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Abstract

The study aims to explore the dynamic nature of learner belief through
investigating two Taiwanese MA-TESOL students’ beliefs at different stages of their
lives. The participants are two TESOL MA students in a graduate school in northern
Taiwan. Data collection methods mainly include written narratives and semi-
structured interviews. The data collected are further analyzed using a holistic-content
approach. The results of the study show that the participants’ beliefs shift in
interaction with the context and thus reveal that the nature of learner belief is dynamic.
Moreover, the study indicates that learner belief is connected with context, self, and
identity. It is noted that what really matters is not the context itself but how learners
perceive and interpret the context. Then, the conceptions of ideal self vs. ought-to self
and core identity vs. situated identity are introduced to shed light on their relationship
with learner belief. Across all stages, while both participants claimed that effort is
critical to language learning, it is how they relate themselves to the target language
that determine how much effort that they are willing to make into language learning.
Finally, it is expected that the study can help educators as well as researchers better
understand the dynamic nature of learner belief. Pedagogical implications and

suggestions for future research are provided at the end of the thesis.

Keywords: learner belief, English learning experiences, self, identity
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Background of the Study

Recognizing the importance of belief in language learning, studies on learner
belief have mushroomed in the SLA field over the past decades. Research indicates
that learner belief can influence learning in various aspects, including learners’
proficiency (Tanaka & Ellis, 2003), motivation (Uckun, Tohumoglu, & Utar, 2011),
autonomy (Cotterall, 1995; Zhong, 2010), classroom anxiety (Cheng, 2001), and
strategy use (Liao & Chiang, 2004; Li, 2010; Oxford, 1990; Wenden, 1998, 1999; Wu,

2011; Yang, 1999).

While rich empirical studies have dedicated to learner belief, most of them were
conducted quantitatively with questionnaires. Although questionnaires can help
collect data from a representative number of participants with relative low cost
(Parajuuli, 2008), they have some limitations. First, framing possible answers with
pre-designed items, questionnaires do not permit learners to articulate their beliefs in
their own words (Barcelo, 2003; Block, 1997; Kalaja, 1995; Pajares, 1992).
Additionally, pre-established items may not incorporate some critical beliefs of the
participants. Benson and Lor (1999) also pointed out that questionnaire data fail to

provide an integral picture of the complex belief system.

Aside from the restrictions of questionnaires, a considerable number of
quantitative studies on learner belief have attempted to make broad generalizations
and thus overlooked individual differences of the participants (Benson and Nunan,

2005). With different backgrounds, personalities, experiences, and learning styles,



learners will always have disparate beliefs about language learning. As Freeman
(2008) stated, “Each individual thus acts as a unique learning context, bring a
different set of systems to a learning event, responding differently to it, and therefore,
learning differently as participating in it” (p.205). To take learners’ individual
differences and their contexts into account, qualitative methods including interviews,
ethnographies, diaries, narratives, autobiographies, metaphor analysis and classroom
observations all serve as great tools for investigating learner beliefs. Freeman (2001)
also drew attention to the need for "more holistic research that links integrated
individual difference research from emic and etic perspectives to the processes,

mechanisms and conditions of learning within different contexts over time" (p.24).

Kalaja and Barcelos (2003) pointed out that another problem of current research
about SLA is that the researchers view beliefs as “stable mental representations that
are fixed a-priori constructs” (p.2). Dufva (2003) also stated that the classic cognitive
approach regards beliefs as representations or schema stored in the mind and thus
contextual factors are of secondary importance. From this standpoint, learner belief
may be less susceptible to the change of contextual influences; therefore, belief is
considered more static and stable by nature. In addition, a number of interdisciplinary
studies indicate that learner belief is closely connected with self-concept, identity,
personality, and other individual differences, which makes them harder to change
(Bernat & Gvozdenko, 2005; Epstein, 1990). However, the view that learner belief is
stable and static has been criticized by numerous researchers (Amuzie & Winke 2009;
Durfa, 2003; Gabillon, 2005; Hosenfeld, 2003; Kalaja & Barcelo, 2003; Manchon,

2009; Mercer, 2011; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003).

From the experience of analyzing learner belief as a cognitive phenomenon,
Kalaja and Barcelo (2003) contend that belief is dynamic for two reasons. First,

2



learner belief derives from learners’ interaction with others during their life. Since

the interaction is continuous, learner belief is by nature unstable and subject to change.
The other reason is that belief is susceptible to contextual influences; therefore,

learner belief may be modified or changed when there is a shift in context. While the
dynamic nature of learner belief has been increasingly discussed (Amuzie & Winke
2009; Durfa, 2003; Gabillon, 2005; Hosenfeld, 2003; Kalaja & Barcelo, 2003,
Manchén, 2009; Mercer 2011; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003.), few studies explore its
changing nature across different periods of one’s life. Hence, there is a need to
explore the dynamic nature of learner belief across various stages of learners’

language learning process.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore the dynamic nature of learner belief
through investigating two Taiwanese TESOL MA students’ beliefs about language
learning at different stages of their lives, including elementary school, junior high
school, senior high school, university, and postgraduate stages. The study mainly
triangulates the data with narratives and semi-structured interviews to obtain a more
intact picture of learner belief and to explore its changing nature.

Research Questions

1. What learner beliefs did the two Taiwanese MA-TESOL students hold at different
stages of their lives, including elementary school, junior high school, senior high

school, university, and postgraduate stages?

2. How did their L2 learner beliefs change over time?

3. What are their most vital beliefs across all the stages?






CHAPTER 2

Literature Review

The literature reviewed in the present study includes three main sections. The
first section introduces the conception of learner belief in different approaches. In the
second section, the formation of learner belief is discussed. The last section focuses

on the dynamic nature of learner belief.

Learner Belief

As a complicated and multi-faced construct (Amuzie & Winke, 2009), learner
belief is difficult to define. A profusion of studies have explored learner belief from
various approaches, which could be divided into three categories: normative,
metacognitive, and contextual (Barcelo, 2003). The three approaches hold distinctive

perspectives on learner belief and therefore possess divergent definitions of belief.

In the normative approach, belief is viewed as a perceived idea or a
misconception (Horwitz, 1987), which contains an underlying presumption that
learner belief is incorrect or inefficient. Furthermore, this approach considers that
learner belief can indicate if students will demonstrate autonomous or good learning
behaviors in the future. Therefore, the studies in this approach mainly aim to
categorize learner belief by using Lickert-scale questionnaires, such as the Beliefs
About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) (Horwitz, 1985, 1987), modified
BALLI questionnaires (Mantle-Bromley, 1995), or other self-developed
questionnaires (Cotterall, 1999; Mori, 1997; Sakui & Gaies, 1999). As the most
common tool used in the normative approach, questionnaires make it easier for
researchers to collect data at different time periods and is less intimidating compared

to observation (Barcelo, 2003). However, questionnaires fail to allow learners to



express their beliefs in their own words (Wenden, 1987). Moreover, the beliefs listed
in questionnaires are only those predetermined by researchers instead of the beliefs
held by learners. There is also a possibility of misinterpretation of questionnaire

items (Bernat, 2005).

The second approach is the metacognitive approach. It defines belief as

metacognitive knowledge, which comprises learners’ “theories in action” that assist
learners to reflect on their own learning and to develop autonomous learning
behaviors (Wenden, 1987). While belief is used interchangeably with metacognitive
knowledge, Wenden (1999) made a distinction between the two terms by pointing out
that knowledge is factual and objective whereas belief is value-related, subjective, and
liable to be held more tenaciously (Wenden, 1999). Another comment made by
Kalaja (1995) also differentiates the two terms by pointing out that belief can be

measured by Lickert-scale, which indicates the degree or the intensity of the belief,

whereas knowledge cannot be gauged by degrees.

To further specify the term “metacognitve knowledge”, Flavell (1979)
distinguished three aspects of the knowledge: Knowledge of person variables, task
variables, and strategy variables. The first deals with knowledge about how learners
as individuals learn; the second is knowledge about the nature of a task and the
required skills to fulfill the task; the third is the knowledge pertaining to the use of
strategies. Applying Flavell’s (1979) categorization, Goh (1997) investigated 40 ESL
listeners’ metacognitive knowledge with listening diaries. Results of the study are
that language learners were aware of their metacognitive knowledge and could
observe as well as express their listening beliefs. With the assumption that learners
are able to enunciate their learning beliefs, learners’ beliefs are often explored by
content analysis of learner self-report and semi-structured interviews. Some studies

6



(Cotterall, 1999; Mori, 1997; Sakui & Gaies, 1999; Yang 1999) adopt self-designed

questionnaires to probe into particular aspects of the metacognitive knowledge.

While the metacognitve approach contributes to an understanding of what
learners think about their own learning, it has been criticized by some researchers
(Barcelos, 2003; Durfa, 2003). Durfa (2003) maintains that the metacognitive
approach focuses on individuality and ignores the importance of contextual factors.
In the same vein, Barcelos (2003) also contends that this approach disregards how
context influences learner beliefs and does not interpret beliefs from actions, but from
accounts of one’s intention. Due to the insufficiency of the metacognitive approach,
the contextual approach is proposed to further explore the nature of learner belief and

to take a clearer picture of them with contextual considerations.

