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Abstract: This study investigates students’ (n = 30) experiences of the pre-Diploma Programme
(pre-DP) year in Finland. We examined how the students perceived the impact of English-medium
teaching on their content learning, how their English self-concept had evolved during the year and
what factors had contributed to this. The data were collected by initial and follow-up questionnaires
and semi-structured interviews. The students’ content learning had become easier during the year.
In addition, the students had a relatively strong English self-concept already when entering the
pre-DP and it had further strengthened during the year. Oral skills were the area that the students
highlighted as having improved the most. Becoming used to using English and peer influence were
cited as the main factors contributing to this. The study provides important preliminary insights into
students’ experiences of learning through a foreign language in the pre-DP year in relation to content
learning and English self-concept.

Keywords: international baccalaureate; pre-DP year; content learning; English language self-concept;
Finland

1. Introduction

The International Baccalaureate (IB), founded in 1968, is a non-profit organisation
developed to provide standardised, international education that aims to advocate intercul-
tural understanding and respect [1]. The IB offers four types of educational programmes to
students aged from 3 to 19: the Primary Years programme, the Middle Years Programme,
the Diploma Programme and the Career-related Programme. There are over 5000 schools
in the world offering IB programmes, with millions of students in 159 countries. In Fin-
land there are 19 IB schools, 16 of which offer the Diploma Programme for students aged
16–19 [2]. The IB Diploma Programme is an academically challenging two-year course that
prepares the students for university. Students choose six subjects to study, and at least three
of these subjects must be taken as higher level (HL) courses which explore the subject in
more depth than the standard level (SL) courses. These subjects need to be chosen from a
set of subject groups, which include an A-language and a foreign language.

For the purposes of this study, one of the constitutive features of the programme
is the language of instruction. The IB offers three possible operating languages for the
programme depending on the location of the school. In Finland, the language of instruction
is English, which means that almost all communication and teaching is in English. All
subjects apart from some of the language courses are taught entirely in English. In Finland,
as in many other Nordic countries, the Diploma Programme is preceded by a pre-DP year
to fit the three-year upper secondary school model. During the pre-DP year, students study
essentially according to the national syllabus but conduct their studies in English. The
pre-DP year thus also serves to accustom the students to studying in a foreign language.
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The target school of this study is a state-funded school that offers the Finnish national
curriculum as well as the IB programme. The IB programme at the school consists of two
streams: the international and national stream. In the international stream, the students
often come from international backgrounds and may be in Finland temporarily; for instance,
due to their parents’ employment. Students in the national stream, which is the focus of
this study, have usually completed their basic education in Finnish schools according to
the national Finnish curriculum and most of them speak either Finnish or Swedish as their
native language. Apart from courses in their native language, the two groups of students
complete their studies together. In this school, students are admitted on the basis of their
final marks in basic education, in combination with an entrance exam in three subjects: the
student’s L1 (Finnish or Swedish), English and mathematics. This means that the students
tend to have a relatively good proficiency in English even before starting their studies in the
IB. However, to many of them, the mode of studying in a foreign language is new. In this
longitudinal study, we are interested in examining how they experience the pre-DP year in
terms of their content learning and English self-concept. The specific research questions
addressed in this study are the following:

How do participants (n = 30) perceive the impact of English-medium teaching on
content learning in different subjects?

How does the participants’ English self-concept evolve during the pre-DP year?
What factors influence the development of the participants’ English self-concept?

2. Content Learning in English-Medium Education

Although the topic has not been exhaustively studied, IB students have been found to
perform well academically and therefore excel in learning the content [3]. Many studies,
however, have failed to control important variables such as the students’ prior academic
achievement or socioeconomic background. Only a few studies to date have had a more
rigorous research setting. In a study by Green and Vignoles [4], in which many potentially
influencing factors were controlled, previous IB students outperformed their counterparts
at university. As a limitation, however, this study also did not control for students’ prior
academic ability, which may have affected the results. Saavedra’s [5] study, in turn, con-
trolled for students’ prior academic achievement and socioeconomic background and found
that the Diploma Programme improved students’ academic performance. The Diploma
Programme increased students’ chances of graduating from high school by 20 per cent.
Moreover, the students scored better in externally assessed aptitude tests. It is noteworthy,
that many of the students in the study came from low-income families which gives further
support to the potential of the Diploma Programme.

