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Abstract: Vocabulary is paramount to the successful learning of a foreign language; however, students’
self-efficacy in learning vocabulary has been given scarce attention. This article reports the process of
the development and validation of the Questionnaire of English Vocabulary Learning Self-Efficacy
(SEVL) for Chinese English as a foreign language (EFL) learners. Data were collected from 439 senior
secondary students. Evidence for the psychometric properties of the SEVL is presented. Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients ensured the internal consistency of the students’ responses to the SEVL model.
Then, four aspects of construct validity were identified, including the content, structural, external,
and generalizability aspects. The SEVL can serve as an evaluation tool to capture EFL learners’
vocabulary learning self-efficacy and as a research tool to gauge the associations between vocabulary
learning self-efficacy and other achievement-related outcomes.
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1. Introduction

Vocabulary plays an essential role in language learning; however, vocabulary knowl-
edge is a complex and multidimensional construct that involves multifaceted types of
word knowledge, including word form, meaning, and use [1]. Affected by the highly com-
petitive atmosphere and the large amount of vocabulary required by the curriculum and
English tests, many English as a foreign language (EFL) learners struggle with memorizing
“endless” wordlists. Some of them view language learning as an obstacle, and sometimes
self-doubt their capabilities in learning vocabulary [2–5]. Given that the arduous vocabulary
learning process requires learners to spend much time and energy, researchers advocate
that it is critical to “step outside the purely lexical issues” and address the motivational
factors (e.g., self-efficacy) that affect the outcome of vocabulary learning [6] (p. 358).

Self-efficacy is one of the most influential factors in foreign language learning, and
its predictive power on vocabulary learning has been documented [7]. Notwithstanding
that a growing number of questionnaires have been made available to investigate EFL
learners’ psychological factors in vocabulary learning such as motivation [8,9], vocabulary
learning strategies [10], and self-regulating capacity in vocabulary learning [11,12], there is
a dearth of questionnaires to specifically diagnose Chinese EFL learners’ self-efficacy in
vocabulary learning.

To address these gaps, the current study reports the development process of an
instrument (i.e., Questionnaire of English Vocabulary Learning Self-Efficacy or SEVL)
to measure Chinese EFL learners’ vocabulary learning self-efficacy and examines the
psychometric properties of the SEVL.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. Self-Efficacy in Language Learning

Self-efficacy is an attribute to the overall construct of student agency [13–15]. It is a task-
specific, context-specific, and domain-specific psychological concept and is defined as one’s
judgment about how well one can complete a specific task based on the self-assessment
of one’s capabilities [16]. It is not the belief about whether one is competent in doing
something; rather, it is a self-judgment of how strongly a person believes that he/she can
accomplish a task in a certain context [17]. As a key concept of social cognitive theory, self-
efficacy influences an individual’s thoughts, affect, and behaviors [16,18]. Self-efficacy in
language learning pertains to self-efficacy in performing language learning tasks. Research
has documented that self-efficacy in language learning affects learners’ use of language
learning strategies [19–21], perseverance in the face of obstacles [22], emotions during the
process of goal-pursuing [8,23], and finally, the accomplishments they realize [24,25].

2.2. Self-Efficacy in EFL Learners’ Vocabulary Learning

Extending self-efficacy to the domain of vocabulary learning, vocabulary learning
self-efficacy is the self-judgment of abilities to complete tasks related to vocabulary learn-
ing. Vocabulary learning self-efficacy has been a topic of increasing interest in recent
years. The research includes (a) studies that investigated the impact of vocabulary learning
self-efficacy on language learning outcomes [7,26]; (b) studies that explored the relation-
ship between vocabulary learning self-efficacy and other psychological constructs, such
as motivation, anxiety, and use of vocabulary learning strategies [27]; and (c) studies that
examined factors associated with EFL learners’ vocabulary learning self-efficacy [28,29].
Nonetheless, the instruments used by the previous studies are bested by certain shortcom-
ings, such as using too general items and confusing items with similar concepts. There is
a call for a questionnaire that specifically captures Chinese EFL learners’ self-efficacy in
vocabulary learning.