Different from the first two approaches, the contextual approach does not
attempt to make generalizations of learner belief; instead, it probes into learner belief
in a specific context with diverse methods of data collection and data analysis. Bernat
and Gvozdenko (2005) compiled the data collection and data analysis methods within
the contextual approach: ethnographic classroom observation, informal discussions,
stimulated recalls, diaries, discourse analysis, naturalistic interviews, ranking
exercises, scenario and discourse analysis. In addition, metaphor analysis is

incorporated by Ellis (2002) in the approach to explore learner belief.

To explore the dynamic nature of L2 learners’ writing beliefs as well as the
impact on the writing instruction, Manchoén (2009) investigated 15 university EFL
learners’ writing beliefs in an eight-month English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
course. Data were collected from a retrospective narrative written by the teacher who

taught the course, an interview to the same teacher, and a retrospective questionnaire



filled by participants at two time points during the course. Results revealed that the
instruction influenced learner beliefs on the writing teacher’s role, the nature of
writing beliefs, and most significantly, their self-efficacy beliefs. Kim and Yang
(2010) also conducted a study to look into learner belief. They explored the situated
belief systems of two Korean college students in study-abroad contexts. The data
were gathered through autobiographies, semi-structured interviews, and stimulated
recall tasks by using photos uploaded to the participants’ blogs. The findings
indicated that changes in L2 learning beliefs correlate with the degree of legitimate
peripheral participation in study-abroad contexts. Both studies showed that the nature

of learner belief is dynamic and is subject to contextual and other external influences.

While researchers started to regard learner belief as a dynamic and complex
construct (Amuzie & Paula, 2009; Barcelo, 2003; Bernat & Gvozdenko, 2005;
Manchén, 2009; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003), few studies investigate how learners’
language learning beliefs change over time and how these beliefs interact with the
contextual factors. Barcelo (2003) suggested that future research on belief should
involve learners’ experiences, the learners’ interpretation of the experiences, and the
social context in which learners’ experiences are molded. Due to the paucity of
studies probing into those aspects, there is a need for conducting this study to explore

those dimensions of learner belief.

The Formation of Learner Belief

A number of studies have investigated what shapes learner belief and diversified
factors have been identified: family and home background, cultural background,

classroom or social peers, interpretations of prior repetitive experiences, level and



language instruction, the type of language institution, and individual differences, such

as gender and personality (Bernat & Gvozdenko, 2005).

Apart from the factors that shape learner belief, Gabillon (2005) proposed a
hierarchical classification of second Language (L2) learner belief formation, which
can be categorized into three phases: social/cultural context, the general education
context, and the L2 learning contexts. The first phase consists of cultural
representations or cultural beliefs, like values, prejudice, attitude, and stereotypes.
Reflecting the perspective of the society and working as learners’ base of belief
construction, those cultural beliefs are often formed before learners have language
learning experiences. The second phase comprises beliefs about learning, which are
constructed or reconstructed based on learners’ daily learning experiences mostly in
formal educational contexts, in classrooms. Possessing some experiences of learning
other subjects before L2 learning, learners often equate L2 learning with learning
other subjects. Hence, identifying learners’ conception about learning in general
together with learners’ perspective on L2 learning may help understand learners’

choices and behaviors when learners carry out language learning tasks.

The third phase is composed of the language learning context(s), learners’
cultural beliefs, and learners’ past as well as present learning experiences in general
and L2 learning experiences in specific. In this phase, learners began to hold well-
established beliefs about L2 learning self-efficacy, L2 learners’ roles, L2 language
teachers’ roles, and appropriate ways of learning the second language. In his
framework, Gabillon (2005) contends that L2 learner belief is (co)constructed,
reconstructed, and appropriated through experiences in different phases and
internalized into a fraction of the learner’s belief system. While this framework takes
different contexts (cultural social context, general educational context, and L2

9



learning context) into consideration, the hierarchical and progressive perspectives on
belief formation may be questionable, since context is not viewed as a background,
but as a complicated system itself, linked to and interacted with other complex
systems (Freeman, 2008). Therefore, Gabillon’s framework may oversimplify the

connections between different contexts.

To obtain a more contextualized and individualized perception of learner belief
development, Mercer (2011) investigated two expert EFL learners’ language learning
beliefs from their personal history with retrospective interviews and the participants’
autobiographical retrospective narrations. Results revealed that the learners’ belief
systems are considerably complicated; the interrelated webworks of beliefs are
responsive to diverse contexts and individual experiences. Additionally, this study
challenges the conception of “negative” or “dysfunctional” beliefs. One of the
participants held some beliefs that are conventionally regarded as negative or
detrimental to learning. These beliefs, however, did not impede her development of
proficiency. This research suggested that studies on learner belief should look into
learners’ belief systems with regard to suitability in their personal history, affordances,

contexts and purposes instead of making generalized judgement on specific beliefs.

The Dynamic Nature of Learner Belief

The traditional conception that the nature of learner belief is stable and static has
been challenged. Recent studies have argued that learner belief is dynamic and
variable (Amuzie & Winke 2009; Durfa, 2003; Gabillon, 2005; Hosenfeld, 2003;
Kalaja & Barcelo, 2003; Manchon, 2009; Mercer 2011 Tanaka & Ellis, 2003).
Attempts were made to capture belief development and to depict the changing nature

of learner belief. Amuzie and Winke (2009) conducted a research on seventy L2

10



language learners to explore beliefs and time factor on beliefs. Questionnaires
administered at two time points and one-on-one interviews were used to collect the
data. Results indicated that learners had undergone belief change on learner
autonomy as well as the teacher’s role, and the length of contextual exposure also had

an impact on the shift of learner belief.

To examine the changing nature of learner belief qualitatively as well as explore
the impact of belief on motivated L2 behaviors from the lens of socio-cultural theory,
Yang and Kim (2011) investigated two ESL learners’ belief change during their study
abroad period, which lasted from five to nine months. Research data were collected
from language learning autobiographies, journal entries, interviews, and stimulated
recall tasks. Then the data were further analyzed based on Strauss and Corbi’s (1998)
grounded theory. The finding indicated that L2 learner belief is constantly evolving
according to the participants’ learning goals and experiences of studying abroad. In
addition, the shift of learner belief depicts a remediation process which gives rise to
qualitatively distinctive language learning action. The study argues against the
popular belief that studying abroad is the best way to enhance L2 proficiency. The
data revealed that only when learners aligned their beliefs with their L2-rich

environment could the environment exert positive influences on language learning.

Tanaka and Ellis (2003) also investigated changes of learner belief. The
researchers looked into changes of Japanese college students’ beliefs about language
learning and their English proficiency during a 15-week study-abroad program. Their
learner beliefs were investigated through questionnaires and their English proficiency
was measured by the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). The results of
the study indicated statistically significant changes in the learner beliefs relevant to
analytic language learning, experiential language learning and self-efficacy. The

11



participants’ proficiency also increased significantly. Nevertheless, Pearson product
moment correlations between the reported learner beliefs and the TOFEL scores both

before and after the study-abroad session were weak.

While most studies on belief change center on diverse learner beliefs before and
after the study abroad period, Peng (2011) explored learner belief change from senior
high school to college study. The research investigated one first-year college
student’s belief about English teaching and learning over a duration of seven months
since his enrollment. Data collection methods included semi-structured interviews,
classroom observations, and learning journals. Then, the data collected were
analyzed using the qualitative content analysis with the assistance of the software
NVivo8. The findings demonstrated a considerable change in learner belief about
English learning and teaching during a transition to tertiary education. Furthermore,
the findings suggested that classroom affordances led to the emergence of language

learning beliefs.

To further explore the nature of learner belief, Li (2007) probed into the
dynamic relationship among culture, identity, and beliefs about writing. The study
adopted case study methodology to investigate the change of learner beliefs and the
reconstruction of writer identity in an ESL context. There are two cases in the study:
Data for Case A mainly consists of written documents by and interviews with a first-
year ESL learner; data for Case B was collected through class observation of and
interviews with learners and their instructor in an ESL writing class. The results of
the study indicated that learners altered their beliefs to adapt to new learning contexts.
Furthermore, the findings revealed that culture, identity, and beliefs are

interconnected; they work together to reconstruct writing beliefs and writer identity.

12



The studies reviewed mainly aim to investigate learners’ dynamic belief
systems with only a certain period of time and thus may not be able to demonstrate
the change of beliefs across different stages. Moreover, while the studies attempted to
capture the dynamic nature of learner belief, less attention was paid to how learners
perceive and interpret their learning contexts as well as their experiences. Although
contextual factors were mentioned in those studies, few of them explored deeply how
learners interact with the context and how this interaction connects to the construction
of learner belief. Furthermore, most studies seeking to illustrate the shift of learner
belief still strive to compare learners’ different beliefs before and after a certain time
point. This linear way of investigating learners’ belief systems may be inappropriate
and insufficient to explain the nonlinear and complex language learning reality. As
Lemke (2002) stated, “certain events widely separated in linear time may not be more
relevant to meaningful behavior now than other events which are closer in linear
time” (p.80). Hence, exploring learner belief change over time is needed in

researching beliefs in the current SLA field.