The assumption that students typically learn content well even when studying in a
language foreign to them is also supported by immersion and CLIL (Content and Language
Integrated Learning) contexts. Lazaruk’s [6] review showed that, overall, immersion
education has had a neutral or slightly positive effect on students’ content learning. Most
studies have measured the learning of mathematics, science and history. Lazaruk [6]
suggests that bilingualism is associated with heightened mental flexibility and creative
thinking skills, which may partly explain the positive effects of immersion on students’
content learning. Similar results have been obtained in corresponding CLIL studies [7].
Particularly, the learning of mathematics has been better for CLIL students compared to
their non-CLIL peers. Science learning, on the other hand, has shown more mixed results.
Students themselves have likewise considered that the CLIL approach has had a positive
effect on their content learning. Despite this general trend, there have been some students
who have struggled with content learning and had a more negative attitude towards this
education approach [8–10].
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3. English Language Self-Concept
3.1. Conceptualising Self-Concept

Self-concept is a psychological construct that represents people’s self-perceptions [11].
It is sometimes used interchangeably with self-esteem and self-efficacy although they are
separate constructs [12]. Self-esteem is the broadest and most evaluative of the above
constructs as it represents one’s global self-perceptions [12,13]. Self-efficacy, in turn, is
the most specific as it is understood as people’s beliefs in their ability to accomplish very
context-specific tasks [12]. Self-concept is considered to both overlap with and differ from
self-esteem and self-efficacy [12]. Self-concept is perceived as more domain-specific than
self-esteem as it includes several specific self-concepts [11] but less task-specific than self-
efficacy [12]. In addition, self-concept differs from self-esteem and self-efficacy in that it has
both evaluative and cognitive elements, whereas self-esteem is predominantly evaluative
and self-efficacy cognitive [12].

According to Shavelson et al. [11], Marsh and Shavelson [14] and Marsh et al. [15],
self-concept has a hierarchical structure. That is, it consists of a more stable core and various
domain-specific self-concepts that are less stable and more susceptible to change. Markus
and Wurf [16] share this view and propose that self-concept is both stable and malleable.
They use the term “working self-concept” and define it as “a continually active, shifting
array of accessible self-knowledge” [16] (p. 306). Initially, Shavelson et al. [11] divided
self-concept into academic and non-academic self-concepts. Academic self-concept in-
cludes English, history, math and science self-concepts whereas non-academic self-concept
encompasses social, emotional and physical self-concepts. Marsh and Shavelson [14] and
Marsh et al. [15] later divided the academic self-concept into math academic self-concept
and verbal academic self-concept, one part of which is the foreign language self-concept.

Mercer [12] draws on the above conceptualisations of self-concept and defines the
foreign language self-concept as “an individual’s self-descriptions of competence and evalu-
ative feelings about themselves as a Foreign Language (FL) learner” [12] (p. 14). According
to Mercer [12], foreign language self-concept is not static but a dynamic and situational
construct that can oscillate throughout the years. Mercer [12] questions whether a holistic
foreign language self-concept is sufficient to understand the complexity of language learn-
ing. Similarly, Laine and Pihko [17] separate the foreign language self-concept into global,
specific and task levels. The global level refers to a person’s beliefs about themselves as a
foreign language learner whereas the specific level refers to a person’s self-perceptions in
a given language. The task-level, in turn, denotes a person’s perceptions of their abilities
in specific language skills such as speaking or writing. The data of Mercer’s [12] study
support the need to distinguish between various self-concepts corresponding to a particu-
lar foreign language as learners often have distinct self-beliefs about different languages.
Similar observations were found in studies by Yeung and Wong [18] as well as by Roiha
and Mäntylä [19]. Some studies have even implied that the specific self-concept for each
foreign language could be divided into even more microscopic self-concepts within the lan-
guage such as listening, speaking, reading or writing self-concept [20,21], thus being in line
with Laine and Pihko’s [17] task-level foreign language self-concept. In this study, we are
interested in the participants’ perceptions of themselves as English language learners and
users. Thus, we approach the data through an English as a foreign language self-concept
which can be seen as a subcomponent of the global foreign language self-concept [12,15].

3.2. Factors Influencing Self-Concept

Academic self-concept is believed to be shaped by a number of factors. In Marsh’s [22]
I/E frame of reference model, the factors affecting academic self-concept are divided into
internal and external ones. Both the math and verbal self-concepts are shaped based on
internal and external comparisons. In the internal frame of reference, pupils compare their
distinct math and verbal self-concepts to each other which reinforces the self-concept that
they perceive as stronger. That is, if a pupil thinks of themselves as better at languages
than at math, this internal comparison is believed to strengthen their verbal self-concept
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regardless of their performance. The external frame of reference relates to pupils comparing
their self-concept to that of others which may consequently affect their own self-concept.
Another theory of self-concept formation is the reciprocal effects model (REM) [23,24]
according to which the academic achievement of pupils and their academic self-concept
have a reciprocal relationship and are a mutual cause and effect. That is, positive academic
self-concept is believed to have a positive effect on one’s achievement and vice versa.
Finally, the big-fish-little-pond effect (BFLPE) is also suggested to be important in the
formation of one’s academic self-concept [25]. The BFLBE model assumes that pupils’
academic self-concept is formed in relation to their peers. In a class with more able peers,
one is likely to have a weaker academic self-concept compared to a class in which the peers
are less able.

