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Nom du candidat :  Zehra ERGUDENLER GABILLON  
Directeur de thèse :  Richard DUDA 
Discipline :  Anglais 
 
Titre de la thèse :  Les Représentations des Apprenants et des Enseignants d’Anglais 

Ce mémoire est une étude exploratoire des représentations d'un groupe d'étudiants 

universitaires, relatives à l'apprentissage de l'anglais. Dans cette étude, les apprenants sont des 

étudiants de DUT donc la vocation est de devenir techniciens en Réseaux et Télécoms.  L'étude 

s'est déroulée à l'IUT de Mont de Marsan qui fait partie de l'université de Pau et des Pays de 

l'Adour.  Dans ce travail, nous nous sommes également attachés à étudier les représentations des 

enseignants dans le but de détecter des inadéquations entre les représentations des apprenants et 

celles des enseignants. Dans le but d'explorer le phénomène des représentations de différentes 

perspectives, nous avons utilisé diverses approches méthodologiques et théoriques.  Nous avons 

utilisés des questionnaires (pour les étudiants et pour les enseignants), et des entretiens 

individuels (d'étudiants et d'enseignants).  Nous avons ainsi pu rassembler des données à la fois 

quantitatives (issues des questionnaires) et qualitatives (issues des entretiens) que nous avons 

alors triangulées afin de pouvoir expliquer les données obtenues.  Un des principaux résultats de 

cette étude fût de mettre en lumière que les représentations fondamentales des apprenants 

énonçaient que l'apprentissage d'une langue devait se concentrer sur la communication 

(compréhension et expression).  Cette étude a aussi montré qu'il existait des liens entre les 

représentations des apprenants, leurs attentes et le type de leur motivation (intrinsèque ou 

extrinsèque).  La plupart du temps, cette étude n'a pas montré beaucoup de différences entre les 

représentations et les pratiques des enseignants d'une part et les représentations et les attentes 

des apprenants d'autre part. 
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This study was an exploratory study, which was designed to explore a group of 

university students’ statements of their L2 beliefs. In this study the learners were the students 

who were studying at a two-year technical university program to become technicians. The study 

took place at the IUT (Institut Universitaire de Technologie) de Mont de Marsan (Université de 

Pau et des Pays de l’Adour).  The researcher also attempted to explore the teachers’ stated L2 

beliefs to detect discordances between the teachers’ and the learners’ stated L2 beliefs. In order 

to be able to investigate the belief phenomenon from different perspectives this research study 

used diverse methodological approaches and theories. The researcher used both online 
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triangulate the data obtained. One of the major findings of this research work was the learners’ 

common belief about the importance of listening and speaking skills and communication based 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction  

Beliefs play a critical role in education. It is commonly argued that the beliefs 

that learners develop and hold to be true about their capabilities and skills they possess 

have an immediate impact on their learning behaviors (Pajares 2001; Wenden 1995). 

Pajares and Schunk (2002) suggested that research should focus on students’ beliefs in 

order to understand why students choose to do certain activities and avoid others, and 

why they achieve and why they fail to achieve. Zeldin and Pajares (2000) asserted that 

learners who believe that they do not have the required skills will not engage in tasks in 

which those skills are required and these beliefs about their competencies will affect 

“the choices they make, the effort they put forth, their inclinations to persist at certain 

tasks, and their resiliency in the face of failure.” (Zeldin & Pajares 2000: 215). Learners 

who believe that language learning requires a special ability, which they lack, would 

naturally not be motivated towards learning a foreign language. Second language 

learning (SLL) and foreign language learning (FLL) research has demonstrated that 

learners are motivated to learn what they perceive as significant for them. Learners from 

different social, educational backgrounds and with different expectations, interests, and 

goals might possess different beliefs about the purpose of learning a particular 

second/foreign language. Thus, subscription to any of these core-beliefs would directly 

influence learners’ expectations from learning a particular foreign language and the 

importance they give to learning different language skills/components. Thus, learners 

will assess the value and significance of the language activities used in their classrooms 
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as regards the core-beliefs linked to their aims of learning that particular L21. Riley 

(1997) maintained that although some SLL/ FLL specialists may consider some of these 

beliefs ‘wrong’, they are still meaningful because they reflect the ‘subjective reality’ 

from the learners’ point of view (Riley 1997).  

However, psychological and neurophysiological research has shown that 

individuals’ statements of their beliefs are not (at least not always) the exact reflection 

of what they really experience, think or believe (Channouf 2004). According to LeDoux 

(2003) ‘who individuals are’ is mostly based on memories learned through personal 

experiences including both conscious (or explicit) memories and unconscious (or 

implicit) memories. LeDoux (2000, 2003) also insists on the influence of emotional 

memories on individuals’ descriptions of events/their experiences. This view is also 

shared by some psychologists and neurophysiologists (e.g. Channouf 2004; Damasio 

1995).  

Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) emphasized another dimension of beliefs. 

According to cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger 1957 cited in Festinger & 

Carlsmith 1959), there is tendency for individuals to seek consistency among their 

cognitions (i.e. beliefs, opinions, attitudes). When there is an inconsistency between 

beliefs and behavior (when there is a dissonance-- discord between behavior and belief), 

the individual feels that s/he needs to eliminate the dissonance (Festinger & Carlsmith 

1959). Thus, in case of a discrepancy between beliefs and behavior it is assumed that 

the belief changes to accommodate (to accord with) the behavior (or vice versa). This 

explains the dynamic aspect of beliefs, and/or the tension between beliefs and/or 

                                                 
1 L2: Foreign or second language (in this study L2 represents English as a foreign language) 
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discordances2 between beliefs individuals hold, and it also explains the ever-changing 

aspect of beliefs. Most importantly, the theory explains individuals’ search for 

consonance (concordance) with what they believe and what they do (Brehm & 

Wicklund 1976). 

The interest in beliefs about second/foreign language learning began in the 

1980s and gained impetus starting from the late 1990s. Interest in language learners’ 

beliefs can be attributed to the research done in cognitive psychology. With the 

influence of research in cognitive psychology, SLL/FLL paradigms shifted from ‘the 

teacher and teaching’ to ‘the learner and learning’. Hence, SLL/FLL researchers and 

specialists began to show interest in ‘what’s going on in the L2 learner’s mind’ and 

‘how these processes might contribute to the L2 learner’s learning’. Primarily, it was 

within this cognitive psychological framework that the L2 learner’s beliefs were 

perceived to be significant and worthy of investigating (see Sections 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5).  

With the influence of research in educational psychology, research into teachers’ 

beliefs and teachers’ pedagogical knowledge has also gained significance in SLL/FLL 

(e.g. see Borg 1998a, 1998b, 1998c, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 2001, 2003a, 2003b; Brown 

1990; Chacón 2005, M. Ellis 2006; Freeman 2002; Gatbonton 2000; Kennedy, C. & 

Kennedy, J. 1996; Levine 2003; Todd 2006). There is now substantial evidence to claim 

that what teachers believe and do affect what happens in the classroom and 

consequently what students learn. Williams and Burden (1997) asserted that teachers’ 

beliefs about learning and teaching, whether explicit or implicit, would affect 

                                                 

2 Throughout this dissertation the term discordance will be used to refer to disagreement between teacher 

and learner perspectives (e.g. stated beliefs) and disagreement between stated beliefs within teachers and 

learners.  
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everything that they do in their classrooms (see Sections 2.6, 2.7, 2.8, 2.9, 2.10, 2.11, 

2.12).  

Milner (2005) stated that teachers’ beliefs are not always concordant with the 

experiences and beliefs of their learners and this causes gaps (discord) between 

teachers’ and students’ learning/teaching agendas, which inevitably influence student 

learning negatively. Empirical studies done in educational psychology provide us with 

wealth of evidence demonstrating existence of gaps between teacher and learner 

perspectives, and how these gaps impact negatively on learning/teaching environments 

(e.g. Entwistle 1987, 2003; Entwistle et al. 2002; Prosser & Trigwell 1999). Similarly, 

SLL/FLL literature also provides us with an abundance of anecdotal, experiential and 

empirical evidence on the existence of differences between learner and teacher beliefs 

(e.g. approaches to learning vs. approaches to teaching; perceptions of learning vs. 

perceptions of teaching; styles of learning vs. styles of teaching; and learner vs. teacher 

agendas and so forth) (see Sections 2.14, 2.15). The research findings on discordances 

between learner and teacher perspectives and the negative effects these have on 

educational instruction have led educationalists to search answers to the problem. 

Regarding the issue, educationalists suggest that: a) both teachers’ and learners’ 

opinions should be consulted and their beliefs should be explored; b) both teachers’ and 

learners’ beliefs should be considered in educational planning; c) both teachers’ and 

learners’ dysfunctional beliefs should be mediated through training. 

The belief construct involves a multitude of complex and interacting agents. 

Understanding this complexity, regarding learners’ and teachers’ beliefs, necessitates 

going beyond mainstream L2 teaching/learning theories. Pedagogical implications 

drawn from recent research studies on student learning (research done in educational 
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psychology), SLL/FLL and SLA all indicate invaluable advantages of consulting 

learner/teacher beliefs in order to be able to enhance student learning (see Sections 2.11, 

2.27.2, 2.27.4, 2.29). Recent theories in psychology have also been supportive of the 

significant influence beliefs have on individuals’ attitudes, motivations and 

consequently on their actions (see Sections 2.20, 2.21, 2.22, 2.23). Many theories of 

learning, especially the ones which emerged from conceptual frameworks for the study 

of: human cognition (e.g. Flavell’s metacognitive theory--see Flavell, 1979); social 

representations (e.g. Moscovici’s social representations theory--see Moscovici 1976, 

Moscovici & Duveen 2000); expectancy-value model of attitude and behavior theories 

(e.g. Fishbein and Ajzen’s theory of reasoned action-- see Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; and 

Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior --see Ajzen 1991); attitudes and motivation (e.g. 

Socio-educational model of Gardner & Lambert--see Gardner & Lambert 1972); 

expectancy-value model of attributional theories (e.g. Weiner’s attributional theory of 

achievement motivation--see Weiner 1986); self-referent beliefs such as self concept, 

self perception, and self efficacy (Bandura’s socio-cognitive theory, self-efficacy 

theory--see Bandura 1986, 1997, 2006a, 2006b; Pajares & Schunk 2002) all utilized 

beliefs to comprehend human behavior (see Sections 2.18, 2.19, 2.20, 2.21, 2.22, 2.23).  

1.2 Purpose of the study 

This study is based on the premise that understanding of learner and teacher 

beliefs is crucial to successful planning and implementation of foreign/second language 

instruction (Benson & Lor 1999; Castellotti & Moore 2002; Horwitz 1988, 1999; 

Richards & Rodgers 2001; Riley 1997; Sakui & Gaies 1999; Savignon 2002; Wenden 

1999). This study was designed to investigate learners’ and the teachers’ statements of 

their beliefs to gain insights about the teachers’ and the learners’ interpretations of the 
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English language instruction at the IUT (Institut Universitaire de Technologie) de Mont 

de Marsan (Université de Pau et des Pays de l’Adour). In the light of the data obtained 

help enhance learning conditions in this institution. In order to be able to identify 

different belief types and understand how different beliefs function, this research 

addressed the following theories of learning: social representations theory, theory of 

planned behavior (TpB), attribution theory, self-efficacy theory and research done on 

SAL (Student Approaches to Learning) (see Part 3). The study also focused on how 

different L2 belief types influenced learners’ L2 attitudes and motivation. Finally, 

various principles and procedures that correspond to the recent SLA (second language 

acquisition) research findings (see Part 4) were consulted to interpret the learners’ and 

the teachers’ stated beliefs as regards their functionality in second/foreign language 

learning and teaching.  

This work is based on the following assumptions:  

• stated beliefs are not merely conscious cognitions and they bear some subliminal 

elements. 

• individuals’ stated beliefs are meaningful because they reveal individuals 

understandings and interpretations of events from their perspective. 

• beliefs have impact on individuals’ attitudes, motivations and consequently on 

their behavior; 

• beliefs are context-dependent and they cannot be looked into without 

considering the context in which they are formed and manifested; 

• beliefs should be examined as regards the individual’s past and present 

experiences;  
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• beliefs are dynamic, developmental and changeable; thus, they can be influenced 

and mediated; 

• some beliefs can be more resistant than others 

• beliefs are both personal (cognitive & emotional—explicit & implicit) and 

social.  

Conducting L2 learner belief research proved to pose some problems as regards 

the research methodologies used. Some SLL/FLL scholars have been highly critical of 

using questionnaires and quantitative means of data analysis in this area (e.g. Alanen 

2003; Barcelos 2003; Benson & Lor 1999; Dufva 2003). Thus, many scholars 

recommend the use of various research tools and both qualitative and quantitative 

means of data analysis. This study used mixed-methods (various types of instruments 

and analysis methods) to explore different aspects of learner and teacher beliefs. That is, 

the study employed both questionnaires (student and teacher questionnaires) and 

interviews (student and teacher interviews). The researcher complemented the 

quantitative (questionnaire) data with qualitative interview data to triangulate and 

explain the results.  

The study attempted to answer the following research questions: 

1. What types of L2 beliefs do the learners’ statements point to (e.g. self-

referent beliefs, control-beliefs etc.)? 

2. Are there differences between the learners’ stated beliefs regarding their 

prior and present L2 experiences? 

3. What relations are there between the learners’ stated beliefs and their L2 

attitudes, motivations, attributions? 

4. Are the learners’ stated beliefs functional? 
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5. What types of beliefs do the teachers’ statements point to? 

6. Are there discordances between the teachers’ and the learners’ stated beliefs?  

The study employed five objectives from different theoretical and methodological 

perspectives: 

1. Exploratory: to explore what the learners claim to have as their L2 beliefs. 

2. Comprehensive: to understand and define the learners’ stated L2. 

3. Developmental: to explore if the learners’ stated L2 beliefs indicate any 

change concerning their present and past learning experiences. 

4. Normative: To evaluate if the learners’ stated beliefs conform to recent 

SLL/FLL research (whether these stated beliefs are functional or 

dysfunctional). 

5. Comparative: to see if the learners’ and the teachers’ stated beliefs are in 

concordance with each other. 

1.3 Research context 

The IUT campus is located in Mont de Marsan, a small French town in the 

south-west of France. The IUT consists of three departments: a) diplômé universitaire 

de technologie (DUT3) réseaux et télécommunications (R&T); DUT génie biologique 

(GB); and c) DUT sciences et génie des matériaux orientation bois (SGM). Like in all 

the other public French universities, at the IUT de Mont de Marsan English is a 

compulsory part of the curriculum. 

                                                 
3 DUT (Diplôme Universitaire de Technologie): The DUT is a two-year higher diploma course in 

technology at an IUT (Institut Universitaire de Technologie). 
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Two hundred and eight students (i.e. preliminary research n=62+n= 8; and main 

research n=119 + n=19) and four teachers participated in the study. The participant 

learners in the study, except for two students, were all French studying to become 

technicians. The participant learners’ average age was 21 and they had an average of 9 

years of English language learning experience. The participant teachers were four 

female vacataires4 who had main employments at French secondary/high schools (3 

teachers) and at a French primary school (1 teacher). The teachers had language 

teaching experience ranging from 9 to 17 years. All of these four teachers responded to 

the teacher questionnaire and participated in the interviews. 

1.4 Significance of the study 

Prior to the main study, the researcher employed two preliminary studies: a) an 

exploratory learner belief study; and b) a belief study based on eight students’ 

attributions about L2 learning. These two studies provided the researcher with some 

preliminary data on the learners’ salient beliefs. The researcher considered the findings 

obtained in these two preliminary research studies when designing the main study.  

The results of these two studies suggested that these learners’ attitudes and 

orientations of motivation were directly linked with their beliefs (beliefs about goals, 

expectations etc.). The data obtained via these studies indicated that the majority of 

these learners had lower motivations and mainly extrinsic motivational orientations 

towards learning English. The findings illustrated that these learners expected to see 

language tasks directly linked to their goals (e.g. technical learning materials) and only 

                                                 
4 In French educational system the term vacataire is used to describe a temporary employee-- equivalent 

of either a supply (Br) or substitute teacher (USA), or a part-time lecturer (at the university).  
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few were interested in learning English for intrinsic purposes. Another significant 

outcome of these studies was the participants’ core belief about the importance of 

listening and speaking skills, which they also perceived as difficult skills to acquire. In 

addition to the above findings, the attributional belief study, which was based on eight 

learners’ interviews, discovered four major attributions that had influence on these eight 

learners’ beliefs about learning English. The learners who expressed dislike towards L2 

learning attributed their dislike to lack of L2 ability and dislike for the L2. The learners 

who expressed like for L2 learning, on the other hand, attributed their liking to the 

relevance of L2 learning practices and intrinsic interest in the L2.  

These findings inspired the researcher to investigate these learners’ self-reported 

beliefs further to explore the areas these two research studies did not cover and to obtain 

additional and more in-depth information. Thus, the research instruments used in these 

preliminary studies were revised and the improved versions were used to obtain detailed 

information about these learners’ stated beliefs.  

In this research study learner beliefs constituted the primary focus of attention. 

However, teachers’ self-reported beliefs were also investigated to detect discordances 

between the learners and the teachers’ stated beliefs.  In other words, the teachers’ 

stated beliefs were looked into from ‘the learner’ and ‘learning’ perspective rather than 

from ‘the teacher’ and ‘teaching’ perspective. In this study the teachers’ stated beliefs 

were investigated : a) to obtain the teachers’ opinions about their L2 practices ; b) to 

compare the teacher’s self-reported beliefs with the learners’ self-reported beliefs to 

detect discordances (if any) ; and finally ; c) to see if the teachers’ stated beliefs 

corresponded to the L2 practices suggested by recent L2 research. 



11 
 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Part 1: L2 Learner and Teacher Beliefs 

2.1 Introduction 

Teaching and learning are assumed complex interacting systems, which are 

shaped by the interplay between teacher and learner beliefs and their corresponding 

classroom actions. Duda described this complex system as “…any language 

learning/teaching system is based explicitly or not on a set of assumptions or 

preconceptions about language and communication, teaching, learning, learners and 

possibly culture and society at large.” (Duda 1993: 72).  

It is commonly acknowledged that the language teacher’s job does not only 

involve possessing the necessary competence and/or the necessary teaching skills, 

and/or having the necessary experience, but it also involves understanding non-

linguistic aspects of teaching and learning such as, understanding the learners, their 

psychological needs, and their beliefs. Today learners’ are no longer viewed as ‘empty 

vessels’ to be filled with information (as in some methods/approaches which have 

considered learning as a one-way information transfer), but as individuals who have 

their own personal understandings of the world around them. In language classrooms 

humanistic approaches contributed to a shift toward the learner and his/her needs as a 

learner [see Section 2.27.2 for more information about humanistic approaches]. This 

new approach, therefore, put the learner and his/her needs in the forefront. In Carl 

Rogers’ humanistic movement, the self is considered the central aspect of personality 

(Rogers 1979). From this perspective, understanding the learner necessitates, above all, 

considering the learner a whole person, and recognizing the individual learner’s search 
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for personal meaning (Williams and Burden 1997). In short, understanding learners 

necessitates accepting the fact that learners are different, and perceive and conceptualize 

learning/teaching differently. This humanistic perspective in language learning led L2 

specialists and teachers to search for classroom tasks and activities that appeal to 

learners’ needs, expectations and interests.  

Williams and Burden (1997) enunciated that the influence of humanistic 

movements does not subsume only the L2 learner but also the learning 

materials/methods and teaching/learning approaches used. Moreover, humanistic 

approaches addressed not only learners and their needs but also teachers’ and their 

needs as professionals. This new perspective towards the learner and the teacher 

brought different aspects of ‘personal-meaning’ construct under inquiry and 

examination.  

However, real interest in research into beliefs (both into learner and teacher 

beliefs) gained ground with the development of cognitive approaches (see Section 

2.27.4 for cognitive perspective]. Beliefs from cognitive viewpoint emphasize internal 

processes involved in the individual’s belief construction. That is, cognitive approaches 

view beliefs mainly as products and properties of individual minds. However, this 

cognitive perspective does not deny the influence of environment on peoples’ beliefs. 

Second language learning (SLL) and foreign language learning (FLL) research has 

shown that different learners may perceive the same setting in a variety of ways, and 

may prefer teaching/learning of different kinds (Dickinson 1990; Duda 1995, 2001; 

Narcy 1991). That is learners from different social/cultural settings (milieu) (Gardner 

2001a) with different conceptions of learning and different preferred approaches to 

learning (Benson & Lor 1999); with different levels of background learning (Prosser & 
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Trigwell 1999) may perceive the same context in different ways. In the same vein, 

teachers, as well as their learners, may conceptualize teaching and learning differently 

from each other and have their preferred approaches to teaching. Briefly stated, both 

teachers’ and learners’ beliefs are assumed to be shaped by their perceptions of and 

exchanges with the world around them. Thus, now it is commonly believed that like 

learners, teachers have their own beliefs about learning and teaching which guide them 

in their actions and expectations (Borg 1999c; Entwistle 2003; Freeman 2002; Williams 

& Burden 1997). Williams and Burden (1997) called attention to the fact that what 

teachers believe does not comprise ready-made facts but involves understanding and 

constructing personal meaning. Pajares (1992) postulated that teacher beliefs have far 

more greater influence on the way teachers practice their teaching than the formal 

knowledge they have about teaching. Many other scholars (e.g. Borg 2003a; Hall 2005; 

Peacock 2001a) support this view. Borg (2003a) asserted that teacher cognition (stores 

of beliefs, assumptions, and perceptions) play a crucial role in teachers’ lives. He noted 

that teachers have beliefs about all aspects of their work, such as beliefs about 

themselves as teachers, about their students and about learning. Thus, both teachers’ and 

learners’ personal experiences--which are formed as a result of the interplay between 

their past/present experiences and social and contextual factors--are viewed to be central 

in informing their beliefs and, therefore, their conceptualization of learning and 

teaching. Teacher and learner beliefs, in return, are postulated to impact on teaching-

learning environments and learning outcomes. Kagan (1992a), Hall (2005), and Peacock 

(2001a) emphasized the importance of teachers’ prior beliefs. They claimed that beliefs 

that are acquired earlier in life tend to be fairly stable and resistant to change and. 

formal teacher education programs might fail to reshape such beliefs successfully. In the 
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same vein, Borg (2003a) claimed that unless teacher education programs consider these 

prior beliefs they will be less effective in shaping teachers’ classroom practices. 

Influenced by social psychological and sociocultural approaches the individual’s 

beliefs have been considered to be carrying social/cultural benchmarks of the society 

the individual belongs. It is presumed that beliefs, which are sometimes referred to 

stereotypes, cultural beliefs, representations, images, attitudes, and prejudices, are partly 

shaped by media, literature, and various kinds of publicly available sources of 

information (Beacco 2001; Castellotti 2001; Castellotti & Moore 2002; Moscovici & 

Duveen 2000; Zarate 1993). According to Duveen (2000) these beliefs (representations) 

take shape in our everyday discussions with our friends, families, colleagues and so 

forth. There is a growing body of research evidence indicating that teachers’ and 

learners’ beliefs are closely linked to their cultural/educational backgrounds and 

teaching/learning contexts (for cultural issues see Byram 1997, 1998; Byram & Planet 

2000). These beliefs (representations), which are part of individuals’ lives and 

conversations, therefore, may end up in language classrooms as part of learners’ L2 

belief repertoires (see Gabillon 2005; Williams & Burden 1997). Horwitz (1988) stated 

that many of these common (cultural) and sometimes contradictory notions about 

language learning may have strong influence on learners’ attitudes and conceptions of 

language learning.  

It is also postulated that teacher and learner beliefs are mutually informing and 

encompassing many perspectives and aspects of teaching and learning. However, 

despite this flow of mutual exchange, the relevant literature suggests that in some cases, 

serious discordances may appear between the ways teachers and learners think about 

teaching and learning (Entwistle 2003). Richards and Lockhart (1996) maintained that 



15 
 

although the aim of teaching is ‘learning’ it is never the ‘mirror image’ of teaching. 

They claimed that learners’ beliefs --attitudes, goals, expectations, decisions etc—, 

which they bring to their learning situations, influence how they approach their learning 

and therefore, what they learn. In some cases, teachers’ approaches to teaching and their 

expectations from their learners may be significantly different from their students’ L2 

expectations and ways of learning. As a result, serious discordances may appear 

between what the teacher expects from his/her students and what learners actually do. 

Hence, understanding teacher and learner beliefs are considered crucial to the 

understanding of teaching and learning acts, and consequently enhancing 

learning/teaching situations (Entwistle 2003). Beliefs, which are non-linguistic 

outcomes of L2 learning, therefore, are considered as crucial as linguistic outcomes to 

the understanding of L2 learning (Gardner, MacIntyre, & Lysynchuk 1990).  

2.2 Why are L2 learners’ beliefs important? 

It is commonly argued that understanding language learners’ beliefs is vital in 

order to be able to adopt appropriate language education policies and plan and 

implement consistent language instruction (Benson & Lor 1999; Castellotti & Moore 

2002; Horwitz 1988, 1999; Richards & Rodgers 2001; Riley 1997; Sakui & Gaies 1999; 

Savignon 2002; Wenden 1999). Horwitz (1988, 1999) maintained that classroom 

realities that contradict learners’ expectations about learning may lead to 

disappointment and ultimately interfere with learning. She suggested that teachers draw 

on research findings to enhance current instructional planning and implementation. She 

also added that classroom practices that consider learners’ beliefs have the potential to 

change learners’ (dysfunctional/incorrect) beliefs.  
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The interest in beliefs about second/foreign language learning began in the 

1980s and gained impetus starting from the late 1990s. Interest in language learners’ 

beliefs can be attributed to the research done in cognitive psychology. With the 

influence of research in cognitive psychology, second language learning (SLL) and 

foreign language learning (FLL) paradigms shifted from ‘the teacher and teaching’ to 

‘the learner and learning’. Hence, SLL/FLL researchers and specialists began to show 

interest in ‘what’s going on in the L2 learner’s mind’ and ‘how these processes might 

contribute to the L2 learner’s learning’. Primarily, it was within this cognitive 

psychological framework that the L2 learner’s beliefs were perceived to be significant 

and worthy of investigating. Nevertheless, recent studies have also shown interest in the 

cultural/social aspect of L2 learner beliefs. Belief research, from this perspective 

adopted sociocultural and/or sociocognitive approaches and viewed beliefs as both 

social and cognitive (personal) phenomenon (e.g. see Kalaja & Barcelos 2003). This 

viewpoint, therefore, added (the missing) social aspect and complemented cognitive 

approaches. 

2.2.1 Influence of self-beliefs on L2 behaviors 

It is commonly argued that the self-beliefs that learners develop and hold to be 

true about their capabilities and skills they possess have an immediate impact on their 

learning behaviors (Pajares 2001; Wenden 1995). Pajares and Schunk (2002) suggested 

that research should focus on student beliefs in order to understand why students choose 

to do certain activities and avoid others, why they achieve and why they fail to achieve. 

Zeldin and Pajares (2000) asserted that learners who believe that they do not have the 

required skills will not engage in tasks in which those skills are required and these 

beliefs about their competencies will affect “the choices they make, the effort they put 
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forth, their inclinations to persist at certain tasks, and their resiliency in the face of 

failure.” (Zeldin & Pajares 2000: 215). Similarly, Wenden (1995) maintained that 

learners refer to their self-concept beliefs and their perception of the task demands 

before engaging in a learning activity. She sustained that learners choose to engage in 

activities when they perceive that they have sufficient competence to fulfill the task 

requirements. Learners who believe that language learning requires a special ability 

which they lack, for example: “Some people have a good ear for languages, they just 

pick them up, but I’m not one of them” (Riley 1997: 134); or “I’m not gifted for 

languages” (Riley 1989: 70), would naturally not be motivated towards learning a 

foreign language. Riley (1997) stated that adoption of any of these beliefs will have a 

direct consequence on the way learners learn. He maintained that although some 

SLL/FLL specialists may consider some of these beliefs ‘wrong’, they are still 

meaningful because they reflect the ‘subjective reality’, the ‘truth’ from the learners’ 

point of view (Riley 1997).  

2.2.2 Influence of beliefs on L2 expectations, conceptualization of learning, and 

learner strategies 

White (1999) asserted that language learners’ expectations, which are developed 

prior to their experiences, are also influenced and shaped by their beliefs. According to 

White, these expectations influence how individuals react to, respond to and experience 

a new environment. SLL/FLL research has demonstrated that learners are motivated to 

learn what they perceive as significant for them. Learners from different social, 

educational backgrounds and with different expectations, interests, and goals might 

perceive language learning for different purposes. In other words, learners’ beliefs, 

which are formed through their experiences (prior to their L2 learning), guide them in 
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their conceptualizations of language learning (Gremmo 1993a) and influence the 

approaches they adopt to L2 learning (see Benson & Lor 1999) [see Section 2.23 for 

learner approaches to learning]. For instance, some learners may believe that the major 

aim of language learning is to produce language learners who could read and write well 

in an L2 (with perfect grammatical competence). Some may believe that the general aim 

of language learning is to be able to communicate. Some may perceive L2 learning as 

just another school subject to learn. Some may see learning a particular L2 instrumental 

in getting a job. Alternatively, some may simply expect to be able to understand the L2 

well. Thus, subscription to any of these core-beliefs would directly influence learners’ 

expectations from learning a particular foreign language and the importance they give to 

learning different language skills/components. Thus, learners will assess the value and 

significance of the language activities used in their classrooms as regards the core-belief 

(representations) linked to their aim of learning a particular L2. Consequently, 

depending on their expectations and conceptualization of L2 learning, learners will 

adopt strategies that they think would best serve them as tools to fulfill language-

learning requirements and, therefore, will reject strategies that do not correspond to 

their beliefs. For instance, if they believe that languages can only be learned through 

translation and explanation, they will expect the language instruction to be based on 

translation and explanation and will reject any approach adopted by the teacher that 

does not correspond to this expectation. If they believe that languages are learned by 

memorizing and reproducing, they will adopt strategies to memorize vocabulary items 

and grammar rules to reproduce these whenever required (quantitative/surface approach 

to learning) [see Section 2.23 for quantitative/surface vs. qualitative/deep approaches to 

learning]. If they believe that understanding the meaning and the communication is 
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important, they will adopt strategies to absorb the language in its natural context 

(qualitative/deep approach) (Benson & Lor 1999).  

In L2 literature L2 learners’ approaches to learning have been mainly viewed 

under the rubrics of learner styles, cognitive styles (see Duda 1995, 2001; Duda and 

Riley 1990; Narcy 1991; Oxford 1994) and learner strategies and beliefs (see Cotterall 

1999; Horwitz 1988, 1999; Sakui and Gaies 1999; Wenden 1986a, 1986b, 1987, 1995, 

1998, 1999 and many more). The relevant SLA (second language acquisition) research 

has demonstrated that learners' beliefs about ‘how best to learn a language’ provide 

learners with the basis on which strategies to use. It is commonly believed that learner 

beliefs and the approaches they adopt affect learners’ choices of language learning 

strategy use (Wenden1998). Similarly, different SLL/FLL research studies also 

demonstrated that there are consistent relationships between learners’ beliefs and the 

strategies they adopt to learning (Horwitz 1999; Sakui & Gaies 1999; Wenden1995, 

1998, 1999; White 1995; Yang 1999). Horwitz (1988) claimed that some preconceived 

beliefs limit the range and quality of learner strategies. Significant links between 

strategy use and L2 achievement were also observed in many SLL/FLL contexts 

(Peacock 1998). Edge (1993) argued that beliefs the learner holds about L2, L2 learning 

and about himself/herself as a learner can tell us if the learner is a successful one. Edge 

(1993) claimed that good learners, who have positive self-beliefs; positive attitudes and 

strong motivations about learning, use various kinds of well-constructed language 

learning strategies. Thus learners’ positive self-referent beliefs are also postulated to be 

influencing learners’ use of effective language strategies. Yang (1999) investigated the 

relationship between college EFL (English as a foreign language) students’ beliefs 

about language learning and their use of learning strategies. This study found that 
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language learners' self-efficacy beliefs about learning English were directly linked to the 

types of learning strategies they used.  

Benson and Lor (1999) maintained that language teachers need not only know 

what beliefs learners hold about learning but they also need to know whether these 

beliefs are ‘functional’ or ‘dysfunctional’ in order to be able to influence learners’ 

attitudes and behaviors. In the same vein, R. Ellis (2001) maintained that it is important 

to identify learners’ beliefs that relate to successful learning and beliefs that have a 

negative impact on language learning. He suggests that these beliefs be used to develop 

self-awareness in learners. Holec (1999) suggested that learners’ beliefs should be taken 

into account when introducing innovation into teaching/learning systems. He claimed 

that, when new language learning resources are introduced, learner training (and teacher 

training) needs to be integrated within the project. Thus, understanding language 

learners’ beliefs is claimed to be vital to understanding learners and their approaches to 

language learning in order to be able to adopt appropriate language education policies 

and plan and implement consistent language instruction (Benson & Lor 1999; 

Castellotti & Moore 2002; Horwitz 1999; Riley 1997; Sakui & Gaies 1999; Yang 1999; 

Wenden 1999; Zarate et al. 2004). 

2.2.3 Influence of beliefs on L2 attitudes, and motivation 

Beliefs and attitudes are two interwoven constructs. The literature provides 

many examples of cases in which they are used interchangeably and/or confounded with 

one another (see Castellotti & Moore 2002). Attitudes are considered to be closely 

linked to individuals’ beliefs and to be based upon their experiences. Attitude is usually 

regarded as a positive or negative disposition toward an object, situation, or behavior. 

According to Ajzen, attitude refers to the degree of the individual’s favorable or 
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unfavorable evaluation of the behavior in question (Ajzen, 2001, 2002). Thus, it is 

assumed that aggregates of negative beliefs, as a rule, lead to negative attitudes and 

aggregates of positive beliefs lead to positive attitudes towards the behavior or object in 

question. According to the expectancy value models, attitude towards a behavior is 

determined by the accessible behavioral beliefs. It is assumed that the individual’s 

accessible beliefs--together with the subjective values attached to these beliefs--

determine the individual’s general attitude toward a given behavior (see Ajzen 2001). 

Simply put, attitude concerns individuals’ evaluation of their experience or the learning 

situation/outcome before they actually engage in the learning experience. Briefly, the 

relationship between beliefs and attitudes is causal; that is, negative beliefs, as a rule, 

lead to negative attitudes and positive beliefs lead to positive attitudes towards the 

behavior or object in question (however, it should be noted that attitude is not 

observable. Observable manifestation of attitude is behavior. See Section 2.20 for 

further information).  

Research findings have demonstrated that beliefs that language learners hold 

about a target foreign language and its culture affect their attitudes towards that 

language and together with other variables play a role in their L2 motivations (Csizér & 

Dörnyei 2005; Gardner 2001a, 2001b; Gardner et al., 2004; Masgoret & Gardner, 

2003). In the same vein, Castellotti and Moore (2002) claimed that social groups’ 

shared images (representations) about other languages and learning these languages can 

influence learners’ attitudes towards other languages and finally their interest in 

learning these languages. According to Andersen’s nativization model social distance 

between the L2 learner and the L2 community is the central predictor of the degree of 

success of L2 learning.  



22 
 

L2 learners’ attitudes toward the L2 speakers/community have been one of the 

central constituents in Gardner’s motivation theory (Gardner 2001b). His research 

studies, especially his early works, included a part to examine the learners’ beliefs about 

and attitudes toward members of the L2 community and the L2 itself. Gardner’s socio-

educational model of motivational research studies have examined L2 learner beliefs 

and their consequent attitudes under the following rubrics: a) integrativeness; and b) 

attitude towards the learning situation, c) attitudes towards L2 speakers/community (see 

Gardner, 2001a, 2001b; Gardner et al., 2004; Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). The model 

deals with the impact of societal forces like cultural beliefs, group attitudes, and familial 

influence on the language learning process (MacIntyre 2004). Gardner’s and his 

associates’ studies provided evidence that attitudes and their underlying beliefs are key 

constituents of the L2 motivation construct. In Gardner’s motivational research the 

integrativeness construct reflects the L2 learner’s positive beliefs and outlook on the L2 

and its culture (Csizér & Dörnyei 2005). The term integrative motivation assumes that 

the learner’s past experiences, family and cultural background have impact on the 

learner’s beliefs and; therefore, on their L2 learning and L2 outcomes. It is postulated 

that in some extreme cases the individual may even want to integrate himself/herself 

into the L2 culture and become similar to the L2 speakers (see Csizér & Dörnyei 2005). 

Many other empirical investigations have also found statistically significant connections 

between positive beliefs towards the L2 culture and various aspects of L2 learning 

motivation (Csizér & Dörnyei 2005). Gardner and MacIntyre’s (1991) empirical studies 

illustrated that both integrative and instrumental motivations influence the rate of L2 

learning. Csizér & Dörnyei (2005) asserted that learners’ expectations of an L2, in most 

cases, are directly linked to practical benefits such as better job prospects. Dörnyei & 

Kormos (2000) claimed that incentives such as traveling, making foreign friends, 
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understanding songs, and so forth, which go beyond pragmatic goals of getting a job or 

accessing university education, were not covered by this traditional instrumental label. 

They, therefore, proposed the label incentive value to refer to this motivational 

dimension. Dörnyei and Csizér (2005) used an expanded version of the instrumentality 

label to apply to pragmatic incentives such as perceived importance and status of a 

particular L2. 

Gardner’s model is grounded in social milieu (Gardner 2001a). He defined 

social milieu as the cultural background of the individual and his/her family, and the 

social dynamics of the learner’s immediate social environment. Similarly, Csizér & 

Dörnyei (2005) defined milieu as the social influences stemming from the immediate 

environment; such as perceived influence from the significant others, such as parents, 

family and friends. Csizér & Dörnyei (2005) also noted that the common conception of 

milieu encompasses only the civil sphere, and does not take in educational influences 

such as the role and influence of the teachers. Gardner (see 2001a) described this social 

aspect of motivation within the social milieu component and used the term cultural 

beliefs to summarize the beliefs that are circulated within the milieu the individual is 

part of. He claimed that these cultural beliefs such as “…learning languages is very 

difficult, or one must have an aptitude for languages to be able to learn a second 

language, or that learning the language leads to a loss of identity…” (Gardner 2001a: 

77) are reflected in the L2 learner and have significant influence on his/her L2 

motivation and consequently L2 learning. He explained that when these background 

beliefs are “…conducive to learning, then learning will be facilitated. When they are 

detrimental, learning will be hampered.” (Gardner 2001a: 75). He asserted that if the 

learner’s culture and/or family view language learning as useful and indispensable 

and/or if everyone within this milieu is expected to learn more than one language or/and 
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if most members of the family can speak a foreign language then it will be likely for the 

individual to engage in successful language learning.  

Csizér & Dörnyei (2005) used the term cultural interest to refer to appreciation 

of cultural products associated with the particular L2 and its community. They stated 

that cultural interest reflects the appreciation of cultural products, such as films, music, 

video, TV, magazines, books and so forth, associated with the particular L2 and 

conveyed by the media. They explained that, in certain L2 learning environments, 

although direct contact with L2 speakers is minimal, L2 learners may still know the L2 

community through indirect contact with the culture; that is, through their exposure to a 

range of L2 cultural products and artifacts (films, songs, the Internet etc).  

Another important concept, which concerns learners’ beliefs, attitudes and 

motivation, is ‘Vitality of L2 Community’. This concept concerns the perceived 

importance, status, prestige and wealth of the L2 community in question (Csizér & 

Dörnyei 2005). This notion has been traditionally used in motivational studies that took 

place in multicultural L2 contexts. Recently, especially through the L2 research studies 

conducted by Dörnyei and his associates, the notion has been added to the L2 literature 

to incorporate unicultural contexts, as well (see Csizér & Dörnyei 2005; Dörnyei1994; 

MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels 1998). It is assumed that if the learner perceives 

the status of the L2 and the L2 community important and prestigious, he will be more 

motivated to learn. If s/he perceives the status of the L2 inferior to his/her L15, s/he will 

be less motivated to learn it. 

                                                 

5  L1: Mother tongue (in this study L1 represents French) 
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Orientation of motivation, which gives rise to people’s actions, is considered 

inextricably linked with individuals’ beliefs, attitudes, and goals (Oxford & Shearin 

1994; Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons 1993). Ryan & Deci (2000) noted that 

beliefs, attitudes, and goals play an important role on the type of motivations people 

have. They stated that people have different amounts and different types of motivation. 

To define motivation, Deci & Ryan’s self-determination theory (1985) offers two broad 

types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic (and amotivation). Both of these broad 

motivation types are determined by their underlying beliefs, attitudes, and goals. These 

two types of motivations are viewed on a continuum as self-determined intrinsic 

motivation, which refers to “… something which is inherently interesting and 

enjoyable.”(Ryan & Deci 2000: 55), and controlled extrinsic motivation, which refers to 

doing something for its instrumental value such as to get good grades, a rise in a salary, 

a job and so forth. Educators have often viewed intrinsic motivation as an important 

phenomenon that acts as a catalyst resulting in high-quality learning. Extrinsic 

motivation, on the other hand, has been viewed as less efficient. Ryan and Deci (2000) 

noted that today certain forms of extrinsic motivation are considered dynamic and 

effective. Autonomous learning (learner-centeredness) is also associated with intrinsic 

motivation (Noels et al. 2001). Noels et al. claimed that learners' perceptions of their 

autonomy support feelings of intrinsic motivation, which in return sustains learners’ 

effort at the learning task. Ryan and Deci (2000) explained that there are different types 

of extrinsic motivations and some do represent weak forms of motivation. They asserted 

that when learners’ accept the value and usefulness of a task they could perform 

extrinsically motivated actions with an attitude of willingness. Deci and Ryan’s 

conceptualization of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation bears similarities with Gardner’s 

integrativeness and instrumentality concepts. Intrinsic and extrinsic constructs have also 
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been used in various second/foreign language research contexts (e.g. Noels, Clément, & 

Pelletier 2001). According to Noels et al. (2001) many researchers (e.g. Jakobovitz 

1970; Kelly 1969; Dickinson 1995 cited in Noels et al. 2001), have viewed intrinsic and 

extrinsic orientations parallel to integrative and instrumental orientations. Noels et al.’s 

study (2001) found strong connections between integrative and intrinsic orientation. 

They also discovered significant links between perceived autonomy and competence, 

and intrinsic/integrative orientations to language learning.  

2.2.4 Influence of beliefs on self-regulation and attributions 

Learners’ control-beliefs together with self-efficacy beliefs have also proved to 

play an important role in self-regulation during L2 learning process. Dörnyei and Otto 

(1998) in their process model of L2 motivation emphasized the importance of the belief 

dimension of the L2 learner motivation. They asserted that, especially during the 

intention formation stage (the stage in which learners evaluate task demands before 

engaging in a task) learners are highly influenced by their belief systems (see Dörnyei 

& Otto 1998). Dörnyei and Otto (1998) explained that during this intention formation 

stage the learner weighs the feasibility of his/her potential actions. During this stage 

learners assess their prior task outcomes by using the expectancy of success (see Section 

2.20 and Section 2.21 for expectancy models) scale based on number of factors; such as 

self-efficacy beliefs, perceived goal difficulty, perceived anxiety, perceived L2 

competence, and causal attributions about past experiences (failure and success). 

