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Abstract: Existing research indicates that no other area of study presents as much of a threat to selfconcept as does foreign language learning. However, few foreign language learning studies have focused
explicitly on self-concept. This study is timely in view of the current interest by the Spanish government
in promoting foreign languages. It examined individual differences in the self-concept of 216 participants
in a Spanish university context. Participants, English language learners, completed the Self-concept
Scale Form 5-AF5 (García & Musitu, 2001). Self-concept levels both globally and in the academic,
social and emotional dimensions were determined, and the relationship between self-concept, on the
one hand, and gender, age, mark and language level on the other hand, was identified. The findings
highlight the relevance of this type of study for informing language learning research. In addition,
important implications for future research are discussed.
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Introduction

S

ELF-CONCEPT IS ONE of the oldest constructs in the social sciences (James,
1896) and it is widely acknowledged that it plays a central role in all learning situations
(Denissen, Zarrett, & Eccles, 2007; Hattie, 1992; Marsh & Yeung, 1997; Pajares &
Schunk, 2005). Improving students’ self-concept must be seen as a major aim of
education (O’Mara & Marsch, 2006) and has been associated with many educational gains,
such as better academic achievement, perseverance, coursework choice (Delugach, Bracken,
Bracken, & Schicke, 1992; Marsh & Craven, 2006; Marsh & Yeung, 1997; Valentine,
DuBois, & Cooper, 2004), and attitudes to learning (Burnett, Pillay, & Dart, 2003).
Historically, self-concept research has been dominated by a unidimensional perspective
in which self-conceptions were considered to be relatively consistent and undifferentiated
across social, academic, physical, and other domains (Byrne, 1984; Coopersmith, 1967;
Marx & Winne, 1978; Wylie, 1989). As these researchers believed self-concept to be the
sum total of an individual’s self-perceptions, total self-concept was represented by a single
score. But in their review of self-concept research, Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton (1976)
integrated several definitions of self-concept. According to their integrated definition, selfconcept consists of a person’s self-perceptions built through experience with —and interpretations of— one’s environment. These self-perceptions are influenced mainly by evaluations
by significant others, reinforcements, and attributions for one’s own behavior. Shavelson et
al. (1976) indicated that self-concept is both evaluative and descriptive, and that it has a
multifaceted and hierarchical organization. Perceptions of personal behavior in certain situations are situated at the base of the hierarchy, inferences about self in broader domains (e.g.,
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social, physical, and academic) are at the middle of the hierarchy, and a general self-concept
is found at the apex. Nowadays it is generally accepted that self-concept functions in separate
domains, i.e., self-beliefs are classified according to a specific field (Marsh, Byrne, &
Shavelson, 1988; Marsh & Yeung, 1996, 1997, 1998; Valentine, DuBois, & Cooper, 2004).
Academic self-concept, for example, is an individual’s self-perception of competence and
his/her evaluative judgments in the academic domain (Mercer, 2011, p. 14).
There is sufficient research evidence to assert that self-concept influences behavior. What
students feel about themselves will determine the way they deal with the challenges of the
learning experience and also their relationship with others (Arnold, 2007). In their research
with university students on another self-related construct, self-esteem, Brown and Smart
(1991) observed that subjects who saw themselves as kind and helpful had prosocial behavior.
They also noticed that those with high self-esteem had less difficulty preserving a positive
view of themselves after failure. Subjects with low self-esteem, however, not only found it
hard to reaffirm their self-image after failure, but also had a tendency to behave egotistically.
Their conclusion may be of relevance for the purposes of our study: “self-presentations appear
to play a critical role in guiding and regulating behavior” (Brown & Smart, 1991, p. 373).
More than in any other discipline, in foreign language learning our self-concept can be
severely damaged (Arnold, 2007; Mercer, 2011). Language learning is much more “ego-involving” than other areas of study (Horwitz, 2007). Due to the intrinsically social nature of
the language learning process (Jones, 2008; Williams & Burden, 1997), a very common
problem in language learners is that they feel their ideas are not expressed properly in the
target language and this may make them appear immature or foolish (Arnold & Brown,
1999; Pellegrino, 2005). The use of a language of which the individual does not have full
command, makes the self especially vulnerable (Tsui, 1996, p. 155). As Mercer (2011) accurately explains, it is that “visibility” characteristic of the language learning process, at
least as regards the oral skill, that may turn it into an emotional ordeal.
Therefore, and if effective learning is what we are after, the relevance of psychological
variables to learning should not be questioned. As Rodríguez, Plax and Kearney (1996: 297)
have stated, “Affect is, by definition, an intrinsic motivator. Positive affect sustains involvement and deepens interest in the subject matter”. Another author who has pointed in the
same direction is Stevick (1980: 4), contending that success in foreign language learning
depends more on what happens inside and between the people in the classroom than on
