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1. INTRODUCTION

Tandem learning is an autonomous form of language learning in which speakers 

of two different languages pair up with each other and help each other study their 

respective languages.  Thus, for example, a Mexican student who wants to study Japanese 

would be paired up with a Japanese student who wants to study Spanish.  The two 

governing principles behind tandem learning are autonomy, by which is meant the 

obligation of each participant to decide for themselves their own learning goals and 

learning topics, and reciprocity, by which is meant the obligation of each participant to 

assist their partner’s learning.  (Brammerts, 2003)   

This research applies the concept of learner beliefs, i.e. the attitudes and 

expectations through which learners conceptualize language learning, to tandem learning. 

As will be described below, participants in tandem learning, because it is autonomous 

learning by nature, are relatively free to engage in tandem learning on the basis of their 

own beliefs; thus the study of learner beliefs regarding tandem learning is of particular 

interest.   

To investigate learner beliefs regarding tandem learning, the author developed a 

questionnaire survey which was administered to participants in tandem learning activities 

conducted on the campus of Tokyo University of Foreign Studies (TUFS).  The survey 

was distributed three times; once during the fall quarter of 2016, and twice more during 

the spring semester of 2017.  This paper will address part of the results of the second and 

third surveys.   

2. DISCUSSION

The author’s reasons for applying the framework were threefold.  First, because 

tandem learning is autonomous in nature, participants have significant leeway in applying 

their beliefs to their learning, without contradiction from an instructor.  Second, 

participants alternate between two roles in tandem learning: that of the learner, and that 

of the partner.  In the former role, the participant is studying the language of their 

partner, and is called upon to direct their own learning.   In the latter role, the participant 

is helping their partner to study their own language, including answering questions about 

their own language and correcting their partner’s errors.  As Vassalo and Telles (2006) 

note, this leads to participants having a “dual nature” to which it can be expected they 

must apply differing beliefs.  Vassalo and Telles also importantly point out that the 

tandem learning experience may lead participants to change their beliefs about language 

learning.   Thirdly, there is a relative paucity of research regarding beliefs about tandem 

learning.  The most extensive research has been undertaken by Ryan (2008), who 

undertook questionnaires and interviews of tandem participants in a Canadian university 

to derive their beliefs.  Most notably, he found that the desire to make friends with 

speakers of the target language was a powerful motivator for participants’ participation in 

tandem learning; he also found that the desire to practice their target language through 
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interaction was a second motivator.   Ramos (2015) observed the beliefs of teacher-

students who were engaged in a Brazilian teletandem program (some researchers 

distinguish e-tandem and teletandem as two separate concepts), finding that the Brazilian 

participants underestimated their American partners’ knowledge of Brazil.  Additionally, 

the Brazilian participants held beliefs that Brazilian was a hard language teaching.  

Focusing on participants’ beliefs regarding tandem as revealed in group mediation, 

Elstermann (2016) found that nearly all tandem participants valued the opportunity for 

“free and spontaneous communication with the tandem partner.”  Learners also expressed 

expectations that they could study grammar or do text-work, as well as practicing verbs, 

formal language, proficiency tests, practicing pronunciation, and overcoming fear of 

using the foreign language.   

 Of the three research questions posed by the author, the first and the third shall be 

addressed in this paper.  The first survey question was, What kind of learner beliefs do 

tandem learning participants have? while the third was, How do the beliefs of exchange 

students and Japanese students participating in tandem learning differ? 

 The author developed a questionnaire survey to assess the beliefs of tandem 

learning, utilizing Elaine K. Horwitz’s (1988) Beliefs About Language Learning 

Inventory (BALLI) as a guide.  Survey items included items related to 1.) the content of 

tandem activities, 2.) autonomy, 3.) reciprocity, 4.) error correction, and 5.) division of 

language.  This paper shall address responses regarding areas 2 through 5 (the first area, 

related to the content of tandem activities, is not addressed in this paper).  The survey 

utilized a 5-point Likert scale, with respondents evaluating their level of agreement with 

survey statements.  (1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= neither disagree nor agree, 4 = 

agree, 5= strongly agree).  Two versions of the survey were produced; one for exchange 

students and one for Japanese students.  The former was written in Japanese and English, 

the latter was written in Japanese.  Questionnaire items were largely identical, however in 

the version for exchange students, questionnaire items referred to learning Japanese, 

however in items in the questionnaire for Japanese students referred to learning a “target 

language.”  Questions related to biographical data were also slightly different.   