Dörnyei and Otto (1998) noted that, before the learner decides to act, s/he also judges 

the amount of control he could exert to perform the task. They asserted that the learner 

needs to believe that s/he has sufficient control to exert the necessary effort before 

setting on an action (see also Ajzen 2001; 2002). Similarly, Ajzen (2001) explained that 
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according to the theory of planned behavior (TpB), individuals act in accordance with 

their intentions and perceptions of control over the behavior (see Ajzen’s TpB in 

Section 2.20). Thus, the learner chooses to act or not to act based on his/her outcome 

expectation (see also Section 2.22 and Bandura 2006a, 2006b; Pajares & Schunk 2002).  

Dörnyei and Otto (1998) asserted that appraisal of one aspect of classroom 

learning can also be easily transferred to other aspects of classroom learning. They 

claimed that learners might generalize a failure in one classroom task to the whole 

language learning. It is assumed that learners’ beliefs about their competencies affect 

the type of attributions they make; and the type of attributions they make affect their 

future outcome expectations (Ajzen 2002; Bandura 2006a, 2006b; Dörnyei & Otto 

1998; Graham 2003). Dörnyei (2006) asserted that research has confirmed that failure 

that is ascribed to stable uncontrollable factors such as low ability hinders future 

achievement behavior whereas failure that is attributed to unstable and controllable 

factors such as effort is less damaging in that it can be regulated. Dörnyei (2006) 

suggested that teaching/learning environments should work towards promoting effort 

attributions and prevent ability attributions as much as possible. Therefore, he suggested 

that in spite of hard work, if failure occurs inadequate strategy use should be 

emphasized. Dörnyei and Otto (1998) stated that perceived causal attributions of past 

successes and failures have powerful influences on the learner’s future actions and 

expectations (see Weiner 1989 & 2000). They explained that after completion of 

classroom tasks learners’ compare their initial expectations and the outcomes they have 

obtained. They explained that the learner’s critical retrospections contribute to his/her 

internal repertoire as accumulated experiences. Graham (2003) studied an L2 learner’s 

attitude towards learning French. The data she obtained suggested that this learner's 

negative attitude towards French stemmed from low self-efficacy and a maladaptive 
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attributional style. Graham emphasized the important role self-efficacy beliefs play on 

learning. She suggested that L2 learning/teaching environments should aim at 

constructing positive self-efficacy in language learners. William and Burden (1999) 

conducted a small-scale study about L2 learners’ attributions of success and failure. In 

their study they aimed to investigate how the learners conceptualized ‘doing well’ when 

learning a foreign language and what they perceived as reasons for their successes and 

failures. Their research findings illustrated that many of these learners perceived 

external factors such as teacher approval and marks to be the major contributing factors 

to their successes. 

2.2.5 Influence of beliefs on willingness to communicate 

As an extension of motivational research, recent theoretical and research studies 

have included the study of the L2 learners’ willingness to engage in L2 communication 

(Dörnyei 2001). This concept, like many other concepts in motivational studies, 

emphasizes the significant role beliefs (especially self-efficacy beliefs) play in 

individuals’ actions. MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, and Noels (1998) have attempted to 

conceptualize willingness to communicate (WTC) in the L2. The L2 WTC construct 

they conceptualized is consisted of several layers with various linguistic and 

psychological variables such as perceived L2 competence, integrativeness, intergroup 

attitudes, social situation, and experience. MacIntyre, et al. (1998) argued that the 

ultimate goal of any L2 learning situation should be to produce learners who seek out 

communication opportunities and who are willing to communicate in L2. Clément, 

Baker, and MacIntyre (2003) claimed that higher perceived confidence (one’s self-
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efficacy belief that s/he can communicate appropriately in a given situation) and lower 

perceived anxiety6 promote willingness to communicate. 

2.3 How are L2 learners’ beliefs formed? 

Various scholars, from different theoretical standpoints, have viewed ‘how 

beliefs come into being’ differently. To what extent beliefs are social and cultural but 

also mental and individual have been the major topics of debate in the social and 

cognitive psychological literature. The scholars taking social psychological and 

sociocultural standpoints claim that beliefs are constructed in a social context. They, 

therefore, consider it inconsistent (inexact) to talk about beliefs without referring to the 

context in which they are shaped. The scholars defending mainstream cognitivist 

viewpoints, on the other hand, have paid little or no attention to the context where 

beliefs are constructed. These scholars have considered beliefs to be well-organized 

schema (networks of connected ideas) and claimed that belief formation is an individual 

autonomous act and each belief bears the mark of the individual. Sociocognitive 

approaches viewed beliefs as being both personal and social. Their main emphasis, 

however, has been not on the knowledge that is acquired from the environment, but 

rather on learners’ acquired knowledge that is memorized and stored as the learners’ 

knowledge reservoir.  

Castellotti and Moore (2002) stressed the social nature of language learners’ 

representations and claimed that these representations are constructed and shaped 

through interactions between groups in a society. Similarly, Gremmo (1993a) argued 

that the society’s general vision about language learning, and the learner’s educational 

                                                 
6 L2 anxiety: the term refers to fear associated to learners’ actual or anticipated L2 communication.  
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past, and personal experiences influence the formation of learners’ representations and 

language learning culture.  

However, today, a cognitive perspective on the individuality of beliefs and 

sociocultural7 and social psychological perspectives on the social nature of beliefs 

are considered justifiable and complementary (see Sperber & Hirschfeld, 1999 for 

comparisons between cognitive and social approaches). This dual nature of beliefs 

(being both social and individual) is supported by most L2 researchers who based 

their research on sociocognitive or/and sociocultural approaches (see Alanen 2003; 

Dufva 2003). 

2.4 Different approaches and methodologies used in L2 belief research 

Substantial amount of research regarding language learners’ beliefs (directly or 

implicitly) has been conducted in diverse SLL/FLL contexts (e.g. Alanen 2003; 

Barcelos 2003; Benson & Lor 1999; Castellotti 2001; Castellotti & Moore 2002; 

Cotteral 1995; Dufva 2003; Gardner et al. 2004; Horwitz 1987, 1999; Kalaja 2003; 

Levine 2003; Masgoret & Gardner 2003; Y. Mori 1999; Riley1989, 1997; Sakui & 

Gaies 1999; Wenden 1986a, 1986b, 1995 1999; White 1999; Williams 2002; Williams, 

Burden, Pulet, & Maun 2004; Yang 1999, and more). Some of these studies looked for 

possible relationships between beliefs and L2 learners’: a) expectations; b) motivational 

paradigms; c) readiness for autonomy; d) approaches to language learning; e) use of 

learning strategies (i.e. metacognitive strategies); f) attitudes towards language learning, 

                                                 

7 Sociocultural approaches, especially the ones which employ Vygotskian perspective, view beliefs as 

both individual and social (See Alanen, 2003; Sperber & Hirschfeld, 1999). 
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learning materials, learning tasks, teachers, language teaching, L2 and L2 culture, and 

use of L1; g) attributions; h) willingness to communicate and so forth.  

Early research into language learners’ beliefs and attitudes, can be traced back to 

the early 1970s within the motivational research studies of Gardner and his associates 

(for an overview see Gardner, 1979, 2001a, 2001b; Gardner, Masgoret, Tennant, & 

Mihic 2004; Masgoret & Gardner 2003). Gardner’s research studies have looked into 

learner beliefs indirectly (always in association with learner attitudes) within the 

framework of L2 learner motivation.  

Beliefs are very often associated with self. Interest in L2 learner, as a self, gained 

importance with the influence of Carl Rogers’ humanistic approach [see Section 2.27.2 

for humanistic approaches]. In Rogers’ humanistic movement, the self is considered the 

central aspect of personality. He claimed that an individual needs positive regard both 

from the self (positive self-concept, self-worth etc.) and from others in order for growth 

to take place (see Rogers 1979). In language classrooms humanistic approaches 

contributed to a shift toward the learner and his/her needs as a learner.  

However, interest in learner thinking and learner beliefs has gained ground with 

the developments of cognitive psychology. As a result of the influence of cognitive 

psychology, language learners are today seen as active and responsible participants who 

learn from their own experiences, make their own choices and respond to events as they 

perceive them (Meskill & Rangelova 2000; Williams & Burden 1997). Gremmo and 

Riley (1995) claimed that both humanistic and cognitive psychology  “…emphasize 

learning as a process resulting in extension of the range of meanings of which the 

individual is capable, as something learners do, rather than being done to them.” 

(p.153). They also claimed that these two approaches (humanistic and cognitive 
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psychology) form the methodological basis for the communicative approach to 

language teaching (CLT) (the approach which is widely advocated by SLL/FLL 

specialists) [see Section 2.29.1 for CLT]. From this perspective, which still dominates 

SLL/FLL today, efficient learning could not be accomplished without understanding 

learners and their interpretations of their personal learning experiences (Meskill & 

Rangelova 2000).  

Since the 1980s, with the influence of research in cognitive psychology, 

language learners’ beliefs have received remarkable attention. These early studies 

mainly employed mainstream cognitive approaches as research orientations. Research 

studies using cognitive orientations considered beliefs an internal autonomous property 

of the mind, and investigated language learners’ higher order representations (beliefs 

that the individual is aware of, conscious about) to establish links between learners’ 

beliefs and L2 attainments.  

L2 learners’ beliefs have also been examined from social psychological, socio-

cognitive and sociocultural perspectives. Research into learner beliefs from 

sociocultural and social psychological perspectives looked into learners’ beliefs under 

the rubrics of representations (see Castellotti & Moore 2002; Zarate, Gohard-

Radenkovic, Lussier & Pens 2004) and cultural beliefs and attitudes (see Gardner 1972, 

1979, 2001a, 2001b; Gardner et al. 2004; Masgoret & Gardner 2003). Both social 

psychological and sociocultural theories have stressed the influence of external factors 

and beliefs that are acquired from the environment. Sociocultural approaches have 

tended to focus on how beliefs are (co)constructed, appropriated and mediated through 

social transactions. Sociocultural approaches, especially the ones mainly influenced by 

Vygotsky’s constructivist model, have also stressed the part played by significant others 
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and artifacts (social tools) in belief-formation, with a special emphasis on the 

importance of ‘speech’8 in dialogic exchange (see Alanen 2003; Dufva 2003).  

The SLL/FLL research provides us with a rich body of theoretical and empirical 

studies on learner beliefs. The SLL/FLL belief research has employed different 

theoretical viewpoints depending on the aspect to be investigated. Research into beliefs 

in SLL/FLL can broadly be divided into two principal groups as regards the approaches 

they employ9: a) approaches based on mainstream cognitive orientations; and b) 

approaches based on sociocultural orientations (Dufva 2003).  

However, these two groupings should be viewed with caution since there is not a 

clear-cut distinction between cognitive and sociocultural approaches and there is neither 

a single cognitive nor a single sociocultural approach (Alanen 2003). Thus, these two 

approaches should not be considered mutually exclusive but rather points on a 

continuum where classical cognitive orientations are placed at one end and socio-

cultural orientations at the other. However, here, for the sake of clarity, only the 

characteristics of these two orientations, which represent two opposite-ends, are 

illustrated on the continuum (see Table 2.1). The characteristics of sociocognitive and 

social psychological approaches, which are also assumed to represent points on the 

continuum, are not illustrated.  

                                                 

8 In Vygotskian thinking speech is an important element in knowledge construction.  According to this 

view language users shape their ideas and construct knowledge while speaking (Alanen, 2003). 

9 Some studies have used eclectic approaches which combined different research orientations. 
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Table 2.1 Approaches employed in SLL/FLL learner belief research 

Classical Cognitive Orientations  � -------------------------�  Sociocultural Orientations 

Learners beliefs are viewed as: 

·  Autonomous, personal 

·  Occur in the mind 

·  Representations or schemata stored in the mind 

 

·  Stable  

·  Context-free 

Learners beliefs are viewed as: 

·  Both personal & social 

·  Occur on mental & social planes**  

·  Negotiated and expressed in communication with 

others (through scaffolding) 

·  Stable & changeable 

·  Context-dependent 

Research tools/methods (quantitative) 

·  Surveys, questionnaires, interviews (e.g. 

descriptive statistics, statistics programs, factor 

analysis, correlations etc.) 

 

 

Research Data:  

·  generalization/explanation 

Research tools/methods (qualitative) 

·  Ethnography, activity theory, social interaction, 

classroom interaction, interviews (e.g. 

discourse/conversation analysis, verbal protocols 

etc.)** 

·  Mix methods (qualitative & quantitative) 

Research Data:  

·  non-generalizable, phenomenological      

Important questions: 

·  What beliefs do learners’ possess? 

·  How do beliefs influence learning? 

·  How do beliefs regulate learning? 

Important questions:  

·  What is the nature of beliefs? ** 

·  How are beliefs (co)constructed?  

·  How do beliefs influence learners’ behaviors? 

·  How do beliefs regulate learning? 

·  How can beliefs be mediated and appropriated? 

 

Note: (Items bearing the mark **  are taken from Alanen, 2003, pp. 67-68)  

The social psychological and sociocultural approaches seem to have many 

similarities and their characteristics may overlap at some points. Hence, social 

psychological orientations are considered comprehensive within sociocultural 

approaches. Sociocognitive approaches on the other hand can be placed somewhere in 

the middle as they share some common aspects with both cognitive and sociocultural 

approaches.  
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2.4.1 L2 learner belief research based on cognitive approaches 

As previously stated, the real interest in beliefs in SLL/FLL arose with research 

in cognitive psychology. From this cognitive perspective, the language learner was 

viewed as an active participant in the learning process, using various mental strategies 

in order to sort out the system of the language to be learned (Williams & Burden 1997) 

[see also Section 2.27.4 for cognitive perspective on SLA]. This new conception of 

learning brought changes both into the language classrooms and the research done on 

language learning. Following cognitive assumptions, SLL/FLL researchers felt the need 

to access language learners’ beliefs in order to understand how learners make use of 

their cognition to guide their cognitive activities in language learning.  

According to the mainstream cognitivist viewpoint, all information-bearing 

structures (representations) are stored in the mind. These representations, or information 

units, are connected to one another to form a kind of network and can be accessed when 

required. From this standpoint, beliefs are considered (more or less) static, statable and 

individual. In this cognitive tradition, the roles of the external factors and the context 

within which the beliefs come into being have almost never been referred to (their 

major research scope has been to investigate the accessible beliefs which are stored in 

individual minds rather than how they are formed or how they are connected to one 

another) 

Early references to learner beliefs focused on the content of learner beliefs 

(Riley 1989; Horwitz 1987, 1988; Wenden 1986a, 1986b). Riley (1989) referred to 

learner beliefs as representations and used Kreitler and Kreitler’s ‘cognitive orientation 
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model10’ to categorize them under different headings such as general beliefs, beliefs 

about self, beliefs about norms and rules, and beliefs about goals. These early works 

contributed to the rise of interest in learners’ thinking --a shift towards the learner and 

learning rather than the teacher and teaching. Later studies took this idea a step further 

and tried to find a correlation between language learners’ beliefs and the possible 

influence these might have on their L2 attainments (e.g. Wenden 1995, 1998, 1999). 

However, researching beliefs from a cognitivist perspective is regarded with 

criticism by some SLL/FLL researchers (Dufva 2003; Barcelos 2003; Benson & Lor 

1999). Dufva (2003) sustained that mainstream cognitivist views emphasize the 

individuality of mental knowledge and see contextual influences as secondary. She 

added that research into beliefs from this perspective assumes that “…properties of the 

mind are not crucially dependent on the outside influences and forces once they have 

been acquired and established.” (Dufva 2003:132). She also referred to the research 

methodologies used in these works with criticism. She commented that these studies 

employed surveys, questionnaires and quantitative means of data analysis and they 

aimed at explanation and generalization disregarding what each belief represents to each 

individual. In the same vein, Benson and Lor (1999) stated that questionnaire data give 

only a ‘snapshot’ of learner beliefs and this would not be sufficient to understand the 

complexity of learners’ beliefs. Alanen (2003) on the other hand, sustained that early 

cognitive approaches have contributed to the foundations of the methodological and 

theoretical framework of the study of metacognitive knowledge. She also asserted that 

cognitive and sociocultural approaches are not ‘incompatible’ with one another and that 

                                                 
10 According to this model human behaviour is guided by one’s cognitive orientation and ‘beliefs are 

cognitive units of meaning embedded in networks of belief.’ (Kreitler & Kreitler cited in Riley 1989: 68). 
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social aspects are being increasingly incorporated in contemporary cognitive 

psychology.  

2.4.2 L2 learner belief research based on social psychological, sociocognitive and 

sociocultural approaches 

Gardner and his associates’ motivational studies, based on Gardner’s socio-

educational model, can be considered the earliest research activities that viewed 

language learners’ beliefs as a social psychological phenomenon (For an overview see 

Gardner, 1979, 2001a, 2001b; Gardner, et al., 2004; Masgoret &Gardner, 2003). 

However, these empirical studies have examined language learners’ beliefs implicitly 

within comprehensive motivational research studies and have not offered a paradigm or 

approach on how to deal with these beliefs (attitudes) to the advantage of the learner.  

Beliefs as a social and cultural phenomenon, have been the foremost standpoint 

for some European and especially for some French L2 scholars (e.g. Beacco 2001; 

Castellotti 2001; Castellotti & Moore 2002; Zarate 1993, Zarate et al. 2004). These 

scholars have emphasized the important influence representations (social/cultural 

beliefs) have on language learners’ attitudes (e.g. towards the target language and its 

culture) and their interest in learning foreign languages. This social psychological 

viewpoint claims that these representations are generated through transactions between 

individuals and between groups in a society. Zarate et al. explained that “…Our vision 

of the world and our ways of thinking develop from our contact with others and shape 

our cultural representations.” (Zarate et al. 2004: 29). It is presumed that these 

representations, which are sometimes referred to as stereotypes, attitudes, and 

prejudices, are partly shaped by media, literature, and various kinds of publicly 

available sources of information (Beacco 2001; Castellotti 2001; Castellotti & Moore 
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2002; Duveen 2000; Moscovici 1984, 1998; Zarate 1993). In the latest version of his 

socio-educational model of second-language acquisition research study Gardner 

(2001b) also referred to the influence of similar sort of social/cultural beliefs. Gardner 

claimed that the personal family background and the sociocultural milieu and “…a 

complex of social and personal variables that the individual brings with him or her…” 

can influence second language acquisition (Gardner 2001b: 4).  

The SLL/FLL researchers who have adopted a sociocultural perspective for the 

study of beliefs about language learning have mostly employed socio-constructivist, and 

dialogical, discursive approaches (see Alanen 2003; Barcelos 2003; Dufva 2003). Dufva 

(2003), who approached language learners’ beliefs as a situated phenomenon, claimed 

that analyzing beliefs without considering the social/cultural context they occur in 

would be a mistake. In her research, she was inspired by Vygotsky and Bakhtin’s 

dialogical philosophy of language, and analyzed language learners’ beliefs as subjective 

experiences. Dufva (2003) considered the ‘voice’ important and used it as a 

methodological tool to analyze ‘what subjects say and how they say it’. She criticized 

mainstream cognitivist research orientations (quantitative means of analysis and 

positivist philosophy) and, therefore, used interviews, group discussions and written 

narratives to collect data. During the interviews she used a negotiative technique where 

the interviewer was not an outsider but a partner who also expressed his/her personal 

opinion (objectivity was not her goal).  

Alanen (2003) investigated a group of young language learners’ beliefs from a 

sociocultural perspective. Her aim was to devise a theoretical and analytical framework 

appropriate for the study of ‘how L2 learners’ beliefs come about’. In her small-scale 

empirical study, she used longitudinal interviews to gain insight into the process of 
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belief formation. Through these longitudinal dialogical exchanges she observed how a 

group of young learners’ beliefs were mediated through transactions with others.  

Some sociocultural, social psychological and sociocognitive standpoints, 

although they have slightly different perspectives, share some major claims that: 

a) beliefs are context-dependent and that they cannot be looked into without 

considering the context in which they are formed; 

b) beliefs should be examined as regards the individual’s past and present 

experiences;  

c) beliefs are formed through transactions with others; 

d) beliefs can be both static and dynamic; 

e) beliefs are flexible and changeable; thus, they can be influenced and mediated; 

f) beliefs are both personal and social  

2.4.3 Research methodologies used in belief research 

Conducting L2 learner belief research proved to pose some problems as regards 

the research methodologies used. Some SLL/FLL scholars have been highly critical of 

using questionnaires and quantitative means of data analysis in this area (e.g. Alanen 

2003; Benson & Lor 1999; Dufva 2003). These scholars maintained that questionnaires 

ask participants to choose from ideas that are not theirs. According to these scholars, 

research that is based on questionnaires and surveys aim at explanation and 

generalization. Therefore, it would not be sufficient to understand the complexity of 

learners’ beliefs and what each belief means to each individual.  

Thus, many scholars recommend use of various research tools and both 

qualitative and quantitative means of data analysis. Sakui and Gaies (1999) claimed that 
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the questionnaire data provides limited information on learners’ beliefs. They, therefore, 

suggested that belief research studies be complemented with qualitative research tools. 

Thus, Sakui and Gaies investigated the value of interviews to complement and explain 

the questionnaire data. They discovered that the interviews allowed the learners to 

reveal the reasons behind their beliefs that were not addressed in the questionnaire. 

They also asserted that the interview data complemented the questionnaire data and 

provided them with the necessary data triangulation.  

2.5 L2 learner belief terminology  

In the SLL/FLL literature, influenced by different theories and 

conceptualizations, language learners’ beliefs have appeared under different rubrics and 

categories. Barcelos (2003) summarized L2 belief terminology that appeared between 

the mid 1980s to the late 1990s (see Table 2.2). 

However, a broader review of literature provides us with further L2 belief 

terminology that has been commonly used in many SLL/FLL studies. Some of the terms 

are: a) beliefs; b) metacognitive knowledge; c) self-referent beliefs such as self-

perception, self-concept beliefs, and self efficacy beliefs; d) control-beliefs, such as 

self-regulatory beliefs, locus of control beliefs; e) attributions; f) cognitions; g) 

strategies; h) conceptions and; i) representations.  

These terms originate from different theories and conceptualizations. Thus, some 

definitions seem to overlap and some terms (although defined differently) appear to be 

used interchangeably. At this point, it may be useful to refer to the SLL/FLLL literature 

to sketch some different conceptualizations of L2 beliefs, which have been of interest to 

many SLL/ FLL researchers.  
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Table 2.2 Some terms and definitions used in L2 learner belief research (source: 

Barcelos 2003: 10) 

 
Terms 

 
Definitions 
 

 
Folklinguistic theories of 
learning (Miller & 
Ginsberg, 1995) 
 
Learner representations 
(Holec, 1987) 
 
Representations (Riley, 1989, 
1994) 
 
 
 
Learners’ philosophy of 
language learning (Abraham & 
Vann, 1987) 
 
Metacognitive knowledge 
(Wenden, 1986a) 
 
 
 
 
Beliefs (Wenden, 1986) 
 
 
Cultural beliefs (Gardner, 1988) 
 
 
Learning culture (Riley, 1997) 
 
 
Culture of learning languages 
(Barcelos, 1995) 
 
 
 
 
 
Culture of learning (Cortazzi & 
Jinn, 1996) 
 
 
Conceptions of learning and 
beliefs (Benson & Lor, 1999) 

 
“Ideas that students have about language and language learning.”(p. 
294) 
 
 
“Learners’ entering assumptions about their roles and functions of 
teachers and teaching materials.” (p. 152) 
 
“Popular ideas about the nature of language and languages, language 
structure and language use, the relationship between thought and 
language , identity and language, language and intelligence, language 
and learning, and so on.” (1994, p.8) 
 
“Beliefs about how language operates, and, consequently, how it is 
learned.” (p. 95) 
 
 
“The stable, statable although sometimes incorrect knowledge that 
learners have acquired about language, learning and the language 
learning process; also referred to as knowledge or concepts about 
language learning or beliefs; there are three kinds: person, task and 
strategic knowledge.” (p. 163)  
 
“Opinions which are based on experience and opinions of respected 
others, which influence the way they [students] act.” (p. 5) 
 
“Expectations in the minds of teachers, parents and students 
concerning the entire second language acquisition task.” (p. 110) 
 
“A set of representations, beliefs and values related to learning that 
directly influence [students’] learning behavior.” (p. 122) 
 
“Learners’ initiative implicit (or explicit) knowledge made of beliefs, 
myths, cultural assumptions and ideals about how to learn languages. 
This knowledge, according to learners’ age and social economic 
level, is based upon their previous educational experience, previous 
(and present) readings about language learning and contact with other 
people like family, friends, relatives, teachers and so forth.” (p.40) 
 
“The culture aspect of teaching and learning; what people believe 
about ‘normal’ and ‘good’ learning activities and processes, where 
such beliefs have a cultural origin.” (p. 230) 
 
“Conceptions of learning are concerned with what the learner thinks 
the objects and processes of learning are”; beliefs […] are concerned 
with what the learner holds to be true about these objects and 
processes given in a certain conception of what they are”. 
“…conceptions of learning characterize learners’ thinking at a higher 
level of abstraction than beliefs.” (p. 464) 
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2.5.1 Some commonly used terms and their origins 

2.5.1.1 L2 learner beliefs 

In mainstream L2 learner belief research the term L2 learner beliefs have been 

used as a generic terminology to encompass and take in various definitions and labels 

which originate from diverse disciplines. Some of such terms which are dealt with 

under the rubric of L2 learner beliefs are: L2 learners’ perceptions; expectations (e.g. 

White 1999); attitudes (e.g. Sakui & Gaies 1999; Yang & Lau 2003); language 

strategies (e.g. Sakui & Gaies 1999; Yang 1999); conceptions of language and language 

learning (e.g. Benson & Lor 1999); and so forth.  

However, in spite of conceptual differences and theoretical perspectives most 

researchers have described beliefs as ‘psychologically held views about the world that 

individuals feel to be true’ (e.g. Benson and Lor, 1999; Pajares and Schunk, 2002; 

Williams and Burden, 1997; Zeldin and Pajares, 2000). A review of the learner belief 

literature indicates that learner beliefs are ‘context-based’; therefore, they should not be 

viewed independently of context (see e.g. Alanen, 2003; Benson and Lor, 1999; Dufva, 

2003; Wenden, 1999; White, 1999). It is also maintained that learners’ beliefs are 

shaped by their ‘prior experiences’ (Benson and Lor, 1999; White, 1999). Learner 

beliefs are identified to be either ‘functional’ or ‘dysfunctional’ (see Benson and Lor, 

1999), or either ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ (see Horwitz, 1988; Riley, 1997). According to 

Wenden (1999) beliefs are ‘value-related’ and are ‘held tenaciously’ (Wenden, 1999, p. 

436). However, recent L2 belief research studies (which have examined L2 learner 

beliefs mostly from sociocultural perspectives) have shown that learner beliefs can also 

be ‘flexible; therefore, they can be mediated’ (e.g. Alanen, 2003; Dufva, 2003).  
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Horwitz’s Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) studies (see 

Horwitz 1987, 1988, 1999), which marked the beginning of systematic L2 learner belief 

research, used the term L2 learner beliefs (language learning beliefs) as a general term 

(see Kuntz 1996 for Horwitz model). Hence, many SLL/FLL belief research studies that 

used Horwitz’s BALLI followed the same tradition and used the term ‘L2 learner 

beliefs’ as a general term. Horwitz’s BALLI contains thirty-four items on a Likert type 

scale11, and evaluates learner beliefs in five major areas: (1) difficulty of language 

learning; (2) foreign language aptitude; (3) the nature of language learning; (4) learning 

and communication strategies; and, (5) motivations and expectations (see Horwitz 1988, 

1999; Kuntz 1996). The studies that used Horwitz’s BALLI model more often 

organized their data by using factor analysis. Then, depending on the nature of the 

belief categories emerged, each belief group was interpreted by using corresponding 

theoretical perspectives and terminology.  

2.5.1.2 Metacognitive knowledge  

The term metacognitive knowledge (see Section 2.18 for metacognitive theory) 

has been one of the most commonly used terms in SLL/FLL. Metacognitive knowledge 

has been in the literature since the 1980s (see Wenden 1986a, 1986b). Since then the 

term has been widely referred to in various belief studies in the SLL/FLL literature (e.g. 

Alanen 2003; Dufva 2003; Graham 2003; Sakui & Gaies 1999; Yang, 1999; Victori & 

Lockhart 1995; Wenden 1995, 1998, 1999; 2002 and many others). Victori and 
                                                 
11 Likert scale questionnaires use unidimensional scaling methods. They are commonly used in belief and 

attitude research. Likert scales use a variety of response scales: a) odd scales (e.g. 1-to-7, 1-to-9, 0-to-4 

etc) which have a middle value; or even number scales (e.g. 1-to-4, 1-to-6 etc) which use forced-choice 

response scales to see whether the respondent lean more towards the ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ end of the 

scale. 
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Lockhart in their commonly cited paper (1995) viewed metacognitive knowledge as a 

broad term. Thus, in their definition they described metacognitive knowledge as a kind 

of belief store that embraces all aspects of L2 learning/teaching such as the learners’ 

beliefs about themselves, others (teachers and other learners etc.), the language they are 

learning; their assumptions, and attributions and so forth. In their paper Victori and 

Lockhart defined metacognitive knowledge as:  

“What a person believes about his or her cognitive processes has been referred to as 

metacognitive knowledge. Applied to second language learning, metacognitive 

knowledge refers to the general assumptions that students hold about themselves as 

learners, about factors influencing language learning and about the nature of language 

learning and teaching.” (Victori & Lockhart 1995: 224). 

Wenden (1999) referred to beliefs as a subset of metacognitive knowledge. 

Although she acknowledged that the terms metacognitive knowledge and beliefs are 

used interchangeably, she claimed “…beliefs are distinct from metacognitive 

knowledge in that they are value-related and tend to be held more tenaciously.” 

(Wenden 1999: 436). However, many scholars now agree that the importance does not 

lie in the fact that knowledge differs from beliefs, but that beliefs themselves constitute 

a form of knowledge. The term metacognitive knowledge has also been used 

interchangeably with learner cognitions, learner perceptions, and learner representations 

and some of these terms have also been used interchangeably with L2 beliefs in various 

research contexts by some SLL/FLL scholars (e.g. Bada & Okan 2000; Dörnyei 2003; 

Wenden 1998). Rivers (2001) explained that the terms cognition and metacognitive 

knowledge should not be mixed up with each other. He claimed that metacognition is 

separate from cognition. He explained that metacognition consists of both self-

assessment and self-management. Wenden’s L2 learner strategy research (2001) 
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revealed strong links between the learners’ metacognitive knowledge and self-

regulation of learning. She asserted that metacognitive knowledge is a prerequisite to 

the use of self-regulatory processes leading to autonomy. However, Wenden (1998) 

reviewed selected theoretical and research literature on metacognition, and she stated 

that the literature on metacognitive knowledge has not been explicit about the function 

of this knowledge in language learning. 

2.5.1.3 Self-beliefs 

Bandura’s self-efficacy theory (see Section 2.22) and his self-referent belief 

terminology such as self-perception, self-conception, and self-efficacy beliefs, have 

been widely referred to by many SLL/FLL scholars. Ideas and concepts used in 

Bandura’s self-efficacy theory have also complemented various research studies (e.g. 

Chacón 2005; Dörnyei 1994; Dörnyei & Otto 1998; Ehrman 1996; Ehrman, Leaver & 

Oxford 2003; Ehrman & Oxford 1995; Gabillon 2005; Manolopoulou-Sergi 2004; Y. 

Mori 1999; Noels, Pelletier, Clément & Vallerand, 2000; Oxford & Shearin 1994; Sakui 

& Gaies 1999; Tremblay & Gardner 1995; Wenden 1995, 1998; White 1995; Yang 

1999 and many more).  

In SLL/FLL self-beliefs such as self-perception, self-conception and self-

efficacy beliefs have been used to refer to learner’s judgments about their L2 abilities. 

However, slightly differently from self-perception and self-conception, self-efficacy 

beliefs are often viewed as an integral part of learners’ self-regulatory systems, which 

also covers self assessment and self management. Most of the time, self-efficacy beliefs 

are investigated in relation to the learners’ use of learning strategies and their 

attributional styles. In some cases, the terms perceived control (see below and Section 

2.20 for details about ‘control beliefs’) and self-efficacy belief are both used to refer to 
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perceived ease or difficulty in performing a language activity. In some other cases self-

efficacy beliefs are used to refer to the learner’s perceived L2 competence. 

2.5.1.4 Representations  

The term representations, which originates from Moscovici’s social 

representations theory (see Section 2.19), has been widely referred to (mainly by French 

scholars) in many epistemological and empirical works which looked into language 

learners’ beliefs (e.g. Castellotti & Moore 2002; Zarate 1993; Zarate et al. 2004). More 

often the term representations has been used to refer to common knowledge or cultural 

beliefs such as stereotypes, attitudes, prejudices, images and so forth (Beacco, 2001; 

Castellotti, 2001; Castellotti & Moore, 2002; Zarate, 1993). 

Narcy-Combes (2005) emphasized both individuality and collectivity of 

representations. He argued that, although primarily the inner organization of 

representations is individual, representations involve sharing and transmission. He 

added that collective preservation of representations is sustained in the form of 

knowledge, or tradition, or in the form of collective representations. Gremmo also 

emphasized the role played by culture and society and claimed that the aggregate of 

representations that learners hold about languages and learning (e.g. the idea that 

languages are learned through imitation, memorization and so forth ) constitute their 

‘language learning culture’, which, in return, guides learners’ language learning 

behaviors (see Gremmo 1993a).  

Zarate et al. (2004) stressed the influence of positive and negative 

representations on learners’ behaviors. They explained that “…positive representations 

lead to xenophile attitudes which are generally expressed by a behavior and practice of 
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openness to the ‘Other’, while negative representations lead to behavior that is 

displayed through xenophobic rejection and refusal of the Other.” (p. 27). Castellotti 

and Moore (2002) asserted that representations are neither ‘wrong’ nor ‘correct’ nor 

‘permanent’. They sustained that representations vary depending on the macro-context 

(curricular options, teaching orientations and relationships between languages in society 

as a whole and in the classroom), and micro-context (directly related to classroom 

activities, and the attitudinal and classroom dynamics). 

2.5.1.5 Learner conceptions and student approaches to learning  

Oxford (2003) stated that learners’ global styles of learning and learner 

strategies can be defined as their approaches to learning (see Section 2.23 for more 

information about learner approaches). In the SLL/FLL literature learner conceptions of 

learning and learner approaches to learning have usually been referred to under the 

following labels: learning styles, cognitive styles and learning strategies (see Càrdenas 

Claros 2006; Duda 1995, 2001; Duda & Riley 1990; Ehrman, Leaver, & Oxford, 2003; 

Ehrman& Leaver 2003; R Ellis 1989; Oxford 2003 and many more). These concepts, 

although they are different, are also used interchangeably in the SLL/FLL literature (see 

Càrdenas Claros 2006 for different definitions of learning styles and cognitive styles).  

2.5.2 Terms borrowed from expectancy-value models 

Motivational studies into L2 and L2 attitude research studies have borrowed a 

great deal from expectancy-value models. The terms used in these expectancy-value 

models have become part of the L2 literature. Some of the most commonly used terms 

are control belief, perceived behavioral control, normative beliefs, intention formation 

[see Section 2.20 for definitions and explanations about Ajzen’s & Fishbein’s theory of 
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reasoned action (TRA); Ajzen’s Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior (TpB)]; locus, 

control, attributions; and locus of control [see Section 2.21 for Weiner’s attribution 

theory]. In belief and motivational research studies above mentioned terms have been 

commonly used by SLL/FLL scholars (see Dörnyei, 2000; Dörnyei & Otto1998; 

Clément, Baker & MacIntyre 2003; Kennedy & Kennedy 1996; MacIntyre, Baker, 

Clément, & Conrod 2001; MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei & Noels 1998; Manolopoulou-

Sergi 2004; White 1999).  

2.5.2.1 Attributions 

In the SLL/FLL literature the term ‘attributions’ is used to refer to learners’ 

interpretations of the causes of events that happen to themselves (and others) (Weiner 

1986). Weiner’s attribution theory (see Section 2.21) offers a pertinent framework for 

investigating learners’ beliefs about their achievement or lack of achievement in 

language learning. L2 teachers’ belief and attitude research from this perspective has 

also offered useful insights into classroom practices. Attributional theory of 

achievement motivation has been one of the most referred theories in L2 learner/teacher 

motivation, belief and attitude studies. The terms generated within this framework are 

now well established and are widely used key concepts in the SLL/FLL literature 

(Dörnyei 1994, 1997, 2003, 2006; Dörnyei & Otto 1998; Gardner & Tremblay 1994; 

Masgoret & Gardner 2003; Oxford & Shearin 1994; Williams & Burden 1999; White 

1999; Williams, Burden & Lanvers 2002). L2 research findings have demonstrated that 

students who attribute success to effort, high ability, and effective learning strategies 

have higher levels of achievement (Dörnyei 2006) (see also ‘locus of control’ in Section 

2.5.2.2 below). 
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2.5.2.2 Self-regulation and control beliefs 

In SLL/FLL the term self-regulatory beliefs (or self-regulation) has been used to 

describe the types of control mechanisms (or orientations) that learners believe to be 

effective in regulating their L2 activities. Wenden (2001) viewed self-regulatory beliefs 

(and self- regulation) as an integral part of metacognitive knowledge.  

Control-beliefs, with all their varied forms, have increasingly been gaining 

ground in the SLL/FLL field (e.g. Dickinson 1995; Dörnyei & Otto 1998; White 1999). 

The term control belief is an important component in Ajzen’s theory of planned 

behavior (TpB--see Section 2.20) but different versions of the same concept also appear 

in Weiner’s attribution theory as locus and control, and in Bandura’s social cognitive 

theory as a self-regulatory belief, and self efficacy belief (see Section 2.22 for 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory). Dörnyei and Otto (1998) referred to the term 

‘control beliefs’ as “perceived ease or difficulty of performing the behavior” (Dörnyei 

& Otto 1998: 56). In the SLL/FLL field the term control beliefs is, in general, used to 

refer to the L2 learner’s perceived control over L2 activities. Control-beliefs are 

considered to play a role in self-regulation and to have an important impact on learning 

outcomes (see Dörnyei & Otto 1998; White 1999). It is assumed that learners who 

believe that they have sufficient control over the outcome exert effort towards achieving 

a behavior. Dörnyei and Otto stated that there is significant evidence to show that 

“failure that is ascribed to stable and uncontrollable factors such as low ability hinders 

future achievement.” (Dörnyei & Otto 1998: 61).  

In the SLL/FLL literature the other most commonly referred control belief is 

locus of control belief. The concept locus of control was first introduced by Rotter in 

1960s. Locus of control-beliefs are individual’s beliefs about whether outcomes of an 
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action are within their personal control (internal locus of control) or whether these 

events happen because of some external causes outside their personal control (external 

locus of control). These beliefs, in turn, guide what kinds of attitudes and behaviors 

people adopt in their future actions. In various research contexts different variations of 

control beliefs have been used to explain different control aspects regarding the L2 

learner’s L2 practices. Weiner’s attributional theory of achievement motivation defined 

and explained locus and control as separate items (see Section 2.21 for Weiner’s 

attributional theory).  

White (1999) referred to locus of control construct to explain the type of control 

orientations L2 learners use to regulate their L2 activities. She defined the term as:  

“Locus of control is the orientation of an individual towards what determines their 

success or failure: a belief in one's ability to shape events is referred to as internal locus 

of control, while a belief that outside forces control performance is referred to as external 

locus of control.” (White 1999: 452).  

2.6 Why are teacher beliefs important?  

Teaching is viewed as a dynamic, multifaceted and a complex phenomenon that 

requires teachers to draw on knowledge and skills in making on-line decisions. This 

dynamic process requires on-the-spot decision making and acting according to the needs 

of the learners and other teaching/learning related requirements. However, these 

decisions are often viewed as reflections of teachers’ beliefs, and not necessarily the 

mirror reflection of their pedagogical theories and/or the official theory adopted by their 

institutions. Williams and Burden (1997) asserted that what individuals understand and 

know, differ from individual to individual. Borg (1999c) affirmed that teachers’ tend to 

use their personal theories to guide them in their teaching practices when instructional 
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contexts are not well defined. Relevant literature in this domain (especially research 

done in educational psychology) clearly demonstrated that teachers’ beliefs about 

learning/teaching often lead them to modify the ‘official theory’ and adopt approaches 

that are compatible with their beliefs.  

Williams and Burden (1997) asserted that teachers’ beliefs about learning and 

teaching, whether explicit or implicit, would affect everything that they do in their 

classrooms. Miller (2005) argued that teachers’ beliefs and practices were linked 

explicitly to their interactions and experiences with diverse individuals and contexts. 

There is now substantial evidence to claim that what teachers know and believe--

instructional decisions teachers’ make, the way they assess student learning etc-- impact 

what happens in the classroom and consequently what students learn.  

2.7 How do teacher beliefs come into being? 

Teachers’ beliefs and their teaching practices are assumed to be interacting and 

informing one another (see Borg 2003a, 2003b; Entwistle 2003; Entwistle, McCune, & 

Hounsel 2002; Flores & Day 2006; Freeeman 2002; Gatbonton 2000; Hall 2005; Milner 

2005; Prosser & Trigwell 1999; Warfield, Wood & Lehman 2005; Williams & Burden 

1997). Borg (1999a) asserted that traits such as store of beliefs, knowledge, 

assumptions, theories and attitudes teachers hold about themselves and their teaching 

practices inform teachers’ teachings; therefore, these traits have significant impact on 

teachers’ teaching.  

There is now a consensus that teachers acquire their experiential knowledge 

through their classroom practices, past learning and life experiences. This experiential 

knowledge, therefore, can be viewed as accumulated stores of beliefs--in the form of 
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perceptions, assumptions and so on-- which teachers use as references when practicing 

their work. Similarly, Williams and Burden (1997) claimed that individual’s 

construction of his/her world is mainly the result of his/her previous experiences. They 

claimed that these previous experiences influence the individual’s future goals and 

expectations. Teacher’s beliefs have also been described through ‘psychoanalytic’ 

explanations (see Ainscough 1997). Wright and Tuska (1967 cited in Ainscough 1997) 

asserted that “early relationships with significant others are the prototypes of subsequent 

relationships throughout life and the kinds of teachers that education students become.” 

(Ainscough 1997: 573). In the same vein, Borg (2003a) asserted that research in teacher 

beliefs (cognitions) provided evidence that teachers’ personal experiences as learners 

inform their beliefs and influence their teaching experience throughout their careers. 