materials and techniques. As Arnold and Brown (1999) explain, the most original techniques
and the most appealing materials may turn out to be useless if negative emotional factors
are present in the learning context.
One of the major areas of focus in connection with self-concept is students’ past
achievement experiences. As regards the nature and directionality of the relationship between
academic self-concept and academic achievement, findings in psychology-based research
have been contradictory. In the 70s, two models were suggested by Calsyn and Kenny (1977).
The first one, “The Skill Development Model” suggests that academic achievement influences
self-beliefs but that self-beliefs do not influence achievement. By contrast, the “Self-Enhancement Model” indicates that self-beliefs influence academic achievement but that academic
achievement does not influence self-beliefs. A third model was later presented, the “Reciprocal Effects Model” (REM), in which self-concept and achievement are reciprocally related
and mutually reinforcing (Marsh, 1990; Marsh & Yeung, 1997). Therefore, according to the
REM model, previous self-concept affects ensuing achievement, but previous achievement
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also affects ensuing self-concept development, and this contention has been supported by
most studies (Guay, Marsh, & Boivin, 2003; Liu, 2008; Marsh, Hau, & Kong, 2002).
There seems to be no doubt that self-concept plays a key role in all learning contexts
(Denissen, Zarrett & Eccles, 2007; Hattie, 1992; Marsh & Yeung, 1997). However, and in
spite of the fact that self-related constructs appear in a wide variety of areas of SLA research,
such as anxiety (Aida, 1994; Arnaiz & Guillén, in press; Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2001;
Cheng, Horwitz, & Schallert, 1999; Horwitz, 2001; Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986), motivation (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009), strategies (Woodrow, 2006), beliefs (Horwitz et al.,
2004), metacognition (Wenden, 2001), Willingness to Communicate (WTC) (Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide & Shimizu, 2004), and individual differences (Ehrman, Leaver, & Oxford,
2003), the number of studies that have approached self-concept explicitly in language learners
is low. Furthermore, in the literature reviewed, no self-concept studies have been found that
have centred their attention on Spanish University English foreign language (EFL) students.
This research aims to shed light on the general self-concept levels of Spanish university
students learning English as part of their degree. It will explore three of the five dimensions
that make up the theoretical model selected: the academic, the social and the emotional dimensions. Although, as mentioned earlier, self-concept functions in separate domains and
consequently, research into self-concept should be carried out at the domain-specific level
(Marsh, Byrne, & Shavelson, 1988; Marsh & Yeung, 1996, 1997, 1998; Yeung & Lee, 1999;
Yeung & Wong, 2004), there are also advantages in taking a more holistic perspective
(Mercer, 2011). If we want to understand the nature and content of a learner’s EFL selfconcept, it should be born in mind that learners often refer to other domains, which they
perceive as important and related, when describing themselves as EFL learners. Thus, in
order to understand how a learner may see himself /herself in a certain FL domain, it may
be necessary first of all to take a holistic view of the learner, which will allow us to get information about a learner’s self-beliefs in other domains.
Considering the difficulty Spanish students have traditionally encountered when studying
English, and the fact that self-concept might be one of the factors that could be hindering
the learning process, we wanted to carry out a preliminary study which collected data about
this construct and analyzed some of the factors that might be influencing it. This study is
timely in view of the Spanish education authorities’ current interest in promoting foreign
languages. The following research questions were developed for this study:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Do self-concept levels vary among learners with different marks in English?
Do self-concept levels vary among learners who had chosen English as a main subject
and students for whom English was a non-elective obligatory subject?
Do self-concept levels vary among pre-service Primary English teachers and pre-service
Primary Generalist, Music or Physical Education teachers?
How do self-concept levels relate to language level and mark?
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Method
Participants
Participants in this study consisted of 216 students enrolled in different English language
courses in a Spanish university. Their language levels in English ranged from B1 to C11.
The sample consisted of 120 females (55.5%) and 96 males (44.5%). The respondents
ranged in age from 18 to 39, with a mean age of 20.39 (SD = 3.69) and came from six different
degree programmes. There were 156 students from the Teacher Training Faculty, 59 of
whom were studying to be Primary English teachers, which means English was their main
chosen subject and was consequently a voluntary part of their curriculum, while 97 of them
were studying to be Primary Generalist teachers, Physical Education teachers and Music
teachers, for whom English was a non-elective degree requirement. The other two groups
of students came from the Translation and Interpreting Faculty (30) and the Computer Science
Faculty (30). The former had English as a main chosen subject, i.e. they were studying it
voluntarily, while for the latter it was a prerequisite for graduation.
Prior to the study, all participants agreed to sign the consent form which indicated the aim
and characteristics of the study.