With regard to factors affecting one’s foreign language self-concept, Mercer [12] has
applied the I/E model by Marsh [22] to language learning. Mercer [12] suggests that the
internal factors are internal comparisons across subjects, languages and skills as well as
beliefs about specific languages and language learning in general. External factors, in
turn, consist of social comparisons, feedback from significant others, perceived experiences
of success/failure and previous experiences of learning/using languages in a variety of
contexts. Pihko [26] proposes that the paramount factor affecting one’s self-concept is
one’s learning experiences. That is, positive learning experiences are likely to result in a
positive foreign language self-concept whereas negative ones may lead to a more negative
self-concept. According to Pihko [26], also feedback from peers and teachers contribute to
the formation of one’s foreign language self-concept.

3.3. Previous Studies on Foreign Language Self-Concept

In general, self-concept is a somewhat neglected concept in language learning re-
search, let alone in bilingual education. Lately, however, a few studies have explored
L2 self-concept in English Medium Instruction (EMI) contexts at a tertiary level [27–29].
These studies have shown that students’ L2 self-concept manifests itself differently among
students and that positive L2 self-concept facilitates learning. There are also a few stud-
ies on foreign language self-concept in CLIL education. Seikkula-Leino [30] looked at
Finnish primary CLIL students’ (n = 116) and their non-CLIL peers’ self-concept in for-
eign languages. Surprisingly, her study showed that the CLIL students’ foreign language
self-concept was significantly lower than that of their non-CLIL counterparts. This applied
to both their global foreign language self-concept as well as their domain specific foreign
language self-concepts (i.e., comprehension, reading, writing and speaking). According
to Seikkula-Leino [30], one reason for this could be the fact that CLIL students are often
exposed to demanding language in CLIL lessons, which may make them feel incompetent,
which has a direct impact on their self-concept in the target language.

Pihko [26] examined the foreign language self-concept of CLIL (n = 209) and main-
stream students (n = 181) in lower secondary school. Contrary to Seikkula-Leino’s [30]
study, the CLIL students’ foreign language self-concept in Pihko’s [26] study was higher
and more positive than that of their non-CLIL peers in all the measured domains (i.e.,
reading, speaking, pronunciation, writing, listening, vocabulary and grammar). Pihko [26]
suggests that CLIL classes are potential environments for the development of a positive
foreign language self-concept, as CLIL students are using the language as a vehicle for
meaningful action.

More recently, Rumlich [31] investigated the English as a foreign language self-concept
(EFL SC) of 321 CLIL students, their 221 non-CLIL peers in the same school and 134 students
who were in a school without a CLIL track. The results showed that the CLIL students’
EFL SC increased slightly over the two years, while it remained the same for the students
in a school without a CLIL track and decreased slightly for non-CLIL peers in the CLIL
school [31]. However, the CLIL students’ EFL SC was higher already at the outset of
the study, which according to Rumlich [31] may explain most of the increase during the
2-year period.
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In their retrospective approach, Roiha and Mäntylä [20] examined the effect of CLIL-
education on pupils’ English language self-concept from the pupils’ (n = 24) perspectives.
The vast majority of them felt that their CLIL experience had been instrumental in con-
tributing to their strong and robust English self-concept. The pupils highlighted the early
start with English (i.e., age of 7), social comparisons and feedback from significant others
as the main factors influencing their English self-concept.

Although foreign language self-concept has been examined in some previous studies
on bilingual education (mostly CLIL), at least to our knowledge, it has not been studied in
the context of IB. The present study aims to fill this research gap by exploring the English
self-concept of students in their pre-DP year.

4. Methods

The data for the present study were collected via questionnaires (initial and follow-
up questionnaire) and interviews between the fall of 2021 and the spring of 2022 in a
pre-DP English as a foreign language group at an IB school in Finland. The study was
committed to complying with the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation and the research
ethics principles of the university where the researchers worked. The questionnaires were
conducted anonymously; only the students’ initials were asked to match their original
responses to the follow-up responses. Permission to conduct the research was sought from
the school where the study was carried out. Moreover, the research group prepared an
electronic note that was sent to the students’ guardians, who either agreed or refused to
permit their child to be included in the study. Participation in the study was voluntary, and
respondents could discontinue filling out the questionnaire if they wished.

4.1. Participants

The group that was surveyed consisted of 30 students, aged 15–17, who study English
as a foreign language. The initial questionnaire took place when the students had studied
in pre-DP for approximately 6 weeks, and the follow-up questionnaire after approximately
7 months of pre-DP studies. Between the questionnaires, three students changed schools
and therefore did not participate in the follow-up questionnaire. Out of the 30 students, all
spoke only Finnish as their native language except for one native speaker of Somali, one
native speaker of Bulgarian, and one student who reported being bilingual in Finnish and
English. Four students had previously studied in a CLIL-class or other type of bilingual ed-
ucation.