Hall (2005) argued that teachers’ pedagogical and subject matter knowledge have 

impact on shaping their beliefs. She claimed that the knowledge that teachers have on 

the subject matter, teaching methods, student learning guide them to determine which 

approaches to teaching/learning to be employed and therefore, how and what students 

should learn. To sum up, Borg (2003a) considered the following three main factors 

impact on teachers’ belief formation: 1) prior language learning experience; 2) teacher 

education; 3) classroom practice. Thus, Borg (2003a), after having a thorough review of 

both educational and the SLL/FLL literature, suggested that teachers’ own educational 

backgrounds (including schooling and professional education), teaching practice and 

their teaching/learning contexts are interacting and influencing factors in shaping 

teachers’ beliefs about teaching (see Figure 2. 1).  
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TEACHER
COGNITION

Contextual Factors Classsroom Practice
Including practice teaching

Professional CourseworkSchooling

Extensive experience of
classrooms which defines early
conditions and shapes teachers’
perceptions of initial training .

May affect existing conditions
although especially when

unacknowledged, these may limit
its impact.

Beliefs, knowledge,
theories, attitudes,

images, assumptions,
metaphors,

perspectives.

About teaching,
teachers, learning,
students, subject
matter, curricula,
materials, instructional
activities, self.

Influence practice either by
modifying cognitions or else

directly, in which case
incongruence between cognition

and practice may result.

Defined by the interaction of
cognitions and contextual factors. In
turn, classroom experience influences

cognitions unconsciously and/or
through conscious reflection.

 

Figure 2.1 Teacher cognition, schooling, professional education, and classroom practice 

(Source: Borg 2003a: 82).  

Borg (2003a) further claimed that teacher education programs that do not 

consider teachers’ prior beliefs would be less effective in shaping teachers’ classroom 

practices/behaviors. In the same vein, Williams and Burden (1997) asserted that 

teachers’ deep-rooted beliefs about language learning will infuse into their classroom 

performances more than a particular methodology they have learnt during their teacher 

education programs. Relevant educational and the SLL/FLL literature on this topic 

provides us with evidence that the teaching/learning context plays a central role in 

shaping teachers’ beliefs and therefore their classroom implementations. Borg (2003a) 

asserted that the context determines the extent to which teachers’ are able to implement 

their teaching compatible with their beliefs. In the same vein, Flores and Day (2006) 
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highlighted the strong influence of personal histories and the contextual factors of the 

workplace. 

It is also assumed that teachers’ beliefs, like all other beliefs in general, also 

have a cultural aspect (see Williams & Burden 1997). Thus beliefs are considered to be 

formed early in life, to be culturally bound and to be resistant to change. In other words, 

these collectively created beliefs that reflect views of the society the individual has been 

brought up in, form a kind of base on which s/he further constructs other beliefs. 

Williams & Burden 1997 stated that teachers’ beliefs about any issue are related to one 

another and are linked to other more central aspects of their personal belief systems 

(e.g. their attitudes, and values about the world and their place within it)  

2.8 The nature of teacher beliefs  

Teacher beliefs are considered personal and social/cultural; context driven; 

implicit; theoretical and practical; and resistant and dynamic; systematic; in short, 

complex entities involving many facets.  

2.8.1 Teachers’ beliefs are both personal and social 

Teacher beliefs are mainly viewed as personal entities. Borg (1999a) defined 

teacher cognition (beliefs) as a set of personally defined understandings of teaching and 

learning. In the same vein, a significant body of research has also emphasized the 

personal aspect of teacher beliefs (e.g. Cabaroglu & Roberts 2000; Flores & Day 2006; 

Pajares 1992). It is commonly stated that teachers’ beliefs are personal because each 

teacher’s understanding of his/her situation is unique emerging from influences of 

his/her past experiences as learners and as teacher trainee and also from their 
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past/present classroom practices (Borg 2003a; Chacón 2005; Kagan 1992a, 1992b; Mok 

1994; Prosser & Trigwell 1999; Williams & Burden 1997 and many more).  

Although these unique experiences are viewed as personal, it is also commonly 

accepted that these experiences bear highly the benchmarks of the teacher’s cultural, 

social and contextual environments: thus making it legitimate to consider teacher beliefs 

both personal and social artifacts. In general, the fact that teachers’ beliefs are both 

personal and social is commonly accepted; however, different scholars have put 

different degrees of emphasis on personal, contextual and social aspects of teacher 

beliefs. Chacón (2005) viewed teaching context as of primary importance and stated 

that within the complex process of teaching teachers’ actions are mainly the function of 

the interplay between their beliefs—perspectives, perceptions, and assumptions—and 

their contexts of teaching  

2.8.2 Teachers’ beliefs are context driven 

Role of contextual factors (teaching context and cultural/social environment) on 

teacher belief construction has also been repeatedly referred to as factors influencing 

teacher beliefs and their conceptualization of teaching and learning. Flores and Day’s 

longitudinal research (2006) revealed how the interplay between contextual and cultural 

factors influenced the teachers’ thinking. Similarly, Cabaroglu and Roberts (2000) 

emphasized both personal and social aspect of teacher beliefs by stating that teacher 

beliefs are developed through non-stop interaction between personal meaning-making 

and social validation and invalidation of these meanings. Ainscough (1997) emphasized 

the role of ‘apprenticeship observation’. She claimed future teachers internalize the 

teaching models they have been observing as learners. In the same vein, Lortie (cited in 

Aiscough 1997) highlighted the importance of prior observations as social learning 
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artifacts: “…the activation of this latent culture during formal training and later school 

experience is a major influence on shaping teachers’ conceptions of the teaching role 

and performance.” (Ainscough 1997: 573).  

It has been widely stated that teachers’ pedagogical knowledge’ (ensemble of 

theoretical and practical beliefs) is the result of the interaction between the teachers’ 

past and present experiences within the social/cultural environments they belong to. 

That is, teachers past schooling experiences; their present teaching contexts, and the 

theoretical professional education they have received directly influence their approaches 

to teaching (Borg 2003a; Freeman 2002; Hall 2005; Mok 1994).  

2.8.3 Teacher beliefs are implicit 

The literature on teacher beliefs provides us with abundance of evidence 

indicating that teachers’ belief systems are implicit (subconscious, difficult to articulate) 

(see. Ainscough 1997; Borg 2003a; Breen 1991; Burgess & Etherington 2002; Freeman 

1993). Ainscough (1997) argued that teachers’ beliefs form their ‘subconscious 

schema’. Kagan (1992b) defined teacher beliefs as being mostly tacit and often 

unconsciously held assumptions about teaching, students, learning, learning materials 

and so forth. In the same vein, Clandinin’s study (1989) indicated that teachers’ 

personal practical knowledge is partly in the form of non-propositional images that 

cannot be expressed explicitly by relating them directly to rules or principles, and that 

they have experiential origins and moral and emotional dimensions.  

2.8.4 Teacher beliefs are the blend of both practical & theoretical knowledge 

Teachers’ beliefs are also considered practical entities rather then being purely 

theoretical reflections of their professional education. Clandinin (1985) claimed that 



57 
 

teachers develop and use a special kind of knowledge (a kind of 

belief/image/knowledge repertoire). He referred to this special kind of teacher 

knowledge as ‘personal practical knowledge’. He asserted that this knowledge is neither 

merely theoretical, as regards theories of learning, teaching, and curriculum, nor can it 

be merely practical but composed of both kinds of knowledge, blended by the personal 

background and characteristics of the teacher (see also Clandinin 1989; Connelly & 

Clandinin 1996). Milner (2005) on the other hand, stated that teacher beliefs are 

practical. He explained his view as follows: 

“What teachers know and believe impact what students have the opportunity to learn in 

school. In a sense, knowledge is practice in that what teachers know or come to know 

influences what happens in the classroom—the curriculum and instructional decisions 

they make, how they interact with students, how they manage the classroom, and how 

they assess their own and their students’ learning and progress.” (Milner 2005: 769) 

2.8.6 Teacher beliefs can be both dynamic & resistant 

The issue ‘whether teacher beliefs are stable or dynamic’ has long been a topic 

in teacher belief studies. However, results obtained via different research studies 

presented different and often contradictory findings concerning teacher belief change. It 

is commonly stated that teachers’ thinking is influenced by experience and is ever 

changing. Ainscough (1997) claimed that teacher beliefs (teachers’ personal theories) 

“...are subject to an ongoing reappraisal of the teaching context in which they are 

engaged…teachers vary in the degree to which they introspect on experience, a 

reflective teacher monitors his or her own and others’ behavior.” (Ainscough 1997: 

574). This on-going professional experience through interaction with the immediate 

learning, teaching context (learners, teaching materials, teaching, school traditions and 

so on) leads teachers to assess and fine-tune their beliefs and their personal theories 
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about teaching. Some research studies, done on teacher beliefs and thinking, have 

illustrated this dynamic nature of teacher beliefs.  

The studies done by Clandinin (1989), and Cabaroglu and Roberts (2000) 

indicated that pre-service teachers’ beliefs are developmental, dynamic and not stable. 

Similarly, Flores and Day’s longitudinal study (2006) illustrated an example of how 

new teachers’ beliefs were shaped and reshaped over time. Flores & Day (2006) 

discovered that teachers’ personal and professional histories, pre-service training and 

school culture were mediating influences determining stability or dynamism in teachers’ 

pedagogical beliefs. They noted that stability and dynamism of beliefs are determined 

by the degree of impact individuals’ personal experiences have on them. Kagan’s study, 

which was based on a historical record of one teacher’s beliefs (1992b), illustrated an 

example of a change process. His study showed how this teacher’s beliefs evolved over 

a year time. Milner’s research results (2005) suggested that teachers’ beliefs and 

practices develop and change through their interactions and experiences with different 

individuals. Freeman’s study (1993) also provided some evidence on the dynamic 

aspect of teacher beliefs. His study demonstrated how a group of foreign language 

teachers incorporated new ideas in their thinking. The analysis of his research data 

looked into the ways the teachers reconstructed their classroom practice through 

assigning new/different meanings to their actions. He noted that during the belief 

change process teachers use specific mechanisms to construct new understandings of 

their teachings.  

However, we also know that some teacher beliefs (especially key beliefs or core 

beliefs) can also be resistant to change. Peacock’s longitudinal study which investigated 

a group of trainee ESL teachers’ beliefs (2001a), provided evidence of stability in some 
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key beliefs about language learning (such as beliefs about the importance of learning a 

lot of vocabulary and grammar rules; and the belief that people who speak more than 

one language are very intelligent and so on). Kagan (1992b) stated that there is lack of 

substantial direct evidence regarding the processes that influence change in teacher 

beliefs concerning the effects of teacher education on teacher beliefs. Kagan (1992a) 

stated that teachers use the theoretical information given in teacher education programs 

to confirm their pre-existing beliefs. She expressed her views as follows:  

“…personal beliefs and images that preservice candidates bring to programs of teacher 

education usually remain inflexible. Candidates tend to use the information provided in 

coursework to confirm rather than to confront and correct their pre-existing beliefs. Thus, 

a candidate's personal beliefs and images determine how much knowledge the candidate 

acquires from a preservice program and how it is interpreted.” (Kagan 1992: 154).  

Hall (2005) claimed that it is more difficult to change beliefs that have been held 

for a long time (see also Macaro 2001). Hall explained that teacher beliefs which were 

formed by the influence of their previous experiences as former learners are 

comparatively more difficult to change than newly formed ones that are still developing 

(See also Section 2.19 for Moscovici’s representations theory). However, she 

acknowledged that it is never impossible to change teachers’ knowledge and belief 

systems if these are approached to with productive ways that challenge them (see 

Ajzen’s TpB in Section 2.20).  

2.8.7 Teacher beliefs are systematic 

Research on teachers’ beliefs has primarily focused on relationships among 

teachers’ beliefs and their practice. The results obtained, in general, have revealed a 

strong relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their practices asserting the idea that 
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teachers’ beliefs are systematic and are organized in some way. O’Loughlin (1989) 

stated that teachers' cognitive structures are organized in some form of system, network, 

or patterns that teachers use to guide their actions. He asserted that teachers’ actions are 

directly linked to their belief system. He explained that teachers who believe teaching to 

be a didactic and authoritarian activity appear to teach in a way quite consistent with 

this belief system. Some research studies also studied possible correlations between 

different belief factors. Many of these studies illustrated that teachers’ beliefs are 

mainly clustered around themes and that there is a correlation between these themes and 

teachers’ beliefs and therefore the way they teach (e.g. Tercanlioglu 2005; Peacock 

2001a). 

2.8.8 Teacher beliefs are complex systems 

Borg (2003b) defined teacher beliefs as complex personalized pedagogical 

systems. Similarly, Flores and Day (2006) stated that to become an effective teacher is a 

long and complex process and emphasized the multi-dimensional, idiosyncratic and 

context-specific nature of teaching and the complex interplay between different 

(sometimes) conflicting teacher perceptions, beliefs and practices. Similarly, Freeman 

(1993) stated that teachers use specific mechanisms to construct new meanings and 

asserted that this complex mechanism has not yet been well understood. Freeman’s 

longitudinal study (1991) examined teacher thinking and perceptions focusing on how 

teachers modified and improved what they did through formal education. He stated that 

the use of shared professional discourse in this formal education program contributed to 

the increase of the complexity of the teachers’ thinking about their teaching. 

Basturkmen, Loewen, & R. Ellis’s study (2004) indicated a weak relationship between 

the teachers' practices and stated beliefs regarding focus-on-form (the need to focus on 
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form arises out of meaning-centered activity during the performance of a 

communicative task) [see Section 2.29 for more information about ‘focus-on-form’ vs. 

‘focus-on-forms’]. In the same vein, Breen, Hird, Milton, Oliver, & Thwaite’s study 

(2001) discovered a very complex relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their 

classroom practices.  

2.9 L2 teacher belief research terminology 

Philip Jackson ("Life in classrooms" 1968) was the first to introduce the notion 

that teaching is not simply the transmission of knowledge but is also a socialization 

process, which involves norms, beliefs, and socially approved knowledge. To explain 

this phenomenon he coined the term ‘hidden curriculum’ (Jackson cited in Morine-

Dershimer 2006; Freeman 2002). Educational literature provides us with different terms 

and explanations of the same phenomenon. Freeman (2002) referred to this issue as 

‘teachers’ mental lives’ and ‘hidden agendas’. Freeman stated that teachers' mental lives 

(teacher’s beliefs, attitudes, and their interpretation of official theory) represent the 

hidden side of teaching. Biggs (1994) explained this notion by using the terms 

‘espoused theory’12 [teachers’ formal (theoretical) knowledge about ‘what’ and ‘how’ to 

teach] and the theory-in-use [what teachers actually do] (see also Williams & Burden 

1997). Biggs claimed that teachers, influenced by their beliefs, interpret and modify the 

official theory (official curriculum, theories of teaching/ learning etc) to adjust it to their 

                                                 

12 According to Argyris and Schön’s theory of action (cited in Smith 1974) espoused theory’ is what 

individuals explicitly say what they do (what they think they should do). Theory in-use on the other hand 

is in the form of implicit knowledge and it refers to individuals’ actual behaviors. According to the theory 

of action individuals have mental maps that guide them in their actions. It is assumed that it is these 

mental maps that guide people’s actions rather than the theories they explicitly hold (espoused theory) 

(Smith 2001).  
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beliefs. That is, with the influence of teachers’ beliefs, their espoused theory becomes 

the theory-in-use and it guides both the teacher and the learners in the teaching/learning 

process (Biggs 1994). According to Argyris and Schön’s theory of action (cited in 

Smith 2001) outcomes of people’s actions become more effective when there’s 

congruence between the espoused theory (inner feelings, explicit beliefs) and the theory 

in-use (the individual’s actual actions). Smith (2001) noted that theory in-use draws 

mainly on implicit knowledge and many people are not really aware of the gap between 

these two theories. Thus Williams and Burden (1997) asserted that the degree of 

concordance and discordance between the espoused theories and the theories in-use 

necessitates teacher awareness to enable them to understand how their classroom 

actions influence their students’ learning.  

Eraud (Eraud 1994 cited in Ainscough 1997) refers to the same notions as 

‘public theory’ and ‘private theory’. Ainscough explained that teacher education 

programs aim to build in ‘public theory’, “…systems of ideas published in books, 

discussed in classes and accompanied by critical literature …” (Ainscough 1997: 573). 

Ainscough referred to the private theories as “…ideas in people’s (teachers’) minds 

which they use to interpret or explain experience.” (p.573). She claimed that public and 

private theories interact with each other and should not be considered as separate 

entities. She, therefore, suggested that these two theories should be regarded as a 

complex accumulation of personal theories.  

Borg (1999a) used the term ‘teacher cognition’ to refer to stores of beliefs, 

knowledge, assumptions, theories and attitudes teachers hold about themselves and their 

teaching practices. He explained that “…teacher cognitions consist of a set of 

personally-defined practically-oriented understandings of teaching and learning which 
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exert a significant influence on instructional decisions.” (Borg 1999a: 22). Borg (2003a) 

further described ‘teacher cognition’ as an unobservable cognition dimension of 

teaching. According to him, this unobservable dimension involves; what teachers think, 

know, and believe, and the relationships of these mental constructs to what teachers do 

in their language classrooms. He stated that teacher cognition is a multidimensional 

concept. He, therefore, noted that using notions such as ‘knowledge’ and ‘beliefs’ to 

explain this complexity of teachers’ mental lives would not be fitting.  

Borg (2003a) reviewed 64 L2 teacher belief studies from the1970s until the year 

2002 and documented seventeen different key teacher belief terminologies that 

appeared in these studies (see Table 2.3). Borg (2003a) stated that many of these 

concepts were first introduced and employed in mainstream educational psychology. He 

explained that L2 teacher cognition research has been highly influenced by research 

done in mainstream educational psychology and has borrowed most of the key concepts 

and terminologies from this field. Because of this, diverse terminologies and concepts 

have been used to refer to teacher beliefs (cognitions, assumptions, perceptions and so 

forth). This diverse use of definitions and concepts has also created ambiguity and 

conceptual confusion. Borg (2003a) explained that in some cases, similar terms have 

been defined differently and different labels have been used to explain similar concepts 

(see Table 2.3).  
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Table 2.3 Terms in teacher cognition research (source Borg 2003a: 87). 

 
Source 
 

 
Term 

 
Description 

 
Borg (1998c) 
 
 
Breen et al.(2001) 
 
 
 
Burns (1999) 
 
Crookes & Arakaki 
(1999) 
 
Freeman (1993) 
 
 
 
Gatbonton (1999) 
 
 
 
Golombek (1998) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Johnson (1992b) 
 
 
Johnson (1994) 
 
 
Meijer et al (1999) 
 
 
Richards (1996) 
 
Richards et al (1992) 
 
 
 
Richards et al. (1998) 
 
Sendan & Roberts (1998) 
 
 
 
Spada (1992) 
 
Woods (1996) 

 
Personal pedagogical systems 
 
 
Pedagogical principles 
 
 
 
Theories for practice 
 
Routines 
 
 
Conceptions of practice 
 
 
 
Pedagogical knowledge 
 
 
 
Personal practical knowledge 
 
Image 
 
 
 
 
Theoretical beliefs 
 
 
Images 
 
 
Practical knowledge 
 
 
Maxims 
 
Culture of teaching 
 
 
 
Pedagogical reasoning 
 
Personal theories 
 
 
 
Specific pedagogical knowledge 
 
BAK 

 
Stores of beliefs, knowledge, theories, assumptions 

and attitudes which play a significant role in 
shaping teachers’ instructional decisions 

Shaped and generated by underlying and more 
abstract beliefs, these service to mediate 
between belief and on-going decision-making 
in particular instructional contexts 

The thinking and beliefs which are brought to bear 
on classroom processes 

Habitualized patterns of thought and action which 
remove doubts about what to do next, reduce 
complexity, and increase predictability 

A set of ideas and actions teachers use to organize 
what they know and to map out what is 
possible; they guide individual action but are 
also affected by new situations 

The teacher’s accumulated knowledge about the 
teaching act (e.g. its goals, procedures, 
strategies) that serve as the basis for his/her 
classroom behavior and activities 

A moral, affective, and aesthetic way of knowing 
life’s educational situation 

A personal meta-level, organizing concept in 
personal practical knowledge in that it 
embodies a person’s experience; finds 
expression in practice; and is the perspective 
from which new experience is taken 

The philosophical principles, or belief systems, that 
guide teachers’ expectations about student 
behavior and the decision they make 

General metaphors for thinking about teaching that 
not only represent beliefs about teaching but 
also act as models of action 

The knowledge teachers themselves generate as a 
result of their experiences as teachers and 
their reflections on these experiences 

Personal working principles which reflect teachers’ 
individual philosophies of teaching 

The nature of teachers’ knowledge and belief 
systems, their views of good teaching, and 
their views of the systems in which they work 
and their role within them 

The process of transforming the subject matter into 
learnable material 

An underlying systems of constructs that student 
teachers draw upon in thinking about, 
evaluating, classifying, and guiding 
pedagogic practice 

Knowledge related specifically to the teaching of a 
particular subject 

A construct analogous to the notion of schema, but 
emphasizing the notion of beliefs, 
assumptions, and knowledge are included 
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2.10 Research on L2 teacher beliefs 

Teacher belief research is proved to be crucial in comprehending the schemes 

teachers’ use to understand, organize and implement their teaching. Teachers’ beliefs 

and their impact on teaching and learning have been a significant issue for educational 

inquiry for more than a quarter of a century. Research in this area has focused on: a) 

teachers’ stated beliefs and their practices; b) teachers’ philosophies and theories of 

teaching (approaches to teaching); b) teachers’ understanding of teaching and learning 

processes; c) teachers’ beliefs about their students; c) teachers’ perceptions of their self-

efficacies in their teaching practices; d) teachers’ instructional decisions; e) teachers’ 

belief change and professional growth and so forth.  

With the influence of research in educational psychology, research into teachers’ 

beliefs and teachers’ pedagogical knowledge has also gained significance in SLL/FLL 

(e.g. see Borg 1998a, 1998b, 1998c, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 2001, 2003a, 2003b; Brown 

1990; Chacón 2005, M. Ellis 2006; Freeman 2002; Gatbonton 2000; Kennedy, C. & 

Kennedy, J. 1996; Levine 2003; Todd 2006).  

In language teacher education and SLL/FLL, teacher belief research (beliefs, 

teacher thinking, assumptions, perceptions etc.) gained ground starting from the early 

1990s and it has gained impetus in the late 1990s (see Borg 2003a; M. Ellis 2006; 

Freeman 2002). Freeman (2002) explained that until the mid 1970s teachers were 

generally not considered having ‘mental lives’. He stated that before the 1970s, 

SLL/FLL teacher research was based on process-product paradigm13. From this 

                                                 
13  The process-product paradigm, assumes that teaching is a linear activity. This paradigm views teacher 

behavior as the cause and student learning as the effect. It under estimates the role of individual 
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perspective SLL/FLL teaching was viewed as merely mastering the content on the 

linguistic and meta-linguistic levels, practicing classroom methodologies and 

techniques, and learning theoretical principles. Freeman (2002) divided research on 

teacher thinking into three progressive periods. He viewed 1970s to 1980s as the decade 

of change. He claimed that this decade marked a turning point in how research viewed 

teachers’ mental lives. That is, the SLL/FLL research until up to the mid 1970s regarded 

the teacher as a performer and skill learner, someone who was reciting other people’s 

ideas. Freeman (2002) considered the years from the 1980s to 1990s a decade of 

change. He added that this period was marked in reconceptualization of teachers’ work 

and their mental lives. Freeman (2002) explained that it was during this period that the 

idea that teachers’ have complex mental lives was fully accepted and the central 

attributes were studied under different names such as teacher ‘assumptions’, ‘beliefs’ 

‘conceptions’ ‘principles’ and so forth. Differently from Freeman, Borg viewed the 

period from 1990 to 2000 as the decade of change, as regards research into L2 teacher 

cognition – Borg (2003a) revisited the research done on language teacher cognition and 

listed sixty-four research studies from the 1970s to 2002, forty-seven of which were 

done after 1995. Freeman, acknowledged the 1990s up to 2000s as the period of 

consolidation as regards the changing views of teacher teaching and thinking processes. 

Freeman (2002) noted that, during this period of consolidation, research paradigms 

                                                                                                                                               
differences and personal judgments of teachers and views teaching as sets of isolated teacher behaviors. 

This view assumes the role of a teacher as one of technician (Showler 2000). 
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shifted to the postmodern14 perspective. He explained that postmodern view holds that 

knowledge and thinking are relative to the person and different individuals understand 

and think the same things differently (Freeman 2002). From this perspective, it is 

assumed that teachers will understand and perceive their classrooms realities differently 

from others. Thus, teachers’ thought processes and beliefs from this perspective are 

assumed to be shaped by their personal point of views and positions they take. 

Postmodern perspective holds that teachers’ thought processes are dependent on the 

context they live in and the experiences they go through. In other words, teachers’ way 

of thinking is considered to be the function of their backgrounds, experiences and their 

social contexts (Freeman 2002; Hall 2005, Flores & Day 2006). Freeman pointed out 

that “…knowledge in the classroom is widely networked and; it brings together past 

experiences and future goals within the context of present activity and interaction…This 

blending past present raises the issue of how prior knowledge fits into this new 

landscape.” (Freeman 2002: 9).  

Borg (1999a) stated that instructional practice should not be merely perceived as 

simple cause and effect relationship resulting from behavioral products of teaching. He 

argued that understanding teachers’ psychological attributes-- which are implicit in their 

teaching practice—and the role these attributes play in teachers’ classroom practices are 

crucial in understanding teachers’ teaching. Borg postulated that research on teacher 

cognition provides useful insight into teaching. Through reviewing relevant literature on 

                                                 
14 In postmodernism knowledge is considered to be functional (knowledge is acquired to use). It is also 

acknowledged that knowledge is not only characterized by its utility but that it is also distributed, stored, 

and arranged differently in postmodern societies (Sarup 1993). From postmodern perspective “…any 

knowledge depends on plurality of views and reflects a relativity of position in establishing those views, 

and can be promoted or ‘silenced’ depending on how power is used.” (Freeman 2002: 8).  
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the topic, he proposed various research applications of teacher cognitions; for teachers, 

teacher educators, and policy makers (see Table 2.4).  

Table 2.4 Application of research on teacher cognition (Borg 1999a: 23). 

 

Insight to teacher cognition allows us: 

·  to understand discrepancies between theoretical recommendations based on research and 

classroom research and classroom practice and hence to attempt to explain the lack of influence 

on practice of educational innovation (Clark and Peterson, 1986), 

·  to provide quality portraiture of teaching in all its complexity (Clark and Lampert, 1986), 

·  to provide policy makers in education and teacher education with the basis for understanding 

how best to implement educational innovation and promote teacher change (Butt et al., 1992), 

·  to engage teachers in a form of reflective learning, by making them aware of the psychological 

bases of their classroom practice; to help teachers understand their mental lives, not to dictate 

practice to them (Clark and Lampert, 1986), 

·  to understand how teachers develop (Tobin and LaMaster, 1995), 

·  to develop a new conceptualisation of teaching which supports and improves the quality of 

teachers’ professional practice (Calderhead, 1987), 

·  to provide the basis of effective pre- and inservice teacher education and professional 

development (Goodman, 1988).  

 

Many research scholars have expressed that teacher beliefs provide significant 

sources of information to understand complex issues concerning classroom realities. 

Research done in various L2 contexts, therefore, has attempted to understand what 

beliefs guide L2 teachers’ classroom practices (e.g. Johnson 1994; Tercanlioglu 2005). 

Most scholars have also viewed teacher beliefs as resources for self-reflection and self-

development (see Borg1998b; Farrell 1999). In the same vein, Day (2006) claimed that 

coping with the demands of teaching is a continual process of analysis of one’s own 

beliefs and practices and this reflective process leads to self-development.  
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Recent L2 research studies have used teacher beliefs for testing educational 

innovation and planning language instruction. In some contexts L2 teacher beliefs and 

teachers’ understanding of innovation have been investigated indirectly under the topic 

of ‘testing an innovation’. In such research studies teacher beliefs have constituted 

subsequent research outcomes (see Carless 2003; G. Ellis 1996). Some others, on the 

other hand, based their assumptions on the significant role teacher beliefs and 

understandings played in such innovations and implemented innovation through 

consultation of teacher beliefs (see Todd 2006). Carless (2003) stated that most of the 

time teachers are asked to implement educational innovations developed by external 

agents who are not always familiar with local teachers’ viewpoints and/or with their 

teaching contexts in which innovation is to be implemented. He noted that 

implementing an innovation is a demanding matter that requires change and adaptation. 

Thus, he argued that unless teachers’ perspectives are taken into account, implementing 

something new may be quite distressing (Carless 2003; Todd 2006). It is widely argued 

that consulting teachers’ beliefs when testing or implementing an educational 

innovation increases the sense of teacher ownership and promotes professional growth 

(Carless 2003; G. Ellis 1996; Todd 2006). Todd sustained that obtaining information on 

teachers’ beliefs when implementing an innovation facilitates management of change 

and promotes an ongoing teacher development.  

Teacher belief studies have also sought to understand discrepancies between 

theoretical recommendations based on research and classroom practices (see Borg 

1999c). According to Borg such research studies are mainly concerned with how 

theoretical recommendations are interpreted and reflected in teachers’ classroom 

practices. L2 Teacher belief studies have also investigated relationships between 

teachers’ stated beliefs and their actual classroom practices. These studies have aimed at 
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discovering possible discordances and/or concordances between the teachers’ stated 

beliefs and their classroom practices (see Basturkmen et al. 2004; Chacón 2005). In the 

same vein, some other studies have tried to establish links between teachers’ classroom 

performances and their explanations of rationale behind these practices (see Borg 

1998a; 1998c; Breen, Hird, Milton, Oliver, & Thwaite 2001). Some longitudinal beliefs 

studies have also sought to understand whether it is possible to change teachers’ 

preconceived beliefs (see Peacock 2001a).  

2.10.1 L2 teacher belief studies which investigated the relationships between 

teachers’ beliefs and their classroom practices  

Basturkmen, Loewen, & R. Ellis (2004) investigated the relationship between 

three teachers' stated beliefs about and practices of focus-on-form15 in ESL 

communicative lessons (see also Section 2.29 for more information about ‘focus-on-

form’ vs. ‘focus-on-forms’). The study tried to explore the consistency between the 

teachers’ personal statements of belief about focus-on-form and their actual 

implementation and management of focus-on-form during their communicative 

teaching lessons. The results illustrated some inconsistencies in the teachers' stated 

beliefs in two areas: 1) their stated beliefs and preferred error correction techniques, and 

2) their stated beliefs on when it is best to take time-out from a communicative activity 

to focus on issues of form and their actual practices. The research findings obtained by 

Basturkmen et al. indicated a weak relationship between the teachers' practices and 

stated beliefs regarding focus-on-form.  

                                                 
15 Basturkmen, Shawn & R. Ellis (2004) defined ‘focus-on-form’ as incidental time-outs taken by 

students or/and teachers to deal with linguistic forms during communicative lessons. Ellis R. (2003) 

defined ‘focus-on-form’ temporarily switching the attention from meaning to a linguistic form during a 

communicative activity.  
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Breen et al. (2001) looked into 18 ESL teachers’ beliefs as regards their 

classroom practices and the underlying principles directing these classroom practices. 

The main objective of the study was to discover what kind of relationship the teachers 

identified between their teaching principles and classroom practices. To obtain the data 

the researchers used qualitative/interpretative research methodologies such as classroom 

observations following teacher interviews and elicitation techniques. The objective of 

using these research tools were to help teachers describe their classroom practices and 

help them explain the rationale and the pedagogical beliefs guiding their classroom 

practices. The results they obtained illustrated diversity both in the principles the 

teachers adopted and in their classroom practices. Their research findings also showed 

that besides the existence of diverse teaching principles and their consequent practices, 

some commonly shared principles were also associated with different types of practices. 

Moreover, the results illustrated that a teaching practice, which was commonly used by 

the majority of the group members, was based upon diverse principles. However, Breen 

et al. stated that a closer examination of the whole group data revealed some regular 

patterns in the links teachers made between their practices and their underlying patters.  

Kennedy and Kennedy (1996) compared a teacher’s stated attitudes with her 

observed attitudes towards error correction. Their observation illustrated that there was 

a discordance between the teacher’s expressed attitude towards error correction and her 

actual behavior in classroom. The authors concluded that the attitude behavior 

relationship is more complicated than what people usually think of. Inspired by Ajzen’s 

Theory of Planned Behavior (TpB) they explained that attitude is not the immediate 

antecedent of a person’s behavior (see Section 2.20 for Ajzen’s TpB model). Using 

Ajzen’s model they explained that the individual’s behavior is determined by his/her 

intention and that the intention formation is the outcome of the interplay between, 
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attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. Furthermore, they 

maintained that each of these three elements, attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived 

behavioral control are influenced by beliefs (see Figure 2.2) See the diagram below 

(Kenedy & Kennedy 1996: 354) 

 
Beliefs�  attitudes         
Beliefs�  subjective norms                            intentions�  action 
Beliefs�  perceived behavioral control  
 

Figure 2.2 Attitude, intention, and behavior (source Kenedy & Kennedy 1996: 354) 

Johnson (1994) used pre-service teachers’ stated beliefs such as their intentions 

to teach in a particular way; and their perceptions of their own classroom practices. The 

findings indicated that the teachers had conflicting beliefs about teaching. The author 

suggested that, in order for effective second language learning to take place, these 

beliefs should be accessed and appropriated. He recommended that teacher education 

programs provide teachers with alternative beliefs which could be more suitable for 

effective second language instruction.  

Borg (1998a) in his descriptive study investigated two teachers’ beliefs about 

their use of meta talk (explicit talk about grammar) in their English language teaching 

classes. He used classroom observations and semi-structured interviews to gain insights 

about the initiation, development, and outcomes of meta talk in these two EFL teachers’ 

work and the rationale behind meta talk they adopted. He identified various kinds of 

complex and interacting psychological, methodological, and experiential factors 

influencing these teachers’ approaches to the use of meta talk. 

Borg (1998c) following the assertion that teachers’ classroom practices are 

determined by their personal pedagogical belief systems, analyzed the teaching of L2 
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grammar by looking into an experienced teacher’s personal pedagogical systems. He 

defined the term ‘personal pedagogical systems’ as teachers’ stores of beliefs, 

assumptions , knowledge, theories and attitudes and investigated the role these core 

attributes played in shaping the teachers’ classroom practices and decisions. As a 

research methodology, he used a naturalistic exploratory interpretive paradigm [“…a 

task of interpreting human action by understanding why people behave in the way they 

do.” (Borg 1998c)], and employed both observations and teacher interviews as research 

tools. In his study, he used this naturalistic approach to explore how this teacher viewed 

and practiced grammar teaching. Thus, he focused on the teacher’s explanations of his 

inner perspectives and his understandings of his actions rather than searching objective 

reality.  

Chacón, (2005) investigated 100 teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs within an EFL 

(English as a Foreign Language) context. She claimed that teachers’ perceived 

capabilities to teach have a direct impact on their teaching practices. Hence, she asserted 

that teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs influence teachers’ actions and learning outcomes. In 

her study, she employed both descriptive and correlational analysis procedures. She 

used teacher interviews and a self-efficacy scale to measure the teachers’ management, 

engagement and instructional strategies as research instruments. The results of this 

study suggested a strong correlation between the teachers’ self reported English 

proficiency and perceived self-efficacy. The findings also indicated that the teachers’ 

efficacy for instructional strategies was higher than their efficacy for management and 

engagement. Chacón, (2005) noted that the connections between the teachers’ self-

efficacy and their perceived English language proficiency highlighted the perceived 

importance of content knowledge. Thus, she concluded that EFL teachers’ perceived 
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competence in their speaking, listening, reading, and writing leads them to build a 

strong sense of self- efficacy about their teaching.  

2.10.2 L2 teacher belief studies which viewed teacher beliefs as a source for teacher 

awareness and professional growth. 

Borg’s study (1998b)--data based teacher development--differently from other 

teacher cognition studies did not approach teacher cognition from ‘the researcher as an 

outsider’ perspective. He perceived teacher reflection as a major source for professional 

growth and based his methodological assumptions on this principle (see also Williams 

& Burden 1997). In this particular research study Borg’s aim was to help the teachers 

uncover their own beliefs through the use of research activities (see Borg 1998b). Thus, 

he used authentic teaching data as part of a teacher development course to sensitize 

teachers to the role their beliefs played in their teaching and to help them discover how 

their own practices were shaped by their beliefs. He called this teacher development 

activity ‘data-based teacher development’. He claimed that using authentic teaching 

data provided teachers with mirror image of their teaching and provided ideal platform 

for self-reflection and professional growth. 

M. Ellis (2006) claimed that teachers’ previous learning experiences as language 

learners, contribute to their language teaching positively. She claimed that teachers who 

themselves have already experienced learning another language possess more functional 

beliefs about language learning than monolingual ones. She, therefore, aimed to explore 

the links between teachers' language learning background and their pedagogical beliefs. 

The participants for the study were selected from three main groups: native English 

speakers with a second language; native English-speaker monolinguals; and non-native 

speakers. M. Ellis based her research principles on the idea that ‘teachers’ prior personal 
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experiences as L2 learners strengthen their understanding of second language 

development’. She claimed that teachers who have already experienced L2 learning will 

certainly have different beliefs about L2 learning than a native speaker who has never 

had such an experience. Her research findings asserted that language learning 

experience builds in powerful insights which interact with formal professional 

knowledge and beliefs gained through informal sources and life experiences. She 

argued that late bilingualism through formal language learning gave teachers direct 

experience of learning and communication strategies in L2.  

Farrell (1999) investigated three experienced EFL teachers’ reflections 

regarding their classroom practices. Farrell viewed teacher reflection as ‘teachers’ 

learning through a critical analysis of their own beliefs about teaching and learning’. He 

argued that reflective teachers take more responsibility for their actions. Farrell used 

various kinds of research tools such as: field notes, written logs, group meetings, 

individual meetings/observations, participants' written reaction-journals, and written 

artifacts. His data analysis showed that the teachers’ discussions centered mainly on 

their personal theories and their problems related to their teaching. He also discovered 

that these three teachers used group meetings for critical reflection. Farrell categorized 

the topics that these three teachers were critical about as follows: theories of teaching, 

approaches and methods, evaluating teaching, self-awareness and questions about 

teaching.  

2.10.3 L2 teacher belief studies which based their assumptions on how best to 

implement educational innovation and promote teacher change. 

Todd’s paper ‘continuing change after the innovation’ reported on a group of 

teachers’ beliefs about a task-based curriculum innovation (see Todd 2006). He claimed 
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that teachers’ beliefs are the most influential in decisions regarding curriculum change 

and innovation. He asserted that in traditional approaches innovation was brought in 

through top-down impositions without considering beliefs of the teachers who 

implemented these innovations. Todd noted that contrary to top-down approaches 

bottom-up innovation requires involvement of the teachers. The primary concerns of 

Todd’s research were to find out ‘how’ and ‘why’ the task-based curriculum continued 

to change after its initial implementation. For this research project the data was 

collected through sets of informal semi-structured interviews. The aim was to help 

teachers reveal their beliefs about the innovation they were implementing. The 

interview transcriptions were used as the major source of data. The findings illustrated 

that the originally planned ‘strong’ version of the task-based learning model was 

modified and ‘weakened’ because the teachers believed in the effectiveness of the 

explicit teaching of linguistic forms and assessment through formal exams. 

2.10.4 L2 teacher belief studies which investigated the nature of teacher beliefs. 

Tercanlioglu (2005) looked into a group 118 EFL pre-service teachers’ beliefs 

about language learning. Her research searched answers for the following questions: 

1) What beliefs do pre-service teachers have about foreign language learning? 

2) Are belief factors related to each other? 

3)  Are beliefs moderated by the gender of the learner? 

She used Horwitz’s Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) to 

collect data. She analyzed the data obtained by using quantitative analysis procedures: 

descriptive statistics such as frequencies, means, and standard deviations; Pearson 

correlations analysis; and ANOVA. The factor analysis illustrated that these pre-service 
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teachers’ beliefs were mainly clustered around five factors in the following order of 

significance: importance of learner motivation and expectations; the nature of language 

learning; learning and communication strategies; foreign language aptitude; and 

difficulty of language learning. The results obtained via Pearson product-moment 

correlations showed strong relationship between these five beliefs factors.  

2.10.5 L2 teacher belief studies which aimed to provide the basis for effective pre-

service teacher education. 

Peacock’s (2001a) longitudinal study investigated changes in the beliefs about 

second language learning of 146 trainee ESL teachers over their 3-year teacher 

education program. The study based its assumption on the idea that teachers’ initial 

‘mistaken ideas’ could change through the course of their teacher education program as 

they studied TESL methodology. Peacock (2001a) proposed that it is important to work 

on mistaken trainee beliefs from the very beginning because they could influence 

teachers’ teaching and their future students' language learning irrevocably. He collected 

first-year trainee beliefs about language learning by using Horwitz's Beliefs About 

Language Learning Inventory (BALLI). This longitudinal study provided some 

evidence of stability of beliefs. In this study Peacock (2001a) discovered that the 

trainees had three key beliefs about language learning that differed from experienced 

ESL teachers' beliefs and these beliefs changed very little over their three years of study 

of TESL methodology. He observed that, during their third year there were still too 

many trainees that still believed that learning a second language means learning a lot of 

vocabulary and grammar rules, and that people who speak more than one language well 

are very intelligent. Peacock (2001a) noted that these two key beliefs about ‘learning a 



78 
 

lot of vocabulary’ and ‘learning grammar rules’ are particularly important because they 

are mostly associated with lower levels of L2 proficiency. 

2.10.5 L2 teacher belief studies which aimed to explore discrepancies between 

teachers’ and learners’ beliefs 

Studies which have searched discrepancies between teacher and learner beliefs 

took place in various teaching contexts and focused on different teaching/learning 

themes (see Discordances in Part 2 for more information). Many studies investigated 

the difference between learner and teacher beliefs as regards classroom practices and 

teacher learner approaches to learning and teaching (e.g. Bloom 2007; Canagarajah 

1993; Hawkey 2006; Horwitz’s 1988; Kumaravadivelu 1991; McCagar’s 1993; Mantle-

Bromley 1995; Peacock 1998, 2001b). Some other empirical studies investigated 

discordances between L2 learner and L2 teacher beliefs by focusing on some common 

L2 issues such as: error correction; grammar teaching (e.g. Schulz 2001); teacher and 

student role expectations (e.g. McCargar 1993); use of L1 in L2 classrooms (e.g. 

Levine 2003); learner and teacher perceptions of language activities (e.g. Hawkey 

2006); teacher and learner beliefs about oral language instruction (e.g. Cohen & Fass 

2001), and so forth. These studies have used various research methodologies such as; 

questionnaires, interviews, observations and blend of various research instruments.  