 Four questionnaire items were developed in hopes of assessing participants beliefs 

regarding autonomous learning, and were based on items included in Saito Hiromi’s 

autonomous learning beliefs survey (Saito, 1996).  Two items were included in the 

survey regarding reciprocity; both were based on David Little’s description of the need 

for reciprocity in tandem learning (Little, 2003).  Three items were developed to assess 

participants’ beliefs about error correction based on Erik Otto’s (2003) research into 

tandem learning strategies and Hiromi Saito’s (1996) research into autonomous language 

learning beliefs.  In tandem learning, participants are expected to use one language at a 

time (Little, 2003).  To determine whether the participants felt this was important or not, 

a single item was included in the survey.   

Respondents to the author’s questionnaire surveys were participants in a tandem 

learning activity conducted by a student group at TUFS.  The Study Abroad Division of 

the university provides some assistance in the printing of fliers and posters, and in 

helping the student group to meet new exchange students, and in addition the group has a 

faculty advisor, who facilitates the use of a classroom for tandem learning activities, the 

group is otherwise autonomous and conducts tandem learning activities which are not 

integrated with TUFS curriculum.  This means that there is no formal relationship 
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between what participants study during tandem learning sessions, and their foreign 

language classes; though participants are of course free to bring their textbooks, 

classroom materials, or homework with them to the tandem learning sessions.  The form 

of tandem learning engaged in is face-to-face tandem learning, in which participants meet 

each other physically, in contrast with e-tandem, in which participants communicate with 

each other over long distances via the internet.   

 At the beginning of each term, potential participants sign up via a google form, 

and are paired up according to the language they seek to practice.  Although there are 

occasionally examples of two exchange students getting paired up to practice each other’s 

language (e.g., an English-speaker and a Chinese-speaker studying together), in the vast 

majority of cases, the pairings consist of a Japanese student and an exchange student.  In 

the three surveys conducted by the researcher, every single respondent was either a 

Japanese student studying a foreign language, or an exchange student studying Japanese.  

The most typical combinations were Japanese-Chinese, Japanese-English, and Japanese-

Thai; however, less commonly studied languages such as Lao, Polish, and Turkish were 

also represented.    

Initially, the questionnaire with only items related to the content of tandem study 

was conducted in the fall semester of 2016 at TUFS.  A second and third questionnaire, 

which included the items listed above were conducted during the spring semester of 

2017.  The second questionnaire was conducted during the 3rd and 4th weeks of the 

tandem learning program, and the third survey was conducted during the second to final 

week of the program.     A total of 32 exchange students and 27 Japanese students 

responded to the second survey, while 28 exchange students and 26 Japanese students 

responded to the third survey.  Both surveys were conducted during the same term, as 

such approximately 50% of respondents filled out both surveys; aggregate responses 

were 60 exchange students and 53 Japanese students.   

All exchange students who answered the questionnaire were studying Japanese in 

tandem; there was significant diversity in their native languages, but the most common 

were Chinese, Thai, and English.  Respondents varied in terms of academic year and 

length of Japanese study.  Most Japanese students were 1st or 2nd year undergraduate 

students; with the exception of those studying English, most were at the beginner level of 

studying their target language.  There was a great diversity of target languages; Chinese, 

English, and Thai were the most popular.  

The tables below indicate the results of the surveys.  Please note that for each 

survey item, the corresponding statement in English is given.  Exchange students 

responding to this statement were provided with both the statement in English and in 

Japanese.  Japanese students received the statement in Japanese, with the phrase “target 

language” substituted for “Japanese.”  In the Likert scale used, (1) was for “strongly 

disagree,” while (5) was for “strongly agree.”  Exchange student answers and Japanese 

student answers are listed separately; the scale number receiving the most responses is 

highlighted in grey.   

 

Table 1: Results (autonomy) 

 

1. If one is highly motivated to learn Japanese, one can learn it even without taking 

regular classes. 
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Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Avg. SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
1 10 13 24 12 

3.6 1.0 
1.7% 16.7% 21.7% 40.0% 20.0% 

Japanese 
4 12 9 22 6 

3.3 1.2 
7.5% 22.6% 17.0% 41.5% 11.3% 

2. If one is engaged in an activity involving the use of Japanese, this can help one learn 

Japanese, regardless of what the activity is. 

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Avg SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
1 1 9 23 26 

4.2 0.9 
1.7% 1.7% 15.0% 38.3% 43.3% 

Japanese 
1 1 9 26 16 

4.0 0.9 
1.9% 1.9% 17.0% 49.1% 30.2% 

3. If one has a need to use Japanese, one’s Japanese will improve regardless of what 

method one uses to learn it. 