4.2. Data Collection and Analysis

The questionnaire data were collected in Webropol. The questionnaire items were
designed in order to examine how the students perceived the learning of different subjects
in pre-DP and how their domain-specific English self-concepts, such as speaking, reading
and writing, evolve during the pre-DP year, namely 7 months. In the initial questionnaire,
the students were first asked to report what kinds of grades they had received from their
previous English studies in lower secondary school. In addition to this, they were asked
to describe how challenging, motivating or useful the students considered their English
studies in lower secondary school. In order to find out how 7 months of studying in English
had affected the students’ perceptions of themselves as learners, we asked them to evaluate
the impact of studying in English on their learning in mathematics, in natural sciences (e.g.,
physics, chemistry) and in other humanities subjects (e.g., history, psychology) in both the
initial and follow-up questionnaires. For these questions, the students had to choose one
of the following options: I did not study the subject, does not affect learning, facilitates
learning or makes learning more difficult.

In both the initial and follow-up questionnaires, the students were also asked to rate
how good they considered their global English language skills, how well they could write,
pronounce or speak English as well as understand speech or written texts in English. The
questionnaire also asked for their opinion on how hardworking, fast and motivated learners
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they were, including whether they were anxious or enjoyed speaking English. Last, we
wanted to find out whether they perceived the tasks given to them in English subject
lessons as difficult. Most of the questionnaire items were five-point Likert scale statements:
fully disagree (1), disagree (2), neither agree nor disagree (3), agree (4) and fully agree
(5). In addition, the questionnaires contained a few open-ended questions in which the
participants were able to elaborate on their views regarding the questionnaire statements.

All data collection was conducted in Finnish and the questions were designed to
be student-friendly; that is, complex terminology was avoided, reducing the possibility
of misinterpretation. The questionnaire was piloted with three students and no changes
were made based on their feedback. Both questionnaires, the coding and the analysis
were conducted in Finnish. The results were translated into English by the authors. All
responses were analysed with IBM SPSS 27. Differences between the initial and follow-up
results were analysed using paired samples t-test followed with effect size evaluation using
Cohen’s d [32].

The interviews were conducted at the end of the pre-DP year; that is, in the spring of
2022. From the 30 students who answered the initial questionnaire, five were chosen for
the interviews, selected on the basis of their answers to the questionnaires. The students
have been assigned pseudonyms invented by the authors to preserve their anonymity. The
following table (Table 1) elaborates on the backgrounds of the interviewees.

Table 1. Details of the interviews and interviewees.

Pseudonym Sue May Logan Sloan Haven

Interview venue School School School School School

Interview time Spring 2022 Spring 2022 Spring 2022 Spring 2022 Spring 2022

Age 16 16 15 16 16

Mother tongue Finnish Finnish Finnish Finnish Finnish

Previous experience in
bilingual education None None CLIL

(grades 7–9) None None

The interviews were conducted by two of the researchers (i.e., author 2 and author
3) who also work as teachers at the school in which the research was conducted. This
way, the students were familiar with the researchers, and the interviews could be labelled
acquaintance interviews [33]. As Roiha and Iikkanen [33] have pointed out, in acquaintance
interviews, the prior relationship between the interviewers and interviewees can serve
as resource and may allow a more relaxed atmosphere to the interview situation. In
addition, in an acquaintance interview setting, the researchers have a lot of contextual
and background information that may not be available to an external interviewer. The
interviews were semi-structured [34]: all five students were asked similar questions, but
the conversational nature of the interview allowed some questions to be pursued in more
detail. This made the interviews structured enough to cover the same core themes, yet
flexible enough to allow room for any new observations to emerge. All interviews were
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews were analysed with aspects
of thematic analysis [35], informed by the theoretical background of foreign language
self-concept.

5. Results

In this section, we present the questionnaire and interview results according to the
research questions: (1) perceived effect of English-medium teaching on content learning in
different subjects, (2) the development on the participants’ English language self-concept
during the pre-DP year and (3) the factors influencing this development. The results for the
third research question are based solely on the interviews since the questionnaires focused
only on the manifestation of the students’ self-concept and not on the factors influencing it.
We have incorporated direct quotations from the students in the results section, which we
have translated into English (original language Finnish).
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First, however, we report on some background information retrieved from the initial
questionnaire. As indicated in the initial questionnaire, 80% of the students reported
having the highest grade (i.e., 10 on a scale of 4–10) in English in lower secondary school,
77% reported having the second highest grade (i.e., 9) and only 13% reported having the
third highest grade (i.e., 8). None of the students had ever received a grade below 8. The
students therefore had a high level of English proficiency when they started the pre-DP
year. All the students indicated English as being easy in lower secondary school; however,
only 63% of them considered the English lessons useful whereas 7% of them considered
lower secondary school English lessons useless. Surprisingly, as many as 43% thought that
English lessons had been boring and only 33% had found them motivating. One possible
reason for this may be the ease of English and the fact that the subject had not provided
them with enough challenges.