13
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CHAPTER 3

Methodology

The purpose of this study is to explore the dynamic nature of two Taiwanese
MA-TESOL learner beliefs at different stages of their schooling. To probe into the
research topic qualitatively with rich descriptions about the participants, the study
adopts case study methods. With rich descriptions about the participants, case studies
may increase the depth of analysis, raise the level of readability, and help researchers
better understand the nature of language learning (Duff, 2008). By using case study
methods, it is expected that the present study can explore the nature of learner beliefs
in-depth and to obtain detailed accounts of the participants’ learning experiences as

well their perceptions toward language learning.

The data used in the study consist of two semi-structured interviews, a news
excerpt, a supplementary note, and existing narrative data, completed by the
participants while taking a course in a graduate school. Further descriptions about the

participants, contexts, data collection, and data analysis are as follows.

Participants

The participants in this study are two MA-TESOL students, under the
pseudonym of Brian and Lily, aged 24 and 30. They are currently pursuing their
master’s degrees at a university in northern Taiwan. During their academic pursuit in
this university, they took a course that invited them to tell their English learning
experiences. Their English learning stories later became one of the initial data for the
present study. The participants started learning or having some contact with English
in the elementary school stages in informal educational settings, such as home and

after-school classes. In high school, they began to receive English education at school.

15



Both participants were English majors in college and had some teaching
experiences. After graduation from college, Lily taught English in a public junior
high school in her hometown for four years and then took an unpaid leave from her

teaching job to pursue her graduate studies. Different form Lily, Brian went straight

to graduate school after college degree. Though he did not possess a formal teaching
job, he took a service learning class in college and was required to teach an on-line
English course in an elementary school for one year. Table 1 is a summary of the
participants’ background.

Table 1

Background of the Participants

Participants Current Year of Study Teaching Experiences

Brian Second-year MA TESOL  One-year on-line teaching experience in
an elementary school
Lily Third-year MA TESOL Four-year teaching experience in a junior

high school

Data Collection

To explore the two Taiwanese MA-TESOL students’ learner belief at different
stages of their schooling, narratives of their language learning experiences, two semi-
structured interviews, a news report about Brian, and a supplementary note from Lily

are used in the study.

Existing narrative data. The study probes into two Taiwanese MA-TESOL
students’ learner belief at different stages of their language learning process. Defined
as “any study that uses or analyzes narrative materials”(Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, &

Zilber, 1998), narratives allow learners the opportunities to voice themselves. To

16



explore learner belief in depth as well as have a better understanding of the

participants’ contexts, the present study first used existing narratives that were created

in fall 2009 to further explore the two participants’ language learning beliefs.

During the course, the participants were asked to give an account of their English
learning experiences in written form and uploaded their first drafts to Moodle, an
online course management platform. They then discussed all the narratives with their
peers. During the process of sharing language learning histories, they were inspired
by others’ stories as well as reflected upon their own. Afterwards, they reconstructed
their stories and uploaded their second drafts to the previous online platform. The
next time in class, they would discuss the modified versions and made further
addition or revision. The interactive and reflective process went on till the end of the
semester and the final versions of their language learning histories were uploaded to
Moodle. Both English and Chinese versions of the narratives were added afterwards
so that the participants could express their experiences more freely and thoroughly in
their mother tongue. Therefore, there are multiple versions of the narrative data,

which made a trustworthy basis for the current study.

Semi-structured interviews. In order to address the research focus of this study,
in addition to the existing narrative data, two one-on-one semi-structured interviews
with the two participants were conducted respectively. Defined as “A schedule for
interviews which has a partially planned framework” (Swetnam, 2007, p.129), semi-
structured interviews allow researchers to use pre-designed but flexibly-phrased
questions to probe into the research issue in depth. With the relatively flexible

framework, semi-structured-interviews offer the possibilities for new themes and
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issues to emerge in the process of data collection and enable researchers to clarify

interviewees’ responses with follow-up questions.

The framework of the questions inquired in the first interview is similar to that
of the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) developed by Horwitz
(1987). In this study, it is the conceptual frame that is used, not the inventory, to
design interview questions and use as initial codes. The BALLI has been widely used
to investigate learner belief in relation to second or foreign language aptitude (Bernat

2007; Howritz 1988, 1989; Kern 1995; Nikitina, 2006; Siebert 2003; Tanaka & Ellis,

2003; Tumposky 1991; Yang 1999). It comprises thirty-four items, measured by a
five-point Licker scale. The items are classified into five categories: (1) Foreign
language aptitude, (2) the difficulty of language learning, (3) the nature of language
learning, (4) learning and communication strategies, and (5) motivations. The first
category is concerned with conceptions about special ability for language learning and
beliefs about the characteristics of successful learners. The second one deals with the
difficulty level of learning a foreign or a second language and with the relative
difficulty of different language skills. The third one is mainly about learners’ beliefs
on the importance of different language skills. As for the aspect of learning and
communication strategies, it concerns how to learn English and how to communicate
in English. The last one, motivation, relates to learners’ integrative as well as

instrumental motivations.

While the BALLI is a well-established and widely-used questionnaire for
researching language learning beliefs, participants’ responses are quite limited, for
they can only express their degree of agreement to pre-determined items. To improve

this problem, this study adapts the original items to open-ended questions to allow the
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participants to voice their beliefs more freely. Additionally, the adapted questions
mainly investigate learners’ second language learning beliefs instead of foreign
language learning in general; thus the term “foreign language” in the BALLI is
replaced with the word “English”, which is the second language learned by the two
participants. Furthermore, the critical beliefs subjectively determined by the
participants were also explored with the intention to find out some significant beliefs
that exist outside of the Horwitz’s framework. The adapted questions of language

learning beliefs are attached in Appendix A.

Since the study aims to investigate the participants’ learner beliefs at different
stages of their schooling with Horwitz’s framework of language learning belief
inventory, each participant was asked the same set of questions at different stages,
including elementary school, junior high school, senior high school, university, and
postgraduate school stages. For example, one of the participants was asked about
questions on the beliefs held in the elementary school stage and then the same set of
questions would be asked again, but this time the beliefs concerned are those held in
junior high school. Similar process went on until the fifth round of questions focusing

on learner beliefs at postgraduate stage.

The two semi-structured interviews were captured on a recorder. The first
interview lasted from three to five hours and mainly focused on the language learning
beliefs held by the participants and how those beliefs changed over time. The second
interview was conducted several weeks after the first interview and lasted from one to
three hours. The interval is intended to be a time for the participants to reflect upon
their language learning beliefs, while the researcher can also endeavor to find some
possible links between the participants’ narratives and the data obtained through the
first interview (Please see Appendix B for questions designed for one of the
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participants in the second interview). Between the first and the second interview, the
researcher and a coder tentatively analyzed the narratives using Horwitz’s framework.
Then, they looked into the connection between the initial analysis to generate a
number of open-ended questions for the second semi-structured interview. Thus, the
second interview aims to clarify, verify, and go deeper with the issues discovered

after the first interview.

A news report about Brian. The researcher found a news report about Brian on
the internet. Since Brain won the championship at a nation-wide speech contest, he
was interviewed by a News reporter about his English learning suggestions as well as
his English learning story. Brian was interviewed around March, 2011, three months

before he received the first interview of the present study.

A supplementary note from Lily. Around three months after the second
interview, Lily emailed the researcher a supplementary note to clarify part of her
narrative data and to add more information regarding the questions asked in the
second interview. The length of the note is around 533 words and mainly covers
three issues: The first issue is the impact of her learning experience on her teaching
method; the second one is the learning context in her junior high school days in
comparison to that of junior high schools nowadays; the last one is to clarify her
narration about how western culture influenced her. Lily’s supplementary note is

attached in Appendix C.

Data Analysis

The two semi-structured interviews were transcribed and further analyzed using
content analysis with Hortwitz’s framework of language learning beliefs. Narratives

were coded with the same framework. To guard the trustworthiness of the study, a
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graduate student with TESOL background was invited to code the raw data with the
researcher and coder check was applied. During the coding process, emerging themes
outside of the existing framework were discussed. Additionally, the transcriptions of
the raw data were examined by the participants, which member checking process can

reinforce the trustworthiness of the research.

Initial coding: Categorical-Content approach. In this study, the narratives
and the transcriptions of the two semi-structured interviews were initially analyzed
using content analysis, a categorical-content approach for narrative analysis. In this
approach, the themes or the categories of the research topic have to be defined, and
separate pieces of information will be selected out, and then classified into various
categories (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998). The narratives and the
transcriptions of the interviews were coded using Horwitz’s classification of language
learning beliefs, which falls into five subcategories: foreign language aptitude, the
difficulty of language learning, the nature of language learning, learning and
communication strategies, and motivation. After the initial coding, however, the
researcher had difficulty analyzing the data with the categorical-content approach,
since part of the data could be classified into different categories and thus resulted in
overlapping. In addition, the framework was stiff and could not go well with the
participants’ beliefs. To better analyze the data in a more flexible way, the research

adopted holistic-content approach instead (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998).