2.11 Influence of teacher beliefs on teachers’ approaches and styles of 

teaching 

Different teachers’, like learners, have different teaching styles and approaches 

to teaching which influence their decisions on ‘how to teach’ and ‘which learning 

materials to select’, and ‘how to assess their students’ work’. Entwistle (2003) asserted 
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that to describe these different and sometimes contrasting conceptions of teaching 

several categories have been used. He stated that these categories can be summarized in 

terms of three most frequently identified teaching styles: transmitting information, 

encouraging student activity, and facilitating conceptual change. Entwistle (2003) 

explained that teachers who see teaching mainly in terms of transmitting information 

tend to think about it mainly in their own terms. He asserted that such teachers select 

precisely the content to be covered and organize it in manageable chunks (a list of 

specific teaching items), and transmit it to the students. Thus, they mainly focus on the 

content to be covered. Williams & Burden (1997) stated education is usually regarded 

as carried out by one person, a teacher, standing in front of a class and transmitting 

information to the learners. They claimed that this view simplifies the complex process 

involving interplay between the learning process, the teacher’s intentions, the individual 

personalities of the learners, their culture and background, and many other variables. 

According to Entwistle (2003), teachers who belong to the second category encourage 

student activity (student-directed activity). These teachers organize their teaching 

around appropriate learning activities and encourage student participation. Teachers, 

who belong to the third category aim at conceptual change. Such teachers, in order to 

facilitate student learning (in this case conceptual change), put more emphasis on what 

students already know and encourage students to engage in ideas, so as to improve their 

understanding (thus selection of materials relevant to learners’ interests and experiences 

is of primary focus).  

Samuelowicz and Bain’s (2001) research work, which reported on several 

studies done from1992 to 2001 on teacher beliefs about teaching and learning, 

discovered two main categories of teacher orientations to teaching:  
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1. Teaching-centered orientations: Imparting information and transmitting 

knowledge, facilitating understanding [Samuelowicz and Bain (2001) 

considered ‘facilitating understanding orientation’ an ‘intermediate’ orientation 

on the teaching and learning-centered orientation continuum. Yet they preferred 

to include this orientation within teaching-centered orientations because they 

considered the characteristics of this orientation closer to teaching-

centeredness]. 

2. Learning-centered: Changing students’ conceptions, helping students develop 

skills, preventing misunderstandings, negotiating meaning, encouraging 

knowledge creation, supporting student learning 

Although Samuelowicz and Bain’s (2001) research studies did not aim at 

language teaching, their categories are useful to visualize the differences between two 

distinct conceptualizations of teaching/learning (see Table 2.5 & Table 2.6).  

Table 2.5 Teaching-centered orientations (source Samuelowicz & Bain 2001) 

Dimensions Teaching-centered orientations 
Imparting information Transmitting structured 

knowledge 
Providing a facilitating 
understanding 

Desired learning 
outcomes 

Recall of atomized 
information 

Reproductive 
understanding 

Reproductive 
understanding     

Expected use of 
knowledge 

Within subject  Within subject  
For future use 

Within subject  
For future use 

Responsibility for 
organising or 
transforming 
knowledge 

Teacher Teacher Teacher shows how 
knowledge can be used 

Nature of knowledge  Externally constructed  Externally constructed Externally constructed 
Students’ existing 
conceptions 

Not taken into account Not taken into account Not taken into account 

Teacher-student 
interaction 

One-way 
Teacher� students 

Two-way to maintain 
student attention 

Two-way to 
ensure/clarify 
understanding 

Control of content  Teacher Teacher Teacher 
Professional 
development 

Not stressed Not stressed Not stressed 

Interest/motivation Teachers’ Teachers’ Teachers’ 
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Table 2.6 Learning-centered orientations (source Samuelowicz & Bain 2001) 

Dimensions Learning-centered orientations 
Helping students 
develop expertise 

Preventing 
misunderstanding 

Negotiating 
understanding 

Encouraging 
knowledge 
creation 

Desired learning 
outcomes 

Change in ways of 
thinking 

Change in ways 
of thinking 

Change in ways 
of thinking 

Change in ways 
of thinking 

Expected use of 
knowledge 

Interpretation of 
reality 

Interpretation of 
reality 

Interpretation of 
reality 

Interpretation of 
reality 

Responsibility for 
organizing or 
transforming 
knowledge 

Students & teacher Students Students Students 

Nature of 
knowledge  

Personalized  Personalized Personalized Personalized 

Students’ existing 
conceptions 

Not taken into 
account 

Used to prevent 
common 
mistakes 

Used as basis for 
conceptual 
change  

Used as basis for 
conceptual 
change 

Teacher-student 
interaction 

Two-way to 
negotiate meaning 

Two-way to 
negotiate 
meaning 

Two-way to 
negotiate 
meaning 

Two-way to 
negotiate 
meaning 

Control of content  Teacher Teacher Teacher Students  
Professional 
development 

Stressed  Stressed Stressed Stressed 

Interest/motivation Students’ Students’ Students’ Students’ 
 

2.12 Teacher beliefs and some controversial issues 

2.12.1 Beliefs about using L1 in L2 classrooms  

The issue of L1 use in L2 language classrooms has long been a controversial 

topic in the L2 literature. The major themes concerning this issue have usually been 

discussed under the topic ‘teachers’ use of L1 in second/foreign language classrooms.’ 

These discussions have sought out answers to the following questions: 

1. Should L1 be used in L2 classrooms (including both teachers and learners)? If yes, 

why, when and how much L1 should be used? 

However, although the topic has been one of the most discussed issues, the 

SLL/FLL literature provides us with a few empirical studies which directly asked 
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teachers’ opinions/reasons ‘why (or why not) they use L1 in their language classes (e.g. 

Levine 2003; Macaro 2001). In general, the SLL/FLL research regarding the issue of L2 

versus L1 use focused mainly on how much L2/L1 is used in L2 classrooms and very 

little theoretical and/or empirical research has been done as regards ‘why and when’ 

teachers and students feel the need to alternate between L2 and L1. Eldridge (1996), 

Levine (2003), Turnbull and Arnett (2002) and Macaro (2001) all pointed out that there 

is, in fact, relatively little theoretical and empirical evidence to support pedagogical 

decisions concerning when and how much L1 should be used in L2 classrooms. Teacher 

and learner perspectives (their beliefs, reasons, practices have been investigated by only 

a few empirical studies. Levine (2003) noted that (except for a few empirical works) the 

debate is largely based on intuitions about best practices, anecdotal evidence and 

personal classroom experience. Levine (2003) stated that almost all L2 teachers appear 

to have their personal approach towards L1 and L2 use in their language classrooms. 

Levine (2003) postulated that teachers’ personal approaches may be influenced by 

“…pedagogical training, knowledge of the second language acquisition (SLA) 

literature, official policy, and classroom experience. Yet often it appears to be based 

primarily on classroom experience and intuitions about what feels right” (p. 343). In the 

same vein Duff and Polio (1990) postulated that institutional policy on L2 use, lesson 

content and objectives, pedagogical materials, and teachers’ educational backgrounds 

may be some of the influencing factors on teachers’ amount of L2 (L1) use in their 

language classrooms.  

Various empirical studies based their research on the assumptions offered by the 

natural-approach which advocates L2 instruction without recourse-to-L116 (see Krashen 

                                                 
16 The expression ‘without recourse-to-L1’originates from Krashen and Terrell’s (1983) natural approach 

which advocates exclusive L2 use during language instruction. 
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1981a, 1981b; Krashen & Terrell 1983: 9). Thus, many of the empirical studies took the 

‘without recourse-to-L1’ position, and they either observed, recorded or asked about the 

amount of teacher use of L2 (and/or L1) in language classrooms (e.g. Duff & Polio 

1990; Guthrie 1984 cited in Levine 2003; Polio & Duff 1994).  

Many scholars, although most of them agree on the legitimacy of L1 in L2 

classrooms, claim that successful language learning requires extensive L2 input. 

(Chaudron 1988; R. Ellis 1989, 2005a; Turnbull 2001). R. Ellis (2005a) explained that 

language learning is a slow and difficult process (both in naturalistic and instructed 

learning contexts) and unless learners receive L2 exposure, they cannot acquire it. He 

added that “In general, the more exposure they receive, the more and the faster they will 

learn.” (R. Ellis 2005a par 26). Quality and quantity of L2 contact are also considered to 

be positive factors influencing L2 willingness to communicate (WTC) (Clement et al. 

2003; MacIntyre et al. 1998; MacIntyre et al.2003). Thus, many specialists have 

emphasized inevitable disadvantages of extensive L1 reliance in L2 classrooms 

(Chaudron 1988; R. Ellis 1989, 2000, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c; Turnbull 2001). These 

specialists’ argued that, especially in cases when the learners have little or no L2 contact 

outside the classroom environment, foreign language teachers should aim to maximize 

L2 use in their classes. These claims are supported by some empirical studies which 

found direct correlation between extensive L2 use and learner achievement. (Burstall 

1968, 1970; Burstall, Jamieson, Cohen & Hargreaves 1974; Carroll 1975; Carroll, 

Clark, Edwards & Handrick 1967; Wolf 1977: all cited in Turnbull & Arnett 2002). 

Other arguments such as extensive L2 contact: a) ‘contributes to learner motivation’ 

(e.g. Macaro 1997; Gardner 2001a; Gardner & Lambert 1972); and b) ‘increases learner 
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willingness to communicate’ (MacIntyre et al. 1998) are also supported by some 

empirical studies. R. Mori’s study (2004) demonstrated how genuine opportunities 

staying-in English rule generated. R. Mori’s study illustrated that the opportunities to 

communicate in English created an environment where the learners made best use of the 

knowledge they possessed instead of going back to their L1.  

The most persuasive theoretical rationale for maximizing the L2 use in L2 

classrooms was presented by some empirical studies that found direct correlation 

between extensive L2 use and learner achievement. (Burstall 1968, 1970; Burstall, 

Jamieson, Cohen & Hargreaves 1974; Carroll 1975; Carroll, Clark, Edwards & 

Handrick 1967; Wolf 1977: all cited in Turnbull & Arnett 2002). Thus the idea that 

‘teachers are the learners’ primary source of L2 input; therefore, they should maximize 

their L2 use’ was supported by these empirical studies. Later studies, as well as the 

importance of L2 exposure, emphasized the quality aspect of L2 use in language 

classrooms (e.g. Polio & Duff 1994: Walsh 2002). Walsh’s research article (2002) 

tackled the issue a little differently from the other scholars who investigated teacher talk 

in language classrooms before him. He criticized previous research for mainly focusing 

on the quantity rather than quality in teacher talk. In his research, Walsh (2002) 

recorded eight experienced EFL teachers’ lessons. His article provided some extracts 

demonstrating good examples of teacher use of L2 to encourage learner participation 

(none of the teachers used L1). He analyzed the data by using conversation analysis 

(CA) and tried to find answers to the following questions: 

1. To what extent do teachers of EFL hinder or facilitate learner contributions by 

their use of language?  
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2. How can teachers enhance the quantity and quality of learner output by more 

careful language use?  

3. In what ways do teachers deny learning opportunities by 'filling in the gaps' or 

'smoothing over' learner contributions?  

Walsh’s research (2002) suggested that the teacher’s choice of language can 

construct or obstruct learner participation. Walsh (2002) argued that the aim of teacher 

talk should aim to maximize learner contribution in the L2.  

Turnbull and Arnett (2002) reviewed theoretical and empirical literature 

regarding teachers’ uses of the L1 and L2 in second and foreign language classrooms. 

Their review looked into teachers’ uses of the L1 and L2 in language classrooms as 

regards: exposure to L2 input; student motivation; the ways in which the L1 use can 

promote L2 learning at cognitive level and code-switching; and when the L1 should be 

used. They asserted that relevant research studies on the topic found a direct correlation 

between L2 achievement and teacher use of the L2. They considered these results the 

most persuasive theoretical rationale for maximizing the teacher’s use of the L2 in the 

classroom. They argued that since teachers are often the students’ primary source of 

linguistic input maximizing the L2 in the classroom is a favorable practice. Turnbull 

and Arnett’s (2002), although some of the examples they provided offered anecdotal 

support rather than empirical, acknowledged that increased use of L2 has positive effect 

on student motivation. However, Turnbull and Arnett’s (2002) also argued that 

maximizing L2 should not be interpreted as exclusion of the L1 from second/foreign 

language classrooms.  

However, in some cases ‘maximizing L2’ is interpreted as ‘without recourse-to- 

L1’. This view, in some cases, is taken as granted and practiced in language classrooms 
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through word-by-word translations of Krashen and Terrell’s natural approach (see 

Krashen & Terrell 1983). However, in some cases, despite the discussions against the 

use of L1, L1 has preserved its place in language classrooms. It is commonly claimed 

that even in extreme cases in which the mother tongue is completely banned in L2 

classrooms it is still unavoidable for learners not to refer to their mother tongue. Thus, 

some research studies attempted to understand origins of possible influences and 

consequences regarding this phenomenon. Some studies asked both the teachers and 

learners to explain why they use the L1 in language classrooms; or in some cases the 

learners were asked whether they were satisfied with the amount of the L2 used in their 

language classes (see Duff & Polio 1990; Levine 2003; Macaro 1997). Macaro’s case 

study (2001) looked into learners’ and teachers’ code-switching between the L1 and L2. 

His findings illustrated that the quantity of the L1 and/or L2 used by the teachers had 

little effect on the quantity of the L1/L2 used by the learners. Some empirical studies 

which used Horwitz’s BALLI (Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory) detected 

links between learner use of L2 and anxiety (see Horwitz 1999). Levine (2003), on the 

other hand, found that the use of L2 and language anxiety did not increase 

proportionally. He explained that increased use of L2 does not necessarily result in 

higher anxiety in learners. Thus, he concluded that learners who experience extensive 

L2 use in their classrooms get used to this practice and extensive L2 use helps them 

develop strategies to cope with their language anxiety.   

Some sociocultural, sociocognitive, and social psychological approaches, which 

are increasingly establishing new paradigms in SLA (Second Language Acquisition) 

research, argue for L1 use in L2 classrooms. The scholars who are taking the 

sociocultural, sociocognitive or social psychological standpoints claim that learners use 

their culture and mother tongue as a point of reference when learning a foreign language 
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(Antón & DiCamilla 1999; Castellotti 2001). Castellotti claimed that learners’ mother 

tongue is in the core of their representations and constitutes a point of anchoring; 

therefore, people who are concerned with L2 learning cannot disregard this fact 

(Castellotti 2001). She collected her data directly from the language classrooms and 

analyzed when and why the learners and teachers alternated between L1 and L2 (see 

Castellotti 2001). Similarly Antón and DiCamilla (1999) argued for the use of L1 in 

language classrooms. They used a Vygotskian interactionist approach in their study. 

Like Castollotti, they studied the language learners’ use of the L1 while the learners 

were engaged in a collaborative activity. They noted that L1 is an indispensable device 

which learners use for scaffolding17. That is, L1 is viewed as a device through which 

learners transfer previously acquired knowledge from their first language to their L2 

instruction. The idea backing this view is that by using the mother tongue, meaning is 

established immediately and this guarantees that the L2 learning takes place by offering 

a feeling of security and help for the learners. Antón and DiCamilla (1999) provided 

evidence that while performing L2 tasks learners use their mother tongue to externalize 

their inner speech as a means to regulate their mental activities. They also noted that L1 

use helps learners to establish and maintain intersubjectivity18 [i.e. L1 is considered to 

be a tool which helps learners to construct a shared perspective of the task (Antón & 

DiCamilla 1999)].  

                                                 
17 Scaffolding is a term originates from Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (see Vygotsky 1978; Daniels 

1996). Scaffolding is assumed to facilitate the learner’s ability to build on prior knowledge (language is 

postulated to be playing an important role) and internalize new information. In other words, scaffolding 

assists the learner in building his/her understanding of new content and process (Daniels 1996). 

18 Intersubjectivity refers to the task participants’ common agreement “…on the nature of the activity they 

are engaged by sharing a common motive and goals for performing the task.” (Ellis R. 2003: 189). 
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Duda (2006) approached this issue from cognitive perspective and argued that 

learners’ first language is the best means to aid learners to develop their metacognitive 

ability. He explained that learners’ mother tongue provides them with the optimal 

condition for linguistic introspection during their metacognitive development. 

Therefore, he suggested that learners’ metacognitive reflections be conducted in their 

first language. Regarding cognitive issues related to the L1 use, Turnbull and Arnett’s 

(2002) literature review offered the following examples on ‘how and when teacher use 

of L1 can be functional in L2 classrooms’: 

1. As a cognitive tool: 

a) to help learners scaffold their learning (see also Antón & DiCamilla 1999 

and Section 2.7) 

b) to negotiate meaning (Brooks & Donato 1994 cited in Turnbull and Arnett 

2002) 

2. During collaborative tasks to:  

a) to increase efficiency  

b) to increase attention 

c) to facilitate interpersonal interaction (Swain & Lapkin 2000 cited in 

Turnbull and Arnett 2002) 

3. As a pedagogical tool: 

a) to create authentic learning environments (e.g. by using code-switching) (see 

Cook 2001).  

b) to check understanding (e.g. to ensure that learners understand a 

grammatical concept or vocabulary item (Turnbull 2001b cited in Turnbull 

and Arnett 2002) 
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Castellotti and Moore (1997) and Eldridge (1996) argued that code-switching19 

can be an effective teaching strategy. Castellotti and Moore (1997) stated that teachers 

should decide in advance on ‘how much’ and ‘when’ to use the L1 in their classrooms 

(see also Castellotti 2001; Castellotti & Moore 2002). Coste (1997 cited in Turnbull and 

Arnett 2002) claimed that code-switching can further learner L2 proficiency by using 

L1 as a reference of point. Eldridge’s study (1996) illustrated that majority of code-

switching in the classroom is highly purposeful, and related to pedagogical goals. 

Macaro’s case study (2001) looked into learners’ and teachers’ code-switching between 

the L1 and L2. He explained that in their study the teachers were exposed to theoretical 

positions and empirical studies on the issue during their training program. The study 

analyzed the quantity of the L1 used and the teachers’ reflections and beliefs on code-

switching. His findings illustrated that the quantity of the L1 and/or L2 used by the 

teachers had little effect on the quantity of L1/L2 used by the learners. The study also 

revealed that the teachers referred to the theoretical literature they have read only very 

little.  

As a result of this increased awareness of the facilitative role of L1 in meaning-

based L2 classroom environments some researchers have re-evaluated the use of L1 

within the L2 learning context (Cook, 2001; R. Ellis 2003; Klapper 2003; Turnbull). 

Cook (2001), although he expressed positive views for maximizing the L2 in language 

classrooms, stated that maximizing L2 use in the classroom should not be interpreted as 

abandoning the L1 completely. However, as I mentioned earlier, most of these above-

mentioned studies focused mainly on the amount of the L2 or L1 used in the language 

classroom. Only a few exceptions (e.g. Antón & DiCamilla 1999; Castellotti 2001; 
                                                 
19 Alternating rapidly between L1 and L2 in either oral or written expression (Coste 1997 cited in 

Turnbull & Arnett’s 2002) 
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Castellotti & Moore 1997; Eldridge 1996; Levine 2003; Macaro 2001) investigated the 

impact of L1 and L2 use on learners and learning. Moreover, only very few of the 

empirical studies included teachers’ beliefs about and reasons for using or not using the 

L1 in their classrooms. 

2.12.2 Beliefs about L2 grammar teaching 

Issues concerning the teaching of grammar have long been a major topic of 

discussion in second/foreign language pedagogy (Borg 1999b; Ellis 2003, 2005a, 

2005b, 2005c; Ellis et al. 2002; Savignon 2002b). Borg (1999c) asserted that although 

research about the role of formal instruction in L2 grammar teaching has long been the 

area of debate, research in this area is still unable to provide language teachers’ with 

clear answers.  

Contrary to the earlier (traditional) SLL/FLL methods, which operated through 

linguistic syllabi that are in the form of sequences of grammatical structures, recent 

trends in second/foreign language teaching (see Section 2.29) emphasize contextualized 

meaningful learning rather than the teaching of isolated linguistic forms (see R. Ellis 

2000, 2003, 2005a, 2005b; Richards & Rodgers 2001; Savignon 2002b and so forth) 

[see also Section 2.27.4 for ‘focus-on-forms’ vs. ‘focus-on-form’ discussions]. 

Savingnon (2002) maintained that many language teachers interpreted ‘focus on 

meaning’ as that grammar is not important, or that communicative approaches aim at 

developing learners’ oral skills without directing any attention to learners’ grammatical 

competence. Thus communicative approaches have been criticized for not having a 

clear paradigm regarding this issue. Swan (1985b) argued that the communicative 

approach has an over-simplified view of language teaching by only emphasizing the 

semantic features in language learning. He claimed that such practices are misleading 
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because language teaching should involve integrating formal syntactic syllabuses. Borg 

(1999c) explained that research on this specific issue is full of uncertainties and unable 

to provide consistent guidelines for L2 teachers. Ellis (2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) and 

Ellis et al. (2002) asserted that a lot of importance is attached to the issue of ‘grammar’. 

They, therefore, suggested that a careful consideration should be given to resolve the 

dichotomy regarding this issue. Ellis et al. (2002) argued that entirely meaning-centered 

language instruction cannot be sufficient enough to promote high levels of linguistic 

competence. Thus, Ellis (2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) and Ellis et al. (2002) suggested 

that, although primary focus should be on meaning, language instruction should also 

ensure focus on form.  

Borg (1999b) claimed that regarding grammar teaching, research principally 

focused on learning outcomes rather than actual classroom processes. He asserted that 

fuller understanding of the process of teaching could only be done through research on 

teacher cognition (beliefs, knowledge, theories, assumptions, and attitudes). Thus, Borg 

(1999c) suggested that the area of L2 grammar teaching, which provides prolific data to 

examine teachers’ theories and the psychological bases of grammar teaching, should be 

further researched. Borg (1999c) strongly asserted that studying teacher cognition 

(beliefs) is relevant to the whole field of language teaching and perpetual research on all 

aspects of L2 teachers’ beliefs (theories, cognitions etc) is required to enlighten our 

understandings of classroom realities. He claimed that information obtained on teacher 

beliefs about the grammar would provide Teacher Development (TD) practices with 

information grounded in the study of actual classroom practices. He maintained that this 

information flow from classroom to TD practices can also help teachers find 

themselves, their classroom practices and their needs in such development programs 

and encourage them to reflect on their teaching practices.  
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Part 2: Discordances between Learner/Teacher Beliefs  

2.13 Introduction 

Empirical studies done in educational psychology provide us with wealth of 

evidence demonstrating existence of discordances between teacher and learner 

perspectives, and how these discordances impact negatively on learning teaching 

environments (e.g. Entwistle 1987, 2003; Entwistle et al. 2002; Prosser & Trigwell 

1999). Similarly, SLL/FLL literature also provides us with abundance of anecdotal, 

experiential and empirical evidence on existence of differences between learner and 

teacher beliefs20 (e.g. approaches to learning vs. approaches to teaching, perceptions of 

learning vs. perceptions of teaching, styles of learning vs. styles of teaching; and learner 

vs. teacher agendas and so forth). Entwistle 2003 stated that the literature on student 

learning and teachers’ views about teaching/learning suggests marked differences in the 

way teachers and learners think about teaching and learning. Milner (2005) stated that, 

at times, teachers’ beliefs are not in agreement (concordance) with the experiences and 

beliefs of their learners and this causes discordance between teachers’ and students’ 

learning/teaching agendas, which inevitably influence students’ learning negatively. 

                                                 
20 Here I use the term ‘beliefs’ as a general term to encompass various labels such as learner/teacher 

intentions, interpretations, perceptions, preconceptions, perspectives, preferred approaches, styles, 

agendas and so forth that have been referred to as origins of ‘mismatches’ in SLL/FLL classrooms. 

Although these terms are all separate entities they are postulated to be belief-related and are guided by 

their underlying beliefs.  



93 
 

2.14 Why is discordance between teaching and learning important ? 

Nunan (1986) maintained that several studies on teacher and learner perceptions 

of the usefulness of certain teaching techniques and activities illustrated existence of 

clear differences between teacher and learner perspectives of language learning and 

teaching practices. Nunan (1995) asserted that learners tend to follow their own agendas 

rather than those of their teachers. Kumaravadivelu (1991) asserted that recent trends in 

language teaching have a significant degree of flexibility (e.g. communicative language 

learning, humanistic language teaching, and task-based learning). He explained that 

these new trends mainly emphasize communicative language learning, and within this 

framework, classroom activities are presented with a set of general learning objectives 

and problem-solving tasks, and not a list of specific linguistic items. In the same vein, 

R. Ellis (2003) maintained that, contrary to the earlier (traditional) SLL/FLL methods, 

which viewed language as a set of linguistic systems and operated through linguistic 

syllabi (usually grammatical structures), recent language pedagogy does not attempt to 

specify “…what the learners will learn, only how they will learn.” (R. Ellis 2003: 31). 

Kumaravadivelu (1991) claimed that this flexibility in L2 pedagogy then depends 

highly on learner and teacher perceptions and interpretations of classroom aims and 

events; therefore, increasing the potential for misunderstanding and miscommunication 

in the language classroom. According to Nunan (1995), major causes for mismatches 

(discordances) are the difference between teacher and learner agendas:  

“…the principal reason for the mismatch between teachers and learners, which gives rise 

to a disparity between what is taught and what is learned, is that there is mismatch 

between the pedagogical agenda of the teacher and that of the learner. While the teacher 

is busily teaching one thing, the learner is very often focusing on something else.” 

(Nunan 1995: 134-135)  
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Kumaravadivelu (1991) stressed the influence of prior teacher and learner 

experiences on learner and teacher perceptions and interpretations: 

 “…the teacher and the learner, as experienced members of the classroom community in a 

particular society, bring with them their own perceptions of what constitutes language 

teaching, language learning, and learning outcome, and their prescriptions about what 

their classroom roles ought to be.” 

Kumaravadivelu (1991) stated that within this new language-learning 

environment both the teacher and learner go through the process of restructuring their 

role relationship. Therefore, he suggested looking into factors contributing to gaps 

between teacher intention and learner interpretation of L2 language tasks. 

Like Kumaravadivelu (1991), Nunan (1986) also stressed the influence of prior 

learning experiences and societal factors on learners’ current perceptions of their 

language experiences, as regards recent L2 learning pedagogy. He explained that 

teacher and learner differences mainly stem from the learners’ social/cultural 

backgrounds and previous learning experiences which in somewhat discordant with 

their teachers’ views which are influenced by recent theories of learning/teaching (e.g. 

communicative language learning/teaching).  

The empirical studies which investigated differences between L2 teachers’ and 

L2 learners’ perspectives in teaching and learning used mostly Horwitz’s BALLI 

(Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory) to detect possible gaps (discordances) in 

language classrooms (e.g. Peacock 1998). Several other empirical studies used research 

methodologies such as ethnography21, observations, interviews, and blend of various 

                                                 
21  Ethnography means learning from people. It is a research methodology commonly used by 

anthropologists. It is a tool for understanding how people see their experiences. It has broad implications 
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research methodologies to discover and understand possible differences between 

teacher and learner perspectives in language classrooms (e.g. Bloom 2007; Canagarajah 

1993; Hawkey 2006; Kumaravadivelu 1991; Mantle-Bromley 1995; Peacock 1998, 

2001b). Some other empirical studies investigated discordance between L2 learner and 

L2 teacher beliefs by focusing on some common L2 issues such as: error correction; 

grammar teaching (e.g. Schulz 2001); teacher and student role expectations (e.g. 

McCargar 1993); use of L1 in L2 classrooms (e.g. Levine 2003); learner and teacher 

perceptions of language activities (e.g. Hawkey 2006); teacher and learner beliefs about 

oral language instruction (e.g. Cohen & Fass 2001), and so forth. 

All of these above mentioned scholars stressed the important influence teacher 

and learner beliefs have on language learning outcomes. It is commonly believed that 

learners’ achievement of success depends largely on the degree of agreement between 

‘teacher intention’ and ‘learner interpretation’. Schulz (2001) asserted that 

inconsistencies in student and teacher belief systems could be harmful to learning. 

Several empirical SLL/FLL studies provided evidence to support this view (e.g. Bloom 

2007; Canagarajah 1993; Cohen & Fass 2001; Hawkey 2006; Horwitz 1987, 1988, 

1999; Peacock 1998, 2001b and so forth).  

Horwitz (1988) argued that learners’ have preconceptions of language learning 

and these preconceptions might lead learners to have negative and incorrect 

expectations about how foreign languages are learned. These incorrect beliefs may have 

other effects. Students may feel frustrated when they see that their beliefs and 

                                                                                                                                               
for many fields, including education. In education it is mainly used to understand teachers' and learners’ 

needs, experiences, viewpoints, and goals. Such information is considered useful for teachers and 

programme designers to improve student learning (Spradley1979). 
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expectations are not concordant with the classroom methods used. In cases when learner 

expectations and conceptions of foreign language learning differ from teacher 

conceptions and expectations, learning outcomes are postulated to be further affected. 

Horwitz suggested that the gap between teacher and learner beliefs might affect 

learners’ confidence in their teachers and their willingness to participate in the L2. 

McCargar (1993) claimed that unsatisfied learners might abandon a class and choose 

another one which best meets their perceived needs, goals and expectations.  

Several empirical studies confirmed Horwitz’s (1988) and McCagar’s (1993) 

conclusions by demonstrating that gaps between teacher and learner beliefs and their 

approaches to learning and teaching may result in learner resistance22 (learner 

reluctance to participate in classroom activities) and dissatisfaction (e.g. Bloom 2007; 

Canagarajah 1993; Hawkey2006; Mantle-Bromley 1995; Peacock 1998, 2001b).  

For instance, Peacock’s (1998, 2001b) studies found that the gaps between 

teacher and learner beliefs reduced learner confidence and satisfaction; and caused 

learner reluctance to participate in communicative activities; and consequently resulted 

in negative learning outcomes. Similarly, Canagarajah’s (1993) research, which 

investigated learner resistance, clearly demonstrated that language learners could be 

unsatisfied with the teaching methods used in their language classroom and might react 

to it by showing resistance to participate in the language activities. Canagarajah (1993) 

identified a link between resistance and product/result-oriented learning. He explained 

that the participant students in his research expressed displeasure and dissatisfaction 

with the communicative approach used in their EFL classes, and wanted explicit 

                                                 
22 Canagarajah (1993) used the expression ‘ambivalent student opposition’ to define learner resistance.  
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grammatical instruction that they could study and learn as content. Canagarajah noted 

that the students often disregarded learner-centered and activity-oriented classes but 

attended classes which dealt with the grammar points overtly. He also explained that the 

students were reluctant to participate in the role-play or other interactive activities. He 

explained that the learners showed resistance to engaging in learner-centered learning 

activities and tried to gear classroom interaction towards a teacher-centered form.  

Hawkey (2006) investigated a group of English language teachers’ and learners’ 

perceptions of communicative language learning/teaching in their classes. Although the 

data indicated that both the teachers and the learners had an overall agreement on merits 

of communicative teaching and learning, the findings of the study suggested remarkable 

differences between the perceptions of learners and teachers on the importance of 

grammar and pair work in their classes. Hawkey regarded these differences as potential 

problem areas to focus on, and he, therefore, suggested that teachers should be given 

support in these areas.  

Bloom’s teacher-research project (2007), which was based on communicative 

language teaching (the course for this project was designed by using task and project 

based teaching models), investigated thirteen adult language learners’ reactions towards 

non-traditional language classroom. She collected data via anecdotal records (to 

document these anecdotal records she videotaped each class); informal interviews, and 

informal and formal student feedback. Her research findings suggested that the conflict 

between teacher and learner expectations created tensions in the classroom. Bloom’s 

study revealed that the tensions were mainly related to the following four themes: 

‘Student versus teacher-centered learning’, ‘self-efficacy versus laissez faire work 

attitude’, ‘communication versus accuracy’, and ‘process versus product orientation’. 
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She observed that the student had tensions during student-centered activities. She stated 

that these tensions developed because the course did not meet the learners’ 

expectations; that is, they preferred a more teacher-centered approach. During student-

centered activities the students questioned the teacher’s role and ‘control’ of the 

classroom. She explained that some students appeared to be confused during self-

directed learning time. Bloom stated that although some students took the responsibility 

of their own learning, some others had ‘a laissez faire attitude’. Bloom asserted that the 

aim of the course was authentic communication rather than working on the ability to 

produce perfect language and the assignments and the activities encouraged the learners 

to focus on the process rather than the product.  

Jing (2006) investigated how and why learner resistance occurred in a 

metacognition-training (MT)23 project. The aim of the MT project was to improve 

learner reflection and autonomy. His paper addressed two research questions: 

1. In what ways were the students resistant to the teacher’s goals and expectations 

in a metacognition-training (MT) project? 

2. What were the possible explanations for this resistance? (Jing 2006). 

His findings indicated existence of learner resistance because of gaps 

(discordance) between the teacher’s goals and expectations and those of the learners. 

Jing also discovered that institutional pressures and societal expectations were the 

influencing and controlling factors (e.g. examination culture valued by the educational 

                                                 
23 Metacognition-training (MT) is “…reflection on learning processes and learning to learn (e.g. the 

development of capacity for planning, monitoring and evaluating one’s learning)…” (Jing 2006: 96). 

Such reflection is postulated to improve self-direction and learner autonomy in learning (Jing 2006). 

 



99 
 

community). He explained that these institutional and societal pressures and 

expectations led both the learners and teachers to employ product–oriented approaches 

in learning/teaching and the learners to learn for examinations. Jing explained that 

because of the product-oriented approach MT project failed to succeed. Jing (2006) 

explained this as follows: 

“…learner resistance is also a matter of tensions and conflicts in learner and teacher 

agendas, and in short-term and long-term priorities in learning. For example, students 

might recognize the long-term potential of MT (Metacognitive Training) (which intended 

to involve them in more reflective and process oriented learning), but still felt that short-

term priorities (e.g. improving basic language skills and taking examinations) should 

prevail. In an examination-oriented educational context, this might constitute a 

reasonable and sensible orientation towards learning.” (Jing 2006: 113).   

Cohen and Fass (2001) investigated a group of EFL teachers’ and learners’ 

beliefs concerning oral language tasks. The findings indicated that there was 

disagreement between student and teacher beliefs regarding the amount of student 

teacher talk in the classroom. They also discovered that although the program claimed 

to have a communicative approach to teaching the teachers’ actual classroom 

implementations did not correspond to this objective. Moreover, the findings also 

indicated that the beliefs held by the teachers and the students did not reflect a 

communicative approach. They therefore, suggested more training for both the teachers 

and the students in order to fulfill the institutional objectives. Similarly, Mantle-

Bromely (1995) investigated a group of learners’ beliefs about foreign language 

learning (She used Horwitz’s BALLI) and discovered that these learners’ beliefs 

differed greatly from commonly held teacher beliefs. She therefore, stressed that 

teachers need to have a clear understanding of their students’ beliefs and help them 

construct realistic and informed beliefs about foreign language learning. 
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Kumaravadivelu’s study (1991) identified ten potential sources of mismatches 

(discordance) between teacher intention and learner interpretation: cognitive, 

communicative, linguistic, pedagogic, strategic, cultural, evaluative, procedural, 

instructional, and attitudinal. 

Discordances between teachers’ general teaching styles (which are directly 

linked to teachers’ beliefs and conceptions of teaching) and learners’ preferred learning 

styles have also been proved to be influencing learning outcomes negatively (see 

Peacock 2001b). Peacock noted that a gap (discordance) between teaching and learning 

styles might cause serious learning failure, frustration and demotivation. He suggested 

that EFL teachers should teach by using various strategies in order to accommodate 

different learning styles. It is generally argued that there are greater chances of 

achieving desired learning outcomes when the gap between teacher intention and 

learner interpretation is narrower (Kumaravadivelu 1991).  

Kumaravadivelu (1991) argued that knowledge of potential sources of gaps 

(discordance) between teacher and learner beliefs would help teachers: sensitize 

themselves to different interpretations/perceptions of language-learning tasks; and 

facilitate desired learning outcomes in the classroom. However, compared to the 

importance given to the topic, the SLL/FLL literature provides us with very few 

empirical studies that sought to understand why and how mismatches (discordances) 

occur, and there is very little empirical work to suggest what could be done to overcome 

these discordances.  
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2.15 Ways of overcoming discordances 

The research findings have shown that discordances between teacher and learner 

perspectives have negative effects on educational instruction. These findings have led 

educationalists to search answers to the problem. Regarding the issue, in the whole, 

educationalists appear to share the views that: a) learners’ and teachers’ beliefs play a 

significant role, therefore, both teachers’ and learners’ opinions should be consulted and 

their beliefs should be explored; b) in order to mediate learners’ dysfunctional beliefs 

learner training should become part of language instruction; and c) teachers should 

receive help on the issue.  

In different language learning contexts, the emphasis on communicative learner-

centered instruction (e.g. meaning/communication based language tasks, autonomy and 

the acquisition of metacognitive skills) may result in learner resistance when 

expectations of language learning involve reliance on: a) teacher rather than the learner 

and self-regulation; b) rote-learning as opposed to creative, meaningful, communicative 

language use; and accuracy at the expense of fluency. Thus, knowledge of learner 

beliefs and its implications for learning and teaching is considered to be vital in order to 

understand the possible origins of discordances between learning and teaching (see 

Benson & Lor 1999; Cohen and Fass 2001; Hawkey 2006; Jing 2006; Kumaravadivelu 

1991; Schulz 2001).  

Nunan 1986 stated that the duty of language teachers is not only to teach the 

language but also to train the learners on how to become a good language learner. He 

claimed that learners’ need to be convinced about the merits of communicative 

language activities (role-playing, problem-solving etc). He suggested that learners 

should be sensitized to the requirements of communicative language learning through 
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explanation, discussion and demonstration. In his view, in order for curriculum 

innovations to be effective, educators (teachers, curriculum designers etc.) should 

approach the learners and their perceptions of the language learning process with 

sensitivity and should be willing to consult learners’ beliefs and negotiate.  

Richards and Rodgers (2001) noted that teachers in communicative classrooms 

are required to respond to their students’ needs and understand their students’ 

perceptions of their learning styles, learning assets and learning goals. They suggested 

that this may be done informally (one-to-one sessions with students) or through 

administering needs assessment instrument. They proposed that on the basis of such 

needs assessment, teachers should plan their language instruction to respond to the 

learners’ needs. In the same vein, Schulz (2001) suggested that it is important that 

teachers explore their students' perceptions of issues related to language learning and 

make efforts to deal with potential conflicts between student beliefs and teaching 

practices. Similarly, Benson and Lor (1999) proposed to take into consideration 

learners’ conceptions of, beliefs about, and approaches to language learning. Based on 

their research with a group of language learners (1999), they found that the learners' 

conceptions of language learning were influential in shaping the learners’ beliefs, and 

subsequently the approaches they adopted to learning and the learning strategies they 

used. Benson and Lor (1999) suggested that exploring learners’ conceptions of 

learning24 is important because it helps to classify learner beliefs. They maintained that 

language teachers need not only know what beliefs learners hold about learning but they 

also need to know whether these beliefs are ‘functional’ or ‘dysfunctional’ in order to 

                                                 
24 The notion ‘conceptions of learning’ is referred to as ‘beliefs about language learning’ by Horwitz and 

investigated via Horwitz’s BALLI (Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory) studies (see Horwitz 

1987, 1988, 1999). 
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be able to influence learners’ attitudes and language learning behaviors. Benson and Lor 

suggested that in order to modify language learning beliefs, the learner must also 

modify the underlying conceptions on which these beliefs are based.  

Today in some institutions where foreign languages are taught, counseling25, 

or/and learner training programs (e.g. metacognitive training; language learning strategy 

training etc.) are integrated in language learning curricula. Such programs aim to: a) 

train learners’ on how to become a good language learner (e.g. self-directed, 

autonomous etc); b) negotiate (mediate) learners’ dysfunctional beliefs and help them to 

appropriate these in a more functional way (e.g. see Jing 2006). The Council of Europe 

has published various studies proposing different approaches for mediating language 

learners’ beliefs and helping learners develop positive attitudes toward the target 

culture(s) and language(s) they are learning (see Byram & Planet, 2000; Fenner, 2001; 

Zarate et al., 2004).  

2.16 Conclusion 

In educational enterprises, the teaching act is considered to be one of the most 

important aspects in the success of the outcomes of an education program. There is now 

a common view among SLL/FLL experts that being a good teacher is a complex, 

abstract phenomenon and cannot be achieved through mastery of discrete skills that are 

transmitted by teacher educators (Borg 2003a; Hall 2005; Peacock 2001a). In order for 

effective teaching and learning to take place, teachers are required to be aware of their 

students’ beliefs, interests, needs and expectations (Savignon 2002b; Williams & 

                                                 
25 CRAPEL (Centre de Recherches et D’Applications Pédagogiques En Langues) Université Nancy 2 has 

been using counseling services as part of their self-directed language learning program (see Gremmo, 

1993b; Bailly, 1993).  
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Burden 1997). This view emphasizes more active role of teachers, which requires 

teachers question their teaching and their students' learning to reduce any gaps between 

teacher intention and learner interpretation. This view has also prompted theorists to 

encourage teachers to use formal assessment of learners’ needs (e.g. questionnaires, 

interviews etc) to minimize possible discordances between their teaching styles and 

their students’ learning styles. Savignon (2002b) suggested that in order to facilitate the 

chances of achieving desired learning outcomes teachers ought to use instruments to 

identify students' needs, classroom activity preferences, and develop self-awareness in 

learners to encourage changes in student behavior.  

Part 3: Theoretical Underpinnings 

2.17 Introduction 

The role and importance of beliefs have been of a great interest for many 

scholars from diverse disciplines. In disciplines where human behavior and learning are 

of a primary concern (namely, cognitive psychology, educational psychology and social 

psychology) beliefs are viewed as an important construct to be investigated in relation 

to their subsequent impact on people’s behavior. Many theories of learning, especially 

the ones which emerged from conceptual frameworks for the study of human cognition 

(e.g. Flavell’s metacognitive theory--see Flavell, 1979); social representations (e.g. 

Moscovici’s social representations theory--see Moscovici 1976, Moscovici & Duveen 

2000); expectancy-value model of attitude and behavior theories (e.g. Fishbein and 

Ajzen’s theory of reasoned action-- see Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; and Ajzen’s theory of 

planned behavior --see Ajzen 1991); attitudes and motivation (e.g. Socio-educational 

model of Gardner & Lambert-- see Gardner & Lambert 1972); expectancy-value model 
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of attributional theories (e.g. Weiner’s attributional theory of achievement motivation--

see Weiner 1986) self-referent beliefs such as self concept, self perception, and self 

efficacy (Bandura’s socio-cognitive theory, self-efficacy theory--see Bandura 1986, 

1997, 2006a, 2006b; Pajares & Schunk 2002), utilized beliefs to comprehend human 

behavior.  

The belief construct involves multitude of complex and interacting agents. 

Understanding this complexity, regarding teacher and learner beliefs, necessitates going 

beyond mainstream L2 teaching/learning theories. Narcy-Combes (2005) noted that 

‘ research objects’ in pedagogy are in interaction with each other within complex 

systems, and each of these research objects is a subject of study in one or several 

disciplines that research on pedagogy depends upon. Thus, in order to be able to 

investigate the belief phenomenon from different perspectives, this dissertation work 

referred to different theories.  