Instrument
The questionnaire Autoconcepto Forma 5 [AF5: Self-concept form] (García & Musitu, 2001)
was used to measure students’ self-concept. The scale consisted of 30 items and five subscales,
but only the data for three of the subscales will be analyzed here: the academic self-concept,
the social self-concept, and the emotional self-concept subscales.
The items were evaluated on a scale from 1 to 99, “1” being the score which indicated
total disagreement and “99” that of total agreement with the item. For the analysis of the
results, the scale was converted into a scale from 1 to 10.
Furthermore, a background questionnaire including information regarding students’ language level, gender, age, and the last mark obtained in English was used.

Procedure
Permission was requested from the deans of the three Faculties involved to conduct the
survey.
Once the principal investigator had explained the purpose of the study, the participants
were asked to complete the background questionnaire. Subsequently, the Spanish students
were given the questionnaire Autoconcepto Forma 5 [AF5: Self-concept form]. Participants
had about 20 minutes to complete the questionnaires during class time.

1

The language levels were established following The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages:
Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) (2001), a guideline used to describe achievements of learners of foreign
languages across Europe. The 2008 study by Martínez Baztán has addressed correspondence with The American
Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Guidelines. Thus, B1 would correspond to Intermediate
Mid and Intermediate High, B2 would correspond to Intermediate High and Advanced Low, and C1, to Advanced
Mid, Advanced High.
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Data Analysis
The analyses described below were performed using the SPSS 17.0 for Windows. Descriptive
statistics were calculated to examine students’ self-concept. The mean and standard deviations
of the self-concept scale and subscales were computed for the whole group, and separated
according to the marks obtained and the degree course selected by students. Participants
were divided into three groups according to the marks obtained in English in the first semester
of the academic year. One group was formed by low ability students (marks from 2 to 5),
another group by average ability students (marks from 6 to 7), and a third group by high
ability students (marks from 8 to 10). Finally, and in order to examine the relationship
between the self-concept scale and subscales, on the one hand, and the variables level and
mark, on the other hand, a correlation analysis was conducted on the full sample.

Results
Though the questionnaire Autoconcepto Forma 5 [AF5: Self-concept form] is a standardized
instrument (with confirmed reliability, discrimination validity, and construct validity), the
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of internal consistency for the scale was calculated. The internal
consistency (reliability) of the total scale was .76, confirming that the items of the scale are
clearly measuring the same construct. The internal consistency coefficients for the subscale
scores were also acceptable, standing at .76 for academic self-concept, .74 for social selfconcept, and .81 for emotional self-concept.
The means and standard deviations of the global self-concept and the academic, social
and emotional self-concepts of each ability group were computed (Table 1). No significant
differences were observed between the three groups created.
Table 1: Mean Values and ANOVA Test of Self-concept Levels by Mark
3 groups

2-5
(n = 51)

6-7
(n = 88)

8 - 10
(n = 62)

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

F

p

Academic

6.81 (1.55)

6.53 (1.98)

7.03 (1.45)

1.50

.224

Social

7.11 (1.68)

7.19 (1.74)

7.32 (1.47)

.246

.782

Emotional

4.84 (1.89)

5.22 (2.20)

5.56 (2.21)

1.61

.201

TOTAL

6.84 (.76)

6.70 (.90)

6.78 (.94)

.413

.662

Two independent sample t-test analyses were performed. The first was aimed at determining
the differences in self-concept levels between the group who had English as a main subject
(i.e. had chosen to study it voluntarily) and the group for whom it was non-elective degree
requirement (i.e. a prerequisite for graduation). No statistical differences were revealed
(Table 2).
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Table 2: Mean Values and T-test of Self-concept Subscales and Total Scores by Degree
Type

Academic
Social
Emotional
Global

English MS
(n = 89 )

English DR
(n = 125 )

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

t (p)

6.74 (1.79)
7.18 (1.80)
5.04 (2.07)
6.72 (.88)

6.81 (1.72)
7.25 (1.57)
5.32 (2.14)
6.81 (.87)

-.286 (.775)
-.295 (.768)
-.951 (.343)
-.757 (.450)

English MS = English as a main chosen subject; English DR = English as a degree
requirement
The second independent sample t-test analysis was carried out to discover the differences
in self-concept levels between the group who had English as a main subject and the group
who had it as a non-elective degree requirement. No statistical differences were detected
(Table 3).
Table 3: Mean Values and T-test of Self-concept Subscales and Total Scores in Future
Teachers

Academic
Social
Emotional
Global

PET
(n = 59 )

PT
(n = 95)

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

t (p)