5.1. Content Learning

As regards content learning, a paired samples t-test indicated statistical significance in
students’ stances toward the impact of studying in English on their learning in mathematics
(Mdiff = 0.33, 95% CI [0.11, 0.55], t(26) = 3.12, p = 0.004, effect size d = 0.60 ‘medium’).
The students felt that at the end of the pre-DP year, learning mathematics in English was
easier than at the start of the year and some even considered the use of English facilitating
their learning. A corresponding trend was identified in natural sciences (e.g., physics,
chemistry) as in the initial questionnaire, 80% had considered English-medium teaching
making learning the subjects in question more difficult and in the follow-up questionnaire
only about half thought the same (Mdiff = 0.44, 95% CI [0.09, 0.80], t(26) = 2.59, p = 0.016,
effect size d = 0.50 ‘medium’). It is important to note that even though the number of
students who considered that English-medium teaching had complicated their learning of
natural sciences had dropped, still more than half of them felt that it made their learning
more difficult. Regarding other humanities subjects (e.g., history, psychology), considerably
more students felt that the English-medium instruction facilitates their learning in the
follow-up than in the initial questionnaire. Similarly, at the end of the pre-DP year, only
11 per cent of the students felt that the English-medium teaching makes the learning of
other humanities subjects more difficult, compared to only a fifth who thought so at the
beginning of the year. Though, it should be noted that 43% of the participants did not study
other humanities subjects at the time when the initial questionnaire data were collected
(see Table 2).

Table 2. The participants’ answers on content learning in the initial and follow-up questionnaires.

Statement
Initial/

Follow-Up
Questionnaire

I Did Not
Study the
Subject

1. Makes
Learning More

Difficult

2. Does Not
Affect

Learning

3. Facilitates
Learning M (SD)

Assess the impact of English-medium teaching on
your learning in mathematics.

Initial 0% 40% 57% 3% 1.67 (0.55)

Follow-up 0% 19% 63% 18% 2.00 (0.62)
(pdiff = 0.004)

Assess the impact of English-medium teaching on
your learning in natural sciences (e.g., physics,
chemistry).

Initial 0% 80% 17% 3% 1.26 (0.53)

Follow-Up 0% 52% 26% 22% 1.70 (0.82)
(pdiff = 0.016)

Assess the impact of English-medium teaching on
your learning in other humanities subjects (e.g.,
history, psychology).

Initial 43% 20% 27% 10% 1.93 (0.70)

Follow-Up 0% 11% 37% 52% 2.33 (0.72)

Note. p-values in the last column indicates the statistical significance of mean paired differences when significance
level was below 0.05 (paired t-test).

The interviewed students mostly talked about issues related to their self-concept and
content learning was only touched upon in relation to this. Some of them brought forward
the concern of the subject-specific or “academic” vocabulary, as Haven puts it:

(1) Haven: Well, at first it made me a bit nervous [to speak English], because I have
not studied in English before. So I wondered if I’ll know enough vocabulary in
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mathematics or other subjects like that. I had this sense of security with my English
skills, that I know [English] and understand it really well, but I did not know if I could
use it, and how much of so called academic vocabulary I know. And in the beginning
it took a while to get used to, but once I got the hang of it, now it feels natural to use.

Haven’s quote reveals how initially she was a little unsure of her grasp of mathematical
concepts in English. This is understandable, as certain subject-specific concepts are not
among the high-frequency words and therefore students may not have encountered them
before. However, with strong general English skills, students are able to quickly absorb
new language and concepts and integrate them into their existing mental lexicon. Haven’s
quote also reflects the idea that students are gradually accustomed to studying in a foreign
language, which may at first be a new issue to them. This was a recurring theme in the
interviews and discussed more in the section Factors influencing the participants’ English
self-concept.

Similarly, in her interview, Sloan talked about the mathematics lessons and how
the language was a slight hindrance at first but now she finds the Finnish instructions
confusing instead:

(2) Sloan: But it is now no longer like that, because we have learned [mathematics] now
in English. So if you have to look at a task in Finnish, you don’t get it anymore. So
now it’s like the other way round.

5.2. English Self-Concept

Based on the questionnaires, the students had a very positive global English self-
concept already at the outset of the pre-DP year (see statement “I am good at English”)
and it had remained positive during the year. Many domain-specific English self-concepts
were very similar in both the initial and follow-up questionnaires. This was the case, for
instance, for the students’ English writing and comprehension self-concepts which had
remained very positive. Statistical significance was only seen in two statements. Firstly,
the students were more motivated to study English at the end than in the beginning of
the pre-DP year (Mdiff = 0.30, 95% CI [0.06, 0.54], t(26) = 2.53, p = 0.018, effect size d = 0.49
‘medium’). Secondly, the students felt that their English self-concept in pronunciation was
more positive in the follow-up questionnaire (Mdiff = 0.44, 95% CI [0.15, 0.74], t(26) = 3.07,
p = 0.005, effect size d = 0.59 ‘medium’). Overall, it seems that the students felt that their
oral skills improved the most during the pre-DP year (see Table 3).

In the interviews, the students’ English self-concept came across as highly strong. They
felt that the pre-DP year had further strengthened their already-robust English self-concept.
For instance, in the following quotation, Sue describes how her global English self-concept
had changed during the year:

(3) Sue: I’d say it has become stronger. Before pre-IB [=pre-DP] I thought I was already
really good at English. Now that I’ve been here for a while I feel that I’m even better
at English. My ego has grown!