2.3. The Need for a Questionnaire to Measure Chinese EFL Learners’ Vocabulary Learning
Self-Efficacy

We highlighted the necessity of a vocabulary learning questionnaire for Chinese EFL
learners from the following three perspectives. On the one hand, some existing items are
often inappropriate or misrepresented due to the confusion of similar concepts [29]. For
example, Tseng and Schmitt [6] developed a motivated vocabulary learning model. Among
the six latent variables, vocabulary learning self-efficacy (10 items) is one indicator of the
initial appraisal of the vocabulary learning experience subscale. Items such as “I feel I can
memorize words faster than other people” and “I feel my vocabulary is larger than others”
confused the definition of self-efficacy with self-esteem. Self-efficacy is the self-assessment
of one’s abilities to finish a certain task, which does not involve the process of comparing
with others. According to Bandura [30], comparing with others pertains to vicarious
experiences, which is just one of four sources of self-efficacy rather than self-efficacy per
se. Moreover, some items measuring vocabulary self-efficacy were too general and not
operationalized into specific tasks, reducing the construct’s explanatory power [31,32]. For
example, general items such as “I know the basic vocabulary to some extent” were devised
to measure the vocabulary learning self-efficacy of students [26,29]. Such ambiguous items
might lead to misunderstandings among students. On the other hand, due to the domain-
and context-specific nature of self-efficacy, an instrument specifically targeting EFL learners’
vocabulary learning is needed. Measurements for reading, listening, speaking, and writing
self-efficacy cannot be applied to gauge vocabulary learning self-efficacy. For example,
an item measuring writing self-efficacy may spotlight the self-judgment of whether one
could write a letter in English which does not apply to vocabulary learning self-efficacy. To
conclude, given the limitations of previous instruments and characteristics of self-efficacy,
there is a need to develop and validate an instrument for EFL learners’ vocabulary learning.
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2.4. Framework for Developing SEVL

A sound instrument for self-efficacy relies on “a good conceptual analysis of the
relevant domain of functioning” [30] (p. 310). Based on Nation’s [1] taxonomy of word
knowledge, we conceptualized the model of vocabulary learning self-efficacy into three
indispensable aspects: word form, meaning, and use. There are three components in
each aspect. His list of word knowledge is the most comprehensive one up to date,
which has been widely referred to by most current vocabulary researchers [33,34]. Spoken
knowledge, written knowledge, and word parts are three components of word form
knowledge. Mastering spoken knowledge refers to recognizing words when they are
heard, pronouncing words with correct intonation, and locating the stressed syllable
correctly. Written knowledge is characterized by learners’ spelling knowledge, which
includes meaning recognition and production of text. Word parts knowledge involves
knowing affixes and stems and knowing how they can be used to build word patterns in
the target language.

Word meaning covers three components: form and meaning, concept and referents,
and associations. As for the knowledge of form and meaning, learners need to be able to
connect the word form and its meaning. Learners have mastered the form and meaning
connection when they can use the word [35–37], recall or explain the meanings, and recall
the word form. Concept refers to the word meaning as an isolated word, while referents
are the knowledge about the inferential meanings when learners comprehend a word in
context. Mastering the concept and referents of a word includes knowing its homonyms,
homographs, and homophones [1], their inherent meaning, and other inferred meanings
based on the surrounding context [38]. Associations are semantic relationships between
a great number of words. Nouns, adjectives, and adverbs as well as verbs, all have their
characteristics and associations. Synonymy is the most common one.

Word use involves understanding grammatical functions, collocations, and constraints
on word use. Grammatical functions knowledge is characterized by knowing: (a) the parts
of speech of words and (b) grammatical patterns [1]. Collocational knowledge is about
patterns of multiword units, in other words, knowing what words typically occur with
other words in the target language. There are two kinds of collocations: grammatical
collocations and lexical collocations [39]. Mastering the knowledge of constraints on word
use refers to knowing when and where certain words can be used in certain contexts. For
example, sociocultural background influences word choice based on cultural norms, values,
and social contexts [1]. Sociocultural background, frequency of a word, and registers are all
constraints on word use [1].