Coding: Holistic-Content approach. Holistic-content Approach allows the

researcher to read the data as a whole and explore the data in-depth without being

confined by distinctive categories. According to Lieblich et al. (1998, p.62), the steps

of analyzing data from a holistic perspective can be summarized as follows:
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1. Read the material several times until a pattern emerges;

2. Put the initial and global impression of the case into writing;

3. Decide on special foci of content or themes in the story;

4. Read the themes separately and repeatedly;

5. Follow each theme through out the story and note your conclusions.

Following the Holistic-content Approach, the researcher found several themes,
which are related to context, self, identity, and test. The relationship between these

themes and learner beliefs is presented in the fourth and fifth chapters.
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CHAPTER 4

Findings

This study aims to investigate two MA TESOL students’ language learning
beliefs across different stages of their lives. The participants’ language learning
stories are presented in this chapter to provide a big picture of their backgrounds as
well as their critical learning experiences. Then, important beliefs held by the
participants are advanced for further analysis. The last section discusses what English
means to Brian at different phases of his life, for the researcher found that how Brian

perceived English is closely related to his language learning beliefs.

Brian

This section presents Brian’s language learning story and his critical language

learning experiences.

Brian’s language learning story.

Elementary school. Brian had his first contact with English when he was a third
grader in elementary school. His father bought him a set of video cassette tapes
which taught kids conversational English. For Brian, using this English material was
more like entertainment than learning. At that time, he did not take English learning
seriously. When he became a fifth grader, he was sent to an after-school class by his
father to study school subjects, which mainly focused on math and science. Once in a
while, his teacher in the cram would teach his students English. Though Brian began

his English education at this stage, he did not have much exposure to English.
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Junior high school. At thirteen, Brian entered a so-called “aristocratic” junior
high school, which was expensive and stringent. Brian’s junior high school life was
the synonym of endless tests. Fighting for his scores seemed to be his major task at

school. What came along with those tests was keen competition among peers:

My peers were for the most part competing with one another, trying to perform
better [than others] in grades. I did not have too much interaction with them

except comparing grades with them. (Interview 062311)

Some of Brian’s classmates were sent to English cram schools when little to
have a headstart and thus were expected to perform better in English. Although
feeling unfair, Brian did not feel inferior to his peers. Comparing learning English to

saving money, Brian remarks,

If one starts to save money earlier than I do, of course he has more money.
And | can save money afterwards to keep up with him. He just starts to save
money earlier than I do, but saving money earlier does not mean that he has a

better chance than | do to become a millionaire. (Interview 062311)

In junior high school, as an obedient student, Brian learned whatever his

teacher taught him by heart. To him, English learning was memorization. He says,

I did not ponder on the most effective way of English learning. | just
memorized what my teacher taught me. At that time, I thought memorization
was more practical for me, and my teacher also asked us to learn by heart.

(Interview 062311)
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Though most of the time Brian only attempted to remember what was taught by
his English teacher, he also explored the rules of English, but he ended up feeling

frustrated.

To me, English was more about memorization [than analysis]. | seldom
investigated why this sentence was put this way or what the connotation of this
sentence was. In terms of math, 1 would try to figure out how formulas were
derived and I also tried to explore rules of English. But I found that the harder I
tried to figure them out, the more frustrated | felt, because sometimes | could

not use logic to explain a certain structure. (Interview 062311)

In junior high school, Brian had regular English classes taught by a Taiwanese
English teacher, and once a week he also had a conversation class instructed by a

native English-speaking teacher.

From the learning experiences in the conversation class, Brian started to perceive

that what was taught in his regular English classes was not sufficient.

| thought that learning in the classroom was not enough. After | had
conversation classes, which were taught by a native English-speaking teacher, |
found that real language use required more English competence and what was

taught in our textbook was not sufficient for real communication. (Interview

062311)

At this stage, Brian took the basic level of General English Proficiency Test
(GEPT), a criterion-referenced test which measures examinees’ listening, reading,
writing, and speaking abilities. The experience of taking the GEPT also made Brian

aware that his English ability still left much to be desired:

25



The test results of [the GEPT basic test] was awful. | failed the listening test.
My scores of the writing test were low since | had not trained my writing skills.
| passed the reading test. At that time, | found that my English was worse than |
had expected. [...] From then on, | started to use my GEPT test scores as one of

the criteria to weigh my English proficiency level. (Interview 062311)

Perceiving the insufficiency of his English ability, he, however, did not seek
other extracurricular English materials during junior high school days since he was

too busy dealing with other school subjects.

I did not look for other extracurricular English materials because | had to study
many subjects, not just English. | had to take care of other subjects, too. |
would not spend extra time on learning English except for memorizing
vocabulary and preparing for tests. As for dealing with the conversation class, |

just consulted my dictionary for unknown words. That’s it. (Interview 062311)

Senior high school. The summer before entering senior high school, Brian
started to study Let’s Talk in English, an English learning magazine borrowed from
his elder brother. In addition to reading the magazine, he also began to build a habit
of listening to the English broadcast of the magazine. At this stage, he became more

aware of the importance of multisensory input of English:

I was motivated to learn the topics in the magazine because they were very
interesting and I no longer relied on reading English only. | began to notice that
learning English should involve multi-sensory processes to increase the amount

of exposure in context. (Brian’s English Narrative in 2009)
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Apart from English learning magazines, Brain would listen to English songs, for

he considered that effective English learning was fun and enjoyable:

At that time, | also listened to English songs. Most of time, I listened to classic
songs in the sixties or seventies. | think that the most effective learning
methods are [ways that make learners feel] happy. And listening to songs is

very relaxing. (Interview 062311)

To advance his English, he absorbed other successful English learners’
experiences from so-called “How to learn English well” books. From perusing those

books, he observed several features of those successful learners:

I noted that successful language learners shared some common traits: The first
trait is that they devoted much effort to learning [English]; the second one is
that they have interest in English; the third one is that they learn English

continuously. Life-long learning. (Interview 062311)

To measure his English proficiency, Brian took the basic, intermediate, and
high-intermediate levels of the GEPT. At this stage, he also participated in speech
contests and won the second prize in a regional speech contest. Moreover, he was the
only student who received a certificate of merit in every listening test at school. He
also obtained high scores in other academic exams. With his excellent academic

achievement, his self-confidence toward English also escalated.

Contrary to his excellent performance in English, Brian did terribly on his

science subjects. He reported in his English narrative 2009:

When my English seemed to soar like a skyscraper, my emphasis on other

subject matters decreased to a degree that | almost abandoned studying other
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subjects because I did not enjoy learning [them] and | saw no purpose for

studying physics, math, and science and so on.

Having more enjoyment and sense of achievement in English than science
subjects in senior high school, Brian invested most of his time and energy in English

rather than other subjects.

The summer vacation before the third year of senior high school, Brian joined
Toastmasters’” Youth Leadership Program. In the final presentation of the program,
he was appointed as the chairperson, which was a big encouragement for him. With
his gleeful English learning experience in senior high school, Brian decided to choose

English as his major in university.

University. In university, Brian keenly took courses in the training of four skills,
literature, linguistics, and Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL).
From his experiences of taking courses, Brian developed a deeper understanding of
English and began to think that English Learning did not consist of memorization

only:

I found that English is not just, as most people think, memorization, because
learning English may involves many skills or abilities. For example, one can
use English to read literary works, which also counts as a kind of learning.
When one reads those works, he has to read their figurative meaning, not just
the surface meaning. The ability to read the figurative meaning or the
connotation cannot be trained through mere memorization. It may require some

imagination or other abilities. (Interview 062311)
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Receiving academic English training in university, Brian started to
reconceptualize four skills. What he meant by reconceptualizing four skills was to
broaden his knowledge of language learning and to learn more advanced language

skills, such as making a summary and reading critically. He explains,

To me, it’s actually a brand new way of learning. | would reconceptualize four
skills. In terms of listening, as | mentioned before, one should learn how to
capture the key information. As for reading, | would read critically. For
example, maybe my opinion is different from that of the author or there may be
flaws in the author’s reasoning. | found that the training in university is more

academic. (Interview, 062311)

In his freshman year, from the experiences of taking literature courses, Brian
changed his reading strategy and began to place more emphasis on the comprehension

of literary works than new words or grammatical structures of the text. He states,

I still remember that when | was a freshman, | took Introduction to Literature
and some other courses. At that time, | was still a good student and attempted
to check the meaning of each new vocabulary and analyzed the grammar of
literary works. However, afterwards | found that | could answer my teachers’
questions without knowing every word and closely examining its grammar.
Later | realized that comprehension of the text is more important [than digging

into the lexical and grammatical details]. (Interview 062311)

Apart from the change of his reading strategy, Brian also reported that his
conception about writing altered after receiving his teacher’s feedback on his

composition in the freshman writing class.
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When | was a freshman, | preferred to use difficult words [in my composition],
at that time, my teacher told me that [the use of words would vary] according to
the purpose of my writing. Originally, I thought difficult vocabulary and
patterns mean good English. However, later | found that hard words would
hinder communication. If my writing purpose is to help readers understand [the
message | want to convey], | do not need to use highly difficult words.

(Interview 062311)

In the sophomore year, Brian started to take courses in Linguistics and TESOL.
At this stage, he reported that he had difficulty understanding the content instead of

getting stuck by the language. He says,

| began to learn some theories about language since | was a sophomore. What
would hinder my comprehension was not the language per se but the content per

se. (Interview 062311)

In addition to the regular courses, he participated in a variety of English contests,
including English speech contests, English debates, English recitation contests,
jeopardy, and spelling bee competitions. He perceived English contests as a way to
enhance his English competence. In addition to various English contests, Brian took
part in activities that involved more social interactions with international visitors and

students, for he would like to apply what he learned to his real life.