Although in the above quotation Sue says she felt she was already good at English
before the year, she nevertheless expressed feelings of uncertainty about the start of the
pre-DP year as evidenced in the below quotation:

(4) Sue: The first period was a terrible experience. I was so scared of coming here. I was
afraid I wouldn’t know anything. But then being here makes me realise that it’s not
that bad. You get used to it and there are nice people around you who are willing to
help out. So when at first it felt awful now it’s really nice.

Sue’s quotation aptly illustrates the dynamic and situational nature of self-concept [12].
That is, although she considered herself proficient in English, the beginning of the pre-DP
year was difficult for her on an affective level and her strong English self-concept suffered a
momentary decline. This coincides with Marsh and Seaton’s [25] big-fish-little-pond theory,
which suggests that one’s academic self-concept is formed in relation to their peers. In
Sue’s case, studying in the pre-DP with other students who were supposedly at a similar
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level of English to her temporarily lowered her self-concept, whereas previously she had
been better at English than her classmates, which in turn had contributed to her strong
English self-concept.

Table 3. The participants’ answers on English self-concept in the initial and follow-up questionnaires.

Statement
Initial/Follow-

Up
Questionnaire

Fully Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree Agree Fully

Agree M (SD)

I am good at English. Initial 43% 57% 4.59 (0.50)
Follow-Up 30% 70% 4.70 (0.47)

I can write well in English. Initial 3% 54% 43% 4.41 (0.57)
Follow-Up 4% 52% 44% 4.41 (0.57)

I am good at speaking English. Initial 7% 10% 36% 47% 4.30 (0.82)
Follow-Up 4% 52% 44% 4.41 (0.57)

I am a diligent English student. Initial 3% 3% 23% 54% 17% 3.81 (0.88)
Follow-Up 4% 4% 7% 55% 30% 4.04 (0.94)

I am a quick learner of English. Initial 3% 37% 60% 4.59 (0.57)
Follow-Up 37% 63% 4.63 (0.49)

I am good at pronouncing English
words.

Initial 10% 13% 50% 27% 4.00 (0.83)

Follow-Up 56% 44% 4.44 (0.51)
(pdiff = 0.005)

The tasks given in the English subject
are difficult.

Initial 37% 60% 3% 4% 1.67 (0.56)
Follow-Up 41% 55% 1.70 (0.82)

I understand English speech very well. Initial 30% 70% 4.74 (0.45)
Follow-Up 4% 26% 70% 4.67 (0.56)

It is difficult for me to understand
written texts in English.

Initial 47% 40% 13% 1.67 (0.73)
Follow-Up 55% 41% 4% 1.48 (0.58)

I am motivated to study English.
Initial 7% 16% 57% 20% 4.00 (0.73)

Follow-Up 15% 41% 44% 4.30 (0.72)
(pdiff = 0.018)

I like to use English. Initial 17% 83% 4.85 (0.36)
Follow-Up 19% 81% 4.81 (0.40)

I am anxious about speaking English. Initial 37% 23% 17% 20%
3%

2.22 (1.28)
Follow-Up 33% 48% 4% 15% 2.00 (1.00)

Note. p-values in the last column indicates the statistical significance of mean paired differences when significance
level was below 0.05 (paired t-test).

Sloan pointed out how her English was so strong that she found it even strange to use
Finnish anymore:

(5) Interviewer: Do you and your friends speak English at school?

Sloan: Yes, definitely. No one wants to speak Finnish when it sounds so strange.
In her interview, Sloan juxtaposed her English and Finnish self-concepts and seemed

to present her Finnish self-concept in a more negative light. This is interesting since
presumably she is still better at Finnish than English, which demonstrates that one’s ability
in a language is not directly linked to one’s language self-concept. Adhering to Marsh’s [22]
and Mercer’s [12] theories, the internal comparisons between the two languages may have
reinforced her English self-concept and conversely weakened her Finnish self-concept (see
also quote 2). Similar results were found in studies by Roiha and Mäntylä [19,20].

In addition to the students’ global English self-concept, they also talked about their
domain-specific English self-concepts and how they had developed during the year. In
line with the questionnaire results, the most salient theme emerging from the interviews
was the students’ perception of their improved spoken English skills. Sue describes this
as follows:

(6) Sue: Before I came here I obviously spoke Finnish. When I came here there was a lot
of English around me. I have become used to it, and now speaking in English is more
natural than speaking in Finnish. Speaking in Finnish makes me more nervous now
than speaking in English, especially at school.
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Similarly to Sloan, Sue also seems to have formed a more positive self-concept in
English than in Finnish.

Pronunciation was a specific area in oral skills that the interviewed students brought
forward. They felt that their pronunciation had improved a lot and that they had gained
more confidence in that area during the pre-DP year. The below quotation by Haven
substantiates this view:

(7) Haven: I feel more confident using English, and it doesn’t take as long to find the
words. And I usually also had to search for the correct pronunciation, because I want
to say those words the right way, but I don’t need to do that [search for the correct
pronunciation] so much anymore now that I have learned how to speak better.