2.18 Metacognitive theory  

Flavell’s metacognitive theory (1979), refers to the individual’s knowledge 

about his/her most basic mental states—desires, perceptions, beliefs, knowledge, 

thoughts, intentions, feelings, and so forth (Flavell 2004). Briefly stated, metacognitive 

research deals with cognitive knowledge that individuals know about their own thinking 

(self-knowledge) and about others. The metacognitive research has contributed to the 

understanding of student learning by providing data on learners' self-knowledge and the 

types of self-regulation strategies they use to control their cognitive activities. This type 

of research continues to dominate the field of cognitive development research and 

shows no sign of diminishing.  
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The term metacognitive knowledge, which originates from Flavell’s 

metacognitive theory, refers to the individual’s beliefs or knowledge about (his/her or 

others’) cognitive processes (Flavell 1979). Pintrich described metacognitive knowledge 

as follows “Metacognitive knowledge involves knowledge about cognition in general, 

as well as awareness of and knowledge about one's own cognition.” (Pintrich 2002: 

219). According to Flavell, metacognitive knowledge, which can be both conscious and 

automatic (unconscious), is used by the individual to guide his/her cognitive activities 

(i.e., to engage in or to abandon a particular cognitive activity). Flavell proposed three 

categories of metacognitive knowledge (see Figure 2.3): person variables, task 

variables, and strategy variables. 

Person Variables
(Beliefs about self and others)

Task Variables
(Beliefs about the task)

Strategy Variable
(Beliefs about required 

cognitive processes)

Action

No Action

 

Figure 2.3 Schematic representation of the metacognitive knowledge model 
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Person variables 

Person variables are the individual’s beliefs about himself and other people (e.g. that 

s/he can learn better by memorizing vocabulary items; or his/her friend can learn 

languages better because s/he has a better memory etc.). 

Task variables 

These are the individual’s beliefs (knowledge) about a given task (e.g. 

whether the task is interesting, familiar, and whether it is within the capabilities of 

the individual to accomplish).  

Strategy variables 

Strategy variables involve the learner’s self regulation of his/her learning; 

selection of cognitive processes that the individual believes to be appropriate to 

fulfill a task (e.g. belief that whether the task requires summarizing, analyzing, 

expressing personal opinion etc. or whether the individual needs to ask for further 

clarification etc.).  

In order to understand how individuals use their metacognitive knowledge, we 

need to understand how self-knowledge is acquired. Many scholars based their theories 

of metacognitive knowledge acquisition on Representational Theory of Mind (RTM) or 

Computational Theory of Mind (CTM)-- a computer based model of knowledge 

formation [proposed first by Hilary Putnam 1961 (cited in Host 2005)] which was 

inspired by Chomskian model of knowledge acquisition. According to CTM, 

information-bearing units are connected to one another to form networks of information 

that are stored in the mind (see Section 2.27.4 for more information about CTM). 
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Although CTM supports much work in cognitive strategies in general, it fails to explain 

the conscious elements in metacognitive phenomenon entirely because the processes 

involved in CTM are mainly considered automatic and sub-conscious processes.  

Thus, some scholars explained self-knowledge acquisition through social 

constructivist accounts that self-knowledge is a progressive construction of meaningful 

structures, which are linked to one another by a process of inclusion of lower and less 

powerful meaningful units into higher and more powerful ones. In this respect, 

metacognitive theory bears some theoretical similarities with Piaget’s constructivist 

theory26 (see Section 2.27.4 for further information about Piaget) and socialcultural 

model of Vygotsky (see Section 2.27.7 for further information about sociocultural 

approaches). However, metacognitive knowledge focuses more on the acquired self-

knowledge, which belongs to an individual mind, rather than the knowledge acquired 

through social interactions with others (parents, family, friends etc.) or via some other 

external sources (e.g. via social artifacts as in Vygotsky’s sociocultural model). Pintrich 

(2002) maintained that regardless of their theoretical perspectives--sociocultural 

Vygotskian, or cognitive constructivist Piagetian, or information processing models--

researchers now agree that with development learners become more aware of their own 

thinking and cognition in general and this knowledge (metacognitive knowledge) guides 

them in their learning.  

                                                 
26 Piaget believed that individual minds are constructed out of social interactions and social meanings 

(Huitt & Hummel 2003).  
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2.19 Social representations  

The concept of social representations was first introduced by Durkheim. 

Nevertheless, social psychologist Serge Moscovici was the first to consider this concept 

a phenomenon and develop it into a theory --the theory was first introduced in 1961 and 

fully elaborated in 1976-- (Duveen 2000).  

Moscovi’s theory of social representations is concerned with the process through 

which knowledge (beliefs, images, ideas etc.) is produced, transformed, and transmitted 

into the social world (Duveen 2000). Durkheim (as cited in Riley 1997: 127) defined 

representations as “(Representations are) group ideas which are widely shared and 

socially forceful because they are collectively created through the interaction of many 

minds.” According to Moscovici (1984), the fact that ‘representations are produced 

collaboratively in society’ was a known concept, but structure or inner dynamics of 

representations received little attention. Moscovici claimed that Durkheim, who had a 

sociological/anthropological viewpoint, perceived representations as stable forms of 

collective understanding. He maintained that Durkheim had a static conception of 

representations. Moscovici claimed that Durkheim’s conceptualization of 

representations would not be relevant to modern and dynamic societies which are 

subject to change. He exemplified this dynamic nature of social representations as 

follows: 

“I suppose that social representations in movement more closely resemble money than 

language. Like money, they have an existence to extend that they are useful, circulate, 

take different forms in memory, perception, works of art, and so on, while nevertheless 

always being recognized as identical, in the same way that 100 francs can be represented 

a banknote, a traveller’s cheque…And their distinctive value varies according to relations 

of contiguity…” (Moscovici, 1984 p.153) 
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Moscovici (1984) explained that social representations are networks of beliefs 

(ideas, metaphors, images and so forth) which are connected to one another around a 

core belief (a prototype which represents a class). Moscovici (1984) maintained that 

although representations take different shapes with different values there is always a 

‘core belief’, which connects them all to one another, and that these core beliefs are 

recognized by individuals who are the members of the same society. Moscovici and 

Vignaux (1994) acknowledged that according to the ‘central kernel’ hypothesis each 

social representation is composed of ‘cognitive elements’ or ‘stable schemes’ and other 

cognitive elements and peripheral schemes are formed around these central kernels (this 

description bears similarities with schemata27 theory.). Moscovici and Vignaux (1994) 

explained that according to this hypothesis the stable elements dominate the meaning of 

the peripheral elements, and that the central kernels (or core beliefs, central stable 

cognitive schemes, or prototypes) have a stronger resistance to change than the newly 

formed peripheral schemes. Moscovici and Vignaux (1994) stated that “…the former 

(stable elements) expresses the permanence and uniformity of the social, while the 

latter (peripheral schemes) expresses its variability and diversity” (p. 159) (see Figure 

2.4).  

Duveen (2000) asserted that social representations, which are produced in 

society, are part of individuals’ everyday world and circulate in the media they watch 

and read, in everyday discussions they have with their friends, families, colleagues and 

so forth. In short, these representations constitute the realities of individuals’ everyday 

                                                 
27 Schema (Schemata: plural) refers to categorical rules, cognitive structures or scripts, which all 

individuals are assumed to possess, to interpret the world. The concept of schema was first introduced by 

Bartlett (1958) and later developed and used by Piaget (1970), Bruner (1973), Ausubel (1980) and some 

other cognitive psychologists. 
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lives and are sustained by social influences of communication. Moscovici (1984) 

asserted that the main purpose of representations is to facilitate interpretations and to 

form opinions. He explained that social representations theory views representations as 

a ‘classification system of assigning categories and names’. According to Moscovici, 

comparing, objects, ideas, individuals, events and so forth, lead people to create these 

classifications and to link them to a prototype, which represents a class. He considered 

this classification system more than just a simple means of grading and labeling 

discrete entities (e.g. persons, objects, events, people’s actions etc.). 

Peripheral SchemePeripheral Scheme

Peripheral Scheme Peripheral Scheme

Central Kernel

Core belief
Stable
Dominant
Resistant
Uniform

Peripheral belief
Changeable
Subordinate
Conforming
Varied

Expresses permanence 
and uniformity

Expresses  variability 
and diversity

 

Figure 2.4 Schematic representation of central kernel hypothesis. 

Moscovici sustained that interpreting an unfamiliar idea requires categories 

(names, references etc.) so that it can be integrated into the ‘society of concepts’. 

Moscovici (1984) further explained the concept of social representations in the 

following way:  
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“We fabricate them [representations]… make them tangible and visible and similar to the 

ideas and beings we have already integrated and with which we are familiar. In this way, 

pre-existing representations are somewhat modified and those things about to be 

represented are modified even more, so that they acquire a new existence.” (Moscovici 

1984: 49) 

Moscovici’s social representations theory holds that knowledge is always 

produced through interaction and communication (Duveen, 2000). Moscovici (1998) 

explained this phenomenon as follows: 

“We have no reason to exclude totally individual experience and perception. But…we 

must remember that nearly everything a person knows they have learnt from another, 

either through their accounts, or through the language which is acquired, or the objects 

which are used.” (Moscovici 1998: 126) 

From this perspective, Moscovici’s social representations theory shares 

similarities with constructivist and sociocultural trends in psychology (Duveen and 

Llyod: 1990). The idea that knowledge is treated as correlative and co-constitutive is 

also the major element in constructivist and sociocultural trends: for instance, Piaget’s 

constructivist theory; Vygotsky’s social development theory [Vygotsky stressed that 

knowledge acquisition is constructed through social interaction and artifacts]; and 

Lave’s situated learning [Social interaction is viewed as a crucial element of Lave’s 

situated learning. Lave stressed that learning is a function of the activity, context and 

culture in which it occurs (see Section 2.27.4 for further information about Lave’s 

situated learning)]. However, Moscovici’s social representations theory is not primarily 

concerned with the interpersonal sources of self-knowledge like in Vygotsky’s social 

development theory; or intra-personal knowledge construction like in Piaget’s theory of 

learning [Piaget viewed knowledge acquisition as a process of continuous self-
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construction (see Section 2.27.4 for further information]. Moreover, social 

representations cannot be viewed merely as self-knowledge, which is the product of 

individual’s cognitive processes either—e.g. Flavell’s Metacognition theory [Flavell’s 

metacognition theory views knowledge as the product and property of the individual 

mind]. Above all, social representations should not be confounded with mental 

representations28, a theoretical construct borrowed from cognitive science, which 

considers representations a network of connected information bearing units that belong 

to individual minds. Moscovici (1986) conceded that social representations, in certain 

respect, specific to the society individuals belong to and that they represent an 

environment in relation to the individual or the group. Moscovici (1984) explained the 

primary aim of social representations theory is to discover how individuals and groups, 

who have diverse views, ideas, attitudes and so forth, can construct a stable and 

predictable world out of such diversity.  

Moscovici claimed that function of all representations is to make something 

‘unfamiliar’ ‘familiar’. He explains this phenomenon as follows (see Moscovivi 1984 

and 1998):  

“What I mean is that consensual universes are places where everybody wants to feel at 

home, secure from any risk of fiction or strife. All that is said and done there only 

confirms acquired beliefs and interpretations, corroborates rather than contradicts 

tradition. The same situations, gestures, ideas are always expected to recur, over and over 

again. Change as such is only perceived and accepted in so far as it provides a kind of 

liveliness and avoids the stifling of dialogue under the weight of repetition. On the whole 

the dynamics of relationship is a dynamics of familiarization, where objects, individuals 

                                                 
28 According to CTM (Computational Theory of Mind) representations are information-bearing units, and 

are connected to one another to form networks of information which are stored in the individual’s mind. 
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and events are perceived and understood in relation to previous encounters and 

paradigms.” (Moscovici 1984: 37). 

Moscovici (1984) maintained that the fear of unknown is ‘deep rooted.’ 

However, he asserted despite this fear the unknown attracts individuals (and 

communities). According to Moscovici, individuals perceive the unknown as a threat to 

the sense of continuity, and this fear forces individuals to make the unknown explicit. 

Moscovici (1984) sustained that in such cases, individuals’ beliefs, images, ideas, and 

the language they share are used to integrate the unfamiliar into their mental and 

physical world. Moscovici (1984) explained that the conflict between the familiar and 

the unfamiliar is always resolved in favor of the familiar. In other words the unknown, 

after having been enriched and transformed, is always absorbed into an already known 

category.  

Moscovici (1984) stated that it is necessary to activate the cognitive mechanisms 

in order to start the appropriation process (integrating unknown, unfamiliar, unusual, 

implicit to known, familiar, customary, and explicit). According to Moscovici this 

process is composed of two complementary and interdependent mechanisms: Anchoring 

and objectification (see Figure 2.5):  

Anchoring 

The first mechanism aims to anchor the unknown, to reduce it to an ordinary 

category and image, to put it into a familiar context. In other words, this is a process 

whereby the unfamiliar is absorbed into a known category, which is familiar to the 

individuals who are members of the same society/group (Duveen and Llyod 1990). To 

anchor is thus to classify and name something new and unknown. Moscovici (1984) 

emphasized that things that are unclassified and unnamed are strange, non-existent and 
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at the same time threatening. He explained that individuals experience resistance when 

they are unable to evaluate something; therefore, to overcome such resistance, 

individuals try to place it to a given category and label it with a name (Moscovici 1984). 

 

Familiar Category

Known Known

New concept

ANCHORING

Unknown

OBJECTIFICATION

 

Figure 2.5 Schematic representation of the appropriation process. 

Objectification29 

The aim of the second mechanism is to objectify the unknown, that is, to turn 

something abstract into something almost concrete, which already exists in the 

individual’s physical world (Moscovici, 1984). In other words, it is a process whereby 

the individual transforms the unfamiliar into a more significant and easily 

                                                 
29 The term objectification has also been referred to as objectivation by some scholars (e.g. Castellotti & 

Moore 2002). 
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comprehensible image. Moscovici (1984) maintains that such a process reassures and 

comforts individuals and re-establishes a sense of continuity.  

Moscovici (1998) stressed that any new/strange/unknown idea is always 

anchored to an already existing social representation and this new idea is modified 

during the course of anchoring and objectification process. However, he asserted that in 

the course of this process the familiar always remains unchanged. He explained that 

“Searching for the familiar means that these representations tend towards conservatism, 

towards the confirmation of their significant content.” (Moscovici 1998: 150). 

Regarding the knowledge construction processes involved, Moscovici’s social 

representations theory also shares some similarities with Piaget’s cognitive development 

theory30 and Ausubel’s assimilation theory31. Although each of these theories has (more 

or less) different conceptualizations of knowledge they all emphasize the dynamic act of 

processing information (assimilating, transforming, adapting, modifying etc) and 

incorporating something new (information, idea etc.) into something already known.  

                                                 
30 According to Piaget cognitive development consists of a constant effort to adapt to the environment in 

terms of assimilation and accommodation: assimilation is the process of incorporation of new information 

to the existing schemes or thought patterns people already have; and accommodation is the process of 

adapting/modifying existing schemes to account new information). The equilibration, which covers both 

assimilation and accommodation, is the process to establish the balance between assimilation and 

accommodation (Huitt & Hummel 2003).  

31 According to Ausubel, meaningful learning is a process through which the learner connects the new 

piece of information to information he/she already knows. In other words. new information is anchored 

into existing cognitive structures (Ausbel 1980). 
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2.20 The theory of reasoned action and the theory of planned 

behavior  

The theory of reasoned action (TRA) which resulted from attitude research from 

expectancy value models32, was formulated by Ajzen and Fishbein in 1970s (see Ajzen 

& Fishbein 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen 1975), and started to be fully used in the 1980s. 

The theory of reasoned action suggests that a person's behavior is determined by his/her 

intention to perform the behavior. According to the theory, intention is a function of a 

person’s attitude toward a given behavior. 

Later the TRA was elaborated by Ajzen (in 1985 and 1987), and the theory of 

planned behavior (TpB) was born in 1987 as an extension of the theory of reasoned 

action (Ajzen 1988, 1991). Today, Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior is considered a 

well-developed theory and one of the widely accepted expectancy-value theories. The 

TpB incorporated the original components of the TRA model, but also included 

perceived behavioral control variable--this control aspect did not exist in TRA (Ajzen 

2002).  

Behavior 

According to Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) individuals’ behaviors are the result of 

their underlying beliefs, attitudes and intentions. Beliefs, attitudes, and intentions are 

not observable; whereas behavior is considered to be the observable manifestation of its 

                                                 
32 Expectancy-value theories hold that people are goal-oriented and they act according to their beliefs and 

values to achieve some end. Such models assume that individuals tend to choose behaviors with the 

largest expectation of success and value. Expectancy value models suggest that behavior, behavioral 

intentions, attitudes are the function of expectancy (or belief) (Palmgreen, 1984). Expectancy-value 

theory has demonstrated to be useful in the explanation of social behaviors, and motivation. 
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underlying beliefs attitudes and intentions. Ajzen (2002) stated that individuals might 

tend to perform routine behaviors with minimal conscious control especially in cases 

where the context remains repetitive and unchanged. However, although Ajzen (2002) 

agreed on the fact that individuals can sometimes act out of their habits, he claimed that 

this rule could not be applied to all behavior types. He claimed that behavior could be 

guided either by automatic well-established routines or by conscious reflection. He 

claimed that (from the TpB perspective) behavioral stability could be attributable to the 

cognitive and motivational factors that remain unchanged (rather than habituation).  

Ajzen and Fishbein (2000) emphasized the role of the individual’s accessible 

beliefs in behavior change. They maintained that individuals’ intentions are informed 

by beliefs that are accessible in memory. Then, influenced by these beliefs, intentions 

guide corresponding behavior. Ajzen (2002) concluded that as long as intentions and 

their underlying beliefs (attitude toward the behavior, subjective norms and perceived 

behavioral control) remain unchanged the behavior also remains the same. He claimed 

that empirical tests have shown that behavior change is possible when realistic 

expectations are built in; when intentions are strong and well formed; and when specific 

plans for intention implementation are developed.  

Ajzen (2001) explained that according to the theory of planned behavior, 

individuals act in accordance with their, intentions and their perceived control over the 

behavior.  

Intention 

Ajzen (2001) explained that the best predictor of behavior is intention (not 

attitude as many other theories proposed). Intention is considered to be the immediate 
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antecedent of behavior. Ajzen (2002) defined intention as a person’s willingness to 

perform a specific behavior. Ajzen (1991) explained that intentions are assumed to 

encompass motivational factors that influence a behavior. Ajzen explained that: 

 “… they (intentions) are indications of how hard people are willing to try, of how much 

of an effort they are planning to exert, in order to perform the behavior. As a general rule, 

the stronger the intention to engage in a behavior, the more likely should be its 

performance.” (Ajzen 1991: 181) 

Ajzen (2001) stated that three things determine intention : 1) attitude 

towards the specific behavior; 2) subjective norms; and 3) perceived behavioral 

control (see Figure 2.6 for Ajzen’s TpB model). 

 

Figure 2.6 Schematic representation of the theory of planned behavior (Note: Source 

online documents at URL [June 2006] http://www.people.umass.edu/aizen/tpb.diag.html#null-link  

Attitude towards the behavior 

Attitude towards behavior, according to the theory of planned behavior (TpB), 

refers to the degree of the individual’s positive or negative judgment as regards the 

performance of the behavior in question. In short, it refers to a favorable or unfavorable 
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evaluation of the behavior in question. The TpB holds that attitude towards behavior is 

determined by the accessible behavioral beliefs (aggregates of related beliefs which are 

shaped by prior experiences and connected to the outcomes of similar past behaviors) 

(Ajzen 2002). It is assumed that the accessible behavioral beliefs together with the 

subjective values of the expected outcomes of a particular behavior determine the 

individual’s general attitude toward the behavior.  

Subjective norm 

Subjective norm is a type of social pressure and it is determined by normative 

beliefs (beliefs about expectations of other people). In other words, perceived 

expectations of significant others have a considerable influence on the individual’s 

actions. These people may be parents, family, friends and so forth. People may also be 

disposed (or not be disposed) to perform a behavior depending on their willingness to 

act in accordance with others [regulations or rules may also have strong influence on 

one’s attitude toward performing a given behavior].  

Perceived behavioral control  

Perceived behavioral control refers to people's perceptions of their ability to 

perform a given behavior (Ajzen 2002), or perceived self-efficacy in relation to the 

behavior (Davis & Ajzen 2002). Ajzen defined perceived behavioral control as “the 

perceived ease or difficulty performing the behavior.” (Ajzen 1987: 40). It is assumed 

that perceived behavioral control is determined by the total set of accessible control 

beliefs (i.e., beliefs about the presence of factors that may facilitate or impede 

performance of the behavior). 
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Ajzen stated that, according to the theory, people’s behaviors are guided by 

three kinds of beliefs:  

1. Behavioral beliefs: The behavioral beliefs are the individual’s beliefs regarding 

the probability that the behavior will produce a given outcome (beliefs about the 

likely consequences the behavior may produce). The individual may hold many 

behavioral beliefs regarding a particular behavior. However, not all of these 

beliefs are easily available at a given moment. It is assumed that the beliefs that 

are accessible at a given time have influence on the individual’s attitude.  

2. Normative beliefs: Normative beliefs are the individual’s perceptions (beliefs) of 

what others around him/her expect him/her to do.  

3. Control beliefs: Control beliefs are the individual’s beliefs about the presence of 

factors (external & internal) that may facilitate or hamper performance of the 

behavior in question.  

According to TpB, the individual has a strong intention to perform the behavior 

when the attitude and the subjective norm towards a given behavior are favorable, and 

when the person perceives greater control over the behavior. Ajzen (2002) explained 

how TpB views this phenomenon:  

“In their respective aggregates, behavioral beliefs produce a favorable or unfavorable 

attitude toward the behavior; normative beliefs result in perceived social pressure or 

subjective norm; and control beliefs give rise to perceived behavioral control, the 

perceived ease or difficulty of performing the behavior. In combination, attitude toward 

the behavior, subjective norm, and perception of behavioral control lead to the formation 

of a behavioral intention. Finally, given a sufficient degree of actual control over the 

behavior, people are expected to carry out their intentions when the opportunity arises.” 

(Ajzen 2002: 1) 
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2.21 Attribution theory 

Attribution theory was developed from Heider’s "naïve" psychology33 within 

social psychology (Weiner, 1980). Attributional approaches assume that people are 

motivated to look for meaning in their own behavior, as well as, in the world around 

(and about) them (Ross 1976). Heider (1958) claimed that people act on the basis of 

their beliefs and maintained that psychologists could learn a great deal from these 

people’s explanations and understandings of events, and behaviors. He stressed the 

importance of taking ordinary people's beliefs seriously, whether these beliefs are valid 

or not, and suggested that beliefs must be taken into account if psychologists were to 

deal with human behavior. The individual’s explanations of his/her experiences and 

attributions they make, therefore, are considered to be important because they are the 

individual’s inferences (self-attributions) to understand and interpret the causes that s/he 

believes to be responsible for his/her own behavior, feelings, and attitudes (Ross 1976).  

Attribution theory deals with the processes of explaining events and the 

behavioral and emotional consequences of those explanations (Ross 1976). Simply put, 

the theory assumes that individuals try to determine why people (including themselves) 

do what they do. According to the theory individuals, naturally, seek to understand why 

another person did something and attribute causes (or a cause) to explain that behavior 

(Weiner 1986). Attribution (causal ascription) is the key term in attribution theory and it 

refers to individuals’ interpretations of the causes of events that happen to themselves 

and others (Weiner 1986). Attribution theory was seen as relevant to the study of the 

                                                 
33 Heider’s "naïve" psychology is also called commonsense psychology, lay psychology, and folk 

psychology. It deals with people’s perceptions /beliefs about their social environments: in other words, 

everyday explanation and prediction of human behaviour (Clark1987). 
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acquisition of self-knowledge, person perception, attitude change, motivation, event 

perception, and much more (Ross 1976).  

Although Heider was the first to propose a psychological theory of attribution, 

Weiner (1985) proposed an attributional theory of achievement motivation in which 

causal ascriptions (attributions, beliefs, and interpretations) play a key role. The 

theoretical framework that Weiner developed (see Weiner 1980, 1985, 1986) has 

become a major research paradigm in achievement and motivation research. This theory 

postulates expectancy and affect as key elements, which guide motivated behavior. 

According to Weiner’s attributional theory of achievement motivation individuals use 

attributions to interpret and predict the outcomes of their actions (Weiner 1980).  

Weiner’s attribution theory tries to explain difference in motivational 

orientations and motivational levels between high and low achievers (Weiner 2000). 

According to Weiner ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck are the key factors that 

influence attributions people ascribe for their achievements. Weiner (2000) stated that 

there are three underlying causal properties and that all causes can be located within a 

three-dimensional causal space: a) locus, b) stability, and c) controllability.  

Locus 

According to Weiner (2000) locus refers to the location of a cause, internal or 

external. Internal attribution ascribes causality to a factor (or factors) within the person. 

It is the inference that a person is behaving in a certain way because of something about 

the person, such as attitude or personality. In other words, an internal attribution claims 

that the person perceives himself/herself as directly responsible for the event. For 

instance, success that is attributed to ability and effort, or failure that is attributed to the 
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individual’s perceived lack of ability are considered to be the functions of internal 

causes. When the cause is attributed to an outside factor (or factors), the attribution is 

considered to be an external attribution. In other words, an external attribution is the 

assumption that a person is behaving a certain way because of something about the 

situation he or she is in (not because of something within her/him or because of 

him/her). For instance, a student who is attributing his/her failure in learning a foreign 

language to the conditions of learning, or not having a good/fair teacher, or not finding 

the methods used appropriate to his/her needs and so forth, is considered to be making 

external attributions. 

Stability 

Stability (or causal stability) dimension of causes designates whether causes 

change over time or not (e.g. language aptitude and lower perceived ability are 

considered to be constant and durable) (Weiner 2000). However, teaching/learning 

condition can change over time (i.e. different teachers with different approaches to 

teaching etc.). 

Controllability  

Weiner (2000) explained controllability as the degree of control the individual 

feels over a cause. That is, some cases individuals feel that they can control causes (e.g. 

succeeding by working harder etc.). However, some causes cannot be changed by 

personal volition and/or effort (e.g. lack and aptitude, lower perceived ability etc.).  

Weiner (2000) asserted that the three properties of causes, locus, stability and 

controllability, play a significant role in shaping the two key determinants of 

motivation: namely expectancy--subjective likelihood of future success--and value –
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degree of emotions attached to attainment or non-attainment of a goal. Weiner (2000) 

explained that when the cause is stable (or perceived as stable) people anticipate the 

same outcome. For instance if the individual perceives that s/he lacks the ability (which 

is internal, stable, and uncontrollable) to perform a task (which is similar to one that 

s/he has already experienced a failure with), s/he then will anticipate failure again. If, 

for example, the failure is attributed to a teacher who is perceived as unfair [which is 

external locus, stable (until the course lasts), and uncontrollable], then attending the 

same teacher’s classes will be anticipated as failure again (see Figure 2.7 for different 

scenarios). 
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Figure 2.7 Influence of locus and controllability on individuals’ emotions and 

expectancies (Adapted from Weiner 2000). 

According to Weiner’s attributional theory of achievement motivation, locus and 

controllability relate to feelings state and in return, affects value of achievement 

outcomes. Weiner (2000) asserts that locus influences individuals’ feelings of pride and 
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self-esteem positively in case of success. However, in case of failure individuals are 

likely to experience feelings of shame/deprecation/embarrassment and low self-esteem. 

Weiner (2000) maintained that both controllability and locus, following a failure (non-

attainment of a goal), determine whether guilt or shame is experienced. He claimed that 

ascribing failure to insufficient effort (which is internal and controllable) often elicits a 

feeling of guilt. Whereas, attributing failure to perceived lack of aptitude (which is 

internal but uncontrollable) often arises feelings of shame, embarrassment, and 

humiliation. He also asserted that expectancy of success together with the emotions 

experienced (pride, shame, or guilt etc) determine subsequent behavior  

Attributional theory of achievement motivation and emotion holds that high 

achievers attribute their success to high ability and effort which they are confident of 

and this builds pride and confidence in them (Weiner 2000). They attribute their failure 

to bad luck or some external factors (e.g. poor teaching etc) which they do not perceive 

as their fault and maintain their self-esteem. Low achievers, on the other hand, think 

that they do not have the required ability and/or associate success with luck or some 

other external factors that they think are beyond their control. Such individuals, do not 

feel responsible for their own success and success does not increase their pride and 

confidence (see Figure 2.8). 
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Figure 2.8 Possible causal ascriptions of high & low achievers following success 

(Adapted from Weiner 2000). 

2.22 Socicognitive theory: Self-beliefs and self-efficacy theory  

In educational research literature, self-beliefs became a real research interest 

with Bandura’s sociocognitive theory (e.g. Zimmerman 1990; Schunk & Zimmerman 

1997 etc.). According to sociocognitive theory, people influence their own functioning. 

This view holds that people create their social systems and in return, these social 

systems influence their lives. “Human self-development, adaptation, and change thus 

involve a dynamic interplay between personal and social structural influences within the 

larger societal context”. (Bandura 2006 b: 53). Bandura proposed that self-regulatory 

systems, which mediate external influences, enable individuals to have personal control 

over their thoughts, feelings, motivations and actions. Bandura (1986) acknowledged 

that self-beliefs that individuals create, and hold to be true for themselves regulate their 
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behaviors. These self-referent beliefs are considered to play a vital role in individuals’ 

successes and failures (Pajares & Schunk 2002). Bandura (1986) viewed the beliefs that 

individuals have about their capabilities as the most critical elements on human 

behavior and motivation. According to Bandura, these beliefs comprise a self-system, 

and the individual’s behavior is the result of the interaction between this system and 

external influences. 

Self-beliefs are studied under different classifications such as self-perception, 

self-concept beliefs, self-worth beliefs, and self-efficacy beliefs (see Pajares & Schunk 

2001). Self-perception is the individual’s appraisal of his/her competences whereas self-

concept belief is “a self-descriptive judgment that includes an evaluation of competence 

and the feeling of self-worth associated with the judgment in question… Self-concept 

beliefs reflect questions of ‘being’ and ‘feeling’.” (Pajares & Schunk 2002: 20). Self-

perception and self-concept beliefs are acknowledged to be empirically difficult to 

differentiate; therefore, these two terms have been used interchangeably by many 

(Pajares & Schunk 2001). Self-perception or self-concept beliefs are considered 

instrumental in people’s achievements. Bandura (1986) claimed that the beliefs people 

hold about their capabilities are better indicators of their behaviors than what they are 

actually able to do. Pajares and Schunk (2001) stated that individuals have both global 

and specific perceptions of themselves. General self-perceptions comprise the global 

self-concept which covers the totality of one’s self-referent beliefs, whereas the more 

specific self-perception can comprise self-concepts about academic, social, emotional 

self (Pajares & Schunk 2001).  

Self-worth belief, on the other hand, refers to the feeling of value (worth) the 

individual attributes to himself/herself regarding the judgment in question (e.g. a person 
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might have a high self-worth regarding language learning—if s/he perceives language 

learning as important and/or of good value). Self worth belief is assumed to be 

influenced by society and culture, and opinion of others (e.g. an individual might have a 

high self-concept a feeling of confidence because of high achievement but not 

necessarily a high self-worth if s/he and/or others do not perceive e.g. language learning 

as of high value). 

Self-efficacy beliefs, which are considered to be the most important self-referent 

beliefs, are studied under self-efficacy theory--a sub-theory developed under the 

framework of social cognitive theory (Bandura 1986). Bandura (2006b) postulated self-

efficacy beliefs as the foundation of human agency34. Simply defined, self-efficacy 

beliefs refer to personal beliefs (judgments) about one's capabilities to engage in an 

activity or perform a task (Bandura 1986). “Self-efficacy beliefs revolve around the 

question of ‘can’.” (Pajares & Schunk 2002:.20). Bandura (2006a) maintains that the 

individual’s belief in his/her efficacy is the foremost personal resource in ‘self-

development’, ‘successful adaptation’ and, ‘change’. He also claimed that efficacy 

beliefs shape individuals’ motivations, goals, outcome expectations (i.e. whether they 

expect their efforts to produce favorable or unfavorable outcomes), way of thinking, 

emotions, and their determination in front of difficulties.  

“Among the mechanisms of human agency, none is more central or pervasive than beliefs 

of self efficacy. This core belief is the foundation of human motivation, well-being, and 

accomplishments. Unless people believe that they can produce desired effects by their 

actions, they have little incentive to act or to persevere in the face of difficulties. 

                                                 
34 To be an agent means to have the power to influence one’s own functioning and life circumstances 

(Bandura 1997).  
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Whatever other factors serve as guides and motivators, they are rooted in the core belief 

that one has power to effect changes in their actions.”(Bandura 2006a:.3) 

According to social cognitive theory, self-efficacy beliefs affect individuals’ 

functioning in various ways (Bandura 1986) (see Figure 2.9):  
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Figure 2.9 Schematic representation of the influence of high self-efficacy on 

individuals.  

Choice behavior  

Bandura (1986) maintained that people choose to engage in tasks/activities that 

they believe they have high efficacy and avoid the ones that they perceive beyond their 

capabilities. 
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Effort and persistence  

When people perceive strong self-efficacy they exert more effort and are more 

persistent and resilient in face of failure. “People who regard themselves as highly 

efficacious act, think, and feel differently … They produce their own future, rather than 

simply foretell it” (Bandura 1986: 395).  

Emotional reactions 

According to self-efficacy theory, an individual with low self-efficacy beliefs 

perceives tasks to be fulfilled more difficult than they actually are. Thus, this belief 

restrains him/her from performing his/her best. An individual with high self-efficacy 

beliefs, on the other hand, directs his/her attention and effort on task requirements and 

exerts more effort in face of difficulty or failure (Bandura 1986). Bandura (2006b) 

maintained, “A strong sense of coping efficacy reduces vulnerability to stress and 

depression in taxing situations and strengthens resiliency to adversity.” (Bandura 2006b: 

56). 

Attributions 

Perceived self-efficacy has also proved to be influencing attributions individuals 

make about their performances. Individuals with high self-efficacy belief are assumed 

to attribute their failure to insufficient effort (i.e. people with high self-efficacy possess 

success orientation and exert more effort when engaged in a similar task another time). 

However, individuals who believe that they have low self-efficacy attribute their failure 

to lack of necessary skills and ability (i.e. people with low self-efficacy belief avoid 

engaging in similar tasks). Another scenario is that individuals with low self-efficacy 

belief attribute their success to external factors rather than their own capabilities (i.e. a 
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learner with low self-efficacy belief might attribute his success to ‘a teacher who gives 

high grades’ or ‘to an easy exam’ etc) (Bandura 1986).  

Goals, expectations and motivation 

Bandura (2006b) asserted that self-efficacy beliefs play a significant role in the 

regulation of motivation. He maintained that people feel motivated to undertake 

challenges on the basis of their outcome expectations. The likelihood that people will 

act depends highly on whether they believe they can produce the required performance.  

According to Bandura’s Social Cognitive model self-efficacy beliefs are 

influenced by four main sources (Bandura 1986): 

Mastery experience 

Mastery experience is considered to be a key source for self-efficacy belief 

(Bandura 1997). Bandura (2006b) acknowledged that the individual’s successes help 

him/her develop strong sense of self-efficacy. On the other hand the individual’s 

failures, especially when experienced in early stages of efficacy development, weaken 

the individual’s self-efficacy beliefs. Mastery experiences are considered the most 

powerful sources of self-efficacy belief. Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk, Hoy. & Hoy 

(1998) asserted that the individual’s perception that his/her performance has been 

successful increases his/her efficacy, and contributes to his/her expectation that s/he will 

be able to accomplish a similar performance in the future, as well.  
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Social modeling (Vicarious experience)  

It is postulated that when the individual observes successes of others with 

similar abilities to himself/herself, s/he has more confidence in his/her own capabilities 

and expects to succeed in a similar task (see Bandura 1986). 

Verbal/Social persuasion  

According to self-efficacy theory, verbal persuasions and the messages that the 

individual receives from others (significant others such as parents, teachers, friends etc) 

can have a strong influence on the development of his/her self-efficacy beliefs. 

Physical & emotional states 

Physical and emotional states and mood are also considered to affect people’s 

judgment of their personal efficacy. According to self-efficacy theory people may 

interpret their stress, fatigue or tensions as signs of weakness and susceptibility to 

perform unsuccessfully. Consequently, this interpretation may affect their judgments of 

self-efficacy.  

2.23 Student approaches to learning (SAL) and learners’ conceptions 

of learning 

Learner conceptions of learning have been studied within the theory of ‘Student 

Approaches to Learning’ (SAL). The concept of ‘learners’ conceptions of learning’ was 

originated in educational psychology and introduced to literature through the 
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phenomenographic35 research studies of Marton and his associates (see Marton & Säljö 

1976a and 1976b) at the University of Göteborg (Gothenburg) and developed further 

through a series of studies (see Biggs 1994; Entwistle 1987, 2003; Entwistle, McCune, 

& Hounsel 2002; Entwistle, McCune & Walker 2001; Gibbs 1994; Prosser & Trigwell 

1999; see also ETL project online documents at URL http://www.ed.ac.uk/etl). Marton 

and Säljö (1976a, 1976b), in their seminal study, focused on the qualitative differences 

in how learners approached learning, and discovered the following learner conceptions 

(Säljö, 1979):  

1. Learning as a quantitative increase in knowledge (acquiring information or 

simply ‘knowing a lot’).  

2. Learning as memorizing and reproducing (rote-learning information for the 

purpose of reproducing it when necessary). 

3.  Learning as acquiring facts, skills and methods that can be retained and used as 

necessary (using metacognitive strategies to regulate learning). 

4. Learning as making sense or abstracting meaning (making connections with 

previous experience, focusing on the meaning, relating parts to each other to 

form a meaningful whole).   

                                                 
35 Phenomenography is a research specialisation developed by a research group at the University of 

Göteborg, Sweden. It was first appeared in Marton Ference’s works. It is an empirically based approach 

(based on observation and experience) that aims to identify the qualitatively different ways in which 

people experience, conceptualize, perceive, and understand various kinds of phenomena (Marton & Fai, 

1999). Principles of Phenomenographic research can be summarized as follows: 

1. “Researchers should seek an understanding of the phenomenon of learning by examining the 

students' experiences”  

2. “Research about learning needs to be conducted in a naturalistic setting involving the actual content 

and settings people learn with.” Online documents at URL http://tip.psychology.org/marton.html 

[June 15, 2006].  
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5. Learning as interpreting and understanding reality in a different way 

(developing personal meaning and understanding, comprehending the world by 

re-interpreting knowledge).  

Research has shown that learners’ approaches to learning are determined by 

their conceptions of learning. In their influential work, Marton and Säljö (1976a, 1976b) 

introduced the idea that learners adopt either a learning approach focused on 

understanding or a learning approach focused on memorizing and reproducing. Marton 

and Säljö’s ideas and research led to formulation of learner approaches to deep 

approach and surface approach. To define these two distinct approaches Entwistle 

(1987) proposed the following definitions: 

Quantitative/surface approach: Intention to complete task requirements; memorize 

information needed for assessments; failure to distinguish principles from examples; 

treat task as an external imposition; focus on discrete elements without integration; 

unreflectiveness about purpose or strategies (Entwistle: 1987, p. 16). 

Qualitative/deep approach: Intention to understand; vigorous interaction with content; 

relate new ideas to previous knowledge; relate concepts to everyday experience; relate 

evidence to conclusions; examine the logic of the argument (Entwistle, 1987, p. 16). 

The fact that learners adopt different approaches to learning is now very well 

known. Deep approach to learning is described as a deep motive based on intrinsic 

motivation and curiosity. It is assumed that there is a personal commitment to learning 

and the learner relates new material to existing prior knowledge to make this new 

information meaningful and personal. A learner who uses surface approach, on the other 

hand, carries out tasks because of external consequences. A typical strategy used by a 
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learner who adopts a surface approach is rote-learning (e.g. the learner focuses on what 

appears to be the most important and memorizes it). Thus, s/he does not see 

interconnections between the meanings and implications of what is learned.  

Many studies built upon Marton and Säljö’s initial findings, and achieving 

approach (or strategic approach) was also added to literature. The aim of an achieving 

approach (Strategic approach) is to get a high grade. Learners that have an achieving 

approach are extrinsically motivated and use maximum of achieving strategies (e.g. the 

learner is highly organized, uses various study and time management skills to succeed). 

Here again the focus is on the product and learning is the means rather than the end. 

However, an achieving (strategic) approach is considered to be using strategies from 

both the surface approach and the deep approach. Research has shown that learners may 

adopt different approaches according to the task, course requirements or teaching 

context (Prosser & Trigwell 1999).  

Entwistle (2003) stated that, approaches learners adopt to their learning depend 

on learners’ motivational orientations, as well—namely intrinsic and extrinsic 

orientations of motivation. . He argued that each learner approach has an underlying 

motivational orientation. Within deep approach, for example, intrinsic interest in a 

subject matter leads the learner to create a structured personal understanding by relating 

ideas. Entwistle (2003) summarized the defining features of these three learning 

approaches (deep, surface and strategic) as follows (see Table 2.7):  
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Table 2.7 Defining features of approaches to learning and studying (source: Entwistle 

2003) 

 

Deep Approach  

Motive/orientation 

Intention 

Process 

 

 

Intrinsic interest in the content 

To understand ideas for oneself 

Relating ideas into structured understanding through logical 

analysis and evidential support  

 

Surface Approach 

Motive/orientation 

Intention 

Process 

 

 

Extrinsic or instrumental and/or fear of failure 

To cope minimally with course demands 

Syllabus-bound accretion of information through routine 

memorizing and procedural learning. 

 

Strategic/Achieving Approach 

Motive/orientation 

Intention 

Process 

 

 

Need for achievement and/or sense of duty 

To achieve high grades or other form of recognition 

Organized studying through time management and monitoring 

effectiveness. 

 

Prosser and Trigwell (1999) argued that interaction between the learner and his 

or her learning context constitutes a unique learning situation for the student. They 

claimed that this situation will be different for each student even if they may be in the 

same context because each learner will have a unique perception of his/her situation. 

They postulated that individual learners’ perception of their situation is related to their 

prior experiences of other situations (prior learning experience, other non educational 

experiences etc), their approaches to learning and their learning outcome (see Figure 

2.10). 
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Student’s
prior

experience

Student’s approaches
to learning

Student’s
perceptions of

his/her situation

Student’s situation Student’s learning
outcomes

Learning and teaching context

 

Figure 2.10 Individual learner’s experience of learning (source: Posser & Trigwell 

1999: 17). 

Thus, Prosser and Trigwell (1999) considered learners’ prior experiences, 

perceptions, approaches and outcomes to be simultaneously present in their awareness. 

In the same vein, Entwistle et al. (2001) illustrated that meanings learners attach to the 

concept of learning are function of the cumulative effects of learners’ previous 

educational experiences and other experiences. 