2.5. Construct Validation: Sources of Validity Evidence

A premise of interpreting the results of the investigation and making inferences from
the findings is to provide evidence to support the validity of the instrument which is
described as whether the instrument measures what it intends to measure [40]. Moving
beyond traditional notions of validity [41], Messick [40] suggested that validity should be
viewed comprehensively by taking both how the measure is used and how it is interpreted
into account. Messick’s validity framework is one of the most extensively used and
classical frameworks for understanding the validity evidence of instruments [42,43]. The
Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing by the American Educational Research
Association et al. [44] were informed by this notion. Messick’s [40] validity framework
involves six distinguishable aspects of construct validity, including content, structural,
external, substantive, generalizability, and consequential aspects. The content aspect of
construct validity is normally supported by evidence of content representativeness and
relevance, which can be realized by seeking help from experts. The structural aspect of
construct validity can be ensured by the appraisal of the fidelity of the scoring system to the
construct structure. This can be achieved by conducting an exploratory factor analysis or
confirmatory factor analysis. The external aspect of construct validity is supported by the
relations with other theoretically related constructs. For example, Pearson’s correlational
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coefficients and regression analysis can be used to reveal the correlations among variables.
The substantive aspect of construct validity emphasizes the theoretical basis of respondents’
item response consistency and engagement in assessment tasks. The generalizability aspect
of construct validity concerns whether the scores can be generalized to other contexts,
population groups, and tasks. The consequential aspect of construct validity is the actual
and potential consequences of the test use and score interpretation.

3. The Current Study

This study attempts to address the research gap by developing a new instrument (i.e.,
SEVL) to measure Chinese EFL learners’ vocabulary learning self-efficacy. As reliability
and validity evidence is central to evaluating a newly developed scale, we also endeavor to
assess whether the SEVL possesses reliability and validity properties. Accordingly, two
research questions were put forward:

(1) What is the evidence of the reliability of the responses to the SEVL?
(2) What is the evidence of content, structural, external, and generalizability aspects of

the construct validity of responses to the SEVL?

4. Methodology
4.1. Development of the SEVL

Guided by Nation’s [1] taxonomy of word knowledge, the initial version of the SEVL
consisted of 32 items (10 for word form, 12 for word meaning, and 10 for word use).

Next, a committee board was organized, which consisted of three members: an
educational psychology researcher, a researcher with expertise in EFL vocabulary learning,
and a senior secondary school English teacher. They engaged in the item translation, editing,
and sorting phase. The following improvements were made based on the suggestions
provided by the committee members. Some ambiguous expressions were replaced or
deleted. For instance, “I can tell antonyms of an English word” was rephrased into “I can
give antonyms of an English word”. In addition, the item “I can use appropriate attitude
words to express my feelings” and “I can use appropriate English words to justify my
reasoning” were deleted, since three committee members reached a consensus that these
expressions are vague and could hardly be understood by students. Similarly, an individual
cannot justify reasoning only by using English words. The committee members were also
asked to classify 30 items into three categories to make sure items represent the target
dimension rather than other dimensions. One item that failed to be assigned by two of
three committee members was deleted from the item pool.

Finally, thirty students in another senior secondary school, who are representative of
the target population, were asked to rate the clarity of items. Results showed that most
items could be easily understood. One item was removed because 30% of the students
reported that the item was not clear. Thus, 28 items were retained as the final version of
the SEVL.

4.2. Participants

All ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Review Board of the University
of Macau before conducting the study. Then, we received the consent form from the
participating school, guardians, and students. The convenience sampling method was
used to recruit participants. Our participants were from a public senior secondary school
located in the northwest of China. In total, 439 students participated in the study, of which
230 were male and 209 were female. Their age ranged from 15 to 18 years (M = 16.07,
SD = 0.70). On average, at the time of the study, participants had been studying English for
nearly a decade (M = 9.94, SD = 2.14). We also collected the highest educational level of
their parents: junior secondary school and below (n = 59, 13.4%), senior secondary school
(n = 142; 45.8%), undergraduate (n = 196; 44.6%), and graduate or above (n = 42; 9.6%).
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4.3. Instruments
SEVL

SEVL starts with collecting participants’ demographic and background information
(i.e., gender, age, and time spent on vocabulary learning every week). Following this,
participants were asked to reflect on and make judgments about how well they could
complete certain tasks regarding word form, meaning, and use, respectively, with 28 items.
They were asked to rate their capabilities in vocabulary learning by using a 7-point Likert
scale from 1 (I cannot do it at all) to 7 (I can do it well). The items in this section were
divided into three parts, according to the categorization by Nation [1]: self-efficacy in word
form (item 1, 4, 7, 10, 13, 16, 19, 22, 25), self-efficacy in word meaning (item 2, 5, 8, 11, 14, 17,
20, 23, 26, 28), and self-efficacy in word use (item 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, 18, 21, 24, 27).