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4） (5) N/A Avg. SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
0 7 15 16 21 1 

3.9 1.0 
0.0% 11.7% 25.0% 26.7% 35.0% 1.7% 

Japanese 
0 2 10 24 16 1 

4.0 0.8 
0.0% 3.8% 18.9% 45.3% 30.2% 1.9% 

4. It is difficult to improve one’s Japanese if one doesn’t have a study plan. 

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) N/A Avg SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
0 7 21 21 10 1 

3.6 0.9 
0.0% 11.7% 35.0% 35.0% 16.7% 1.7% 

Japanese 
1 3 13 22 14 0 

3.8 0.9 
1.9% 5.7% 24.5% 41.5% 26.4% 0.0% 

 

 In regards to questions about autonomy, more than half of respondents expressed 

belief that one could learn a language outside the classroom; the majority of respondents 

were confident that using the target language would help them improve their abilities; 

almost as many students were confident that having the necessity to use the target 

language would help them learn it.  Slightly more Japanese students than exchange 

students felt that having a plan ahead of time was important to language study.  

 

Table 2: Results (reciprocity)  

 

1. When I am studying with someone else, I want to help that person learn. 

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Avg. SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
1 1 2 14 42 

4.6 0.8 
1.7% 1.7% 3.3% 23.3% 70.0% 
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Japanese 
1 0 1 20 31 

4.5 0.7 
1.9% 0.0% 1.9% 37.7% 58.5% 

2. I want to help my tandem partner improve their language skills. 

5段評価→ 
(1) (2) (3) (4） （5） N/A Avg. SD 

回答者↓ 

Exchange 
1 1 3 12 42 1 

4.6 0.8 
1.7% 1.7% 5.0% 20.0% 70.0% 1.7% 

Japanese 
0 1 2 25 25 0 

4.4 0.7 
0.0% 1.9% 3.8% 47.2% 47.2% 0.0% 

 

 In regards to reciprocity, respondents strongly expressed the desire to help 

someone else they are studying with learn, whether in general or in tandem.  What 

remains unclear was whether tandem participants saw their responsibilities to their 

partners as distinct in tandem learning, or whether they saw their responsibilities as the 

same as when simply studying together with another person.   

 

Table 3: Results (Error correction) 

 

1. When I am studying with someone else, I try to correct that person’s 

mistakes. 

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Avg. SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
1 3 9 22 25 

4.1 1.0 
1.7% 5.0% 15.0% 36.7% 41.7% 

Japanese 
1 4 10 29 9 

3.8 0.9 
1.9% 7.5% 18.9% 54.7% 17.0% 

2. When I am studying with someone else, I want that person to correct my 

mistakes. 

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Avg. SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
1 1 2 14 42 

4.6 0.8 
1.7% 1.7% 3.3% 23.3% 70.0% 

Japanese 
0 1 0 10 42 

4.8 0.6 
0.0% 1.9% 0.0% 18.9% 79.2% 

3. During tandem learning, it could be awkward if I correct my partner’s 

mistakes. 

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Avg.  SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
17 19 11 8 5 

2.4 1.3 
28.3% 31.7% 18.3% 13.3% 8.3% 

Japanese 
22 23 6 2 0 

1.8 0.8 
41.5% 43.4% 11.3% 3.8% 0.0% 
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 In regards to error correction, majorities expressed the belief that they should 

correct mistakes made by someone else they are studying with, although agreement was 

even stronger with regards to having their own mistakes corrected.  While very few 

Japanese students expressed concern that correcting their partner’s mistakes could be 

awkward, a minority of exchange students expressed this belief.   

 

Table 4: Results (language use) 

 

1.  

Scale → 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Avg SD 

Resp. ↓ 

Exchange 
8 12 23 13 4 

2.9 1.1 
13.3% 20.0% 38.3% 21.7% 6.7% 

Japanese 
3 10 14 21 5 

3.3 1.1 
5.7% 18.9% 26.4% 39.6% 9.4% 

 

 In regards to separating language use, only 28.4% of exchange students, and 49% 

of Japanese students, expressed the belief that it was important to only use one language 

at a time in tandem learning. 

 

3. CONCLUSION  

 Overall, exchange students and Japanese students expressed similar beliefs 

regarding tandem learning.  More Japanese students than exchange students felt that 

having a plan was important to language learning, and more Japanese students also felt 

that it was important to separate languages when doing tandem learning.  A minority of 

Exchange students felt that correcting their partners’ mistakes could be awkward, while 

almost no Japanese student expressed this belief.   

 Much future research needs to be done.  During the spring and summer terms of 

2018, the author has been engaged in conducting qualitative interviews with tandem 

participants about their beliefs.  While analysis of these interviews has only just begun, it 

is already clear that an understanding of tandem learning beliefs must be expanded to 

include the following items: the value of tandem learning to participants in promoting 

social interaction, the value of tandem learning in motivating the participant to use the 

target language, the value to the participant of gaining entrance into the community of 

speakers of the target language, and beliefs regarding whether it is preferable to utilize 

explicit corrections of partners’ mistakes or implicit corrections.   
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