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Abstract

Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages (Wenzao) in Kaohsiung, Taiwan has run the
36-credit General English courses for seven years. Although it has collected
information about the students’ language proficiency, it has not, until now, collected
information about students’ beliefs about language learning. This paper reports on a
survey of the beliefs about English language learning (ELL) of a group of tertiary
level students learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL) at Wenzao. The survey
instrument, the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) developed by
Horwitz (1987), was designed to collect information about students’ beliefs in the
following areas: language learning aptitude, difficulty of language learning, the nature
of language learning, learmning and communication strategies, and motivation and
expectations. Data were collected from the 38 freshmen attending one of one of
Wenzao’s 36-credit English program classes. The data were analyzed using Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), a t-test being performed in the analysis of the
learners’ responses. The findings reveal that survey participants overall have a strong
instrumental motivation for learning English and that most of them believe that they
will ultimately succeed in speaking it very well. Even so, many of them appeared to
have unrealistic expectations, with as many as 37% reporting believing (or strongly
believing) that it is possible to become fluent in English in less than one year if you
spend one hour a day learning the language. Among the most surprising findings were
the fact that as many as 34% reported believing (or strongly believing) that learning
English as a foreign language is mostly a matter of translation, and as few as 39%
reporting believing (or strongly believing) that learning vocabulary is essential to
learning English.

Keywords: Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory; 36-credit English program
Introduction

Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages (Wenzao), the only foreign languagg college
in Taiwan, has a particular interest in ongoing language curriculum review, and

faculty members are encouraged to experiment with new approaches to teaching and -

learning and to conduct classroom-based research. In 2003, Wenzao began to offer a
36-credit General English program in its four-year college, with students who are not
majoring in English taking a number of courses in English (each associated with a
number of credits) over a four year period. The overall aims of the 36-credit program
are to improve students’ English proficiency and to broaden their learning horizon.
Although students following the program have 572 hours of class contact in English
(380 hours more than students in some other institutions in Taiwan), many of them
fail to achieve the graduation English language proficiency benchmark.

Although Wenzao has offered a 36-credit General English program for seven years,
and although it has collected information relating to the proficiency achievements of
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students, it has not conducted any empirically-based studies relating to students’
beliefs about language learning although there is a considerable body of evidence that
suggests that beliefs can influence expectations and motivation (Bernat, 2004; Chuo
& Yen, 2008; Horwitz, 1987; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003; Victori & Lockhart, 1995; Yang,
1993, 1998). In particular, Horwitz (1987) has claimed that erroneous beliefs about
language learning can lead to less effective language learning strategies. Since beliefs
can impact on approaches and, therefore, on degrees of success in learning, it is
important that there should be awareness of students’ beliefs (and their change, or
resistance to change over time), exploration of the relationship between these beliefs
and teaching and learning practices, and consciousness of the role that this knowledge
and understanding can play in curriculum development. '

Literature Review
Victori and Lockhart define beliefs as “general assumptions that students hold about
themselves as learners, about factors influencing learning and about the nature of

language learning” (1995, p. 224). In the context of foreign language learning, beliefs

held by students can relate to many things such as, the nature of the language under
study; the perceived difficulty of learning a language and the time that it takes; the
effectiveness of different learning strategies, the role of aptitude; and the impact of
age and gender (Bernat & Gvodenko, 2005; Bernat & Lloyd, 2007, p. 80). Several
researches have argued that beliefs about language and language learning can have an
impact on achievement (Banya & Chen, 1997; Bernat, 2006; Bernat & Gvodenko,
2005; Siebert, 2003; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003; Wen & Johnson, 1997). Indeed, it has
been argued that they can play a decisive role not only in the successes of language
learners in language learners’ success, but also in their failures and their responses to
their language learning experiences (Cotterall, 1999, p. 597). Thus, for example,
negative beliefs about language learning can lead to negative attitudes towards
learning and learner autonomy and to the adoption of strategies that are less effective
(Victori & Lockart, 1995). They can also lead to classroom anxiety (Hortwitz,
Hortwitz, & Cope, 1986; Miyuki, 2000), and to poor cognitive performance (Reid &
Hresko, 1981). Knowkedge of students’ beliefs about language learning may provide
language teachers with a better understanding of their students’ “expectations of,
commitment to, success in and satisfaction with their language classes” (Horwitz,
1988, p. 283). This, in turn, can equip teachers to adopt “a more sensitive approach
to the organization of learning opportunity” (Cotterall, 1999, p.594).

The Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) developed by Horwitz
(1987), was designed to collect information about students’ beliefs in the following
areas: language learning aptitude, difficulty of language learning, the nature of
language learning, learning and communication strategies, and motivation and

- expectations. It has been widely used to gain a better understanding of learner beliefs

and their role in second/foreign language acquisition. Recent studies have focused on
differences in terms of beliefs among and within various nationality groups, including,
American undergraduate students (Horwitz, 1987, 1988), Yemen students and
teachers (Kuntz, 1996); EFL learners in Taiwan (Banya & Cheng, 1997; Yang, 1992);
Japanese students (Sakui & Gaies, 1999); EFL learners in New Zealand (Cotterall,
1995; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003); Korean students (Kim-Yoon, 2000; Truitt, 1995) and
groups from a variety of ethnic backgrounds (Siebert, 2003)'. The findings of these
studies suggest that learner beliefs about language learning are context-specific
(Bernat, 2004; Nikirin & Furuoka, 2006).
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