The summer before the last year of college, the Office of International Affairs in
my school started a student ambassador program. 1 applied for the position and
luckily was selected as one of the student ambassadors. At that time, | had

many opportunities to receive international visitors. For example, I would bring

them to visit the National Palace Museum. Then | could chat with them about
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some culture issues. [...] | think my learning motivation shifted from language
learning to activities that require using English. | wanted to apply what |
learned [into real life] and connected what | learned with my life, not just to

study or to say the things in the textbook. (Interview 062311)

From observing his peers, Brian found that being extrovert but meticulous are
important to language learning. He explains why he considered these two features

critical to learning English:

In my freshman year, | saw many examples of good language learners. First of
all, one has to be very extrovert. He cannot be introvert. It will be hard for him
to foster his communication ability if he does not communicate with other
people at all. Second, one has to be very meticulous. He cannot be careless.
Take French for example, when one uses French, he has to be attentive to the
consistency of Gender. He has to take language learning seriously. If one

wants to learn a language, then learn it well. (Interview 062311)

Brian perceived being extrovert so critical in developing communicative
competence that he was willing to change his originally introvert disposition. When

asked if he was an extrovert, Brian gave the following response:

I think I am an introvert, but when I need to act more outgoing, the proportion
of [introversion and extroversion in my personality] will change. Initially |
think my personality consisted of 20% extroversion and 80% introversion. |
can be introvert when I learn grammar and vocabulary, but when I need to

communicate with others, | have to interact with them. (Interview062311)
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The experience of taking the GEPT advanced test also reinforced his belief that
being extrovert is vital, for the test required test takers to have a conversation with
two to fou interlocutors during the test. After taking the GEPT advanced test, he
found that he needed to strengthen his communicative ability. To hone his English
speaking, he actively sought opportunities to interact with native and non-native

English speakers.

When | was a sophomore, | found that I had a bottleneck due to the experience
of taking the advanced level of the GEPT. [During the GEPT test,] | need to
discuss with people. 1 need to do a summary of what you [other examinees] just
said. Those abilities require cooperation with others. 1t is also fine if one just
completely depends on himself, like reading and translating an article by
himself, but then he will not be able to get feedback from others. This kind of
practice may lack a sense of authenticity, so I think | need to make some
improvement. [...] To have real communication, I think that one needs to chat
with foreigners or to join [English-learning] clubs, [English] bible study, and

other [English speaking] activities. (Interview 062311)

Postgraduate stage. In the second semester of the senior year in college, Brian
took the entrance exam of a graduate school in Northern Taiwan. He passed the
exam and became a graduate student. In graduate school, students had to give
presentations of research papers. From observing his peers in graduate school, he

found that one should be risk-taking in terms of speaking.

My observation is that one cannot be too shy; one must dare to try and be risk-

taking. If one is too shy, he or she will encounter obstacles in communication.
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| found that some classmates were really anxious. | think that they did not have

to feel that way. Just try your best to speak up. (Interview 062311)

Brian considered that the focus of graduate school is research. In comparison to
reading and writing research papers, English learning was perceived as an

entertainment to him.

I think graduate school is for doing research. It involves more reading and
writing skills. As for listening and speaking, things like listening to CNN news
had become an entertainment, compared to the serious academic stuffs. In
terms of reading and writing, I will pay attention to how researchers present
ideas or how they justify their research motivations. | will also notice the logic
of texts. [...] I think doing research involves logical thinking, which already

goes beyond language level. (Interview 062311)

Although Brian reported that graduate school centers on research, he still spent
much time on English learning, for he already made English learning part of his

everyday life. When he was interviewed by a news reporter in 2011, he stated,

| grasp every opportunity to learn English. When | take the bus, I translate other
passengers’ conversation into English. | remember once when my parents had a

quarrel, I also interpreted their argument into English.

Recognizing the importance of English, Brian is willing to devoted himself to

English learning and actively creates English learning opportunities in his daily life.
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Brian’s learner beliefs.

Elementary school: No clear idea about English learning yet. In elementary
school, Brian had little knowledge of how English should be learned. As a beginner,
he had little conception about English, not to mention how to learn this foreign
language effectively. In addition, he could not perceive the importance or usefulness
of English because he saw no link between English and his life, and English was not

yet a subject to him in formal school.

Junior high school: a. Effort is the key to the success of language learning.
Brian thought the source of this belief might come from Confucianism, though the

influence seemed subtle. He states,

This [belief] might be related to the education | received. Maybe | am
unconsciously influenced by what | frequently hears and sees. It probably has
to do with Confucianism, [which places emphasis on] effort and teachings like
“ Constant dropping wears away a stone.” Gradually | accepted them as part of

my value system (Interview 070311)

Junior high school: b. English learning is memorization. In junior high
school, as an obedient student, Brian just learned whatever his teacher taught him by
heart. To him, English learning is memorization. Though most of time Brian just
remembered what was taught by his English teacher, he did attempt to explore the

rules of English, but ended up feeling frustrated.

Junior high school: c. I studied English mainly to cope with tests. In junior
high school, Brian was in an exam-oriented context. At this stage, he did not enjoy

English learning and would not spend much time on English. Except for textbooks,

34



he did not use any other English learning materials and he studied English mostly
when exams were approaching. To Brian, English was just a school subject and he

studied English mainly to cope with tests.

Senior High School: a. Language learning is fun.

b. Language learning should be holistic.

c. Continuous effort is vital to the success of language

learning.

d. My goal is to make daily progress in English. In senior
high school, from reading numerous successful learners’ English learning stories,
Brian learned that language learning requires fun element, holistic learning methods,
and continuous effort. At this stage, he gained access to multisensory English
exposure, including English magazines, English songs, English movies, and English
broadcasts. From these English resources, he found enjoyment in English learning
and was willing to devote more time and energy into it. What’s more, as mentioned
in Brian’s story, he used the results of the GEPT as a criterion of his English progress.
Since the GEPT tested all four skills, he was aware that holistic development of
language skills was vital. On top of that, from those English learning stories, he
learned that English learning requires continuous effort since there is no end to
learning the language. Realizing the importance of continuous effort, his learning

goal was to make daily progress in English.

University: a. Learning English involves more than memorization. While in
high school Brian considered English learning as memorization, this belief changed

when he entered university, which provided various courses in literature and
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linguistics. From his experiences of taking those courses, Brian gained a deeper
understanding of English and began to think that English Learning did not consist of
memorization only. At this stage, Brian reported that he started to reconceptualize
four skills. What he meant by reconceptualizing four skills was to broaden his
knowledge of language learning and to learn more advanced language skills, such as

making a summary and reading critically.

University: b. Language learning should be connected to one’s life. During the
last two years in college, Brian wanted to move beyond language skills and apply
what he learned into his life. He thought English did not merely exist in the textbook;
instead, language should be linked to everyday life. With this belief, Brian
voluntarily participated in various activities that required using the language, such as

the student ambassador program and English camps.

University: ¢. Being extrovert but meticulous are important in English
learning. From observing his peers, Brian found that being extrovert and meticulous
are critical to develop English communicative competence. Brian perceived that
being extrovert was so critical in developing communicative competence that he was
willing to change his originally introvert disposition. The experience of taking the
advanced level of the GEPT also reinforced his belief that being extrovert is vital.
After taking the test, he found that he needed to seek opportunities to chat with native

as well as non-native English speakers to strengthen his communicative competence.

Postgraduate stage: a. The focus in graduate school is doing research instead
of learning English. Brian considered that graduate education aims to develop

abilities of doing research. He reported that doing research requires one to read
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journal papers and to make compelling arguments when writing thesis, which abilities

are beyond language learning level.

Postgraduate stage: b. English learning is ubiquitous. As aforementioned
Brian made English learning part of his life in graduate school. Possessing this belief,
he could turn trivial things in daily life into English learning opportunities. To him,

language learning opportunities are/can be created everywhere.

What English means to Brian.

Elementary school: English is something that my peers pursue. In elementary
school, Brian did not take English learning seriously. Although he only had a very
vague idea about English learning, he did notice that his classmates studied this

language when he was not.

“When you are with your peers, when you see everyone is pursuing a certain
thing, it is very strange if you don’t pursue it; [...] If everybody is doing the
same thing and you do not do it, you will become an outcast, and you want to be

part of the group. (Interview 062311)

Junior high school: English is a subject. Different from the previous stage,
English started to become a required school subject at Brian’s junior high school stage,
which was packed with countless quizzes and tests. Though Brian was an obedient
student who strived to achieve good academic performance, he felt perplexed about

the purpose of studying English, for he could not see the connection between English

and his life.

Senior high school: “English is a sky where | can further develop myself.” In

senior high school, from reading English learning magazines, he began to enjoy
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learning English. On top of that, he also gained a great sense of achievement from his
excellent performances in English exams as well as contests. Gradually Brian found
that English was something that he was good at and interested in. In his eyes, English

was a sky, a space where he could develop himself.

University: English is my major, my expertise, and my future profession.
Choosing English as his major, Brian was aware that his future career would be
closely related to English, though he was not sure what his future job would be.
Furthermore, as an English major, he knew his English must be excellent to match
this identity and therefore he was dedicated to English learning and took the initiative

to search for a variety of English learning opportunities.