Haven also talks about her vocabulary and improved word retrieval speed. Therefore,
it seems that in addition to her strengthened English self-concept, her English skills have
become more automatic and she has thus become a more fluent English user. It could be, in
line with the reciprocal effects model [23], that Haven’s positive self-concept has improved
her language learning and vice versa.

May also talked about the relationship between her confidence to speak English and
vocabulary learning. The fact that May’s vocabulary has increased during the pre-DP year
has contributed to her positive English-speaking self-concept. In addition, May feels that
her English listening and writing self-concepts have become stronger and more robust as a
result of the pre-DP year:

(8) May: I feel like I’ve evolved during the year, like I have more courage now that I
have spoken . . . or used English with friends more... And my range of vocabulary
has developed so that I know more words and different things, and I can explain
things in English better now. [. . .] Positive change has evolved on many levels. In
speech, listening and in thinking as well. And as a writer of course, using English has
developed in many ways.

Logan was the only one out of the interviewed students who had some prior experience
of bilingual education (see Table 1). Logan was aware of the importance of the CLIL
background and wondered whether this helped more in the beginning:

(9) Logan: It has been easier at the end of the year than it was at the beginning. Of course
I had already had classes in English before. It must have been easier for me than for
those who came from Finnish language schools [were only Finnish has been used as
the language of instruction].

Both Logan and all the other interviewees pointed out how they had become accus-
tomed to using English over the year, which had strengthened their English self-concept.
We discuss this in more detail in the following subsection.

5.3. Factors Influencing the Participants’ English Self-Concept

A key factor in the growing confidence experienced by the students was the passing
of time. All students reported simply becoming used to using English and this affecting
their self-concept in a positive manner. However, there were small differences between the
interviewees in terms of when they felt they had become accustomed to using English as a
language of learning and teaching. For instance, Haven and Sue felt this had happened
quite early in the pre-DP year:

(10) Haven: I think it was during the first few months, because in our class we use English
even in our free time. So when you use it all the time, you learn it a lot faster than you
would if you only used it during lessons.

(11) Sue: I would say it was in the second period—maybe in the beginning, or halfway
through. I had gotten used to it at that point. I got used to studying in English, and
studying terminology, and at that point I was like ‘this isn’t so hard after all!’
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Haven’s quote also illustrates how English self-concept is shaped in a complex nexus
of factors that includes not only the classroom but also situations and environments outside
the school. The other interviewed students observed the change taking place a bit later:

(12) May: Probably in December or some time after the Christmas holiday. When there
was the long holiday in between and I was with my family and we only spoke Finnish
I didn’t use English at all. After the holiday I noticed that I’m pretty good at English.

(13) Logan: Maybe I’m not as nervous [of speaking in English] as I was at the beginning.

Interviewer: Right, are you able to specify what could be the cause of this change?
Logan: I guess I’m more used to speaking English now.
In addition to the passing of time, May’s quote illustrates how social comparisons

have also been important in strengthening her English self-concept [12,26]. That is, when
suddenly she was in an environment where others were not as good at English as she was,
she gained confidence in her English use.

Another theme that came up as a significant factor in the development of the students’
self-concept was the impact of the peer group. All the interviewees spoke about becoming
more confident in their spoken English once they noticed that the social setting allowed
them to make mistakes. This is illustrated by the following example:

(14) May: Now I feel like I can speak [English] and I’m no longer scared to mispronounce
because my friends will help me pronounce correctly. Before I was scared that every-
one would be like “that’s not how it’s pronounced”.

When asked how the peer group reacts to making mistakes when speaking English,
Sloan’s response is very eloquent:

(15) Sloan: No one cares.

According to Haven, the group also actively collaborates to figure out the pronuncia-
tion of tricky words:

(16) Haven: Usually, if I’m talking to someone about something, just the two of us, and
if the other one doesn’t know how to pronounce a word, they’ll try to figure it out
themselves, and if I don’t know either, then we’ll try to figure it out together, to get
it right.

The interviewees also spoke about the development of group norms and how these
norms encouraged them to use English more. The students report feeling more comfortable
using English in a setting where it is considered acceptable. Sue illustrates this experience
with a comparison:

(17) Sue: [Before starting pre-DP] I was scared that other people might think I’m trying to
be really good at English even if I wasn’t, although I knew that I was. [. . .] I would say
it’s about the people around you. It’s kind of like being on a bus and reading a book,
and you don’t actually want to read a book because you’re scared that others around
you would think that you just want to be different. It’s kind of a similar experience.
But when everyone else is doing it, you get used to it, and that’s pretty good.

Sue’s quote reveals that self-concept is formed in relation to different frames of ref-
erence [12,22]. On the one hand, the students perceived their own English proficiency in
comparison to other people as a positive factor that strengthened their English self-concept.
On the other hand, the students occasionally felt uncomfortable using a foreign language
in Finland, which despite being officially bilingual is not always a very multilingual envi-
ronment [36]. Thus, their pre-DP class provided them with a context and environment in
which to use English freely and safely. At the same time, the language use can also be seen
as acting as a builder and reinforcer of their identity as English speakers.