Research done in this area both confirms and extends these sources by revealing 

that learner’s conceptions of learning are shaped by their prior experiences (learning 

and other experiences), their expectations and orientation of motivation, and approaches 

and assessment procedures employed by teachers (past/present) (see Figure 2.11 ). SAL 

(Student Approaches to Learning) research has clearly shown that learners’ prior 

learning experiences, learning conceptions and learning approaches have direct 

influence on their learning outcomes. 
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Learners’ 
Approaches to Learning

Prior experiences
(learning and other)

Orientation of
motivation

Expectations

Teachers’ approaches
&

Assessment procedures
 

Figure 2.11 Sources for learners’ approaches to learning  

2.24 Conclusion 

Metacognitive theory, social representations theory, theory of reasoned action 

(TRA), theory of planned behavior (TpB), attribution theory, self-efficacy theory and 

research done on SAL (Student Approaches to Learning) have all contributed to the 

understanding of different phenomena with always beliefs being their inseparable core 

constituent and central focus. They all based their assumptions on firm bases with clear 

frameworks and served many scholars in different disciplines for different purposes. 

Although they appear to be distinct individual theories--and considered and defended to 

be different from each other by their founders, academy and disciples--, all of these 

theories appear to be complementary with one another as regards the belief 

phenomenon, which constitutes the central element of all.  
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In this research study, the researcher has referred to each of these theories to 

explore different aspects of the L2 learner belief phenomenon. Hence, the researcher has 

used relevant components of each of the above-mentioned theories to examine the L2 

learners’ stated beliefs from different perspectives in order to be able to picture them in 

their aggregates.  

Part 4: Theories, Approaches, and Methods in Second/Foreign 

Language Teaching/Learning  

2. 25 Introduction 

The purpose of this section is to examine some major theories and research that 

have claimed to constitute effective pedagogy for the acquisition of a second/foreign 

language (L2) in a classroom context. Thus, this section examines the key learning 

theories, main perspectives and theories in second language acquisition (SLA) research, 

theories of language and major methods and approaches that have had influence on 

instructed second/foreign language learning.  

Although this research primarily focuses on the ‘belief dimension’ of 

second/foreign language learning which is considered non-linguistic affective aspect of 

language learning, the researcher believed that this feature cannot be looked into 

independently of linguistic processes involved in second/foreign language teaching and 

learning. she, therefore, stipulated that inclusion of a section on theories of language, 

language learning and major theories of learning is crucial in order to have clear 

pedagogical stand points when interpreting teachers’ and learners’ beliefs as regards 

their functions within language instruction.  
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Depending on the theoretical perspective taken, language learning/teaching and 

its components might be perceived differently by different L2 specialists. The following 

are some of the controversies foreign/second language teaching has faced when 

different theoretical perspectives are applied: a) teacher and learner roles (e.g. active vs. 

passive; teacher-centered vs. learner-centered); b) theory of language (e.g. structural vs. 

meaning/interaction-based); c) classroom interaction (e.g. one-way vs. two-way); d) 

control of content of instruction (e.g. teacher-centered vs. learner-centered); e) learners’ 

conceptions of language learning; learner strategies, perceptions, styles (e.g. not taken 

into account vs. regarded as significant, used as basis for planning language instruction, 

and/or appropriated/mediated to match with language instruction) and so forth.  

I, therefore, believe that it is important to have a clear vision of what 

foreign/second language learning involves; how language learners’/teachers’ beliefs are 

regarded/valued/ used within language instruction; and which teacher/learner beliefs are 

considered functional/dysfunctional. This revision, therefore, will enable me to evaluate 

and interpret the learners’ and the teachers’ beliefs in the light of the research-based 

principles. 

2.26 Theories of learning and second/foreign language instruction 

The theories that have influenced learning/teaching approaches in educational 

instruction and foreign/second language teaching originated mainly from the following 

divisions of psychology: a) behaviorist (e.g. Skinner); b) cognitive (e.g. Miller, Craik & 

Lockhart, Flavell); c) humanist (e.g. Mazlow, Rogers, Mezirow); d) constructivist (e.g. 

Ausubel, Bruner, Piaget, Lave) and; d) social constructivist (or sociocultural) (e.g. 

Vygotsky) (see Table 2.8).  
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Table 2.8 Theories of learning 

 
School of 
Psychology 
 

 
Division 

 
Concerns 

 
Key Theorists 

 
Learning Theories 

 
 
Behaviorist 

 
 
Behaviorism 

 
Stimulus 
Response 
Reinforcement 
 

 
Skinner 

 
Operant 
conditioning 

 
 
Humanist 

 
 
Humanistic 
learning 

 
 
Emotional factors 
and affect 

 
Mazlow 
 
 
Rogers 
 

 
Humanistic theory 
of Learning 
 
Experiential 
learning 
 

 
 
Cognitive 

 
 
Information 
processing 

 
Information 
processing 
 
Computer models 
 

 
Miller 
 
 
Craik & Lockhart 
 

 
Information-
processing-Theory 
 
Levels of processing 
 

 
 
 
 
Cognitive 

 
 
 
 
Constructivism 

 
 
 
Knowledge 
construction and 
learner as active 
creator 

 
Ausubel 
 
Bruner 
 
Piaget 
 
 
Lave & Wenger 

 
Subsumption theory 
 
Constructivism 
 
Genetic 
epistemology 
 
Situated cognition 
 

 
 
Sociocultural 

 
Social 
constructivist 
learning 
 

 
Interactions with 
others 

 
Vygotsky 

 
Social 
constructivism 

 

The above-mentioned theories of learning (together with theories of language, 

theories of language learning and second language acquisition (SLA) research) have had 

vital influence on the rise and fall of different methods and approaches in foreign 

language teaching. This section will focus on some divisions of psychology that have 

had impact on language instruction. Some language teaching methods/approaches that 

have been influenced by these theories of learning will also be described in this section. 

However, some L2 teaching/learning methods/approaches will be described in detail, 
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some others will be just mentioned and some others will be left out, depending on the 

impact they have had on second/foreign language instruction.  

2.27 Approaches to second language acquisition research 

Research into second language acquisition (SLA) has employed different 

perspectives from different disciplines: namely linguistics, sociolinguistics, psychology, 

and sociology. Gass and Selinker (1994) noted that SLA research is a multidisciplinary 

field and the general research emphasis can vary depending on the perspective taken 

and the discipline of reference used. They explained that:  

“…Linguistics focuses on the products of acquisition (i.e., a description of the system 

produced by learners), psychology focuses on the process by which those systems are 

created (e.g., a description of the process of the way in which learners create learner 

systems), and sociolinguistics focuses on social factors that influence the linguistic 

product of acquisition.” (Gass & Selinker, 1994: 108). 

2.27.1 Behaviorist approaches and Language instruction 

Behaviorism has had profound influence on educational instruction and 

especially language instruction. The theory of behaviorism is based on the study of 

overt behaviors that can be observed and measured quantitatively (Standridge 2002). 

Behaviorism is founded on the hypothesis (proposition) that behavior can be studied 

and explained without referring to internal mental states. Behaviorist view emphasizes 

the need of objectivity. Behaviorists view holds that only the behaviors which can be 

directly observed are worthy of examining. Therefore, early behaviorist considered 

actions to be the only legitimate objects of study, and ignored thoughts and/or emotions 

(Standridge 2002). Thus, early learning theorist (Thorndike, Hull, and Skinner) 
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attempted to explain all learning in terms of conditioning and totally ignored the 

possibility of thought processes occurring in the mind.  

Skinner, who is the founder of modern behaviorism, viewed learning as merely 

the result of environmental rather than cognitive factors. He constructed a system of 

principles which described human behavior in strictly observable terms (Skinner 1953, 

1974). Skinner’s theory is based upon the idea that learning is a function of change in 

overt behavior. However, he completely excluded the fact that the mind and/or feelings 

also play part in shaping the individual’s behavior (Williams & Burden 1997; 

Standridge 2002).  

Russian psychologist Ivan Pavlov (1927) was the first to propose that change in 

behavior is the result of a response to a stimulus (event) that takes place in the 

environment (Standridge 2002). Skinner extended the applications of conditioning and 

developed the theory of operant conditioning: a behavior modification technique which 

uses consequences to modify the occurrence and nature of behavior (see Skinner 1974). 

Operant conditioning technique is based on the idea that people behave the way they do 

because this kind of behavior has had certain consequences in the past. That is, when a 

particular stimulus-response (S-R) pattern is rewarded the individual is conditioned to 

respond.  

Reinforcement is one of the key concepts in Skinner’s conceptualization of 

(human) learning. According to the reinforcement theory, individuals act in expectation 

of a certain reward. There are two types of behavioral reinforcements: positive 

reinforcement and negative reinforcement. The reinforcement theory holds that 

consequences which give rewards (positive reinforcement) increase a behavior (e.g. 
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smiling at students after a correct response; praising students' ability to parents etc.). 

Consequences which give punishments weaken a behavior (Standridge 2002).  

All in all, Skinner proposed that the individual’s experience of reinforcements 

determines his/her behavior (Skinner 1953, 1974). Thus, behaviorist theory came to 

explain all learning in terms of operant conditioning by proposing that if the behavior is 

reinforced then the likelihood of that behavior repeating on a subsequent event will be 

increased, and if it is punished the likelihood of the behavior repeating will be 

decreased.  

Skinner argued that educational instruction could be improved by adoption of 

simple procedures. As has been the case with other educational domains, behaviorist 

approach has had profound influence on language teaching, as well (Richards & 

Rodgers 1986, 2001; Williams and Burden 1997). Thus, behaviorist theorists viewed 

language as a series of behaviors that could be taught. They believed that languages 

were made up of a series of habits that learners could acquire and that if learners could 

develop all these habits, they would speak the language well (Richards & Rodgers 1986, 

2001; Williams and Burden 1997). 

Educational instruction from behaviorist perspective can be summarized as 

follows (see R. Ellis 2003, 2005b, 2005a; Richards & Rodgers 1986, 2001; Williams 

and Burden 1997: 

·  Knowledge is viewed as an external reality that can be transmitted to learners.  

·  Learning is organized around written performance objectives (These objectives 

should clearly define the target behavior). 

·  Activities are set to achieve these predetermined and specific objectives.  
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·  What is to be taught should be explained explicitly to the learners (The learners 

should clearly know what is expected from them). 

·  Tasks should be broken down into small, sequential steps.  

·  Prearranged (prescribed) knowledge is transmitted to the learners. 

·  Learning is molded (shaped) by repetition and reinforcement. 

·  Learning is assumed to have occurred when the learner reacts correctly according 

to the stimulus. 

·  The teacher predetermines the correctness of the response (these correct responses 

are clearly indicated in the objectives/outcomes). 

·  The teacher is the authority and has the control of the learning. 

·  Each learning event is evaluated (to see if the objectives have been achieved) and 

if necessary, repeated until it is fully mastered.  

Behaviorist approaches had numerous shortcomings. The major criticism is the 

oversimplification of human behavior. From behaviorist perspective human beings were 

perceived as automatons instead of social and purposeful creatures of will. Learning 

was viewed independent of the context and learning as a social process was completely 

neglected. Behaviorist teaching emphasized rote-learning (de-contextualized 

memorization by repetition) which allowed limited (or no) rate of knowledge transfer 

and limited retention unless reinforced. Students who were taught through behaviorist 

methods of learning had very limited chance of learning by association and were unable 

to put pieces together to apply them in other situations. There was almost no 

cooperation between learners and presence of a teacher was necessary for the learning 

event to take place.  
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In spite of its shortcomings, the behaviorist approach dominated educational 

instruction around the world. The following can be regarded as the major reasons for the 

behaviorism’s long-lived popularity:  

·  Has a firm theoretical foundation 

·  Easy to implement  

·  Has clear objectives 

·  Uses time efficiently  

·  Easy to measure the success of learning outcomes 

2.27.1.1 Audiolingual method 

The framework provided by the behaviorist theory had a powerful influence on 

the development of the audiolingual method to language teaching (Williams & Burden 

1997). The theory of language underlying audiolingual method was originated from 

structural linguistics (Richards & Rodgers 2001). This theory viewed language as being 

a system consists of structural units such as morphemes, phonemes, structures, sentence 

types and so forth. From this behaviorist perspective, language learning was seen as 

behavior to be thought; and learning a language as acquiring a set of appropriate 

mechanical habits. The foreign language teaching from this perspective assumed that 

learning could take place if predetermined knowledge was organized and transmitted in 

small sequential steps (Richards & Rodgers 2001; Williams and Burden 1997). 

Audiolingualism was a teacher-centered method. The role of the teacher in an 

audiolingual language class was to develop good language habits in learners. Thus the 

audiolingual syllabus included structurally sequenced instructional material which were 

used to help teacher develop ‘mastery learning’ in the learner (Richards & Rodgers 

2001). The mastery learning was based on the assumption that, given enough time and 
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the proper instruction, most learners could master any learning objective. The learners 

were expected to be responsible for mastering learning objectives. Thus, the 

audiolingual method was based on using mechanical drills for the formation of good 

language habits in learners (e.g. pattern drills, memorization of dialogues, choral 

repetition of structural patterns, or substitution drills and so forth) (Richards & Rodgers 

2001; Williams & Burden 1997). ‘Errors’ were regarded as reinforcers of bad habits. 

Therefore, if the learners’ responses were incorrect they were corrected immediately 

and if their responses were correct they were rewarded so that the desired habits would 

be formed (Richards & Rodgers 2001; Williams & Burden 1997). The behaviorists also 

believed that a contrastive analysis of languages would be useful in teaching languages. 

They assumed that similar points between languages would help the learners to learn 

easily and the points that were different would be difficult to learn and would create 

problems in learning. Thus in audiolingual classrooms contrastive analysis exercises 

were widely used (Richards & Rodgers 2001; Schalkwijk, Esch, Elsen, & Setz. 2002; 

Williams & Burden 1997).  

One of the major limitations of the audiolingual method was that the role of the 

learners was a rather passive one (Richards & Rodgers 2001; Schalkwijk, Esch, Elsen, 

& Setz. 2002; Williams and Burden 1997). The focus was on “…the external 

manifestations of learning rather than on the internal processes.” (Richards & Rodgers 

2001: 62). Since, the major objective of audiolingualism was to develop ‘observable 

correct language habits’, the principal processes involved in learning were ignored 

entirely. That is, there was almost no interest in what was going on inside the learners’ 

heads or the cognitive processes involved in learning. Students were almost never had 

the opportunity to engage in learning actively and/or analyzing the language they were 

learning. Recent research has demonstrated that language learners make use of a wide 
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range of mental strategies to sort out the system of the language they are learning and to 

construct personal meanings out of it. However, audiolingual approaches tended to 

focus on controlled structural input and did not leave room for learner initiated language 

input. Consequently, learners’ had almost no control over the content. The language 

learning activities used were not suitable for the learner to initiate discussions or 

negotiate meaning. There was no room for the actual process to allow learners to 

develop effective learning and communicative strategies. Language learning research 

has demonstrated that proficient language learners use a wide range of effective 

language learning strategies. Therefore, recent research has suggested that language 

design and instruction should encourage both the use and development of effective 

learner strategies (see O’Malley, 1997; O’Malley. & Chamot 1990; Oxford 1994, 2003; 

Wenden 1986a, 1986b, 1995, 1998, 1999; Wenden & Robin 1997 and many others). 

Audiolingual teaching, since the emphasis was on the production of correct 

language structures, regarded learner errors as ‘bad habits’. Therefore, teachers directed 

learners to give correct responses and tried their best to avoid errors. However, there is 

now abundant evidence to claim that risktaking, in other words having room for 

mistakes in language classrooms, provides the learners with the opportunity to try out 

and test the language they are learning and this serves as valuable means to learn 

(Oxford & Shearin 1994). Empirical studies have also illustrated that risk-takers, in 

terms of language learning, progress more quickly (see Ely 1986).  

However, despite its shortcomings audiolingual approach dominated foreign 

language learning methodology from the early 1950s to the late 1960s (and there are 

still materials based on audiolingual principles that continue to be used even today) (see 

R. Ellis 2005b; Richards & Rodgers 2001). The audioligual method’s reputation was 
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directly related to the practical convenience its well-defined methodological framework 

provided. Some of the reasons for its dominance in second/foreign language instruction 

can be summarized as follows: 

Practical convenience 

The major reasons for the Audiolingual method’s popularity were that it 

provided language teachers with clear objectives and easy steps to follow in the 

language classroom. In context where language teachers had limited language 

competence and/or professional training, it was easy for the teachers to follow the 

instructions and sequences provided in their audiolingual course books (which involved 

mainly mechanical exercises such as repetition/substitution drills etc, and presentation, 

practice, production paradigm). Teaching in audiolingual classroom, therefore, was less 

threatening for the teachers who had limited professional and language competence. 

However, in (today’s) classrooms where meaning and (mostly) learner-initiated 

language are emphasized (e.g. In classrooms where learners are allowed to participate in 

free-language practice rather than controlled mechanical drills), teachers have almost no 

control on the language produced and are expected to make on-line decisions. Thus, 

teachers who lack professional and linguistic competence tend to feel less secure in such 

teaching/learning environments than they did in audiolingual classrooms.  

Coherent theoretical and psychological perspective 

The other important reason for the audiolingual method’s popularity was that it 

was based on a coherent theoretical perspective (Williams & Burden 1997) that many 

recent trends in second/foreign language teaching/learning fail to provide. 
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2.27.2 Humanistic approaches and language instruction 

“Humanistic approaches emphasize the importance of the inner world of the 

learner and place the individual’s thoughts, feelings and emotions at the forefront of all 

human development.” (Williams & Burden: 30). Abraham Maslow (1943) and Carl 

Rogers are two most well known proponents of humanistic learning theorists. Maslow’s 

humanistic theory of learning holds that fulfillment of individual potential would not be 

possible unless the individual fulfills his/her needs. He proposed two categories of 

needs: maintenance needs and being (growth) needs (see Figure 2.12). 

Basic physiological needs

Need for safety and security

Need for interpersonal closeness

Need for self-esteem

Cognitive needs

Aesthetic needs

Self-actualisation

Maintenance 
Needs

Being
Needs

 

Figure 2.12 Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs 

According to Maslow (1943) if needs are disrupted in a lower stage fulfillment 

of needs up in the hierarchy would be more difficult (or even impossible). Although 

Maslow’s ideas have some theoretical limitations his theory provides valuable insights 

into the understanding of the learner and his/her needs. 
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Carl Rogers (1979) believed that an individual needs positive regard both from 

the self (positive self-concept, self-worth etc.) and from others in order for growth to 

take place (see Rogers 1979). Rogers equated learning to personal change and growth. 

He claimed that human beings have natural disposition to learn if positive conditions for 

learning are supported (i.e. setting a positive non-threatening climate, having room for 

both emotional and intellectual components of learning, and emphasizing ‘openness’ in 

order for change to take place). Rogers’ experiential learning theory addresses the needs 

and desires of the learner and holds that learning should be self-initiated and that it 

requires involvement of the learner. He stipulated that self-initiated learning is all-

encompassing and most lasting. Rogers (1979) summarized his views about ‘person-

centered approach’ as follows: 

“Briefly, as the person is accepted and prized, he or she tends to develop a more caring 

attitude toward him or herself. As the person is emphatically heard, it becomes possible 

for him or her to listen more accurately to the flow of inner experiencing. But as the 

person understands and prizes self, there is a development of a self more congruent with 

experiencing. He or she is thus becoming more real, more genuine.” (Rogers 1979: 2). 

Thus, he proposed that learners take responsibility in the learning process to 

direct and control their own learning. He also put forth that ‘learning to learn’ and ‘self-

evaluation’ are important components of the learning process. Johnson and Johnson 

(2004) explained that ‘humanism’ and humanistic approaches to language teaching 

emphasize ‘whole person learning’. They asserted that humanistic approaches to 

language teaching emphasize personal growth and responsibility through taking 

psychological and affective factors into account. Moskowitz (cited in Johnson & 

Johnson 2004:159) summarized the principles underlying humanistic education as 

follows: 
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1. A principal purpose of education is to provide learning and an environment that 

facilitate the achievement of the full potential of students. 

2. Personal growth as well as cognitive growth is a responsibility of the school. 

Therefore education should deal with both dimensions of humans—the cognitive 

or intellectual and affective or emotional.  

3. For learning to be significant, feelings must be recognized and put to use. 

4. Significant learning is discovered for oneself. 

5. Human beings want to actualize their potential. 

6. Having healthy relationships with other classmates is more conductive to 

learning. 

7. Learning about oneself is a motivating factor in learning. 

8. Increasing one’s self-esteem is a motivating factor in learning.  

Williams and Burden (1997) asserted that humanistic approaches have had a 

significant influence on second/foreign language teaching methodology. Silent way, 

community language learning, suggestopaedia (Johnson & Johnson 2004), and some 

forms of task-based teaching (Ellis 2003), all bear humanistic qualities. Williams and 

Burden (1997) maintained that messages transferred through humanistic approaches 

have been widely accepted and applied to communicative language classroom practices.  

2.27.3 Formal linguistic perspective on SLA 

Starting from the 1960s, generative linguistics (rule-based systems that focus on 

all the grammatical sentences of a language) dominated formal linguistic theory for 

about forty years. Many applied linguists during this period believed that generative 

linguistics was the only means for understanding language form, expression, and 

acquisition (Grabe 2002). Chomskian linguistics (transformational, Government and 
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Binding, and Minimalism) was seen as real foundation for understanding the nature of 

language knowledge (syntactic knowledge).  

From formal linguistic perspective, second/foreign languages were considered 

learnt/acquired in the same way as the first language. This linguistic perspective is often 

associated with the ‘nativist view’, which originates from Chomsky’s language 

acquisition device (LAD), and assumes that language ability is innate (inborn). 

According to O’Grady (2006) nativism constitutes two different classes of acquisition 

theories: ‘grammatical nativism’ and ‘general nativism’. Grammatical nativism holds 

that some portion of grammar is innate (exists as a grammatical component of the LAD 

which is also known as Universal Grammar). However, general nativism (which is also 

called cognitive nativism or emergentism) accepts the existence of an innate acquisition 

device but refuses that it includes grammatical categories. This view holds that the 

entire grammar is the result of interaction of the LAD with experience (O’Grady 2006). 

Scholars defending nativist perspective assume that “…the innate language 

faculty involved in first language is also involved in second language acquisition…” 

(see Johonson & Johnson 2004: 129). Within this perspective, formal grammar is 

viewed as an explicit description of a speaker's knowledge of his or her language(s). 

Formal linguistics research, then, searched to find answers for two main questions: 

“What does it mean to say we ‘know’ a language?” and “How does that knowledge 

arise in the mind of the speaker; that is, how is it acquired?” (Juffs, 2002: 87).  

The focus of research from this perspective has been on language universals 

(Gass & Selinker 1994) [see also Chomsky’s Universal Grammar (UG) in Johnson & 

Johnson 2004]. Formal linguistic research topics have mainly comprised contrastive 

analysis (CA)--study of structural differences and similarities of two or more languages 
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(Johnson & Johnson 2004), and morpheme order studies and so forth (see Gass & 

Selinker 1994 for detailed information on morpheme order studies). However, this 

formal generative linguistic approach has been criticized for: a) the notion of the 

idealized speaker; b) its failure of non-explanation for language acquisition; and c) its 

insignificant interface with real-world uses (Grabe 2002). 

However, some researchers like Lightbown and White (1987 cited in Juffs 2002) 

claimed that (formal) linguistic theories are essential but they do not play an exclusive 

role in SLA studies. Lightbown and White claimed that formal linguistic approaches, 

although they do not deny the importance of pragmatics and sociological influence in 

language use and language learning, do not address communicative competence (see 

Canale & Swain 1980 for communicative competence see also Section 2.29.1). 

According to Lightbown and White (1987 cited in Juffs 2002) major aim of formal 

linguistic research is, then, a comprehensive theory (see Flynn 1996, Gregg 1996, 

Schwartz 1999 cited in Juffs 2002 for views on formal linguistic SLA research).  

Juffs (2002) noted that formal linguistics has provided invaluable information on 

the principles underlie human languages. He asserted that the data gathered through 

linguistic research provided a framework for investigating how this knowledge is 

related to native language competence. He asserted that formal linguistic research has 

played a crucial role in the explanation of second language research. Juffs (2002) 

claimed that, although the results of formal linguistic research have not always had 

direct pedagogical applications, without the knowledge of such generalizations and 

knowledge of structural properties of languages it would not be possible to see whether 

these generalizations apply to second/foreign language learning/acquisition, as well. 
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Juffs (2002) noted that formal linguistic research is useful in that it provides background 

information into understanding of second language learning/acquisition process.  

2.27.4 Cognitive perspective on SLA 

The learning theories and models developed within cognitive psychology are 

the theories and models which have been commonly researched and referred to by 

many SLL/FLL specialists (see R. Ellis 2000, 2003, 2005b; McLaughlin, Rossman, 

McLeod 1983; Richards & Rodgers 2001; Savignon 2002b; Schmidt 1995a; Williams 

& Burden 1997). The following divisions of cognitive psychology are found to be the 

most relevant as regards SLA: 

1. Information processing models (e.g. Atkinson & Shiffrin’s 

information-processing model of mind; Craik & Lockhart’s levels of 

processing; Miller’s information-processing theory: computational 

theory of mind) 

2. Constructivist models (e.g. Ausubel’s subsumption theory; Bruner’s 

constructivism; Lave’s situated cognition; Piaget’s genetic 

epistemology) 

Some researchers felt that linguistic theory alone has been epistemologically not 

sufficient to explain all linguistic and non-linguistic variables involved in SLA (Norris 

& Ortega 2004). Moreover, because of diminishing importance of native language 

research, many researchers believed that taking a cognitive theoretical standpoint would 

be more appropriate (Gass & Selinker 1994). As a consequence of conflicting and 

unsatisfactory results obtained in formal (nativist) linguistic research cognitive 
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perspective has gained eminence on SLA research starting from the 1980s (Kaplan 

2002).  

Scholars defending cognitivist approaches to SLA have agued that “second 

language linguistic knowledge develops as the result of learners applying general 

learning mechanisms to the specific case of second language acquisition.” (Johnson & 

Johnson 2004: 129). The major models that influenced cognitive SLA research 

originated from information-processing theories. Thus, the 1990s experienced a marked 

movement toward ‘information processing’. Information processing perspective 

emphasized “…notions of language awareness, attention and learning, “focus-on-form” 

for language learning, learning from dialogic interactions, patterns of teacher-student 

interaction, task-based learning, content-based learning, and teacher as researcher 

through action research.” (Grabe, 2002, p. 7) 

Research done in cognitive psychology provided language instruction with 

valuable insights about the language learner and language learning processes. This new 

perspective contributed to a shift from teacher-dominant classroom instruction to 

learner-centered learning processes. Contrary to behaviorist assumptions, cognitive 

view of learning considers human mind and learning processes active. Cognitive 

psychology, therefore, is concerned with the mental processes that are involved in 

learning (Williams & Burden 1997). Representational Theory of Mind (RTM) or 

Computational Theory of Mind (CTM)-- a computer based model of knowledge 

formation [proposed first by Hilary Putnam 1961 (cited in Host 2005)], which was 

inspired by Chomskian model of knowledge acquisition, has been one of the widely 

used models to describe how human mind works. According to CTM information-

bearing units are connected to one another to form networks of information which are 
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stored in the mind. Hence, how information is processed, encoded and retained in the 

mind and how this information is retrieved when needed has been the major concerns of 

information-processing theorists (e.g. Miller 1956; Atkinson & Shiffrin 1968; Anderson 

1983, 1985, 1996). From the information processing perspective human mind is viewed 

as processor of information (like a computer) which has the capacity to store and 

retrieve information. Thus, within this division of cognitive psychology research 

primarily focused on how memory functions while processing information. Cognitive 

scientist George Miller (1956) proposed that human mind, like computers, takes in 

information, processes it, locates and stores it and generates responses to it.  

Bruner (2004) asserted that the interest in cognitive psychology began with 

Noam Chomsky's critical review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior (see Chomsky 1959 for 

his review of Skinner’s verbal behavior). Bruner explained Chomsky’s contribution to 

cognitive research and language acquisition as follows:  

“I think it would be fair to say that, under this new dispensation, more has been learned 

during the last three decades about language acquisition than in any prior century--more, 

indeed, than in all of them combined. And it's well to remember that the flood of research 

that made this possible was precipitated by the linguist Chomsky, not by a learning 

theorist.” (Bruner 2004: 13) 

R. Ellis (2000) maintained that cognitive theory offers more persuasive 

explanation of classroom language learning than audiolingual (behaviorist) learning 

theory. He acknowledged that cognitive theory gives full credit to the contribution of 

the learner’s internal mental processing and does not attempt to explain L2 learning 

merely in terms of observable behaviors. Cognitive view includes dimensions such as: 

how individuals ‘build up’, ‘retain’, and ‘draw upon’ their memories; and the ways in 

which individuals are involved in the process of learning. R. Ellis (2000) noted that 
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cognitive theory seeks to understand and explain: “… (1) how knowledge is 

established, (2) how knowledge becomes automatic and (3) how new knowledge is 

integrated into the learner’s existing cognitive system.” (p.7). In spite of different 

perspectives taken, the idea that learners ‘decode’ ‘analyze’ ‘store’ and ‘produce’ (e.g. 

the language learning process) is common to all versions of cognitive approach (Towell 

& Hawkins 1994).  

R. Ellis (2000) maintained that SLL/FLL research draws extensively on research 

into information processing. Williams and Burden (1997) explained that information 

processing models are mainly concerned with “…the way in which people take in 

information, process it and act upon it.” (p. 15). Thus, ‘how information is processed 

and stored in memory’ has been the primary focus of the work of information 

processing theorists (Williams & Burden 1997). Atkinson and Shiffrin’s (1968) model 

of memory is one of the best known models of memory. Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968) 

described memory as being comprised:  

Sensory memory: Receptor of sensory input which could hold information for a short 

period of time.  

Short-term memory (working memory): Work place of information which is responsible 

for active processing of information; that is perceiving, feeling, comparing, computing 

and reasoning.   

Long-term memory: Store of information with unlimited capacity of storage which 

could be accessed when needed and it is the location where information can be retained 

for a long time (up to a life time). Long-term memory is considered to be composed of 
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‘all that is known’. It is also viewed as passive repository where information remains 

dormant until it is called into working-memory.  

Miller’s (1956) contribution to cognitive science is his discovery that short-term 

memory can only hold seven chunks (7 plus 2/minus 2) of meaningful information. He 

thus proposed that in order to retain information for a longer period, chunking (reducing 

information into smaller units) is necessary. Thus, strategies to retain information for a 

longer time became the major interest of cognitive psychologists. Atkinson and Shiffrin 

(1968) proposed that stimuli are initially recorded in sensory memory for a short period 

of time before being transferred into short-term memory (working memory). Atkinson 

and Shiffrin’s theory holds that most people’s working memory has limited retention 

capacity; therefore, it is necessary to break down complex material into related ‘chunks’ 

before encoding these to the long-term memory store [this theory conforms with 

Miller’s (1956) findings]. Thus this view assumes that if individuals establish 

connections between concepts, break down information, and rebuild this information 

with logical connections, then their retention of material and understanding will 

increase. It is also argued that, since retention time in short-term memory is very limited 

the most common way of retaining information is by rehearsal (process to hold 

information in working memory for a period of time), which may take the form of 

simple repetition or more elaborate means which involve the association of meaning to 

what is to be remembered (for association of meaning see Ausubel 1980).  

Consequently, many information-processing researchers proposed that rehearsal 

is an essential condition for encoding (transferring) information in long-term memory. 

However, some researchers (e.g. Craik & Lockhart 1972) claimed that although 

rehearsal is an essential condition for encoding in long term memory, the way 
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information is processed in working memory is more important for storage in long-term 

memory than rehearsal. Thus, Craik and Lockhart (1972) proposed ‘levels of processing 

model’ as an alternative to theories of memory that postulated separate stages for 

sensory, working and long-term memory. Hence, they suggested ‘depth’ of processing 

as being a better way for information storage. They claimed that deeper the processing, 

the more the information will be remembered. They, therefore, emphasized importance 

of connecting new information to already existing knowledge. According to this view, 

information is processed at multiple levels simultaneously depending upon its 

characteristics. For instance, if information that involves strong visual images or many 

associations with existing knowledge will be processed at a deeper level (and therefore 

will be remembered better). Craik and Lockhart’s theory (1972) supports that 

individuals remember things ‘which are meaningful to them’. Craik and Lockhart 

argued that meaningful stimuli require more (and deeper) processing than meaningless 

stimuli. Thus, Craik and Lockhart (1972) proposed elaborating encoding strategies in 

order for rehearsal to be more effective. They claimed that providing individuals with 

interesting stimuli in rich contexts, and establishing connection of information to those 

stored in the long-term memory would increase the effectiveness of rehearsal. They also 

proposed organizing information as means of elaboration (see also Ausubel’s advanced 

organizers 1968). They suggested that creating or revealing links between items that are 

perceived as separate, and/or providing individuals with richer contexts by increasing 

the amount of information associated with each item, and/or supplementing information 

with audio/visual support, would provide a means of elaboration and chunking, and 

therefore, would enhance the processing by maintaining information in working 

memory and encoding information to long-term memory.  
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Attention, as an important component of information processing approach, has 

provided some invaluable insights into the student learning process (Williams & Burden 

1997). Many experiments have provided support that attention is necessary to 

transferring and encoding information in long-term memory. Within cognitive theory, 

‘attention’ has been viewed as one of the most crucial elements of the learning process. 

Some SLL/FLL specialists have claimed that ‘there is no learning without attention’. It 

is argued that “…unattended stimuli persist in immediate short-term memory for only a 

few seconds at best, and attention is the sufficient and necessary condition for long-term 

storage to occur” (Schmidt 1995a: 9). Schmidt (1990) through a review of 

psychological research and theories of consciousness looked into the role played by 

consciousness in input processing in second/foreign language learning. He concluded 

that unconscious processes of abstraction are not enough for input to become an intake. 

He claimed that learners must notice-the-gap when there is a discrepancy between their 

interlanguage (IL) and the target language form. Schmidt put forth that learners will not 

notice this discrepancy unless their attention is drawn to it. He, therefore, concluded that 

‘noticing’ (conscious attention) is a necessary condition for converting input to intake.  

However the issues of attention, conscious and subliminal processes have raised 

a number of controversies. A number of researchers and theorists have argued that there 

are two types of learning: a) declarative-- through conscious access to the information 

needed; b) procedural learning--learning that takes place without awareness (see also 

Section 2.27.4 for ‘explicit’ vs. ‘implicit’ learning). Anderson’s (1983) Adaptive 

Control of Thought (ACT) has been one of the most influential models used in SLA 

research.  
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Anderson (1983) proposed that learning involves a staged process through 

which information is transferred from declarative memory to production memory. 

Anderson’s acquisition process [Adaptive Control of Thought (ACT)] involves three 

stages: a) the cognitive stage, b) the associative stage, c) the autonomous stage. 

According to Anderson during the early stages (the cognitive stage) of learning, the 

learner makes use of some general interpretive strategies to produce the L2 by accessing 

the declarative knowledge36 (explicit knowledge). During the associative stage the 

learner starts producing the L2 through the process of ‘knowledge compilation’ which 

involves the processes of ‘composition’ and ‘proceduralization’; that is, at this stage the 

information is stored in as chunks (instances, implicit knowledge, formulaic 

expressions, or exemplar-based information) which enable the learner to access 

productions through matching in a more rapid way. It is assumed that when a task is 

performed repetitively procedural knowledge37 (implicit knowledge) replaces 

interpretive application of declarative knowledge (explicit knowledge). However, at this 

stage the production is still a careful one. Anderson proposed that the errors the learner 

makes should be dealt with at this stage. He argued that once past this stage the 

declarative knowledge (explicit knowledge) has little or no influence on the autonomous 

productions. According to Anderson when the learner reaches the autonomous stage the 

learner’s productions no longer need to work in conjunction with the declarative 

knowledge (the learner no longer needs to access his/her working or short-term 

memory). In the autonomous stage, the procedural knowledge could still be 

                                                 
36  Ellis R (2003) defines declarative knowledge as “…it consists of factual information about the L2 that 

has not yet been automized” (p. 341). 

37  “…Knowledge that is fully automized so that it is easily and rapidly accessible during the 

performance of a task.” (Ellis R 2003: 348). 
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appropriated by fine-tuning. According to Anderson, practicing (exposure) is a 

necessary condition for the development of proceduralized linguistic knowledge 

(implicit knowledge). R. Ellis (2000) noted that Anderson considered learners’ implicit 

knowledge of language dependent on learners’ prior explicit knowledge. R. Ellis argued 

that, contrary to this view, there is evidence supporting that learners can acquire an L2 

subconsciously without any explicit learning [however, R. Ellis did not exclude the fact 

that explicit knowledge could supplement implicit knowledge (see R. Ellis 2003, 2005a, 

2005b, 2005c)]. In spite of some conceptual differences in certain viewpoints, 

Anderson’s ideas have been widely quoted by SLL/FLL researchers and his model has 

contributed to gaining invaluable insights about instructed second/foreign language 

acquisition and learning strategies (see R. Ellis 2003; O’Malley & Chamot 1990). 

Research into L2 learner strategies has drawn extensively upon research done in 

information processing. Much of the work on learner strategies in second/foreign 

language learning, which includes memory strategies, has widely drawn on Anderson’s 

acquisition process (e.g. O’Malley & Chamot 1990).  

Anderson’s ideas have also been used in L2 skill-learning. Anderson proposed 

that different sets of skills are used for comprehension and production. R. Ellis (2003) 

interpreted this phenomenon as “The implication here is that practice in processing 

input will only serve to develop learners’ ability to comprehend the target language, not 

to produce it, and that production is necessary to develop automaticity in speaking.” 

(p.112). Similar views about automatization are also found in the works of Shiffrin and 

Schneider (1997 cited in R. Ellis 2003) and Logan (1988).  
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Shiffrin and Schneider (1997) put forward that information is processed through: 

a) automatic processing and; b) controlled processing. R. Ellis (2003) explained the 

difference between these two processes as follows:  

“Both types of processes have their advantages and disadvantages. Automatic processes 

are easy and rapid. They take up little processing capacity and thus make it possible for 

learners to focus attention on higher-order skills, i.e. attending to message content rather 

than to form. However, automatic processes can be suppressed or changed only with 

difficulty. In contrast, controlled processes are easily established and are flexible but they 

are very demanding on processing capacity. Thus learners who rely on the controlled 

processing of linguistic form have less capacity to attend to the content of their 

messages” (R. Ellis 2003: 144). 

Similarly, Logan’s instance theory (1988) emphasized the role automatization 

plays in skill acquisition. Logan’s theory holds that automatization is the result of 

acquisition of ‘domain specific knowledge base’. According to Logan, this knowledge 

base is in the form of separate representations and stored as ‘instances’. He claimed that 

repeated practice in consistent environment is the only necessary condition for 

automatization to occur. He asserted that automaticity, which enables individuals to 

fulfill tasks quickly and effortlessly (automatically), is an important phenomenon in 

skill acquisition. Ellis (2003) noted that learner’s production practice is important 

because it helps them build up a repertoire of ‘instances’ (stored chunks, formulaic 

expressions, exemplar-based information). R. Ellis (2003) claimed that in order to 

develop automatic processing (i.e. to change behavior) learners should ‘practice the 

actual behavior itself’ and added that “…for practice to work it must involve learners 

producing the target structure in the context of communicative activity...communicative 

activity serves as a device for proceduralizing knowledge of linguistic structures that 

have been first presented declaratively.” (p.146). Thus, R. Ellis (2003) noted that 
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practicing language structures mechanically (e.g. as in audiolingual methods) would not 

enable learners to use these structures autonomously. He claimed that practicing 

language structures mechanically would not allow information to be transferred to long-

term memory because such practices are performed through de-contextualizing target 

structures R. Ellis (2003) (see also Anderson 1983, 1985, 1996; Atkinson & Shiffrin 

1968; Ausubel 1968; Craik & Lockhart 1972).  

The implicit knowledge and explicit knowledge distinctions proposed by 

Krashen’s Monitor Model (1985) is not dissimilar from the cognitive views discussed 

above (see Anderson 1983, 1985, 1996; Atkinson & Shiffrin 1968; Logan 1988). R. 

Ellis (2005a, 2005b, 2005c) explained that implicit knowledge is procedural knowledge 

and it is held unconsciously. Learners have access to this knowledge rapidly 

(automatically) and this knowledge is the primary condition for fluent language 

communication. Implicit knowledge cannot be verbalised easily. Explicit knowledge on 

the other hand is declarative and this knowledge includes conscious knowledge of 

grammar rules (and metalanguage to explain these rules). Compared to implicit 

knowledge accessing this type of knowledge is slower. This view is supported by 

Stephan Krashen’s monitor theory which holds that that acquisition (subconscious 

processes) and learning (conscious formal knowledge) are separate processes and that 

learnt knowledge is called upon only to correct mistakes which occur during 

communication. According to Krashen this learnt knowledge serves as a monitor and 

that it cannot transform into acquisition. Krashen  (1981a, 1981b,1985; Krashen & 

Terrell 1983) conceptualized second language acquisition as the same process as the 

acquisition of the first language; that is, it is not conscious, it does not happen in formal 

situations or through explanation of formal grammatical rules; it follows a fixed order of 

acquisition; and it is not related to the learner’s age. Krashen conceptualized learning as 
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conscious, formal, explicit knowledge of language rules, which cannot lead to 

acquisition. Krashen assumed that language acquisition takes place when the learner is 

exposed to rich comprehensible input in the L2. He claimed that in order for acquisition 

to take place the input is required to be slightly beyond the learner’s actual linguistic 

competence (i+1). Thus according to Krashen and Terrell (1983) in the classroom 

learners need to be provided with comprehensible input containing new language data 

slightly above their current competence so that they could relate this new information to 

the next stage (+1) towards which they are moving along [see Krashen’s (1981a, 1981b, 

1985 and Krashen & Terrell (1983) for comprehensible input and input hypothesis].  

However R.Ellis (2003) noted that implicit learning is associative learning (this 

view is different from nativist perspective). That is, implicit learning functions through 

development of complex networks of connections. Thus, from this perspective implicit 

learning involves a connectionist model38 of linguistic representation. R. Ellis (2003) 

defined explicit and explicit knowledge as follows: “Implicit knowledge refers to that 

knowledge of language that a speaker manifests in performance but has no awareness 

of...Explicit knowledge refers to knowledge about language that speakers are aware of 

and, if asked, can verbalize.” (p. 105). R. Ellis (2000) further explained the distinction 

between these two knowledge types as follows: a) explicit knowledge is conscious and 

declarative; whereas implicit knowledge is subconscious and procedural (however this 

procedural knowledge might not always be fully automatic); b) explicit and implicit 

knowledge are stored separately in the brain; c) explicit and implicit knowledge do not 

                                                 
38 “…connectionist theories  view linguistic knowledge as a complex network of associations that allows 

for parallel processing. In such theories, no clear distinction is made between representation and learning 

mechanisms, as the networks are necessarily dynamic, constantly adjusting the associations in response to 

input frequencies.” (Ellis R. 2003: 105). 
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have primacy of sequence (succession) of growth over one another. In some cases 

explicit knowledge can precede (and/or exceed) implicit knowledge or vice versa; 

however, d) only implicit knowledge is developmental.  