Postgraduate stage: a. English is entertainment. Brian considered that the
focus of graduate school is doing research. Compared to the relatively dry and
serious process of doing research, English learning was more like an entertainment to

Brian.

Postgraduate stage: b. English is part of me. As aforementioned, Brian
attempted to merge English learning into his life. His English learning had become
ubiquitous and he could convert almost anything into an English opportunity. Just
like what he said in the first interview, *“ English has become every fiber of me. |
cannot separate it from myself.” English had become part of Brian, part of his

identity.

In graduate school, he merged English into his life and his English learning was
ubiquitous. When he was interviewed by a news reporter in 2011, he even said

“Learning English is like breathing. It is very natural,” which demonstrates that
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learning English was something almost intuitive to him and was an indispensible part

in his life.

English really means a lot to Brian. In his Chinese narrative 2009, he described

how he perceived English:

Pursuing graduate studies was the goal | set when I was a freshman; | want to
explore language in depth and make it become my expertise, because it is the
indispensible nutrition in my life. Without it, | would not be who I am now;
without it, | would not have my current achievement. Without it, | would not
feel so confident in myself. Hence, language is extremely important to me.

(Brian’s Chinese narrative, 2009)

Summary of Brian’s Case

In elementary school, Brian did not have a clear conception of language
learning but he was aware that English was something that his peers pursued. After
Brian enrolled in a private junior high school, English became one of the school
subjects. In an examination-oriented school context, Brian just memorized whatever
his English teacher taught to fulfill exam requirements. To him, English was nothing
more than a school subject. The summer before he entered senior high school, he had
access to English magazines and English broadcast, from which he began to find
pleasure in learning English. As he spent more time on English, his English academic
achievement increased. At this stage, from his experiences of taking the GEPT, the
stories of successful English learners’ stories, and the participation of English speech
contests as well as Youth Toastmaster, he gradually constructed the belief that
English learning should be continuous, enjoyable, and holistic. In Brian’s mind,

English was not merely a school subject—It was a space where he could further
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develop himself. Therefore, he chose English as his major in university. Having
taken courses in literature, linguistics, and TESOL, he gained a deeper understanding
of English and no longer considered English learning as mere memorization.
Furthermore, he would like to connect English to his daily life and participated in
various English activities. At postgraduate stage, he was aware that graduate school
education centers on research. However, apart from doing research, he still spent
much time on English learning. To him, English learning is ubiquitous, for he could
transform things he observed in his life into language learning opportunities.
Therefore, he considered that he was learning English all the time and English had

become part of him.
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Table 2

Summary of Brian’s Learner Beliefs and His Relationship with English

Stage Learner Beliefs

What English

Means

Critical Transitions

Elementary No Clear Idea about English Learning Yet
School
Junior High a. Effort is the key to language learning.

School b. English learning is memorization.

o

. | studies English mainly to cope with tests.
Senior High a. Continuous effort is vital to the success

School of language learning.

(o

. Language learning is fun.

(@]

. Language learning should be holistic.

o

. My goal is to make daily progress in English.

Something that
my peers pursue

A subject

A sky where |
can further

develop myself

Starting to learn English

English became a school subject and Brian studied English

mainly to satisfy exam requirements.

a. Starting to enjoy English learning and to get a sense of
achievement from his English academic performance

b. Starting to seek English learning materials actively

c. Test became a means to measure his progress instead of

his learning goal.




Table 2 (continued)

Summary of Brian’s Learner Beliefs and His Relationship with English

Stage Learner Beliefs What English Critical Transitions
Means
University  a. Learning English involves more than My major, a. Reconceptualizing English learning
memorization expertise, and b. Aware of the importance of communication
b. Language learning should be connected future profession and changing his originally introvert
to one’s life. disposition to interact with other English speakers

c. Being extrovert but meticulous are
important in English learning.
Postgraduate a. The focus in graduate school is doing a. Entertainment
Stage research instead of learning English. b. Part of Me

b. English Learning is ubiquitous.

c. Participating in a variety of English activities

Perceiving English as part of himself and merging English

learning into his everyday life
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Lily

This section discusses Lily’s languages learning story and her critical language
learning experiences. After that, her important learner beliefs as well as what
language means to her at different phases of her life are put forward for further
discussion.

Lily’s language learning story.

Elementary school. Lily started to learn English at nine. At that time, she
attended an English course for kids. The course was offered by her father’s company
and it lasted for one or two semesters. When she turned eleven, she was sent to an
English tutoring class for children, aged from ten to twelve years old. The teacher of
the English tutoring class adopted miscellaneous English materials and teaching
methods:

Our teacher was Ms. Wu. She integrated a variety of activities into the class. In

addition to the reference [test-preparation] book of junior high school English

textbook, Ms. Wu herself created interesting dialogues. She would ask her
students to memorize them to do role play [sic]. She taught us English songs

and dramas as well. (Lily’s English Narrative, 2009)

In the English tutoring class, Lily gradually became aware that her performances
outshined her peers, including those who were older than her. She reported to
experience a great sense of achievement from her superior performance in English
tests and competitive games. She delightfully delineates,

Soon | found that | was more capable than other classmates. Though some of

my classmates were a year older than me, | could always get the highest grades

on quizzes. One of our assignments was to read aloud an article within a certain

limit of time, say, 60 seconds. | liked this assignment a lot and each time |



would practice and practice until I was sure that no one would read faster than

me. (Lily’s English narrative, 2009)

Lily attributed her superior performance in English to the efforts made into
learning English. What she meant by “efforts” refers to “ Completing the homework
assigned by her teacher.” As an obedient student, Lily always followed her teacher’s

instruction and considered it important to finish the assignment.

At that time, my English was not bad. And my feature was that | would finish
the homework assigned by my teacher. | remembered that once almost no
student did the assignment and my teacher was very angry. [...] | was the only
student that completed the assignment, so | would think that as long as one
made an effort to learn English, one could learn it well. (Interview 062511)
Lily stayed in the English tutoring class for five years, from the fifth grade in
elementary school to the third year in junior high school. Lily states,
I was in Miss Wu’s class till I graduated from junior high school. Her class
provided a foundation for my English education. Compared to my formal
school, the faster pace [of Miss Wu’s class helped me obtain high scores in
school’s English exams with ease.” (Lily’s Chinese Narrative, 2009)
Junior high school. When Lily entered junior high school, English was a
required school subject. At this phase, she viewed English as a subject.
At that time | regarded English as a subject, so | did not think about how long it
would take to learn it well. 1 just learned the content of every lesson. (Interview
062511)
Since Lily viewed English as a subject, she used her test performance as a
criterion to see if she learned it well. When she was asked how she weighed her

learning outcome, her reply was “ Exams, the results of my exams.” To obtained high
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scores in exams, Lily’s way of learning English was closely related to test preparation:

My way of studying English was doing the exercises in the test-preparation

books. | felt much relieved after finishing those exercises. | would feel that |

could do well in the exam the next day. (Interview 062511)

Lily also reported that she liked English because she could learn it with ease. To
Lily, English was a subject that she was good at since she could get high marks in
English exams easily. When asked about the critical beliefs that she held at this stage,
she gave the following response:

I did not seem to have special beliefs [about English learning in junior high

school]. Ijust felt that | could learn English better than others. (Interview

062511)

Senior high school. After graduation from junior high school, Lily entered a
prestigious senior high school. Like junior high school, she still considered English
as a school subject and her aim was gaining high scores in exams. Nevertheless, Lily
perceived that the number of vocabulary in her textbook notably increased. She,
however, was able to manage her English studies by following her teacher’s
instruction. She narrates,

There was a big gap between junior and senior high school English, especially

the amount of vocabulary. However, following what the school teacher asked

us to do, such as memorizing vocabulary, doing translation exercises, studying
the grammar book and each lesson in the textbook thoroughly, I gradually
improved my English proficiency. It seemed not hard for me to understand
those complex grammar rules and applied them to exercises and exams. (Lily’s

English Narrative, 2009)

In addition, in senior high school, Lily began to use some extracurricular
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English materials, such as The China Post and English-learning magazines. From
reading the magazines, she found that if she saw a new word appeared in different
English materials, she would retain the word longer. When asked what important
English learning concepts that she held in senior high school, she replied as follows:
I found that outside reading was useful. After | saw a word in the text and the
vocabulary entry of my textbook, |1 would keep doing exercises [in which the
word would repeatedly show up]; then | would remember the word. That is
how | memorize vocabulary. | usually did not memorize new words in example
sentences in the textbook but if those words appeared again and again in
magazines or other texts, | would remember them, so | would think that
encountering the same word repeatedly in different context was another way to

learn vocabulary. (Interview 062511)

University. After graduation from senior high school, Lily passed the Joint
Entrance Examination of Universities with flying colors. Then she mulled over what
to choose as her major in university:

First, I ruled out math, which | was not very good at. Then, given my aptitude

and strengths, | would not enjoy studying law and commerce. Thus I turned to

social sciences: English, Japanese, History, and Library and Information were
all possible choices. Since | obtained high marks in the entrance exam, | chose

Foreign Languages and Literatures, the department that requires the highest

scores among those options. (Lily’s Chinese Narrative, 2009)

While Lily sailed through high school, she encountered her first setback in
English learning in the first year of university:

Being an English major was not as wonderful as | had thought. The biggest

problem was that | could hardly understand the professors’ lecture in English.
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In addition, I had difficulty understanding what was said in the literature
textbook even though I had already looked up every unknown word. | struggled
through those literature courses. (Lily’s English Narrative, 2009)

Not long after she entered university, she observed that some of her peers
had experiences of studying abroad and their English levels were much higher than
hers. Hence, she began to think that environment was more critical than effort in
developing one’s English competence. However, she claimed that there was “a
turning point” in one of her composition classes in the sophomore year:

An important turning point happened in my composition class. When our

teacher asked us how much time we spent on writing our assignments, | found

that even for the classmate whose parents are diplomats, it was still not easy for
him to write a good article. His composition was better than mine because he
pondered on how to write his composition every day and | just thought about
my piece of writing the night before the composition class, not to mention the
time that he spent on English before university was a hundred times more than |

did. To catch up with his English level, I had to spend even more time [on

English]. (Lily’s Chinese Narrative, 2009)

During the summer before the third year in university, Lily went on a study trip
to New York with the hope that her English proficiency would boost significantly.
After the trip, her English competence, however, was not enhanced since most of time
she still hung out with her Taiwanese classmate. She states,

When | was in university, | had the myth that studying abroad can incredibly
boost one’s English level. Thus, when | saved enough money, | went on a study
trip with one of my classmates to New York for a month. [...] In New York, we

had classes in a language center, and we had Spanish, Mandarin Chinese,
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Korean, Japanese and other Taiwanese classmates. Most of the time, | still hung
out with Taiwanese classmates, for | did not have the courage to make friends
with international classmates. | ended up learning almost nothing [from the
study trip.] There was a big gap between my expectation [of studying abroad
and my experience. Maybe that is why I do not look forward to living
in English speaking countries afterwards. (Lily’s Chinese Narrative, 2009)
Lily’s experiences of learning Japanese made her realize that English learning
will be more effective if one really uses the language. Her language learning
experiences at school and at The Language Training and Testing Center (LTTC)
also help her to compare the distinct learning effects of different teaching methods.
The following are two excerpts from Lily’s first interview: The first excerpt was
about her Japanese learning experience at school in the sophomore year of university;
the second one was about the experience in LTTC during the summer vacation before
the fourth year in university.
My university offered second foreign language courses and | chose Japanese
and Spanish. My Japanese teacher was very famous, and everyone said that she
taught Japanese very well. But her class was a big one, around sixty to seventy
students. Her teaching style was quite traditional and placed more emphasis on
grammar. | did not spend much time learning Japanese so | did not learn it well.
Originally I thought [that my Japanese was not very good because] | did not
study hard enough but my classmate told me that it was the teacher’s fault.
(Interview 062511)
| also went to LTTC to learn Japanese. The class size there was smaller, around
ten to fifteen students, and you would have the chance to use the language. For

instance, when | learned a sentence pattern, | needed to make a sentence and
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keep practicing it in a dialogue with my classmate. | think this way of learning
is more effective. It may not take less time but it is more effective and lasting.
If | just memorize a grammar rule today and do not review it, | will forget it.
But if | do practice the grammar rule and use it, say, have a dialogue or
something like that, then | will remember it longer. (Interview 062511)

While LTTC provided many opportunities for Lily to hone her Japanese skills,
she thought what was taught in LTTC was not enough and thus actively sought more
extracurricular Japanese learning resources:

When | first came to LTTC, I thought what | learned in LTTC could not satisfy
my needs because | had taken some Japanese courses at school. | wanted to
learn Japanese faster, so | would buy some Japanese learning books. In addition,
the courses in LTTC focused less on grammar, so | would seek books on
Japanese grammar. | also purchased books on listening and did the listening
exercises in them. On top of that, | took a Japanese proficiency test. (Interview
073111)

Lily’s active attitude toward Japanese learning resources and proficiency test.
formed a stark contrast with her attitude toward English materials.

At high school stage I did not particularly seek English learning resources but

after | entered university, | would bought some English stories and novels,

though I seldom finished reading them. [...] | was in the English department, |

should more or less read some English materials. (Interview 073111)

In my sophomore year, | took the TOEIC test because | wanted to apply for a

minor in economics, which required the certificate of TOEIC. (Interview 073111)

Postgraduate stage. After receiving her college degree, Lily chose to become

an English teacher in a public junior high school in her hometown. From her English
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learning experience and Japanese learning experiences in university, she realized the
importance of “using the target language”. Therefore, compared with other teachers
in her school, she would provide more opportunities for students to train all four
language skills:

In comparison with other teachers in my school, | would cover practices in

listening, speaking, reading, and writing [while some of them would not cover

all four skills]. When I did substitute teaching for my colleagues, | found some
of them would ignore the pronunciation or the activity sections, because the
content of those sections would not be included in the exams. [...] But I think
that if learners want to learn English well, they have to train all four skills. In
terms of four skills, | focus more on the skills that would be tested but I tried my
best not to take away listening, speaking, and writing practices. (Lily’s note,

October 2011)

As a novice junior high school teacher, Lily was exhausted from her work. On
Saturdays, she would take Japanese courses as a rest. Japanese, to her, was more like
an entertainment.

Working as a junior high school teacher, she found that the English proficiency
required for a junior high school teacher was not high, but the identity as an English
teacher pressured her to keep on sharpening her English. After teaching English for
four years, Lily decided to take an unpaid leave of absence from her teaching job to
pursue graduate studies.

After leaving her teaching job, Lily entered a graduate school in Northern
Taiwan. As a graduate student, she was aware that the focus in graduate school was
doing research instead of honing language abilities. To Lily, English became a tool

for conducting research. She states,
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In graduate school, English is still my expertise. It is also a tool, because the
language used in the academic community is English and the papers we read are
written in English. (Interview 073111)

Lily’s learner beliefs. In this section, Lily’s beliefs on English learning are
introduced. Apart from her English learning beliefs, other factors that influenced her
English learning are also stated, including her perception on English, her
environment, and critical experiences in her English learning process.

Elementary school: | have to finish the homework assigned by my teacher.

“Completing my assignment is critical” has been an important belief held by Lily
since her elementary school stage. She thought it was vital to finish the assignment
and even attributed her superior English performance to “completing the homework
assigned by her teacher.”

High school: a. Whatever is tested in exams is important. In high school,
English was a subject to Lily and her goal in English learning was gaining high scores
in tests. Therefore, she spent more time on what would be tested in exams, such as
doing grammar drills and memorizing English vocabulary.

High school: b. Doing the exercises in test-preparation books can help me
achieve high grades. Lily reported that her way of preparing for exams is
doing the exercises in test-preparation books, for she found that the exercises in those
books would also appear in the school’s exams.

High school: c. Speaking and listening are less important. During Lily’s high
school days, the significance of speaking and listening were downplayed, for those
skills were not the foci of exams. In addition, the attitude of Lily’s teachers toward
listening and speaking also had an impact on her perception of those skills.

[In junior high school] My teacher in the tutoring class guided us to read an
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article from Let’s Talk in English and she said that we could listen to the
magazine’s broadcast at home, but the teacher did not assign this (listening to
the broadcast) as a homework. 1 listened to the broadcast for a week and could
hardly understand its content so | gave up afterwards. | did not try hard to
understand the content because | thought it was not an assignment. It felt like
whether I did it or not did not really matter. (Interview 062511)

We had conversation class in our second year of senior high school, [...] but
because we only had a conversation a week and our teacher also taught
halfheartedly, I would feel that it was not important. The performance in the
conversation class would not influence our scores much. At that time, the
school asked us to listened to English broadcast. We had three choices
(magazines with English broadcasts) and | chose the easiest one, the one with
the most Chinese explanations. [...] Our teacher would give us English quizzes
on magazines, but it did not make much difference whether you listened to the
broadcast; you just needed to memorize the vocabulary in the magazines [and
memorizing the words was enough for the quizzes]. (Interview 062511)

High school: d. My English level cannot be too low because I am the English

teacher’s assistant. In senior high school, Lily reported that she could obtain high

grades in English in her class. If her test scores dropped, she would lose her face. On

top of that, she was her English teacher’s assistant for two semesters and she thought

that her English level cannot be too low because of her identity as the teacher’s

assistant.

University: a. From “Environment is more critical than effort to English

learning.” to “Effort is more critical than environment to English learning.” From

observing her peers at tertiary stage and ascribing their high English level to their
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experiences of staying abroad, Lily thought environment is more important to one’s
success in language learning. She, however, changed this belief to “Effort is more
critical than environment” during one of her writing classes when she found that her
peers made enormous effort to English writing.

Lily reported that she mistakenly believed that studying abroad can boost one’s
English proficiency to a huge extent. This belief, however, changed when she found
that her English competence was not enhanced after the study tour to New York.

University: b. One needs to “use” English to be able to learn it well. Lily’s
Japanese learning experiences at school and those at The Language Training and
Testing Center (LTTC) helped her compare the distinct learning effects of different
teaching methods. Lily found that she could grasp Japanese better since she had
much more opportunities to use Japanese in LTTC than at school.

University: c. My Shyness hinders my speaking ability. Before college, Lily
had never talked to any foreigners in English. At tertiary stage, she reported that she
would avoid talking to foreigners due to her personality, which would block the
improvement of her oral competence. She states,

I do not like to talk to others. | seldom take the initiative to open up a

conversation. | think it is a obstacle [to improving my speaking ability].