7.00 (1.82)
7.32 (1.58)
4.89 (2.17)
6.84 (.88)

7.04 (1.58)
7.45 (1.50)
5.11 (2.08)
6.97 (.83)

-.148 (.883)
-.501 (.617)
-.645 (.520)
-.883 (.379)

PET = future Primary English teachers ; PT = future Generalist, Music and Physical Education teachers
In order to gain more understanding of students’ self-concept, a correlation analysis was
conducted on the full sample to investigate the relationships between the total scale and the
academic, social and emotional subscales, on the one hand, and level and mark, on the other
hand (Table 4).
With respect to level, significant negative correlations were detected between level and
academic self-concept (r = -.135) and level and the global score of the scale (r = -.266); and
a significant positive correlation was found between level and the social subscale (r = .154).
As regards the variable mark, it was observed that it maintained a significant positive
correlation with the emotional subscale (r =.158).
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Table 4: Pearson Product-moment Correlations Among Self-concept Subscales the
Total Scale, and Level, and Mark
Level
Level
Mark

Mark

Academic

Social

Emotional

Global

.076

-.135*

.154*

.105

-.266**

.079

.090

.158*

-.003

Discussion
The study was mainly designed to gain insight into one important determinant of the foreign
language learning process, students’ self-concept, and its relation with the variables selected.
Through a global self-concept scale, this preliminary study attempted to elucidate the selfconcept levels of university learners of English enrolled in different degrees with the aim of
collecting data in a somewhat unexplored context, that of a university in Spain.
The results of the present study indicate that self-concept levels in students with different
marks in English do not differ significantly. These findings contradict previous research
showing that positive self-concept was linked to high academic achievement (Liu, 2009;
Marsh, Smith & Barnes, 1985).
In terms of differences between the self-concept levels of students with different levels
of English, it was observed that those at a higher level have lower academic and global selfconcept levels. These findings corroborate Lin & Sheen’s (1996) statement that self-concept
levels tend to be higher in the early stages of foreign language learning. For a possible interpretation of the results in the present study, we can refer to Horwitz’s (2007) explanation
about levels of anxiety -another self-related construct- in language learners. Learners very
often experience anxiety when speaking a foreign language, and higher level learners may
experience more anxiety than lower level learners when communicating in a foreign language,
since they may be more sensitive to differences between their mature thoughts and the actual
messages they are able to transmit, which may sometimes sound puerile. As learners advance
in their language mastery, they may become more aware of their limitations and weaknesses.
Likewise, how learners feel about themselves may vary across the different stages of the
language learning process.
But findings to the contrary have also been encountered. In the research by Liu (2010)
carried out with first-year university students who were receiving English instruction at the
University of Taiwan, the correlation between academic self-concept and level was not only
a positive correlation but also a strong one, so the higher ability group reported higher selfconcept levels than the lower ability group.
As for the self-concept levels in learners enrolled in different degrees, unexpectedly, no
significant differences were found. Our interest in studying the self-concept in learners specializing to be future language teachers can be justified by the belief that a lack of self-concept
now may become a lack of self-concept when they actually become teachers, and this may
well limit the experiences they provide to their students. Again, due to the close connection
between self-concept and anxiety, we can refer to Horwitz’s theories related to the relevance
of anxiety levels for language learners. Horwitz (1996) explains that the fact that a teacher
completes the required course to become certified to teach English does not mean his/her
language learning process has finished. Therefore, an anxious learner will probably become
an anxious teacher, which means he or she will have difficulty in offering a comfortable
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classroom atmosphere that facilitates the use of the foreign language. His/her linguistic interactions and instructional strategies will be more controlled and predictable and this is very
likely to deprive learners of the opportunity of enjoying a variety of classroom experiences.
We consider that exactly the same theory can be applied to self-concept.
Without doubt, more research is needed in this direction. The figures obtained in this
preliminary study should be complemented with figures obtained from research carried out
with a domain-specific self-concept scale. As Marsh (2006, pp. 16) points out, “if researchers
are specifically interested in self-concepts in particular academic subjects, then they should
measure self-concepts with scales specific to those subjects” Future research could make
use of the self-concept scale elaborated by Roncel Vega (2006) and administered to English
learners of Spanish as a foreign language and Slovenian learners of Spanish as a foreign
language (Roncel Vega, 2008).
Helping students to increase their self-concept levels should be one of the key aims of
any foreign language program. Consequently, the more detailed the information provided
about learners by this research area, the higher the probability of having successful foreign
language teaching/learning sessions. As noted by Arnold and Brown (1999), the relationship
between affect and language learning is bidirectional. Attention to affect can improve the
language learning process and the language sessions can help building up students’ affective
side.
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