Different specialists, however, have different views about the role played by 

explicit and explicit knowledge in language learning. The ‘interface hypothesis’, which 

addresses whether explicit knowledge plays a role in L2 acquisition, is used to position 

the explicit and implicit knowledge controversies. According to R. Ellis (2005b) there 

are three positions and each of these have different approaches to second/foreign 

language teaching. Krashen (1985) defends non-interface position (see R. Ellis 2005b); 

that is, he claims that explicit knowledge cannot become implicit knowledge [research 

on memory studies suggest that explicit and implicit memories are separate (R. Ellis 

2005b)]. However, some other specialists support the interface position and argue that 

explicit knowledge can become implicit knowledge if learners are exposed to 

communicative practice [this view is supported by ‘skill-learning theory39’]. Some 

others, on the other hand, support the ‘weak-interface’ position [is also called ‘weak 

non-interface position’ (see Ellis 2003)] and claim that explicit knowledge plays a role 

in ‘noticing40’ and ‘noticing-the-gap’ through which learners make cognitive 

comparisons between the ‘input’ and their own ‘output’ (Ellis 2003, 2005b). Thus, 

supporters of the non-interface position focus primarily on meaning/communication-

based tasks and exclude grammar (e.g. task-based teaching). The supporters of interface 

                                                 
39 Skill-learning theory (see also DeKeyser 1998 for skill-learning theory) or skill-based theory views 

knowledge as being proceduralized into implicit knowledge gradually through practice (Ellis 2003). 

Another theory which support this view is Logan’s instance theory (see Logan 1988). 

40 Noticing is a conscious cognitive process which involves attending to linguistic form learners receive 

in the input and the output they produce (Ellis 2003). 
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position advocate use of presentation-practice-production (PPP) approach (i.e. language 

structures are first presented and then practiced and finally learners produce the 

language in a freer communicative context as in weak forms of communicative 

language teaching (CLT) [PPP is also referred to as present-practice-produce see Ellis 

2003] (see Section 2.29.1 for further information about PPP and weak/strong versions 

of CLT). Supporters of the weak-interface position use consciousness-raising tasks to 

help learners to figure out their own explicit grammar rules via noticing [R. Ellis 2003; 

Savignon 2002b support this third position]. 

Like information-processing theorists cognitive constructivist psychologist (e.g. 

Ausubel, Bruner, Piaget) are also concerned with how knowledge is acquired. Ausubel 

(1960, 1980), Bruner (1973, 2004), and Piaget (1970, 1972) are considered the major 

theorists among the cognitive constructivists. The cognitive constructivist theories hold 

that to know is to construct conceptions of reality that correspond to the individual’s 

experience. Applied to learning this view emphasizes the importance of prior 

knowledge and prior ideas in any learning situation. The constructivist theory views 

learning as giving meaning to the world around us and making sense of our personal 

experience through organizing and reorganizing our existing knowledge. Thus, 

constructivist theory suggests that individuals do not simply memorize or accept others' 

conceptions of reality; instead, they create their own meaning and understanding. 

Constructivist views have provided SLA researchers with firm theoretical ground to 

base language acquisition research on.   

“Costructivist views of language acquisition hold that simple learning mechanisms 

operating in and across human systems for perception, motor action, and cognition while 

exposed to language data in a communicatively rich human social environment navigated 

by an organism eager to exploit the functionality of language are sufficient to drive the 
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emergence of complex language representations. Various tribes of constructivism 

[connectionists, functional linguists, emergentists, constructivist child language 

researchers, computational linguists]…all share a functional-developmental, usage-based 

perspective of language.” (N. Ellis 2006: 63) 

The most influential cognitive constructionist theory was developed by Jean 

Piaget. Piaget’s theory holds that individuals construct their cognitive abilities and 

create their own sense of the world (this view opposes nativist theories which conceive 

cognition as innate knowledge and abilities- e.g. Chomsky and Krashen.). The major 

theme in the theoretical framework of Piaget was that the individual acts accordingly to 

conceptual categories (schemata41) that are developed in interaction with the 

environment. Piaget (1970) proposed that the individual’s cognitive development 

consists of a constant effort to adapt to the environment; and that the individual’s 

schemata (cognitive structures, cognitive rules or scripts) are constructed through the 

processes of adaptation. According to Piaget this adaptation process comprises 

assimilation (the interpretation of events in terms of existing cognitive structure) and 

accommodation (changing the cognitive structure to make sense of the environment). 

Like Piaget, Bruner as well regarded cognitive development as an active process in 

which individuals construct new ideas or concepts based upon their schemata. 

According to Bruner the individual selects and transforms information, constructs 

hypotheses, and makes decisions, relying on a cognitive structure (script or schema). 

He asserted that the individual’s cognitive structures provide meaning and organization 

to his/her experiences and allows the individual to go beyond the given information and 

                                                 
41 Schema (Schemata: plural) refers to categorical rules, cognitive structures or scripts, which all 

individuals are assumed to possess, to interpret the world. The concept of schema was first introduced by 

Bartlett (1958) and later developed and used by Piaget (1970), Bruner (1973), Ausubel (1980) and some 

other cognitive psychologists. 
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construct new information meaningful to him/her. However slightly differently from 

Piaget, Bruner emphasized the role of context and resources provided within the 

context. In other words he regarded cognitive development as the individual’s 

interaction with the resources in his/her environment (in this respect Bruner’s ideas 

bear similarities with social interactionist views—e.g. Vygotsky’s social interactionist 

theory—this interactionist perspective is specially highlighted in Bruner’s more recent 

works –e.g. see Bornstein & Bruner 1989; Bruner 2004). Bruner (2004) argued that 

growth depends on human beings interacting with the resources in their environments: 

environments (physical, biological, interpersonal and cultural). He gave the following 

example to highlight the importance of the environment: 

“…the prediction that children must be so early tuned to the structure of their native 

language that they pick up its phonemic distinctions in parental talk even before they 

learn to understand or talk the language proper.…And you can test it in context directly--

by seeing whether childrens' prelinguistic babbling has a higher frequency of native-

language phoneme sounds than of foreign ones. And so it does: French babies babble in 

French, Spanish in Spanish, etc. With such experiments, one tests in context, not in a 

maze, and knows without extrapolation whether the experiment has any bearing on real 

learning by real people in real life.” (Bruner 2004: 13). 

An implication of Bruner’s theory is that in order for growth to take place 

individuals (especially children) should be provided with suitable activities, materials 

and tools that are more concordant with their cognitive capabilities, interests, 

experiences, and contexts. He also argued that in order to go beyond the information 

given, instruction should be designed to allow extrapolation. 

One of the most significant contributions to learning or in other words 

acquisition of information was the cognitive psychologist David Ausubel’s ‘advance 
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organizers’ (see subsumption theory 1960, 1980). Advance organizers are characterized 

as instructional strategies/materials which help bridge already existing information with 

new information. Asubel (1960) defined advance organizers as cognitive instructional 

strategies that support learning and retention of new information. Thus, Ausubel's 

theory is mainly concerned with how individuals acquire and retain large amounts of 

meaningful information from textual and/or verbal presentations. The "advanced 

organizer", as an instructional strategy, has been widely used in many learning contexts 

(e.g. in SLL/FLL many pre-reading, pre-listening, pre-speaking tasks bear highly the 

characteristics of Ausubell’s theory). The major purpose of this cognitive instructional 

strategy is to promote acquisition and retention of new information with meaningful 

instruction. The subsumption theory holds that meaningful learning results when 

individuals link new information to relevant concepts within their schema. Each 

individual’s schema is unique and relative to the individual’s experiences and cognitive 

processes. It is assumed that this process produces a series of changes within 

individuals’ cognitive structures through modifying already existing concepts and 

creating new linkages between new concepts that are being formed. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) stipulated that learning should be situated. They 

asserted that learning is a function of the context, culture, and activity in which it 

occurs. In a way, situated learning (or situated cognition) is positioned to as an 

alternative to information-processing theory (Wilson & Myers 2000). Wilson and 

Myers asserted that situated cognition “…seeks to correct some of the oversights of the 

symbolic-computation approach to cognition, in particular its reliance on stored 

descriptions of rules and information, its focus on conscious reasoning and thought, and 

its neglect of cultural and physical context” (2000, p. 65). Wilson and Myers 

maintained that situated cognition aims to� bring the individual and the social together. 
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They claimed that knowing, learning, and cognition are social constructions, expressed 

in actions of people interacting within their context. Lave and Wenger’s situated 

learning theory (1991) holds that learning is acquired situationally and that it is 

grounded in the actions of everyday situations. They put forth that knowledge transfer 

is possible only in similar situations. They also stipulated that learning cannot be 

separated from the world of action. They stated that learning is acquired in situated 

social coparticipation and like other acts it is the result of a social process. Lave and 

Wenger (1991) claimed that skills to perform can only be acquired by actually engaging 

in the process. Thus, this idea implies a highly interactive and productive role for the 

skills that are required in the learning process. Lave and Wenger (1991) mainly aimed 

at discovering the types of social engagements which provide the proper context for 

learning rather than emphasizing the role of cognitive processes and conceptual 

structures involved in learning. Kirshner and Whitson (1997) acknowledged that 

situated learning and thinking have drawn heavily on the sociocultural theories of Lev 

Vygotsky and skill-learning theories.  

2.27.5 Interactionist perspective on SLA 

While nativists believe inborn factors are more dominant, interactionists believe 

that environmental (external) factors are as influential as internal (cognitive) factors in 

language acquisition (see Gass 1997, 2002; Norris & Ortega 2004). Some SLA 

researchers view the interactionist perspective of SLA as part of the cognitivist view 

and refer to it as ‘cognitive-interactionist theory’ (see Norris & Ortega 2004). However, 

some others place the interactionist view within sociocultural theories and refer to it as 

‘social interactionist theory’ (see Gass 1997). 
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Recently, research in SLA has had some data as evidence for the interactionist 

position (see Gass 2002). Gass (2002) explained that research in SLA from an 

interactionist perspective looks at two main issues: input and the interactions learners 

engage in. Within the interactionist research framework the key considerations are: 

input, intake, interaction, negotiation of meaning, attention, hypothesis confirmation, 

hypothesis testing, noticing-the-gap, and output (see Gass 2002, 2006).  

Interactionists, like nativists, emphasize the important role played by input (Gass 

1997, 2002, 2006; Gass & Selinker 1994). However, conceptualization of input, from 

the interactionist perspective, differs from conceptualization of input described by 

nativists. The concept ‘input’ (as regards second/foreign language acquisition/learning) 

was first added to SLA literature by Stephen Krashen. Krashen (see Krashen 1981a, 

1981b, 1985; Krashen & Terrell1983) defended nativist view and assumed that 

language acquisition takes place when the learner is exposed to rich comprehensible 

input in the L2. He claimed that in order for acquisition to take place the input is 

required to be slightly beyond the learner’s current linguistic competence (i+1). Thus 

according to Krashen and Terrell (1983) in the classroom learners need to be provided 

with comprehensible input containing new language data slightly above their current 

competence so that they could relate this new information to the next stage (+1) towards 

which they are moving along [see Krashen 1981a, 1981b, 1985; Krashen & Terrell 1983 

for comprehensible input and input hypothesis]. However, Krashen’s conceptualization 

of input and especially comprehensible input has been harshly criticized by some SLA 

scholars. According to Gass (1997), Krashen’s conceptualization of input (especially 

the concept of compressible input), which has constituted the major focus in UG 

studies, assumes a central role in second/foreign language acquisition. From the 

interactionist perspective, comprehensible input alone is not a sufficient condition to 
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promote second/foreign language development. In order to show the distinction between 

comprehensible input and the concept of input from the interactionist perspective Gass 

(1997) proposed the term ‘comprehended input’. She explained that comprehensible 

input implies the speaker rather than the hearer. She claimed that comprehensibility is 

controlled by the hearer not by the speaker. She suggested that comprehension should 

rather be viewed as a process with different levels and stages “…comprehension 

represents a continuum of possibilities ranging from semantics to detailed structural 

analyses.” (Gass 1997: 5). For interactionists the process of ‘intake’ is as important as 

input. According to Gass (1997): 

“ Intake is the process of assimilating linguistic material…It is in the intake component 

that psycholinguistic processing takes place. That is, it is where information is matched 

against prior knowledge and where, in general, processing takes place against the 

backdrop of the existing internalized grammatical rules. It is where generalizations are 

likely to occur, it is where memory traces are formed, and finally, it is the component 

from which fossilization stems” (1997: 5). 

Thus, this view holds that in order for input to be internalized processing input 

and integrating it into already existing knowledge is necessary. Gass (1997) explained 

that when the learner receives new input data s/he either uses this data to confirm and 

strengthen his/her hypothesis about particular knowledge or s/he rejects his/her original 

hypothesis (in this case s/he modifies his/her original hypothesis and waits for new 

input data to confirm this new hypothesis). She also explained that in some cases (when 

the learner has some level of understanding but has not fully mastered certain linguistic 

items) the learner stores the information (creates a hypothesis) and waits for new 

information (input) to confirm (or disconfirm) his/her hypothesis.  
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According to interactionists in order for full grammatical competence to be 

developed learners need to be ‘pushed to produce’42 ‘comprehensible output’ (Swain 

1995) [see also Krashen 1998 for his criticism about comprehensible output). According 

to Gass (1997) output is “…the overt manifestation of that process [the acquisition 

process]…it serves as means of hypothesis testing…” (p. 7). Gass (1997) argued that 

when learners produce language they at the same time test their hypotheses through 

negotiation of meaning and the feedback they receive. She also claimed that output 

helps development of fluency and automaticity of processing. The output hypothesis is 

also coupled and strengthened by ‘interaction hypothesis’. According to interaction 

hypothesis43 encountering of ‘input’ is not alone sufficient to promote second/foreign 

language acquisition/learning. Long (1983) put forth that in order for input to become 

comprehensible some sort of interaction is required (in Krashen’s comprehansible input 

hypothesis input is viewed as a main causal variable and main condition in order for 

second/foreign language acquisition to take place). Interaction hypothesis holds that 

face-to-face interaction promotes second/foreign language development (Johnson & 

Johnson 2004). Many researchers agree that interaction between two (or more) 

interlocutors enriches the input. In other words the major difference between 

interactionist view and the nativist view is that nativists claim that one-way input 

                                                 
42 According to Swain’s output has to be comprehensible; thus, she proposed that learners need to be 

"…pushed toward the delivery of a message that is not only conveyed, but that is conveyed precisely, 

coherently, and appropriately." (Swain 1985: 249). 

43 Gass (2002) noted that: the interaction hypothesis originated from Wagner-Gough and Hatch’s ideas 

(1975 cited in Gass 2002), later formulated by Long (1980, 1981, 1983) and refined by others [(Gass and 

Varonis 1985, 1989; Mackey 1999; Pica 1987, 1988; Pica and Doughty 1985; Pica, Doughty, and Young 

1986; Pica, Young, and Doughty 1987; Schmidt and Frota 1986; Varonis and Gass 1985a) all cited in 

Gass 2002].  
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(comprehensible input) is a sufficient condition for second/foreign language acquisition; 

whereas, interactionist perspective considers two-way communication to be the 

necessary condition. Long’s interaction hypothesis holds that ‘negotiation of meaning’ 

and especially interactional adjustments done by a more competent interlocutor [e.g. by 

a native speaker (NS)] makes the input comprehensible and facilitates acquisition. 

During the course of interaction (between learners and others) negotiation of meaning 

with a more competent interlocutor leads the learner to the provision of the feedback 

[e.g. with the use of direct or indirect corrections such as clarification requests, 

repetitions, confirmation checks, recasts (rephrase of utterance by changing one or two 

of its components) etc.]. The feedback draws the learner’s attention to inappropriate or 

faulty use and; therefore, help them see inconsistencies between the input and his/her 

output. In short, it is claimed that negotiation of meaning helps the learner to ‘notice-

the-gap’44’ between received input and his/her actual output (see Section 2.27.4 for 

more information about ‘noticing’). This activity is assumed to provide the learner with 

greater transparency of semantic and syntactic relationships (Gass 2002).  

To sum up, scholars who defend the interactionist perspective believe that 

following processes facilitate second/foreign language acquisition/learning: “…(1) 

comprehensible input is necessary for acquisition, (2) conversational interactions 

(negotiation) makes the input comprehensible, and (3) comprehensible output aids 

learners in moving from semantic processing to syntactic processing.” (Gass & 

Selinker, 1994, p. 219). According to Ellis (2003) interactionist view suggests that:  

                                                 

44 Noticing-the-gap: is a conscious cognitive process which involves the learner to compare language 

forms which he/she noticed in the input and with his/her interlanguage (Ellis 2003). 
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1. Acquisition is facilitated when interactional modifications (e.g. negotiation of 

meaning i.e. simplified input) lead to comprehensible input. 

2. Acquisition is facilitated when learners receive feedback (e.g. direct or indirect 

corrections such as clarification requests, repetitions, confirmation checks, 

recasts). 

3. Acquisition is promoted when learners are pushed to reformulate their 

utterances. 

2.27.6 Social psychological perspective on SLA 

The social psychological perspective of second language acquisition holds that 

learning a second language, to some extent, entails certain degree of identification with 

the speakers of that language. From this perspective language represents more than 

being a system for communication. According to this view language is a defining 

characteristic of a cultural group (see also Section 2.2.3). Therefore, an individual’s 

attitudes toward the speakers of that particular language are assumed to influence both 

his/her motivation to learn and consequently his/her degree of attainment in that 

particular language. Initially, this view was formulated to encompass second language 

learning in bilingual contexts (Gardner 2002). “From the social psychological 

perspective, learning a second language means the acquisition of near-native facility 

with the content and structure of the language and near-automaticity in its use both 

conceptually and behaviorally.” (Gardner 2002: 162). However, Dörnyei (1994) 

proposed another model which emphasizes language instruction in educational contexts 

(rather than bilingual contexts). SLA research from this perspective mainly focused on 

attitude and motivation dimensions (for relevant studies see Gardner 1979, 2001a, 

2001b; Gardner & Lambert 1972; Gardner& MacIntyre 1991; Gardner et al. 1990; 
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Gardner et al.2004; Gardner, & Tremblay 1994). SLA from this perspective provides us 

with three models: 

1. Lamberts Model 

The first model was proposed by Lambert (1967, 1974 cited by Gardner 2002). 

The model proposed that aptitude, attitudes, orientation, and motivation promote the 

development of bilingual proficiency and that this can have an effect on one's self-

identity. 

2. Gardner and Smythe’s Model 

The second model was proposed by Gardner and Smythe (1975 cited in Gardner 

2002). The model assumes that second language learning/acquisition involves both 

linguistic and non linguistic elements. The model is also referred to as ‘socioeducational 

model’. Currently, the model focuses on six constructs: language aptitude, attitudes 

toward the learning situation, integrativeness, motivation, language anxiety, and 

language achievement (characterized in terms of linguistic and non-linguistic 

outcomes). Gardner and Smythe also developed and standardized the 

Attitude/Motivation Test Battery [AMTB] (see also 

http://publish.uwo.ca/~gardner/AMTBmanualforwebpage.pdf for further information).  

3. Dörnyei’s Model 

The third model was proposed by Dörnyei (1994). This model emphasizes an 

educational perspective of motivation. This model identifies three components of 

motivation: the language level, the learner level, and the learning situation level. The 

first two levels, the language level and the learner level, have constructs similar to those 
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in Lambert and Gardner model. However, the last level introduces completely new 

constructs (see Figure 2.13 for Dörnyei’s model).  

 
LANGUAGE LEVEL 
 

 
Integrative motivational subsystem  
Instrumental motivational subsystem 
 

 
LEARNER LEVEL 

 
Need for achievement  
Self-confidence  
• Language use anxiety  
• Perceived L2 competence  
• Causal attributions  
• Self-efficacy  
 

 
LEARNING SITUATION LEVEL 
 

 

 
Course-specific 
Motivational Components 

 
Interest (in the course)  
Relevance (of the course to one's needs)  
Expectancy (of success)  
Satisfaction (one has in the outcome)  
 

 
Teacher-Specific 
Motivational Components 

 
Affiliative motive  
Authority type  
Direct socialisation of motivation  
• Modelling  
• Task presentation  
• Feedback  
 

 
Group-Specific 
Motivational Components 

 
Goal-orientedness  
Norm and reward system  
Group cohesiveness  
Classroom goal structure 
 

Figure 2.13 Dörnyei's (1994) motivational framework of L2 acquisition (cited in Byram 

2001:429) 

2.27.7 Sociocultural perspective on SLA 

Recently, growing body of research on SLA has been informed by sociocultural 

theory (STC). Lantolf (2002) noted that SCT has evolved from L. S. Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theories. He maintained that Vygotsky’s idea that the human mind is 

“…mediated primarily by linguistically based communication” is now a well-accepted 
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principle in SLA (Lantolf 2002: 104). Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theories 

have complemented many learning theories (e.g. Bandura’s social learning theory; 

Lave’s situated learning theory; Bruner’s constructivist theory etc.). Vygotsky’s social 

constructivist theory also bears many similarities with Piaget’s cognitive development 

theory. However, Vygotsky (1978), differently from Piaget, conceptualized social 

interaction as the necessary source and condition for optimal cognitive development. 

Vygotsky (1978) stipulated that social interaction play a fundamental role in the 

development of cognition. Thus, he viewed cognitive development as a social 

construction, which is developed with social collaboration. He claimed that optimal 

cognitive development depends upon the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD) where 

individuals construct the new language through socially mediated interaction. ZPD is 

based on the hypothesis that ‘apprenticeship’ influences cognitive development (Cuq 

2003) (similar hypothesis is also put forth by situated cognition theorists). Vygotsky put 

forth that engaging in full social interaction with others (peers, parents etc) enables ZPD 

to develop fully. He stipulated that the skills which the individual acquires through 

interaction with peers (with parents, and significant others, such as teachers, friends 

etc.) exceed what the individual can attain alone. Thus the degree of difference between 

autonomously acquired knowledge and knowledge that is acquired in collaboration 

constitutes the ZPD (Cuq 2003). ZPD is assumed to be influenced by three regulatory 

factors: a) object-regulation (influence of environmental factors—environmental factors 

control the individual); b) other-regulation (influence of others--experts mediate and 

provide the individual with strategies); c) self-regulation (influence of inner-

mechanisms--the individual controls the activity). Vygotsky (1978) considered 

cognition to both an inter-psychological and an intrapsychological phenomenon; that is, 

he viewed cognition as being both on the social level (interpsychological) and inside the 
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individual (intrapsychological). According to this viewpoint, as a learner moves from 

object-regulation to other-regulation, and then to self-regulation, the cognitive activity 

thus moves from an interpsychological plane to an intrapsychological plane (Schinke-

llano 1995). 

SLA from this perspective holds that language acquisition and social interaction 

are in mutually dependent roles and that language acquisition cannot be understood 

devoid of the context in which it occurs (Schinke-llano 1995). According to this view 

language development occurs as the result of meaningful verbal interaction (Schinke-

Llano 1995). The theory mainly focuses on processes and changes rather than products 

and stages. This approach does not view language process as a linear development. It 

holds that language learners go forth and back during the course of their interlanguage 

construction. SLA from this perspective focuses on the processes and changes rather 

than products and states (Schinke-llano 1995). SLA from sociocultural perspective sees 

the language development bound up with ZPD and regulated-cognitive activity. Lantolf 

(2002) argued that, within this sociocultural perspective, activity theory (as an extension 

of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory) also forms a coherent framework for theorizing 

SLA. He, thus, claimed that understanding the human mind necessitates studying its 

‘formation’ and its ‘activity’ rather than studying its ‘structure’. In activity theory, the 

task constitutes the basic component of activity. According to activity theory, human 

development is conceptualized as a continuing attempt to solve various tasks.  

SLA research from sociocultural perspective has been both supportive and 

demonstrative of the efficacy of Vygotskian ideas in obtaining desired second/foreign 

language learning outcomes. Research from this perspective investigated primarily the 

role of social mediation in second/foreign classrooms. Comparative research studies on 
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the level of expert-novice mediated activity (L2 teacher-L2 learners), and peer-mediated 

activity (L2 learner-L2 learner) have demonstrated positive results in favor of mediated 

activity in second/foreign language classrooms (see Lantolf 2002 for different studies 

done in this area). Second language research has also demonstrated that many of the 

language forms that young children played with in their private speech (self-directed 

speech or language play) appeared later when they engaged in L2 activities (see Saville-

Troike 1988 cited in Lantolf 2002). Ohta (2001 cited in Lantolf 2002) also provided 

some samples of adult L2 private speech in a language classroom.  

2.28 Theories of language 

Current approaches and methods in foreign/second language teaching have been 

informed by three major theories of language; namely, structural theories; functional 

theories; and interactional theories (Richards & Rodgers 2001).  

The structural perspective is the most traditional and regards language as ‘… a 

system of structurally related elements for the coding of meaning.” (Richards & 

Rodgers 2001: 20). From this perspective language learning is viewed as “… the 

mastery of elements of this system [structural] which are generally defined in terms of 

phonological units…, grammatical units, grammatical operations…, and lexical items.” 

(Richards & Rodgers 2001: 20-21). The areas of research which informs this view of 

language are: linguistic analysis, and textual discourse analysis. The methods and 

approaches which based their assumptions on structural linguistics theories are as 

follows (see Richards & Rodgers 2001): 
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·  The audiolingual method,  

·  Total physical response (TPR)  

·  The silent way  

The functional view of language emphasizes the functional and social aspects of 

competence (R. Ellis 2005b). This approach draws on Hymes’ model of communicative 

competence45 (see Hymes 1971) and Halliday’s systemic functional grammar46 (see 

Halliday 1985) Although language structures (grammatical characteristics of language) 

are regarded as important elements of language and are also included within the 

functional perspective, this view primarily focuses on the semantic (meaning) and 

communicative dimensions (Richards & Rodgers 2001). Sociolinguistics, pragmatics 

and semantics are the areas of research which have been informing this theory of 

language. Thus language learning from this perspective is viewed as expressing 

personal meaning and communication functions. According to R. Ellis (2005b) an 

implicit element of notional-functional view, is that “…[from notional-functional 

viewpoint] language learning involves the learning of formulaic chunks of language as 

much as it involves learning rules.” [R. Ellis noted that this implicit element was not 

mentioned by Richards and Rodgers (1986)]. A typical notional-functional syllabus 

consists of a list of functions and notions together with linguistic support required to use 

them in communication (R. 2005b). In short, the aim is to develop grammatical, 

                                                 
45 The term communicative competence was originally proposed by Hymes (1971), as a reaction to 

perceived limitations in Chomsky's competence/performance model of language. Communicative 

competence refers to 'the underlying systems of knowledge and skills required for communication' [for 

further developed models of communicative competence see Canale & Swain (1980) and Savignon 

(2002a)]. 

46 Halliday (1975) identified the following seven functions of language: instrumental, regulatory, 

instructional, personal, heuristic, imaginative, and representational. 
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strategic, discourse and sociolinguistic47 competences in learners [for the components of 

communicative competence see Canale & Swain 1980)]. According to R. Ellis (2005b) 

although notional-functional approach claims to be ‘meaning-centered, it still 

emphasizes accuracy rather than fluency. Therefore, it can be considered to be a ‘weak- 

communicative approach’. Some of the language learning approaches and methods 

based on notional-functional view of language are:  

·  Weak-forms of communicative language teaching (CLT) (see Section 2.29.1 and R. 

Ellis 2003, 2005b for weak vs. strong forms of communicative language teaching)  

·  Functional-notional syllabuses  

·  The natural approach  

The interactional view of language sees language primarily as; the means for 

establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships, and for performing social 

communication between individuals (see also interactionist perspective on SLA). The 

objectives of language learning is from this perspective is to initiate and maintain 

conversations with other people. Areas of research drawn on are conversation analysis 

(see Seedhouse 2005), and ethnomethodology48. The following approaches are the 

                                                 
47 Savignon suggested ‘sociocultural competence’ (see Savignon 2002b) as an extended version of the 

term ‘sociolinguistic competence’ that Canale and Swain (1980) proposed. Canale and Swain (1980) 

defined sociolinguistic competence as the ability to interpret the social meaning of the choice of linguistic 

varieties for the communication situation. Sociocultural competence, on the other hand, is viewed as an 

interdisciplinary field of enquiry (Savignon 2002b) which extends well beyond linguistic forms and 

requires understanding of the social context in which language is used. 

48 The term ‘ethnomethodology’ was introduced by Harold Garfinkel in the 1960s. It is a sociological 

discipline which focuses on the ways in which people make sense of their world, display this 

understanding to others, and produce the mutually shared social order in which they live (Hilbert 1992). 
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examples based on the interactional view of language learning (see Richards & Rodgers 

2001): 

·  Task-based language teaching 

·  Whole language teaching 

·  Neurolinguistic programming 

·  Cooperative language learning 

·  Content-based instruction 

·  Communicative approaches (mainly strong forms) 

2.29 Recent trends in second/foreign language learning/teaching  

Recent trends in second/foreign language teaching/learning are generally viewed 

under the rubric of ‘current communicative approaches’ (Ellis 2003; Richards & 

Rodgers 2001). Communicative language teaching, humanistic language teaching, 

content-based instruction (theme-based learning), and task-based teaching are four main 

approaches which constitute the recent trends in second/foreign language teaching (see 

Richards & Rodgers 2001). However, differently from earlier major trends in language 

teaching (e.g. the grammar-translation method and the audiolingual method), these new 

trends do not emphasize systematic teaching practices based on a particular theory of 

language. In other words, none of these new trends can be considered a method. The 

principles which constitute the frameworks of these approaches draw highly on research 

done in fundamental disciplines (e.g. SLA research, linguistics, psychology, educational 

psychology, social psychology, sociology etc.) which are considered most pertinent to 

solving problems involved in second/foreign language teaching/learning (Johnson & 

Johnson 2004). Anthony (1963 cited in Richard & Rodgers 2001: 19) defines method 
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as: “…Method is an overall plan for orderly presentation of language material, no part 

of which contradicts, and all of which is based upon, the selected approach.” To define 

approach Johnson and Johnson (2004) proposed a broad definition as follows: 

“…‘general thinking’ behind a language teaching initiative as opposed to step-by-step 

‘recipe’ for the conduct of language teaching.” (p. 13). To clarify the conceptual 

confusions between the method, approach and procedure Richards and Rodgers (2001) 

proposed the following model (see Figure 2.14).  

As it is clear from the above definitions these recent trends in language teaching 

have a significant degree of flexibility (R. Ellis 2000, 2003, 2005a, 2005b; 

Kumaravadivelu 1991; Richards & Rodgers 2001 and so forth). Within this broad 

framework, classroom activities are presented with sets of general learning objectives 

and problem-solving tasks, and not a list of specific linguistic items (see R. Ellis 2000, 

2003, 2005a, 2005b; Richards & Rodgers 2001; Savignon 2002b and so forth). R. Ellis 

(2003) maintained that contrary to the earlier (traditional) SLL/FLL methods, which 

viewed language as a set of linguistic systems, and operated through linguistic syllabi 

that are constructed around a sequence of units of language (usually grammatical 

structures), in recent trends in SLL/FLL “…no attempt is made to specify what the 

learners will learn, only how they will learn.” (R. Ellis 2003: 31).  
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Method 

Approach Procedure Design 

a. A theory of the nature of language 
   -an account of nature of language  
    proficiency  
   -an account of the basic units of language  
    structure 
b. A theory of the nature of language learning 
   -an account of the psycholinguistic and  
    cognitive processes involved in language    
    learning 
   -an account of the conditions that allow for    
    successful use of these processes 
 

a. The general and specific objectives of the method 
b. A syllabus model 
   -criteria for the selection and organisation of linguistic     
    and/or subject-matter content 
c. Types of learning and teaching activities 
   -kinds of tasks and practice activities to be employed in      
     the classroom and in materials 
d. Learner roles  
   -types of learning tasks set for learners 
   -degree of control learners have over the content of  
    learning 
   -patterns of learner groupings that are recommended or     
    implied 
   -degree to which learners influence the learning of  
    others 
   -the view of the learner as a processor, performer,   
    initiator, problem solver, etc. 
e. Teacher roles 
   - types of functions teachers fulfill 
   -degree of teacher influence on learning 
   -degree to which the teacher determines the content of    
    learning 
   -types of interaction between teachers and learners 
f. The role of instructional materials 
   -primary function of materials 
   -the form materials take 
   -relation of materials to other input 
   -assumptions made about teachers and learners 
 

a. Classroom techniques, practices, and behaviors  
    observed when the method is used 
   -resources in terms of time, space, and equipment    
    used by the teacher 
   -interactional patterns observed in the lessons 
   -tactics and strategies used by teachers and   
    learners when the method is being used 

Figure 2.14 Summary of the elements and subelements that constitute a method (source: Richards & Rodgers 2001:33) 
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Thus communicative approaches have been criticized for not having a proper 

language teaching paradigm or specific procedures to follow in language instruction. 

For instance Kumaravadivelu (1991) claimed that this flexibility in L2 pedagogy 

depends highly on learner and teacher perceptions and interpretations of classroom aims 

and events; thereby increasing the potential for misunderstanding and 

miscommunication in the language classroom. These new trends have also been the 

targets of criticisms because they have been perceived as not being based on coherent 

theoretical perspectives; not being context-sensitive; not being based on local linguistic, 

sociocultural, and political particularities; and not taking the context of language 

education into consideration (e.g. see Swan 1985a 1985b; Bax 2003). Swan (1985b) 

argued that the communicative approach has an over-simplified view of language 

teaching by only emphasizing the semantic features in language learning. He claimed 

that such practices are misleading because language teaching should involve integrating 

formal syntactic syllabuses with authentic materials. He also argued that, with their over 

emphasis on the L2, communicative approaches fail to see the vital role of the mother 

tongue in foreign language learning.  

Savingnon (2002), although she highly advocated merits of CLT, noted that 

depending on their experiences teachers might differ in reactions to CLT. She asserted 

that the concept of ‘communicative ability’ might cause frustrations to some teachers 

because the concept might be perceived as ambiguous. She explained that ‘negotiation 

of meaning’ lacks precision and does not provide a universal scale of assessment. 

Savingnon (2002) also added that ‘focus on meaning’ has been interpreted as that 

grammar is not important, or that CLT merely favors learners’ ability to express 

themselves, without respect to form. Ellis et al. (2002) argued that entirely meaning-

centered language instruction could not be sufficient to promote high levels of linguistic 
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competence. Thus, Ellis (2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) and Ellis et al. (2002) suggested 

that, although primary focus should be on meaning, language instruction should also 

ensure focus on form. They asserted that since a lot of importance is attached to the 

issue of ‘grammar’, focus on form has been a major discussion in second/foreign 

language pedagogy. They, therefore, suggested that careful consideration should be 

given to resolve the dichotomy regarding this issue. Ellis (2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) 

and Ellis et al. (2002) argued that people involved in SLL/FLL need to first see the 

distinction between ‘focus-on-forms’ and ‘focus-on-form’ approaches. Ellis explained 

that focus-on-forms approach refers to language instruction which focuses on teaching 

pre-selected linguistic items. Such an approach encourages students to focus on 

language forms rather than meaning (Ellis 2003, 2005b). However, focus-on-form 

approach draws learners’ attention to form while they are primarily focused on the 

message (meaning) (Ellis 203). Ellis et al. (2002) explained that focus-on-form 

approach can be either planned focus-on-form or incidental focus-on-form. They stated 

that planned focus-on-form is similar to focus-on-forms in that it makes use of the pre-

determined linguistic forms for treatment. However, differently from focus-on-forms 

approach planned focus-on-form orientation is meaning-centered and attention to form 

takes place in interaction (in a communicative task) without the teacher directing 

learners to use of the target form. In incidental focus-on-form approach language forms 

are not pre-selected. This approach makes use of un-focused communicative tasks in 

which the teacher and learners (incidentally) attend to forms while performing tasks; or 

take time-out to deal with specific language forms (see Basturkmen et al. 2004 and Ellis 

et al. 2002 for further details about focus-on-form approach). R Ellis (2003) explained 

that focus-on-form activities can be implemented in a number of ways (e.g. when 

dealing with learner errors; when learners’ are in search for a form to express 
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themselves when they are performing a task; or when the learners are working 

collaboratively to solve some linguistic problem). 

Savignon (2002b) noted that, although the controversies about form-focused 

(focus-on-forms approach) and meaning-focused classroom activity have not yet been 

resolved, learner involvement in communicative actions are considered crucial in order 

for language development to take place. She claimed that this practice necessarily 

requires attention to form (focus-on-form approach), as well (similar views were also 

expressed by Ellis 2003, 2005b). However, Savignon (2002b) argued that focus on 

grammatical features should relate to the learners’ communicative needs and 

experiences and that explicit attention to grammar should not be perceived as the 

explicit teaching of the sentence level grammatical structures (e.g. grammar should be 

viewed within broader features of discourse, sociolinguistic rules of appropriateness, 

communication strategies as well).  

Savignon (2002b) noted that, despite findings against focus-on-forms approach, 

some teachers insisted on discrete grammar teaching and testing. This emphasis, thus, 

has led teachers to use learners’ L1 to make sure that explanations of grammar features 

are well-understood. Thus, already limited classroom time has been used for 

explanations of explicit language rules and the excessive use of the L1. Savignon 

(2002b) asserted that with its emphasis on sentence-level grammatical features SLA 

research, as well, contradicted pragmatic and sociolinguistic aspect of language learning 

[e.g. see morpheme acquisition studies in Johnson & Johnson (2004)]. Savignon 

(2002b) also noted that SLA research findings showing that the ‘route’ of language 
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acquisition is unaffected by classroom instruction have also added to the frustrations 

and confusions teachers have had [see Ellis 1983, 1990 for route/rate49 distinction].  

2.29.1 Communicative language teaching (CLT) 

Communicative language teaching (CLT) involves a multidisciplinary 

perspective that includes disciplines such as linguistics, psychology, philosophy, 

sociology, and educational research (see R. Ellis 2000, 2003, 2005b; Savignon 2002b; 

Richards & Rodgers 2001.). Halliday’s ‘functional model of language’ and Hymes’ 

(1971) concept of ‘communicative competence’ (which he proposed as a response to 

perceived limitations in Chomsky's competence/performance model50 of language) 

provided the necessary theoretical support for CLT (Hymes’s communicative 

competence is similar to Halliday’s ‘meaning potential’51). After a series of empirical 

studies, Canale and Swain (1980) further developed Hymes’s concept of communicative 

competence to match instructional goals. Canale and Swain (1980) first added the 

                                                 

49 Ellis (1982) claimed that the personal-syllabuses that learners construct influence their ‘route’ of 

learning. SLA research has shown that instruction can enhance the rate of acquisition but the route of 

development is not affected by correction, reward or reinforcement (see Ellis 1982, 1990; Johnson & 

Johnson 2004).  

50 Chomsky’s transformational-generative grammar differentiates between language competence (the 

subconscious control of a linguistic system) and language performance (the speaker's actual use of 

language) (The Columbia Encyclopedia 2004). Chomsky’s conceptualization of competence- 

characterizes the linguistic competence of the ideal native speaker and it is perceived not to be applicable 

to foreign/second language learning (Savignon 2002b). 

51 Halliday’s systemic functional (SF) theory views language as a resource which people use to achieve 

their aims by expressing meanings in context. Halliday viewed language as a system for ‘meaning 

potential’ which implies that language is not a well defined system of grammatical sentences.  In short, 

Halliday’s SF theory suggests that particular aspects of a given context (such as the topics discussed, the 

language users and the medium of communication) define the meanings likely to be expressed and the 

language likely to be used to express those meanings (Halliday 1985). 
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strategic competence component to existing grammatical (linguistic) competence and 

sociolinguistic competence. Then Canale (1983 cited in Savignon 2002b) added 

discourse competence as the fourth component of communicative competence (see 

below):  

1. Linguistic competence: the knowledge of the grammatical rules, vocabulary, 

pronunciation, spelling, etc.); 

2. Sociolinguistic competence: the knowledge of the socio-cultural code of 

language use (e.g. knowledge and use of appropriate register, politeness, and 

style); 

3. Strategic competence: knowledge of verbal and non-verbal communication 

strategies which can be used to enhance the efficiency of communication and 

enable individuals to repair communication breakdowns.  

4. Discourse competence: knowledge of language rules such as cohesion and 

coherence  

Savignon (1983 cited in Savignon 2002b) developed a classroom model of 

communicative competence by slightly altering the model proposed by Canale and 

Swain (1980) and Canale (1983 cited in Savignon 2002b) (see Figure 2.15). Savignon 

extended sociolinguistic competence beyond linguistic forms and proposed 

sociocultural competence instead. This new component emphasizes understanding of 

the social context in which language is used; that is, it emphasizes the roles of the 

participants, the information they share, and the function of their interaction. Savignon 

(2002b) noted that the components of communicative competence are interrelated and 

they cannot be assessed in isolation. She further claimed that all these four components 

are in interaction with each other and when one component increases the others 
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increase, as well. Consequently, this process produces an overall increase in 

communicative competence.  
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Figure 2.15 Components of communicative competence (source: Savignon 2002b: 8)  

Ellis R. (2003) claimed “…CLT is not a monolithic and uniform approach.” (p. 

28). He noted that earlier models of CLT (like the audiolingual method) were mainly 

based on structural syllabi and had a view of language as a set of linguistic systems 

(Ellis R. 2003). Ellis R. (2003) identified two versions of CLT: weak version (can also 

be referred to as ‘interventionist approach’, ‘analytic’, or ‘task-supported teaching’); 

and strong version (can also be referred to as ‘non-interventionist’, ‘holistic’, or task-

based teaching’).  

The weak version of CLT is based on the assumptions that “…the components 

of communicative competence can be identified and systematically taught.” (p.28). 
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Earlier versions of CLT were generally in this form (see also functional/notional 

syllabuses). The weak version of CLT used the traditional ‘presentation-practice-

production’ (PPP) model. In these weak versions of CLT lessons usually started with 

the presentation of language features/functions followed by a controlled practice, and 

finally, as a last step, learners were provided with free production activities through 

which they could use the language that has been presented and practiced at earlier 

stages in a more communicative manner. Kumaravadivelu (1991) maintained that SLA 

research has illustrated that language learning is a developmental process. He explained 

that this developmental learning is more of ‘a partial learning of many items at a time’ 

rather than ‘a complete mastery of one item at a time’. He asserted that language 

learning is (largely) a subconscious process; that is, it is rather incidental than 

intentional. He also argued that learning is a learner-oriented process and that learner 

strategies and the learning process determine the final learning outcome. Contrary to 

SLA research findings PPP views language as “…acquired sequentially as ‘accumulated 

entities’…” (Ellis 2003: 29). Thus, the fact that L2 acquisition is a process and that 

learners pass through a series of transitional stages when acquiring a language feature 

appears to be incompatible with this sequentially ordered PPP model (Ellis 2003). Ellis 

(2003) also pointed out that tasks used at the production stage could not be considered 

communicative because such tasks would draw learners attention to the language 

structures practiced earlier; thus leading the learner to focus on form rather than 

meaning. 