Measures to Validate the SEVL

Motivation in Vocabulary Learning Questionnaire
To gauge students’ motivation in vocabulary learning, we used the Vocabulary Learn-

ing Motivation Questionnaire by Li et al. [8]. There were four subscales, including intrinsic
motivation (e.g., I like learning English vocabulary), identified regulation (e.g., Learning
English vocabulary is beneficial), introjected regulation (e.g., I’d feel ashamed if my class-
mates think that I am incapable of vocabulary learning), and external regulation (e.g., I
do not want to get bad grades). Each subscale consisted of five items. Students rated on
a 6-point Likert scale, with 1 representing “strongly disagree” and 6 representing “strongly
agree”. The internal consistency of students’ responses was 0.88 for the overall scale and
ranged from 0.71 to 0.85 for the subscales. The scale’s construct validity showed adequate
fit to the data (χ2/df = 2.65, RMESA = 0.06 [0.05, 0.07], SRMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.90).

TOEFL Junior Standard Test
A practice version of the TOEFL Junior Standard Test was used to measure students’

vocabulary proficiency in the current study, which was developed by the English Teach-
ing Service (ETS) center for 11–15-year-old students. It measures participants’ English
proficiency in language form and meaning, listening comprehension, and reading compre-
hension. Although the suggested age range for the TOEFL Junior Standard Test does not
match our sample, we decided to use it after consulting several frontline teachers. They
deemed the test appropriate for capturing the vocabulary proficiency in our sample. We
purposely selected the language form and meaning section in the present study to capture
students’ knowledge of vocabulary form and meaning, which corresponds to their vocab-
ulary learning self-efficacy. Language forms such as verbs, clauses, and collocations, as
well as language meanings, were assessed by students’ responses to five reading passages.
They were asked to fill in the blanks by choosing the most appropriate expression among
four choices within the context of the passage in 25 min. There are 42 items, each correctly
answered item was scored 1, and there was no penalty for wrong answers.

5. Data Analytical Procedure

The percentage of missing values was low, ranging from 0% to 1.4%. Missing values
were completely missing at random, according to Little’s [45] test (p > 0.05). Full information
maximum likelihood estimation was employed to deal with missing data. This method
is superior to other methods such as listwise deletion and mean substitution, leading to
unbiased parameter estimates [46,47].

The structure aspect of construct validity was evidenced by the internal consistencies
of students’ responses to the SEVL and the results of confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs).
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were employed to check the internal consistency of students’
responses to the SEVL model. CFA was employed to assess the fit of this measurement
model to participants’ responses. The parameters of the models were estimated with a
maximum likelihood estimator in Mplus 8.3 [48]. CFAs were performed for two competing
models, including a unidimensional model and a one-level three-factor model. A large
number of the goodness-of-fit indices, including χ2 statistics, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI),
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comparative fit index (CFI), standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), and root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), were computed. Acceptable model fit
criteria were set as RMSEA and SRMR ≤ 0.08; meanwhile, CFI and TLI ≥ 0.90 [49].

Then, Pearson correlational analyses and hierarchical linear regression were carried
out to provide evidence for the external aspects of construct validity of responses to
the SEVL. The Pearson correlational coefficients indicate the extent to which vocabulary
learning self-efficacy, i.e., self-efficacy in word form, meaning, and use, correlates with
vocabulary learning motivation and student performance in the TOEFL Junior Standard test.
In addition, the unique contributions of dimensions of vocabulary learning self-efficacy to
the variance in motivation and academic achievement were explored using two hierarchical
linear regression models. The models were run with demographics and self-efficacy as
predictors and motivation and academic achievement as outcomes. In the first step, we
entered the demographics, including age, gender, and time spent on vocabulary learning
every week. Then, three dimensions of vocabulary learning self-efficacy were entered in
the second step. R2 values of 0.01, 0.09, and 0.25 were treated as small, medium, and large
effect sizes, respectively [50].

Finally, to verify the generalizability aspect of the construct validity of the SEVL, mea-
surement invariance across gender groups was tested. This is critical because a valid and
reliable scale with cross-gender applicability is crucial for understanding the heterogeneity
of vocabulary learning self-efficacy [51]. Hence, the configural invariance (invariance of
the overall structure), metric invariance (invariance of the overall structure and factor
loadings), and scalar invariance (invariance of the overall structure, factor loadings, and
intercepts) models were tested by adding constraints in sequence. The model can be viewed
as invariant across genders when there is no change larger than 0.01 in CFI [52].

6. Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the students’ overall vocabulary learning
self-efficacy, three subscales of vocabulary learning self-efficacy, and test scores on the word
form and meaning part of the TOEFL Junior Standard test. It suggests that the students’
overall vocabulary learning self-efficacy was at the medium level (M = 4.25, SD = 0.80),
between 4 (maybe I can do it) and 5 (I basically can do it). Self-efficacy beliefs were 4.25
(SD = 0.96) in word form, 4.26 (SD = 0.95) in word meaning, and 4.25 (SD = 0.98) in word
use. The mean of the students’ performance was 31.27 (SD = 5.06). Given the skewness and
kurtosis were within ±2, the distributional properties of each item approximate a normal
distribution [53].

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Pearson Correlation Coefficients.

1. SEVL (Word Form) 2. SEVL (Word Meaning) 3. SEVL (Word Use) 4. Motivation 5. TOEFL

1 -- 0.51 ** 0.47 ** 0.23 ** 0.31 **
2 -- 0.63 ** 0.28 ** 0.40 **
3 -- 0.27 ** 0.36 **
4 -- 0.41 **
5 --
M 4.25 4.26 4.25 4.71 31.27
SD 0.96 0.95 0.98 0.68 5.06

Note: (a) ** p < 0.001; (b) Word form = Self-efficacy in word form; Word meaning = Self-efficacy in word meaning;
Word use = Self-efficacy in word use; TOEFL = Test scores on word form and meaning part.

6.1. Reliability of Responses to the SEVL

The internal consistencies of participants’ responses to SEVL were a = 0.97 for all
items, a = 0.91 for self-efficacy in word form, a = 0.92 for self-efficacy in word meaning, and
a = 0.92 for self-efficacy in word use, respectively. These results suggest that responses to
SEVL are reliable.
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6.1.1. Content Aspect of Construct Validity

Three steps were undertaken to ensure the content aspect of construct validity. First
of all, all expressions of the items (Table 2) in the SEVL were drawn upon the activity-
aspect definition of the nine aspects of Nation’s word knowledge taxonomy. For instance,
Nation [1] (p. 65) claimed that “knowing the spoken form of a word includes being able to
recognize the word when it is heard”. Thus, the item was expressed as “I can recognize the
form of an English word when I hear its pronunciation”.

Table 2. Item-Level Descriptive Statistics.

I Can M SD Skewness Kurtosis

Self-efficacy in word form

01 recognize the form of an English word when I hear its
pronunciation. 4.46 1.17 −0.31 1.20

04 correctly pronounce an English word. 4.17 1.38 −0.15 −0.14
07 correctly identify the stressed syllable in an English word. 4.30 1.43 −0.23 −0.01

10 copy an English word’s intonation by listening to its
pronunciation. 5.01 1.39 −0.48 −0.06

13 tell spelling mistakes of an English word without using
the dictionary. 3.72 1.35 −0.01 −0.15

16 spell an English word that I do not know by listening to
its pronunciation. 4.00 1.23 −0.13 0.44

19 correctly complete an English word with its missing letters. 4.33 1.25 −0.18 0.30

22 guess the meaning of an English word by its roots and
suffixes. 4.25 1.22 −0.03 0.26

25 produce a compound English word by using roots and affixes
I know. 4.19 1.39 −0.10 −0.22

Self-efficacy in word meaning
02 recall the meaning of an English word when seeing its form. 4.45 1.15 −0.14 0.63
05 tell the implicit meaning of an English word. 3.68 1.23 0.34 0.49

08 guess the meaning of an English word from the context
while reading. 4.39 1.20 −0.09 0.70

11 tell the figurative meaning of an English word in a
specific context. 4.05 1.18 −0.10 0.59

14 distinguish an English word with a positive or negative
meaning in reading. 4.33 1.29 −0.17 0.19

17 tell different meanings of an English word in specific contexts. 4.01 1.22 −0.13 0.65

20 use alternative expressions to describe an English word when
others cannot understand that word. 4.43 1.20 −0.15 0.36

