addition, employing a
wider range of rating scales would reveal more about the impact of scale size for
Japanese self-assessors, such as in Lee, Jones, Mineyama, and Zhang (2002) who found
that seven response options (which contains a mid-point) had the greatest construct
validity for Japanese survey-takers. Analysing the results of a greater number of
participants would naturally also provide more conclusive evidence. Testing the
differences between difficulty distributions across skills and within a single learner is
also necessary to confirm the hypothesis that differing skills are subject to different
factors when self-assessing. Lastly, employing controls for ability is important,
especially since English language competence affects response styles (Harzing, 2006).

Conclusions

The findings reported here do not support the notion that Japanese survey-takers will
select a neutral response if one is available. Variation in response structures depended
on rating scale, skill (whether it is a productive or receptive skill) and CEFR-J difficulty
level (whether it is an easy or difficult statement) but the level of variation was not
consistent across all skills and levels. This suggests that familiarity with the task and the
overall number of categories in the scale are more likely to impact response structures
than the inclusion of a neutral response option. This is in line with the suggestion of
Murata and Onodera (2011) that response structures may be affected by a variety of
factors which may be survey-specific (question content, order effects, number and form
of response options), item-specific (whether it was a productive or receptive language
task, or familiarity with the task), socio-cultural (modesty, social desirability, resistance
to response) or personal (response styles, language proficiency). It also seems likely that
such variation may be eliminated following self-assessment training (Little, 2006;
Rolheiser & Ross, 2013), although further exploration of the relationship between self-
perception of ability, self-assessment and ability is required (Runnels, 2013).

The practical implication of this study for use of the CEFR-J is that it cannot be
assumed that a learner’s self-assessment will remain consistent across the skill or level
being self-assessed. For educators who opt to use the CEFR-J’s can-do statement scales
as they are, or for students or teachers who create localized self-assessment instruments;
experimentation with the rating scale is required. The present results do not determine
the superiority of rating scales with or without neutral categories, but they do suggest
that rating scales will, to some extent, affect response patterns and that eliminating the
midpoint of a scale, as suggested by previous research, may be premature.
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