The group allowing or encouraging its members to speak English seems to strengthen
a positive English self-concept for the participants:
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(18) May: I’m from a small town where no one spoke English. [. . .] If you spoke even a
little bit of English there, people would look at you like you’re weird. But here it’s
totally normal and you get more courage to speak English when no one looks at you
like “what is that person doing, why are they speaking in a different language?”

Even though at the start of the pre-DP year some of the students seemed to have
struggled slightly with their English, it appears that the positive learning environment and
the group have supported the development of their positive English self-concept. These
experiences seem to be somewhat contradictory with Marsh and Seaton’s [25] big-fish-little-
pond effect, as the students report feeling more confident in a group with academically
able peers. This may be due to the power of the group norms themselves which in this
group seem to encourage co-operation and supportive communication, thus reducing the
initial nervousness the students report having experienced.

Finally, feedback from the teacher seemed to have less impact on the students’ English
self-concept. All students had had an oral exam in English from which they received
feedback, for instance on their pronunciation. While Sloan and May reported this having a
positive impact on their perceived skills, Logan and Haven did not consider it as significant.
Sue stated the following on the matter:

(19) Sue: It was like I realized that “oh, I can speak English quite well”. Because before I
was a bit insecure.

Although direct feedback from the teachers did not prove to be a prominent factor in
the development of the students’ English self-concept, the students pointed out how the
teachers are important in other ways. May mentioned feeling more comfortable making
mistakes in the classroom after getting to know the teachers, and she also spoke about the
teachers instructing proper pronunciation.

6. Implications and Conclusions

This study looked at students’ experiences of the pre-DP year; in particular, how they
experienced learning content in a foreign language and how their English self-concept had
developed over the year. Overall, it appears that the students’ perceptions of the pre-DP
year were positive. Based on this study, it seems that the objectives of the pre-DP year have
been met with this specific cohort as they had learned the content and become used to the
foreign language use.

The students felt that learning subjects had become easier during the year. In mathe-
matics, most felt that the foreign language did not affect their learning at all. However, for
science subjects, just over half still felt that the foreign language made learning the subject
more challenging at the end of the year. The most significant change for students occurred
in humanities subjects. That is, at the end of the pre-DP year, more than half of the students
agreed that the foreign language facilitated their content learning, compared to only one in
ten at the beginning of the year. These results are in line with previous research on students’
content learning in IB schools [3] and provide further support for an educational approach
that combines content and foreign language teaching.

The study suggests that the students’ already-strong English self-concept was further
strengthened over the course of the year. At the very beginning, some students had
experienced occasional feelings of uncertainty about their English skills, but these had
diminished over time. This is in line with research on bilingual education where the
language of instruction has been partly English [20,26,31]. The main domain-specific self-
concept that the students brought up was the English-speaking self-concept. This may
partly reflect the fact that one of the foci of the pre-DP education is oral communication.
However, this can also speak about the fact that students tend to associate language skills
predominantly to speaking.

In addition to the passing of time, a positive and safe classroom atmosphere was
mentioned as an important factor in reinforcing the participants’ English self-concept.
Although the role of the teacher was not explicitly mentioned in relation to this, the teacher
nevertheless plays an important role in building and maintaining a positive classroom
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atmosphere to reduce language anxiety among students. Related to this is how the teacher
deals with language errors and the feedback they give to students, which can be meaningful
to their English self-concept.

At a theoretical level, the results of the study substantiate many theories of foreign
language self-concept. First, the variations in the students’ English self-concept confirm that
it is a dynamic and situational construct that oscillates throughout time [12]. Second, the
fluctuations in the students’ English and Finnish self-concepts indicate that the language
self-concept is dynamic and that, although it is often linked to proficiency, it essentially
represents one’s self-beliefs in a language rather than the actual ability level [12]. Third,
the results support the idea that language-specific self-concepts should be approached
in a more domain specific way since the students brought forward areas of their English
self-concepts in different ways, focusing on the English-speaking self-concept. Finally, the
fact that the students also stated using English outside of the classroom shows that one’s
foreign language self-concept is often built in a complex network of multiple factors and
contexts, making it difficult to pinpoint the impact of a specific factor or context.

The low number of participants can be seen as a limitation of the study. In addition,
the acquaintance interviews may have influenced to some extent the views expressed by
the participants in the interviews. This study opens up several avenues for future research.
In the future, it would be interesting to further explore IB students’ experiences of content
learning and how it is affected by the foreign language. It would also be interesting to
follow IB students’ English self-concept over a longer period of time. As Mercer [12] has
argued, self-concept in foreign languages becomes more complex and students become
more critical of their own language skills as they develop in the language. It would therefore
be fruitful to monitor the development of IB students’ English self-concept as they progress
in the programme.
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