23 replace an English word with its synonym in a sentence. 4.41 1.11 −0.02 0.31
26 give antonyms of an English word. 3.99 1.20 0.03 0.54
28 group several English words with similar meanings. 4.22 1.33 −0.12 −0.06

Self-efficacy in word use
03 tell whether an English word was used in the right tense. 4.62 1.24 −0.45 0.55
06 add an English word into a sentence in the correct position. 4.37 1.29 −0.26 0.42

09 tell what other words or types of words can occur with an
English word. 3.78 1.26 0.31 0.30

12 use an English collocation appropriately in writing. 4.45 1.15 −0.51 0.86
15 correctly match English words to make expressions. 4.55 1.23 −0.20 0.47

18 correctly complete an English collocation with its missing
parts. 4.12 1.17 −0.05 0.71

21 tell when an English word can be used. 4.10 1.30 −0.06 0.09
24 tell where an English word can be used. 4.41 1.23 −0.20 0.37
27 appropriately use an English word when making a sentence. 4.23 1.21 −0.03 0.26
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Secondly, a committee review approach was used in the translating, editing, and sort-
ing phases. All changes were made only when they were agreed upon by three committee
members. The educational psychology researcher was mainly in charge of evaluating the
appropriateness and clarity of the item descriptions. He also provided suggestions for the
structure of the scale. The researcher with expertise in EFL vocabulary learning was invited
to evaluate whether the expressions aligned with Nation’s [1] framework and to check
the correspondence between the Chinese and English versions. Moreover, suggestions for
wording revisions were provided by a senior secondary English teacher who had taught
English for over 30 years. She evaluated whether the wording of those items was appropri-
ate and understandable for senior secondary students. These three experts were also asked
to classify items into three categories to make sure they represented the target dimension,
rather than other dimensions.

Thirdly, after the expert evaluation phase, 30 students from another school, who are
representative of the target population, were asked to rate the clarity of items. This can also
act as one source of content aspect of construct validity. The clarity of items was satisfactory,
with only one item reported as unclear by 30% of the students. It was removed. All other
items were reported clear by 98% of the students.

6.1.2. Structural Aspect of Construct Validity

The results of CFA confirmed the factor structure of the SEVL, which contains three
dimensions: word form, word meaning, and word use (Figure 1). The goodness-of-
fit indices were satisfactory: χ2/df = 2.81, RMESA = 0.06 [0.06, 0.07], SRMR = 0.05,
CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91. Though the unidimensional model also showed a good model-
data fit (χ2/df = 2.81, RMESA = 0.06 [0.06, 0.07], SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91), we
chose the three-factor model, given the following two reasons. Theoretically, the three-
dimension model was based on the word-knowledge taxonomy [1] and was consistent
with the claim that self-efficacy measures should involve more than one dimension [54].
Practically, the three-factor model could provide a more comprehensive understanding of
vocabulary learning self-efficacy.

The factor loadings were all within the acceptable range, between 0.52 and 0.81 [49].
All standard errors were small and ranged from 0.27 to 0.62. However, modification
indices (MI) suggested that the chi-square value would decrease greatly by correlating
VS06 and VS09. This suggests that VS06 “I can add an English word into a sentence in
the correct position” and VS09 “I can tell what other words or types of words can occur
with an English word” are closely correlated. These two expressions were derived from
the subscale “collocations” in Nation’s [1] word-knowledge taxonomy. If students believe
they can tell what other words or types of words can link with a new English word, then
they are also likely to believe that they can add an English word into a sentence in the
correct position.

For the same reason, we correlated VS20 and VS23. VS20 “I can use alternative
expressions to describe an English word when others cannot understand that word” and
VS23 “I can replace an English word with its synonym in a sentence” are similar in that
they both ask students to make judgments about whether they can tell the synonyms of a
word. Understandably, students who can replace a word with its synonym are more likely
to use alternative expressions to describe the word.

Similarly, VS01 and VS04 were made to covary. VS01 “I can recognize the form of
an English word when I hear its pronunciation” and VS04 “I can correctly pronounce an
English word” are related to the mastery of the spoken form of a word. VS01 is the receptive
knowledge of spoken form, while VS04 is the productive knowledge of spoken form.

After linking the items with high MI values, we obtained better goodness-of-fit indices,
χ2/df = 2.44, RMESA = 0.06 [0.05, 0.06], SRMR = 0.04, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.93.
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are also likely to believe that they can add an English word into a sentence in the correct 
position. 