The strong version of CLT (non-interventionist, holistic, task-based teaching) 

holds that language is acquired through communication. Communicative language 

practice in strong versions of CLT is provided through the use of ‘tasks’, field 

experiences, inviting guest speakers, chat rooms, role-plays, multimedia, and so forth as 
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opposed to ‘exercises’. That is, communicative tasks constitute the entire language 

curriculum (see Ellis 2003; Savignon 2002b). Savignon (2002b) summarized some of 

the features of CLT as referred to in the SLL/FLLL literature as follows: ‘task-based’, 

‘content-based’, ‘process-oriented’, ‘interactive’, ‘inductive’, and discovery-oriented’.  

Ellis (2003) asserted that the aim of CLT is to enable learners to function 

‘interactionally’52 and transactionally53 in an L2. In other words the major objective of 

CLT is to enable learners use the L2 communicatively. Thus, a variety of authentic 

materials and games, role-plays, simulations, and task-based activities are widely used 

in CLT classrooms (see Richards & Rodgers 2001). Savignon (2002b) noted that CLT 

cannot be found in any one textbook or in a set of curricular materials. She also argued 

that “…CLT properly seen as an approach, grounded in a theory of intercultural 

communicative competence that can be used to develop materials and methods 

appropriate to a given context of learning.” (p.23). Savignon (2002b) maintained that 

local understanding of the context is required in order for curricular development to 

advance. She asserted that analysis of social contexts of language use is a requisite to 

define ‘what communicative competence is’ and ‘what communicative competence 

involves’ in classroom context. It has been widely stated that identification of learners’ 

communicative needs form the basis for communicative task/curriculum design (Ellis 

2003, 2005b, Richards & Rodgers 2001; Savignon 2002b). Richards and Rodgers 

                                                 

52 Interactional function: language is used to establish and maintain contact (Brown & Yule 1983 cited in 

Ellis 2003) 

53 Transactional function: language is used to exchange information (Brown & Yule 1983 cited in Ellis 

2003) 
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(2001) recommended that the CLT teacher should feel responsible for determining and 

responding to his/her learners’ language needs. Savignon (2002b) noted that design of 

communicative language instruction, as well as social context of language instruction, 

should also consider learners’ age, interests, the opportunities for language contact 

outside the classroom, teacher preparation, and other relevant factors. Thus, she 

recommended that learners’ needs, styles of learning, interests be surveyed before the 

selection of methods and materials in order to be able to design a program appropriate 

to both the goals and the content of teaching. She maintained that, although the major 

aim of most language programs has been enhancement and development of 

communicative language ability, until recently classroom as a social context has not 

received enough attention from SLA researchers. Savignon (2002b) noted that with 

growing recent interest in sociocultural theories of language acquisition now researchers 

have directed their attention and interest toward the social dynamics and discourse of 

the classroom [e.g. What does teacher/learner interactions look like? What happens 

during pair/group work? How much is the second language is being used and for what 

purpose? Is the aim truly communication, that is, is the focus on the negotiation of 

meaning, rather than on practice of grammatical forms? (p. 21)]. Savignon (2002b) 

suggested that like language instruction, language testing in the communicative 

approach should emphasize functional goals. She noted that current approaches to 

language instruction favor holistic assessment of learner competence; that is, qualitative 

evaluation as opposed to quantitative assessment of discrete language. She argued that 

holistic/qualitative assessment tools could measure features that are more representative 

of learners’ communicative competence.  

Nunan (1991:279) summarized five basic characteristics of CLT as: a) learning 

to communicate through interaction in the target language; b) use of authentic materials; 
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c) opportunities for learners to focus, not only on the language but also on the learning 

process itself; d) use of learner's own personal experiences; e) linking of classroom 

language learning with language activation outside the classroom. Richards and 

Rodgers (2001) stated that there is a wide range of language activities that are 

compatible with CLT. They claimed that these activities are unlimited as long as they 

enable learners to attain the communicative objectives of the curriculum. Savignon 

(2002b) recommended various types of language activities that are concordant with 

communicative approach to language teaching/learning. She suggested that multimedia, 

which allows realistic simulations of communicative language situations, is an ideal 

way to teach foreign languages. She also recommended use of internet games, chat 

rooms to serve communicative purposes in language classrooms. Savignon (2002b) 

asserted that although group/pair work activities are viewed essential to engage learners 

in face-to-face interaction (as in real life interactions) using group/pair work is not 

always the necessary condition to have learners to engage in communication. She 

explained that writing/reading activities that involve readers and writers in 

interpretation, expression, and negotiation of meaning could also serve communicative 

purposes as much as face-to-face interactions. She also asserted that activities that serve 

for metalinguistic awareness54 are also welcome in CLT.  

Savignon (2002b) stated that, although focus-on-form cannot be seen as a 

replacement for meaning, CLT does not exclude metalinguistic awareness of form. She 

stated that focus-on-form could sometimes provide learners with rich opportunities to 

focus on meaning, and help build sociolinguistic awareness. 

                                                 
54 Metalinguistic awareness: conscious knowledge about language. According to Johnson and Johnson 

(2004) this reflexiveness allows language to be both the means and object of description (e.g. what does 

this word mean? Could you tell me what ‘l’onion’ is in English ?etc.). 
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2.29.2 Task-based language teaching 

Task-based language teaching (TBLT) can be viewed within a ‘strong 

communicative approach' (R. Ellis 2005a, 2005b). Ellis (2005b) noted that there are 

only a few purely task-based courses available. From this strong communicative 

approach perspective, TBLT aims to engage learners in authentic communication in 

second/foreign language classrooms. The characteristics of TBLT can be summarized as 

follows: a) amount and quality of L2 input-- it has been argued that extensive L2 input 

enhances L2 acquisition; b) opportunity to interact-- task-based approach holds that 

people learn to interact through interacting; c) interactional authenticity-- TBLT is 

based on the principle that activities which involve real-world communication allow 

language to be used for carrying out meaningful tasks; and that meaningful tasks 

promote language learning (R. Ellis 2003, 2005a, 2005b; Narcy-Combes & Walsky 

2004; Richard & Rodgers 2001); d) negotiation of meaning-- task-based approach holds 

that interactional adjustments done during negotiation of meaning facilitate language 

acquisition; e) fluency over accuracy-- TBLT emphasizes primacy of meaning over 

accuracy; however, it also accepts that learners need to attend to form; and, therefore, it 

employs ‘focus-on-form in context’ approach (see Section 2.27.4 for ‘focus-on-form’ 

and ‘focus-on-forms’); f) implicit learning (automatic, procedural knowledge) over 

explicit learning-- the goal of TBLT is to develop implicit L2 knowledge; however, it 

does not neglect explicit knowledge (see Section 2.27.4 for implicit/explicit knowledge, 

declarative/procedural learning, and automaticity); g) language as a tool-- that is, in 

TBLT the emphasis is not on the language itself. Learners are required to communicate 

using their own ‘linguistic’ and ‘non-linguistic’ resources to complete tasks; h) use of 

(holistic) tasks as syllabus--the content of a task-based syllabus comprises tasks without 

any specification of language forms (or functions or notions) to be taught. TBLT uses 
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tasks both in planning and on implementation of language instruction (see R. Ellis 2003; 

Richard & Rodgers 2001). That is the syllabus for language instruction is actually in the 

form of tasks to complete.  

According to Ellis (2003) tasks used in language instruction need to be 

‘situationally authentic’(need to employ same communicative characteristics as real-

world activities) and they should aim to achieve ‘interactional authenticity’ (e.g. 

negotiation of meaning, problem-solving, shared understanding, asking questions, 

clarifying meaning etc.). Ellis also added that although the tasks used in TBLT 

emphasize primarily development of oral skills, this approach does not exclude reading, 

writing and listening skills. Ellis (2003) stipulated that TBLT can be viewed within the 

strong version of CLT--a non-interventionist approach which holds that language is 

acquired through real-world communication (see Section 2.29.1). Ellis argued that in 

TBLT the focus is on ‘how learners’ will learn’ rather than ‘what learners will learn’. 

Thus, tasks are designed to encourage spontaneous communication, problem solving, 

refinement of knowledge (hypothesis testing/hypothesis confirmation etc), learning 

strategies, self-esteem and so forth. To show the distinction between ‘tasks’ and other 

language learning/teaching exercises Ellis (2003) provided the following definitions 

(see Ellis 2003: 4-5 for various definitions of ‘tasks’).  

“ ‘Tasks’ are activities that call for primarily meaning-focused language use. In 

contrast, ‘exercises’ are activities that call for primarily form-focused language use…a 

task is concerned with ‘pragmatic meaning’, i.e. the use of the language in context, an 

exercise is concerned with ‘semantic meaning’, i.e. the systematic meaning, that 

specific forms can convey irrespective of context…a ‘task’ requires the participants to 

function primarily as ‘language users’…In contrast, an ‘exercise’ requires the 

participants to function primarily as ‘learners’…” (Ellis 2003: 3). 
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Design of tasks in TBLT is informed by different approaches such as humanistic 

teaching, procedural syllabus, process syllabus, metacognitive approach and so forth. 

Tasks from the humanistic perspective emphasize the importance of the affective 

dimension and cognitive development for full potential of growth (see Section 2.27.2 

for humanistic approaches). Humanistic tasks aim at increasing self-esteem, and 

motivation (there is almost no attention to linguistic features) (see Ellis 2003 for task-

design based on humanistic principles). The concept of ‘procedural-syllabus’ was 

proposed by Prabhu (1987 cited in Ellis 2003). In procedural syllabuses, tasks are 

designed to engage learners in ‘meaning-based activity’. Such tasks are mainly 

cognitive in orientation and require learners to do problem-solving tasks, describing, 

extending meaning and so forth. The process syllabus approach was introduced by 

Breen and Candlin (Breen 1989 and Candlin 1987 cited in Ellis 2003). Such syllabuses 

are negotiated syllabuses and are constructed in collaboration between teachers and 

learners as the course is taught (Ellis 2003). Tasks from this perspective focus primarily 

on the processes that are the outcomes of the performance of a task. Task design from 

the metacognitive perspective aims to help learners become more effective language 

learners. Such tasks, therefore, are designed primarily for learner training purposes and 

may involve questionnaires, learner-interviews so on and so forth that ask about learners 

and learning. In such tasks ‘language learning’ can become the content which learners 

talk about (which provides the teacher with some invaluable information about the 

learners and their learning) or learner training can be integrated into the task content.  

Ellis (2003) asserted that ‘tasks’ have become a real research issue in SLA and 

the use of tasks in second language classrooms has been supported by SLA research. He 

noted that task-based research has been mainly informed by research done in the 

interactionist perspective (see Section 2.27.5 for the interactionist perspective on SLA). 
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Ellis maintained that research work that has been motivated by ‘input’ and ‘interaction 

hypotheses’ has had its major focus on tasks. Learner productions, therefore, have 

formed the major area of research inquiry. Within this framework SLA research has 

investigated the relationship between tasks and language use as regards negotiation of 

meaning, communicative strategies, and communicative effectiveness (Ellis 2003). 

Interactionist research has sought to identify and understand: characteristics of 

psychologically motivated tasks; learner participation involved; tasks that lead to 

negotiation of meaning; and whether different task types require different information 

exchange (i.e. if the task requires one-way or two-way information exchange and so 

forth). According to Ellis (2003) learner production is significant in that it promotes 

greater learner control and automaticity (see Section 2.27.4 for automaticity). Ellis 

(2003) noted that learner production is considered to be most relevant to TBLT. Ellis 

(2003) maintained that recent research regarding tasks has also drawn on Vygotsky’s 

social constructivist (sociocultural) perspective. From this perspective, tasks are viewed 

as social tools that promote learning through social interaction. This view holds that 

learners can perform language functions that they cannot perform alone when they 

engage in interaction with others (teachers, other learners etc.) [see Section 2.27.7 for 

zone of proximal development (ZPD)]. 

2.29.3 Content-based instruction 

Since the 1980s, CBI has gained considerable credibility as an alternative to 

traditional approaches, which emphasized the use of ‘linguistic syllabuses’ in 

second/foreign language instruction. Principles and learning theories that CBI draws on 

are in line with principles of the communicative approach. Like CLT, CBI also 

emphasizes both cognitive and communicative processes of language learning (Chapple 
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& Curtis 2000; Crandall & Tucker 1990; Kasper 2000). Thus, often CBI is regarded as a 

subdivision of communicative approaches to second/foreign language instruction (see 

Richards & Rodgers 2001). In CBI, teaching is organized around the content (or 

themes). In other words, it uses content syllabus rather than a linguistic syllabus; that is, 

it allows the content to determine the nature and order of the linguistic forms (Chapple 

& Curtis 2000; Kasper 2000). CBI, therefore, views the L2 as a tool for acquiring 

knowledge. Most commonly practiced forms of CBI integrate topics, themes, tasks from 

learners’ subjects of study into their language learning context and it aims to build L2 

skills in learners through the study of subject matter (Chapple & Curtis 2000; Crandall 

& Tucker 1990; Kasper 2000; Richards & Rodgers 2001). 

CBI emphasizes the importance of providing ESL learners with opportunities to 

interact with authentic, contextualized, and linguistically challenging materials in a 

communicative context and it views second/foreign language acquisition/learning as a 

social and cognitive activity. Within this social and cognitive activity, prior knowledge 

and strategy use are regarded as critical to the learner’s L2 development and acquisition. 

CBI is a formal approach with theoretical underpinnings (Kasper 2000). Linguistic, 

cognitive and sociocultural theories provide CBI with some firm theoretical foundation. 

CBI is grounded in the theory that: a) people learn a second/foreign language more 

successfully if they use the language as a means of acquiring information; b) people 

learn best if the teaching is based on their prior experiences; c) people learn best if the 

instruction addresses their needs, interests and goals (see Richards and Rodgers 2001). 

The SLA research has been supportive of the principles that characterize CBI. The 

major principles that characterize CBI are:  
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1. Rich and authentic L2 context 

CBI holds that language acquisition takes place in rich and authentic L2 context. 

Ellis (2000, 2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c) argued that rich and extensive L2 input enables 

learners to learn more and faster. Thus, CBI aims to provide learners with rich context 

in which authentic meaningful communication can occur. 

2. Relevance of content to learner needs  

It has been widely stated that learners learn better if the content is meaningful 

and relevant to their needs. CBI holds that meaningful content which is relevant to the 

learners’ needs and interests, promotes language acquisition. 

3. Learning by doing 

CBI is based on the principle that ‘people learn by doing’. It holds that linguistic 

ability develops through active engagement in a communicative activity. Hence, CBI 

emphasizes creating opportunities for active involvement of learners in communicative 

L2 activities (e.g. tasks encouraging use of face-to-face interactions, problem solving 

activities, comparing, analyzing; working in groups/pairs etc which involve  

experiential learning). 

4. Negotiation of meaning 

CBI provides learners with communicative language tasks, which encourage 

negotiation of meaning (see Section 2.27.5 for negotiation of meaning). 
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5. Use of tasks 

Tasks are viewed as the essential part of authentic and experiential language 

learning; thus; task-based learning is considered to be an integral part of content-based 

instruction (see Section 2.29.2 for more information about tasks and task-based 

learning).  

2.30 Conclusion 

Knowledge of SLA theory is necessary for teachers to be aware of certain 

techniques and principles, recent developments in research and their implications for L2 

practices (R. Ellis 2000, 2003, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c). Richards and Rodgers (2001) 

noted that through gaining experience teachers develop their personal approaches and 

methods according to the needs of their learners and other institutional requirements. 

Such personal approaches are normally based on an established approach or a method 

but are modified to match with classroom realities through the influence of teachers’ 

experiences, beliefs, principles, and the feedback obtained from their learners (this 

could be informal/intuitive or formal systematic by using informed research 

instruments). Richards and Rodgers (2001) noted that the primary sources that 

contribute to the development of a personal approach are the teacher’s beliefs and 

principles. They argued that “All classroom practices reflect teachers’ principles and 

beliefs, and different belief systems among teachers can often explain why teachers 

conduct their classes in different ways.” (Richards & Rodgers 2001: 251).  

R. Ellis (2005a, 2005b, 2005c) noted that SLA research and theory are unable to 

provide teachers with a consistent and uniform paradigm on how language-teaching can 

best promote learning. He asserted that there is still a dichotomy between whether 
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language teaching should continue the systematic teaching of grammar (focus-on-forms 

approach) and whether it should deal with grammatical features within the 

communicative language-learning context (focus-on-form approach). R Ellis also noted 

that there is no agreement on whether the explicit teaching of knowledge (explanation 

of rules, using definitions, or use of metatalk etc.) contributes to second/foreign 

language acquisition. However, R. Ellis argued that teachers need some consistent 

generalizations and principles to guide them in their classroom practices (see R. Ellis 

2005a, 2005b, 2005c). He, therefore, drawing on findings from a wide range of SLA 

studies, put together a set of generalizations and principles (see R. Ellis 2005a, 2005b, 

2005c). R. Ellis’s ‘ten principles’, therefore, can be seen as ‘provisional specifications’ 

for the learner-centered language instruction (see R. Ellis 2005a, 2005b, 2005c).  

R. Ellis’s ‘ten principles’ for successful language instruction 

Principle 1: In order for learners to be proficient in any second/foreign language they 

need to develop a ‘rich repertoire of’ both ‘formulaic expressions’ [see Section 2.27.7 

for automaticity, proceduralized learning and chunking] and ‘rule-based competence’ 

(i.e. knowledge of grammar rules).  

Principle 2: Second/foreign language instruction should primarily focus on ‘meaning’ 

and aim at providing opportunities for learners to ‘focus on meaning’ via the use of 

communicative language activities. R. Ellis (2005a, 2005b, 2005c) makes distinction 

between ‘semantic meaning’ and ‘pragmatic meaning’. He explained (2005c) that 

semantic meaning refers to meanings of lexical items and grammar structures. 

Pragmatic meaning on the other hand refers to contextualized meaning; that is, it refers 

to meaning (message) inherent in a communicative act. He explained that this meaning 

(message) can only be transferred through the actual act of communication. R. Ellis 
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argued that although both types of ‘meaning’ are important, the primary emphasis of 

teaching should be on pragmatic meaning.  

Principle 3: Learners also need to attend to form in order to be able to notice 

discrepancies between the input and their output. Thus, ‘noticing’ (conscious attention) 

is considered to be the necessary condition for converting input to intake. (see also 

attention, ‘focus-on- form’ vs. ‘focus-on-forms’ in Section 2.27.4).  

Principle 4: Language instruction should primarily aim at developing implicit 

knowledge in learners (see Section 2.27.4 for proceduralized vs. declarative knowledge 

and implicit vs. explicit knowledge). However, R. Ellis (2003, 2005a, 2005b, 32005c) 

explained that emphasis on implicit knowledge should not be interpreted as no focus on 

explicit knowledge in language classrooms.  

Principle 5: R. Ellis recommends that learners’ ‘built-in syllabus’ should be taken into 

account during language instruction. Relevant literature provides us with some evidence 

that language learners’, more or less, follow a natural predictable order when they 

acquire an L2. Several research studies have also demonstrated that the explicit teaching 

of grammar (or following a sequential teaching of grammatical forms) does not have 

any influence on this developmental sequence of L2 acquisition. Thus, Corder (cited in 

R. Ellis 2005a, 2005b, 2005a) proposed the term ‘built-in-syllabus’ to refer to learners’ 

developmental order of language acquisition. Thus, R. Ellis concluded that it might be 

beneficial if teachers teach grammar compatible with their learners’ natural processes of 

acquisition.  

However research in this area is limited to a few studies (see morpheme 

studies e.g. in English, learners acquire the progressive ‘-ing’, plural ‘–s’, and active 
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voice before they acquire passive form or the third person singular ‘–s’) and does not 

provide teachers’ with significant data on the complete acquisitional sequences learners’ 

follow. Moreover, even if teachers were provided with complete significant data on the 

natural sequences L2 learners follow in L2 acquisition it would be difficult for teachers 

to judge which stage of acquisitional development each learner has reached, and act 

accordingly. In addition, research has illustrated that the sequence of formal language 

teaching (especially the sequential teaching of grammar rules) does not necessarily 

correspond to learners’ sequence of L2 acquisition and their built-in syllabus. (Ellis 

2005a, 2005b, 2005c) Thus, what R. Ellis proposes as ‘Principle 5’ (the teaching of 

grammar should be compatible with learners’ natural order of acquisition) appears to be 

vague and difficult to apply in language instruction.   

Principle 6: In order for successful L2 acquisitions teachers are required to maximize 

use of the L2 in the classroom. In other words, extensive L2 input is a necessary 

condition to help learners achieve high levels of L2 proficiency (R. Ellis recommended 

the L2 to be used both as the object and the medium of instruction). 

Principle 7: Relevant research has demonstrated that output (speaking and writing), as 

well as input, is a necessary condition for successful language learning [see Section 

2.27.5 for output hypothesis]. 

Principle 8: According to the interaction hypothesis face-to-face interaction promotes 

second/foreign language development. This view holds that interaction between two 

interlocutors enriches the input and helps learners develop both fluency and 

automaticity. Thus, oral communicative interaction is necessary to promote L2 oral 

skills [see Section 2.27.5].  
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Principle 9: Differences between learners (their beliefs, interests, levels, goals, 

expectations) need be taken into consideration.  

Principle 10: Learners need to be tested both on their free and controlled productions.  

Although knowledge of approaches and methods is a requirement for effective 

language teaching and the understanding of learning/teaching related issues, approaches 

and methods should not be seen as ready-made solutions to all teaching problems that 

can be applied in any teaching situation regardless of the contextual factors (Ellis 2003, 

205a, 2005b, 2005c; Richards & Rodgers 2001). Nunan (2005) argued that general 

principles of second/foreign language acquisition should be well understood and 

appropriately applied by educationalists within their distinctive classroom settings and 

social, political contexts. Before taking a decision to apply an approach or a method, in 

other words, when designing a program, factors specific to that particular 

learning/teaching situation need to be carefully investigated. That is, designing a 

foreign/second language programme requires a thorough understanding of the cultural 

context, political context, and the institutional context that includes both the learners 

and the teachers and their physical learning/teaching environments (Richards & 

Rodgers 2001).  
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Part 5: L2 Learner/Teacher Beliefs: Terminology and 

Theoretical Standpoints Employed  

2.31 Introduction 

This section defines the terminology used and explains the theoretical 

perspectives taken in this dissertation work. This research work deals with L2 beliefs 

which represent the non-linguistic and cognitive and affective side of L2 learning and 

teaching. Research in this particular area demands an insightful understanding of 

psychological issues concerning beliefs and their influences on learning. Thus, research 

of this nature necessitates going beyond the mainstream SLA research, probing, and 

examining relevant theories and research done in neighboring disciplines, in which the 

belief phenomenon is the primary research concern. This study has employed different 

theoretical viewpoints and research methodologies depending on the belief dimension in 

question. Therefore, many of the terms used also originate from various sources (and 

some other than SLA).  

2.32 Belief terminology 

Stated beliefs: throughout this research the researcher will use the term stated beliefs to 

refer to the learners’ statements of their beliefs. L2 learners’ stated beliefs in this 

research will be viewed as involving both implicit (emotional, subliminal) and explicit 

(cognitive) elements. 

L2 Learner beliefs: the term L2 learner beliefs will be used as a general term to 

encompass various types of beliefs that the researcher will refer to in this study. The 

term encompasses both individual and social dimensions, and affect (emotions and 
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other implicit elements in individuals memories). L2 learner beliefs are assumed to be 

shaped through the influence of a) cultural/social beliefs; b) beliefs about learning in 

general; and c) personal/direct L2 experience (see Figure 2.14).  

Social/cultural beliefs

Beliefs about learning

L2 beliefs
(L2 Metacognitive knowledge)

 

Figure 2.16 L2 learner beliefs 

L2 Metacognitive knowledge: the term will be used to refer the learner’s L2 beliefs 

about his/her immediate L2 learning context: a) self-beliefs such as self-efficacy, and 

self-concept as regards L2 learning and L2 activities; b) control beliefs as regards L2 

task requirements. For instance if the L2 task in question is within the learner’s 

capabilities and so on.; c) attributions as regards the learner herself/himself, others 

(teachers other students etc), teaching materials, L2 teaching/learning and so on; and d) 

normative beliefs (beliefs about expectations of others); e) motivation (if they feel like 

performing L2 tasks or not; why they are learning the L2 etc); f) attitudes (if they have 

positive/negative beliefs about the L2 and L2 tasks, L2 environment etc.) (see Figure 

2.14).  
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L2 Metacognitive Knowledge

Motivation

Self-beliefs

Core beliefs

Normative 
beliefs

Control
Beliefs

AttributionsAttitudes

 

Figure 2.17 Factors that have influence on the learner’s L2 metacognitive knowledge  

Self-beliefs (self-referent beliefs): These will include the individual learner’s beliefs 

about himself/herself as regards L2 learning (e.g. self-efficacy beliefs, self-concept 

beliefs, self-perception, perceived L2 competence etc).  

Self-efficacy beliefs: The term refers to personal beliefs (judgments) about one's 

capabilities to engage in an activity or perform a task at a given level (Bandura, 1986). 

Here, more precisely, the term will be used to refer to the learners’ stated beliefs about 

their L2 capabilities.  

Self-concept belief: The term will be used to refer to the L2 learners’ personal 

evaluations of (judgments about) their general L2 competence and the feeling of self-

worth associated with it (see Pajares & Schunk 2002).  

L2 competence: The term will be used to refer to the learner’s general perception of 

his/her L2 level. 
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Control beliefs: The term control beliefs will be used to refer to the L2 learner’s stated 

beliefs about the factors that may facilitate or impede his/her performance of an 

intended L2 behavior.  

Normative beliefs: Normative beliefs will be used to refer to the learner’s perceptions 

(beliefs) of what others around him/her expect him/her to do (as regards English 

language learning).  

Core beliefs: The term will be used to refer to the beliefs that constitute prototypes in 

the learner’s memory around which other peripheral beliefs are connected (e.g., belief 

that knowing a language means being able to communicate in that language (core 

belief). Therefore, it is assumed that if the learner believes that languages are primarily 

learned for oral communication, this belief will encourage the learner to value 

communication activities. Thus s/he will be expected to have other peripheral beliefs 

that correspond to this belief (e.g. perceived importance of communicative activities i.e. 

oral interaction, listening comprehension tasks etc.).  

Social/cultural beliefs (social representations): the term social/cultural beliefs (social 

representations) will be used to refer to beliefs which are cooperatively created by 

members of the society the individual lives in and will be used only to refer to the 

ensemble of beliefs which exist and circulate . It is assumed that such cultural beliefs 

can be found in different forms in a society and that the individual may acquire any of 

these depending on his/her perspective (status, political view etc) and the immediate 

environment s/he belongs to. The learner may or may not approve of/or hold these 

beliefs.  
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Attributions: the term will be used to refer to learners’ explanations and understandings 

of L2 events, and behaviors they experience. For instance, causes they ascribe for their 

L2 actions in relation to themselves, others, and other L2 related objects concerning L2 

learning/teaching (e.g. failure ascribed to a teacher, L2 materials, teaching, ability etc; 

or success ascribed to hard work, favorable L2 conditions etc ). Attributions will also be 

looked into as regards controllability (the degree of control the individual feels over a 

cause); stability (whether a cause changes over time or not) and; locus (if the location of 

a cause is internal or external).  

Attitude: in this study attitude will be used to refer to the learner’s favorable or 

unfavorable evaluation of a behavior or an object in question. Thus, it is assumed that 

aggregates of negative beliefs, as a rule, lead to negative attitudes and aggregates of 

positive beliefs lead to positive attitudes towards the behavior or object in question.  

Motivation: the term motivation will be used to refer to: “…to be moved to do 

something…impetus or inspiration to act…” (Ryan & Deci 2000: 54).). Two broad 

types of definitions will be used to refer to learners’ motivational orientations: a) 

intrinsic; and b) extrinsic motivation. 

Intrinsic motivation: the term will be used to refer to ‘doing something because it is 

inherently interesting and enjoyable’.  

Extrinsic motivation: the term will be used to refer to ‘doing something for its 

instrumental value’ such as to get good grades, a job and so forth.  

Willingness to communicate (WTC): the term will be used to refer to the learners’ 

positive disposition to participate in L2 activities (especially oral communication). 
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L2 anxiety: the term will be used to refer to fear (feeling of discomfort: state of feeling 

awkward, embarrassed, or uneasy) associated to learners’ L2 use (especially in oral 

communication). 

Teacher beliefs: the term will be used as a generic term to encompass various types of 

beliefs (e.g. pedagogical beliefs, theoretical beliefs, cultural/social beliefs etc.).  

Espoused theory: the term will be used to refer to teachers’ formal (theoretical) 

knowledge (beliefs) about ‘what’ and ‘how’ to teach.  

Theory-in-use: the term will be used to refer to what teachers actually do in their 

language classrooms (including their descriptions of what they do in their classrooms).  

Discordance: the term will be used to refer to disagreement between the teachers’ and 

the learners’stated beliefs; conceptualizations of language learning; and the 

inconsistency between teacher intention and learner interpretation.  

Concordance: will be used to refer to the agreement between the teachers’ and the 

learners’ stated beliefs.  

Hidden agenda: will be used to refer to teachers’ unconscious beliefs which they find 

difficult to interpret. This hidden agenda can be interpreted as the discordance between 

the espoused theory and the theory-in-use which the teachers are unaware of and find it 

difficult to express explicitly.   

Pedagogical beliefs: these will be used to refer to teachers’ beliefs which are shaped 

through their classroom experiences. 
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Theoretical beliefs: these will refer to teachers’ theoretical principles or belief systems, 

which guide their expectations about student behavior and the decision they make. 

Teacher-centered approach: this refers to a teaching orientation which emphasizes and 

values frontal teaching (one-way teaching). It is based on transmission of content 

knowledge. Teachers who employ teacher-centered orientations select precisely the 

content to be covered and organize it in manageable portions (a list of specific teaching 

items to be covered within a lesson, a semester etc.), and transmit it to the students. 

Thus, they mainly focus on the content to be covered. 

Learner-centered approach: this refers to a teaching orientation which emphasizes and 

values active student involvement and participation in L2 classrooms (two-way 

teaching). Teachers who employ learner-centered orientations encourage student 

activity (learner-directed activity). These teachers organize their teaching around 

appropriate learning activities and encourage student participation. Teachers, who 

belong to this category aim to facilitate student learning, put more emphasis on what 

students already know and encourage students to engage in tasks. For such teachers, 

selection of materials relevant to learners’ interests and experiences is of primary focus. 

Approach to teaching: the term will be used to refer to the teacher’s preferred teaching 

style. That is, whether the teacher employs a teacher-centered or a learner-centered 

approach to teaching. 

Attributions: the term will be used to refer to teacher’ explanations and understandings 

of L2 events, and behaviors they experience.  
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2.33 Theoretical standpoints employed 

The aim of this study was to investigate both the learners’ and the teachers’ 

statements of their beliefs in order to be able to gain insights on how the teachers and 

the learners interpret the English language instruction at the IUT (Institut Universitaire 

de Technologie) de Mont de Marsan (Université de Pau et des Pays de l’Adour) context 

and in the light of the data obtained help enhance learning conditions in this institution. 

The aim of the literature review is to provide this dissertation work with firm theoretical 

basis on how to approach and how to look into L2 beliefs. This literature review 

contributed to both a) the shaping of the research paradigms and methodologies to be 

used; and b) the interpretation of the learners’ and the teachers’ stated beliefs. This 

study employed five objectives from different methodological perspectives: 

1. Exploratory: to explore what the learners state as their L2 beliefs. 

2. Comprehensive: to understand and define the learners’ stated L2 beliefs. 

3. Developmental: to explore if the learners’ stated L2 beliefs indicate any 

change concerning their present and past learning experiences. 

4. Normative: To evaluate if the learners’ stated beliefs conform to recent 

SLL/FLL research (whether these stated beliefs are functional or 

dysfunctional). 

5. Comparative: to see if the learners’ and the teachers’ stated beliefs are in 

concordance with each other. 

2.33.1 Explorative perspective on the L2 learners’ stated beliefs  

This study aimed to explore: a) what L2 beliefs the learners state to have; b) the 

differences between the learners’ stated beliefs regarding their prior and present L2 
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situations; c) the links between the learners’ stated beliefs and their L2 attitudes, 

motivations, and attributions; d) if the learners’ stated beliefs were 

functional/dysfunctional e) what the teachers pronounce as their L2 beliefs; f) 

discordances between the teachers’ and the learners’ stated beliefs. This study used 

various kinds of research tools (e.g. preliminary research--mind showering, written 

records, group discussions, questionnaires and interviews; main research--

questionnaires and interviews) (see Section 2.4) and various types of analysis methods 

to explore different aspects of the learners’ stated beliefs (both quantitative and 

qualitative). Although this dissertation work did not aim to make generalizations (see 

Section 2.4.3 for criticisms about questionnaires) it attempted to discover the target 

group of learners’ general tendencies. This research also focused on the individual 

learners’ interpretations of their L2 beliefs in order to be able to understand what each 

belief meant to each individual.   

In this study learners’ stated beliefs were viewed as being both a cognitive and 

social phenomenon. However, the study did not primarily focus on social aspect of 

beliefs such as how the learners’ beliefs are shaped within their social environment 

(learning environment) and/or how their environment influences shaping of their 

beliefs. In other words, this research did not attempt to understand the belief 

phenomenon within the course of its making but it rather focused on the present 

manifestation of the learners’ beliefs that were already part of their belief systems. 

However, the learners’ statements of their past L2 experiences were also used in order 

to be able to make comparisons between the learners’ perceptions of their past and 

present L2 experiences. This aspect is especially regarded as significant because such 

comparisons can highlight elements that are salient in learners’ belief systems; can 

provide data on differences between current and past beliefs; can help differentiate 
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between stable beliefs and beliefs which have gone through modification; and can 

indicate conditions which are favored or disfavored by the learners (this study holds that 

beliefs are developmental; they can be both stable and flexible; and that the change in 

conditions may influence individuals’ beliefs and leads them to make modifications).  In 

this study, beliefs are viewed as involving both implicit and explicit elements. This 

study also views beliefs as cognitive manifestation of a social phenomenon (see Chapter 

3 Methodology and Chapter 4 Analysis).  

2.33.2 Developmental perspective on the L2 learner beliefs 

In this section, drawing upon the previously mentioned theories and L2 learner 

belief studies, I will propose a categorization of L2 learners’ beliefs. This progressive 

view of L2 learners’ belief formation assumes that learners’ beliefs come into being in 

society in different contexts (society as a whole, general educational context, L2 

learning context) respectively and are reshaped and internalized in learners’ intra-

personal planes as L2 learning beliefs. This hierarchical formulation views L2 learners’ 

belief formation as a developmental process through anchoring and objectification (see 

also Section 2.19). We can also assume that through this process; that is through gaining 

experience each belief is fine tuned and reshaped from: distant to closer; general to 

specific; social to individual; less relevant to relevant; subconscious to conscious. This 

view presumes that learners’ beliefs are (co)constructed, reconstructed and appropriated 

(fine-tuned) through gaining experience (through going up from one phase to another) 

and are internalized as part of the learner’s L2 belief repertoire. The three phases, 

social/cultural context, the general educational context, and the L2 learning context(s), 

are the social environments where the learner (co)constructs his identity and his beliefs 

through interaction with others (parents, friends, teachers etc.) and with tools (media, 
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textbooks, classroom activities etc.) provided with/within these social environments. 

Throughout this progressive process of belief formation, in each phase, the learner’s 

intra-personal mechanisms operate simultaneously, in parallel to the social activities 

s/he is experiencing (see Figure 2.16).  

L2 learning context

General educational context

Cultural/social context

Beliefs about L2

Beliefs about learning

Social/cultural beliefs

Metacognitive knowledge about L2 & L2 Learning

Personal Plane

Anchoring
&

Objectification

Personal Plane

Anchoring
&

Objectification

Personal Plane

Anchoring
&

Objectification

General

Specific

 

Figure 2.18 L2 learners’ belief construction process (adapted from Gabillon, 2005) 

2.33.2.1 Phase one: Society at large and learners’ social representations about L2 and 

L2 learning 

Social/cultural beliefs (such as values, prejudices, attitudes, stereotypes) 

constitute the substructure (phase one) in the learners’ belief hierarchy and serve as a 

kind of reference when learners’ are constructing their beliefs about language learning 

(through anchoring and objectification). In other words, these collectively created 

beliefs that reflect views of the society the learner has been brought up in, form a kind 

of base on which the learner further constructs other beliefs. These social/cultural 
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beliefs take shape as social representations in the learner’s memory and they often 

precede the learner’s experience in language learning. Before the learner starts learning 

a foreign language, s/he already possesses some of these ready-made beliefs 

(culturally/socially constructed or collectively created beliefs) about foreign languages 

and, perhaps, beliefs about how foreign languages are/should be learned. However, 

these social/cultural beliefs might not always appear to have direct links with L2 

learning itself. In some cases beliefs about a particular foreign language and the 

learner’s interest in learning seem to originate from other socially/culturally shared 

beliefs about that specific culture, its people, and its economical and political status (see 

Csizér & Dörnyei 2005). The learner’s knowledge about the shared historical past and 

political relations between the target foreign language culture and his own might also 

contribute to shaping his beliefs about and his attitudes towards learning that particular 

language and most often even before starting to learn it.  

These social/cultural beliefs can also be considered core beliefs which the 

learner acquires unconsciously and accepts as ‘truths’ before having any personal 

experience in language learning (Alanen, 2003). Later, through gaining experiences of 

learning in general and language learning specifically these social representations might 

be reinterpreted, fine-tuned, and internalized to become part of the learner’s personal L2 

belief repertoire. 

2.33.2.2 Phase two: The General educational context and learners’ beliefs about 

learning  

Learners’ beliefs about learning constitute the second phase in the learners’ 

belief formation process. There is now abundant evidence that learning/teaching 

traditions may vary in different cultural contexts (e.g. learning may be conceived as a 
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reproductive process through which learners store knowledge and reproduce it when 

necessary; teacher-centered approaches may be emphasized over learner-centered 

learning/teaching and so forth). Starting from a young age, learners are exposed to 

educational traditions and consciously or unconsciously they develop some beliefs 

about what learning and teaching are/should be and what the roles of learners and 

teachers are/should be. Moreover, at this stage, learners have day-to-day experience in 

learning and they construct/reconstruct beliefs based on these experiences and 

internalize these, embedding them in other relevant beliefs in their belief repertoires. 

Much L2 learning takes place in formal educational contexts, in classrooms, as 

is the case with other subjects. As a result, L2 learning may be perceived as the same as 

learning other subjects. In most cases, learning other subjects precedes L2 learning and 

learners embark on the L2 learning process with some preconceptions about learning. 

However, these beliefs, may not always correspond to what FLL/SLL specialists 

consider functional in L2 learning.  

Literature from the field of educational psychology concerning Conceptions of 

Learning and Student Approaches to Learning (SAL) provides us with abundance of 

evidence about the existence of different learner approaches to learning (see Biggs 

1994; Marton & Säljö 1976a, 1976b; Entwistle 1987, 2002; Entwistle, McCune, & 

Hounsel 2002; Prosser & Trigwell 1999). Although research in this area has mainly 

concerned higher education and subjects other than SLL/FLL, knowing what 

conceptions learners have about learning in general would be useful to understand the 

role of beliefs in learners’ conceptions of learning and the approaches they adopt to 

learning. This knowledge, together with learners’ conceptions of L2 learning, would 

help to make comparisons. It may also help understand why learners choose to do 
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certain tasks and ignore others, why they resist or participate, why they show interest or 

lack of interest, and why they fail or succeed (see also Benson, & Lor1999; Matsumoto 

1996; Sanaoi 1995 for conceptions of language and language learning).  

2.33.2.3 Phase three: The L2 context (s) and learners’ beliefs about L2   

The language learning context(s), learners’ past and present experiences in L2 

learning, forms Phase three in the learners’ belief formation process. Like general 

teaching/learning traditions, L2 learning traditions may vary in different educational 

contexts. In this phase learners have direct contact (experience) with L2 learning. The 

learners’ social representations, attitudes towards and beliefs about the target language, 

their past learning experiences in general and L2 learning in particular, all contribute to 

shaping their beliefs about the L2, and their conceptions of L2 learning. In this phase 

learners start to have well-established beliefs about how efficient they are in L2 

learning, what their roles and their teachers’ in L2 classrooms should be, and how L2 

should be learned. Teachers’ approaches to teaching/learning, testing types used, 

learners’ prior experiences, and goals and course expectations are all said to be factors 

influencing the approaches learners adopt to learning (Entwistle 2003; Entwistle, 

McCune, & Hounsel 2002; Prosser & Trigwell 1999). Consequently, to cope with L2 

learning demands, learners use strategies that they believe to be effective in their L2 

learning context.  

2.33.2.4 The intra-personal plane and L2 metacognitive knowledge 

Beliefs, which have been co-constructed in social planes through interactions 

between others and social tools (artifacts) are appropriated and internalized in the 

learner’s psychological plane to become part of the learner’s metacognitive knowledge 
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(Alanen, 2003). The learner uses this knowledge reservoir as a resource to guide his /her 

L2 activities, and drawing upon his/her metacognitive knowledge (L2 belief repertoire), 

s/he makes some judgments regarding self (self-efficacy beliefs, self-concept beliefs, 

expectancies etc.), others and L2 tasks. Through assessment of his /her control beliefs, 

the learner activates his/her self-regulatory mechanisms to choose the strategies s/he 

believes to be suitable to fulfill the required language tasks (or chooses not to act).  

2.33.3 Comprehensive perspective on the L2 learners’ stated beliefs 

To define and explain functions of different types of stated beliefs, this research 

work made use of various theories, approaches and the research done in various 

disciplines such as SLA, cognitive psychology, educational psychology, and social 

psychology. The following theories of learning are especially found useful to identify 

and name different types of beliefs as regards their functions: Metacognitive theory 

(Flavell 1979); social representations theory (Moscovici 1976); attribution theory 

(Weiner 1980, 1985); theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1988); self-efficacy theory 

(Bandura 1986); and Student approaches to learning (Marton & Säljö 1976a and 

1976b). All of these theories look into different aspects of the belief phenomenon. Thus, 

All of the above-mentioned theories seem to be necessary to operate together to have a 

complete view of the L2 belief phenomenon (what types of beliefs individual’s claim to 

possess; how these stated beliefs function; how they influence individuals’ functioning; 

and how they are linked with one another ).  

2.33.4 Normative perspective on the L2 learners’ stated beliefs 

In this study, the SLA research findings and the new trends in SLL/FLL will be 

used to identify if the learners’ stated beliefs are functional or dysfunctional. Recent 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