For the same reason, we correlated VS20 and VS23. VS20 “I can use alternative ex-
pressions to describe an English word when others cannot understand that word” and 
VS23 “I can replace an English word with its synonym in a sentence” are similar in that 
they both ask students to make judgments about whether they can tell the synonyms of a 
word. Understandably, students who can replace a word with its synonym are more likely 
to use alternative expressions to describe the word. 
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Figure 1. Internal Structure of the SEVL. Note: All factor loadings were significant at p < 0.001.

6.1.3. External Aspect of Construct Validity

The external aspect of construct validity was tested with correlations between vocabu-
lary learning self-efficacy, students’ motivation, and performance in the form and meaning
part of the TOEFL Junior Standard Test. Pearson correlation coefficients (Table 1) suggested
a statistically significant positive relationship between self-efficacy in vocabulary learning
and students’ motivation (r = 0.23, p < 0.001 for the relationship between self-efficacy in
word form and motivation, to r = 0.28, p < 0.001 for the relationship between self-efficacy in
word meaning and motivation). Moreover, a positive relationship was observed regarding
the correlation between SEVL and students’ performance in the form and meaning part
of the TOEFL standard test (r = 0.43, p < 0.001). Each of the three categories of SEVL
was also significantly correlated with test scores, with word meaning having the highest
correlational coefficient (r = 0.40, p < 0.001) and word form having the lowest correlational
coefficient (r = 0.31, p < 0.001). In addition, the relationship between self-efficacy in word
form and self-efficacy in word meaning were both statistically significant, with overall
self-efficacy in vocabulary learning r ranging from 0.79 to 0.87.
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Results of the hierarchical regression analyses in Table 3 demonstrated that the demo-
graphics accounted for 3% and 5% of the variance in motivation and academic achievement,
respectively. Self-efficacy in word form, meaning, and use significantly improved the
prediction of both motivation and academic achievement. More specifically, 8% of the
variance in motivation was explained by the three dimensions of vocabulary learning
self-efficacy (adjusted R2 = 0.11), F (3, 432) = 9.72 (p < 0.001). Moreover, an additional 17%
of the variance in students’ academic achievement was explained by the three dimensions
of vocabulary learning self-efficacy (Adjusted R2 = 0.21), F (3, 432) = 19.96 (p < 0.001). We
interpreted these as medium effect sizes [50].

Table 3. Results of the Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regression Analyses.

Motivation Academic Achievement

β F R2 (∆R2)
Adjusted

R2 β F R2 (∆R2)
Adjusted

R2

Step 1 4.68 0.03 ** 0.03 ** 8.02 0.05 *** 0.05 ***
Gender −0.20 ** −0.17 ***

Age 0.03 0.15 **
Education 0.08 * 0.07

Step 2 9.72 0.12 (0.08 ***) 0.11 *** 19.96 0.22 (0.17 ***) 0.21 ***
Gender −0.15 * −0.12 **

Age 0.02 0.13 **
Education 0.07 0.04

Form 0.07 0.11 *
Meaning 0.10 * 0.22 ***

Use 0.09 * 0.16 **

Note. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Education = parents’ highest educational level.

6.1.4. Generalizability Aspect of Construct Validity

Results of the configural invariance test demonstrated the generalizability aspect of
construct validity, indicating that males and females conceptualized vocabulary learning
self-efficacy in the same way. The configural model fitted data well (CFI = 0.925, TLI = 0.918,
RMSEA = 0.062 [0.056, 0.067], SRMR = 0.03). Then, an additional constraint to the invariance
of the factor loadings was added. Results showed that the metric model also fitted the data
well (CFI = 0.926, TLI = 0.921, RMSEA = 0.060 [0.055, 0.066], SRMR = 0.058, ∆CFI = 0.001,
∆RMSEA = 0.002). Compared with the configural model, ∆CFI was less than the benchmark
suggested by Cheung and Rensvold [42]. This represents that males and females had no
differences in interpreting items in the SEVL. Finally, a more strictly constrained model,
where the overall structure, factor loadings, and intercepts were equal, was tested. Results
showed that the scalar model was also supported (CFI = 0.926, TLI = 0.924, RMSEA = 0.059
[0.054, 0.065], SRMR = 0.059). No significant changes occurred when compared with the
metric model, ∆CFI = 0.000, ∆RMSEA = 0.001. This means that the two gender groups
similarly responded to the SEVL. Overall, it is safe to conclude that the SEVL did not
function differentially across gender.

7. Discussion

This study not only provided evidence of the detailed development procedures and
reliability information for the SEVL in measuring EFL learners’ self-efficacy in vocabulary
learning but also presented detailed information about the content aspect, structural aspect,
external aspect, and generalizability aspect of the construct validity of the SEVL.

The first purpose of the current study was to investigate the internal consistencies of
students’ responses to the SEVL (Research Question 1). High internal consistency for the
responses to SEVL in the context of Chinese senior secondary was reported, with an overall
Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.97, and no factor value below 0.90.
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The second purpose of the current study was to provide evidence for the content,
structural, external, and generalizability aspects of the construct validity of the responses
to the SEVL (Research Question 2). The content aspect of construct validity was ensured by
drawing items from a reliable source and using a committee approach, and the structural
aspect of the construct validity of the SEVL was established by adopting the CFA. Multiple
goodness-of-fit indices provided evidence for the structure of the one-level three-factor
model. The external aspect of the construct validity of the SEVL was established by the pos-
itive relationship between students’ responses to SEVL and vocabulary learning motivation
scale and students’ test scores on the TOEFL Standard test in a Chinese EFL context. This
result parallels some previous studies that demonstrated that self-efficacy, motivation, and
students’ academic performance were closely related [7,8,26,55]. Interestingly, self-efficacy
in word meaning appears to be more strongly correlated with motivation towards vocab-
ulary learning and vocabulary proficiency compared to self-efficacy in word form and
use. One possible explanation might be that tangible reinforcements and rewards, such as
reading comprehension and language proficiency, are largely contingent on the acquisition
of word meaning [56,57]. Hence, when students have high levels of self-efficacy in word
meaning, they are more likely to be motivated and to achieve better vocabulary proficiency.
This finding extends previous research by emphasizing the importance of word meaning
relative to word form and use.

In terms of the generalizability aspect of construct validity, results of the gender-
invariance test showed that males and females interpret SEVL in the same way. Taking all
the evidence together, the current study indicates that the SEVL can adequately assess EFL
learners’ vocabulary learning self-efficacy.

As for the pedagogical implications of this study in the vocabulary learning realm,
this empirically validated questionnaire can serve as a diagnostic measure to assist teachers
in understanding and identifying students’ vocabulary learning self-efficacy in terms of
three aspects of word knowledge. In addition, the questionnaire can be used as a guide
in cultivating students’ three aspects of vocabulary learning self-efficacy more efficiently
and accurately. The items of the SEVL were clearly written and translated abstract concepts
(e.g., word knowledge) into concrete, replicable, and measurable terms. In this regard,
teachers are recommended to organize diverse vocabulary learning activities and provide
more practice opportunities for various types of word knowledge.

8. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

First, the interpretation of the results of this study may be subject to its limited sample
size. It is important to clarify that our questionnaire was only tested in a particular senior
secondary school in mainland China. Thus, the extent to which the results and implications
hold across diverse backgrounds deserve further investigation. Moreover, investigating the
extent to which the SEVL applies to students with different proficiency levels could further
enhance the scale’s utility. Future studies are recommended to involve a larger sample size
from diverse backgrounds and proficiency levels to test the generalizability of findings
in this study. Second, this study provides only limited insight into vocabulary learning
self-efficacy. Since only word form and meaning were tested, it is suggested that future
researchers include word use tests in their study if possible. Then, a more detailed picture
of students’ vocabulary learning self-efficacy can be provided. Third, only the TOEFL
junior standard test and motivation in vocabulary learning questionnaires were employed
to provide evidence for the external aspect of construct validity, hence, we advocate future
researchers integrate more questionnaires of related constructs to flesh out the evidence.

9. Conclusions

This study presented the detailed procedures for developing and validating the SEVL
and provided evidence for its psychometric properties. The study contributes to the
literature on EFL learning self-efficacy in the following perspectives. On the one hand, a
reliable and valid tool specifically for diagnosing Chinese EFL learners’ self-efficacy was
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provided and a template for rigorously developing and validating a questionnaire was
offered. On the other hand, our study highlights the potential of facilitating students’
self-efficacy in vocabulary learning.
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