(Interview 073111)

University: d. My English should be good because I am an English major.
When asked about her learning motivation at university, Lily stated, “ I am an English
major, my English competence should be good enough to match this identity”
(Interview 062511). Furthermore, Lily’s learning goal is also related to her identity as
an English major. When inquired about her goal, Lily thought that she had to reach

the English level that an English major should achieve. That is, she could reach a
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high English level in speaking, listening, reading, and writing and could use English
fluently at work.

Postgraduate stage: a. The focus in graduate school is doing research instead
of learning English. After entering the graduate school, Lily stated that what she
learned in gradate school was doing research instead of English learning. Therefore,
she spent more time and energy on studying research papers instead of English
learning materials.

Postgraduate stage: b. Once one stops learning English, his/her English
competence will regress. Prior to the graduate school, Lily worked as a junior high
school teacher and had less exposure to advanced English. Currently, she is under
temporary suspension of schooling [in graduate school]. From her experiences during
these two periods, she claimed that her English level declined due to less English
exposure.

Postgraduate stage: ¢. My English should be excellent because | am an
English teacher. When inquired about the English level she would like to reach at
postgraduate stage, Lily responded,

“The higher the better, because | am an English teacher and English is my
expertise. It will be beneficial to my career if | improve my English”
(Interview 062511).

Though she thought that her English had to be excellent as an English teacher,
after having some teaching experiences in a junior high school, she found that
working as a junior high school teacher did not require high English proficiency since
she just taught her students basic English. For Lily, there is a gap between the
English proficiency which she actually needed for work and the proficiency that she

thought she ought to have to match the identity as an English teacher.
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What English means to Lily.

Elementary school: English is a skill that I am good at. When Lily was an
elementary school student, English had not become a subject yet. Hence, Lily just
viewed English as a kind of skill that she was good at.

High school: English is a subject that | am good at. English became a required
school subject when Lily entered junior high school. Obtaining high marks in English
exams during her high school days, she was aware that her English was good.

University: English is my major, my expertise, and my future profession. At
tertiary stage, Lily chose English as her major. Though she suffered much frustration
in English at this stage, she still thought that her English had to be good enough to
match her identity as an English major. In addition, at this stage, she started to think
about becoming an English teacher after graduation.

In university, English was my major. It was a language that | had to be well-

versed at. Moreover, | was pondering over working as a teacher after

graduation, so it might become my future profession. (Interview 062511)

Postgraduate stage: English is my expertise and a tool for doing research. At
postgraduate, Lily had the identity of English teacher and English major, and she was
aware that English was her expertise. As a graduate school student, she perceived the
focus in graduate school was research and English was viewed as a tool for
conducting research.

Summary of Lily’s Case

In elementary school, Lily did not form specific ideas about how language
should be learned. She just followed her teacher’s instruction and completed her
English assignments. In high school, since English became a school subject at this

stage, she viewed English as a subject and her goal was to obtain high marks in exams.
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Therefore, her language learning beliefs in high school were mostly circulated around
exams. She would focus more on language components and skills that would be tested
and paid less attention to speaking and listening, which were not the foci of tests. In
addition, she was the English teacher’s assistant in high school and thus considered
her English level could not be too low. At tertiary stage, from observing her peers,
Lily began to recognize the importance of the environment. However, her emphasis
on the environment changed after a study tour to New York, since she found little
improvement after the tour. In addition, from her experiences of learning Japanese in
LTTC, she found that it was important to use the target language. Thus, the focus of
her beliefs shifted from exams to real language use. On top of that, as an English
major at university, she thought her English proficiency must be high. After
graduation, she worked as a junior high school teacher and was aware that English
was her expertise. Possessing the identity of an English teacher, she thought that her
English had to be excellent. After teaching in the junior high school for four years,
she decided to take a leave from her teaching job and pursued further studies in a
graduate school. From the training she received in graduate school, she considered
that the focus here was doing research instead of learning English. At postgraduate
stage, with the identity of a teacher as well as a graduate student, Lily regarded

English as her expertise as well as a tool for conducting academic studies.
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Table 3

Summary of Lily’s Learner Beliefs and Her Relationship with English

Stage Learner Beliefs What English Critical Transitions
Means
Elementary | have to finish the homework assigned by my teacher. A skill that Starting to learn English
School | am good at
High a. Whatever is tested in exams is vital A subject that | English became a school subject and Lily
School b. Doing the exercises in test-preparation books can help me am good at studied English mainly to satisfy exam
achieve high grades. requirements.

c. Speaking and listening are less important.
d. My English level cannot be too low because | am the
English teacher’s assistant.
University  a. From “Environment is more critical than effort.” to “Effort ~ My major, a. Starting to encounter difficulty in English
is more critical than Environment.” expertise, and b. Taking a study trip to New York (Lily’s

b. One needs to use English to be able to learn it well. future profession first study abroad experience)




Table 3 (continued)

Summary of Lily’s Learner Beliefs and Her Relationship with English

Stage Learner Beliefs What English Critical Transitions
Means
University ~ c¢. My shyness hinders my speaking ability. c. Learning focus shifted from test to
d. My English should be good because | am an English major. language use.
Postgraduate a. The focus in graduate school is doing research instead of My expertise and  a. Focusing on research

Stage learning English. a tool for research b. Possessing the identity as a teacher
b. Once one stops learning English, his/her English
competence will regress.
c. My English should be excellent because | am an English

teacher.
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CHAPTER 5

Cross-Case Analysis and Discussion

Research Question One and Two

Question 1: What L2 learner beliefs did two Taiwanese MA-TESOL students hold at

different stages in the life?

Question 2: How did the L2 learner beliefs change over time?

Brian’s and Lily’s learner beliefs at different stages are demonstrated
respectively in the previous chapter. While they held diverse beliefs about English
learning, both cases suggest that learner beliefs are dynamic and contextual. Take
Brian for instance, at junior high school stage, as a beginner of English in an exam-
oriented private school, Brian just memorized whatever was taught by his teacher to
satisfy exam requirements. At that time, he viewed English learning as mere
memorization. However, as he gained more knowledge about English learning and
had courses in TESOL, linguistics, and literature at tertiary stage, he began to realize
that English learning was more than memorization: To learn English well, one needs
to develop more advanced skills, such as making a summary or reading an article
critically. On top of that, he actively participated in a variety of English activities to
better develop his communicative competence and to apply what he learned to his life.
As he made a greater effort to improving his English, he attempted to convert
whatever he observed into English learning chances. With enormous exposure to
English, in postgraduate stage, Brian regarded English part of him. In Brian’s case,
his beliefs about language learning methods changed from memorization to more than
memorization and later shifted to merging English learning into his life. Finally,

English was so vital to him that it turned into part of his identity.



As for Lily’s case, in high school, her ways of learning English were mostly
associated with obtaining high scores in English exams, such as doing the exercises in
test-preparation books. After she enrolled in university, from her English and
Japanese learning experiences at this stage, she began to place more emphasis on
“using” the language instead of achieving high scores. That is, the focus of Lily’s
language learning beliefs varied from exams to real language use. As illustrated
above, both cases show that learner beliefs fluctuate across different stages.

The study reveals that learner belief is dynamic and changes in relation to various
factors. The following sections discuss the relationships among belief, context, self,
and identity to provide a clearer picture of how learner belief changes over time.

Context. As described above, learner belief is dynamic and shifts according to
different contexts. However, it is important to note that belief development is not a
mere reflection of contextual influences. Rather, belief is constructed by the learner
in relation to how he or she perceives and interacts with the context. This is
consistent with Ushioda’s (2009) call for *“ a focus on “person in context’, rather than
on context as independent variable, to capture the mutuality constitutive relationship
between persons and the contexts in which they act — a relationship that is dynamic,
complex and non linear”(p.218). In a similar vein, Barcelo (2003) also contends that
context is not fixed but socially constructed as learners interact with the environment.
From this perspective, she interprets context as “learners’ constructions of their
experiences” (p.20). With this interpretation of context, how learners perceive and
explain the context is of pivotal importance. The participants’ language learning
beliefs in university may exemplify this concept. Lily reported that she possessed the
myth that her English would enormously improve if she went abroad. Nevertheless,

she claimed that this myth was dashed after she went on a study tour to the U.S. “ |

60



thought I would have to use English when | was in [an English speaking] environment
but after I arrived there, | found that I still did not need to use it, because | hung out
with my Taiwanese classmates most of the time,” said Lily. Interestingly, while Lily
claimed that she did not have to use much English in an English speaking country,
Brian reported that he perceived abundant language learning opportunities in Taiwan,
an EFL environment. He stated,” [In university] I was in an English learning
environment. [...] | think I was exposed to English all the time.” (Interview 062311)
The sharp contrast between Lily’s and Brain’s perception on their contexts indicates
that belief does not simply mirror the context but that it is constructed by the learner
in connection to how he or she perceives and interprets the context.

Brian’s and Lily’s distinctive perspectives on their contexts can be linked to the
concept of “affordances”, defined by Gibson (1979) as “what it [the environment]
offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good” (p.127). Inspired by
Gibson, van Lier (2004) further interprets affordances as “relationships of possibility,
the result of perceiving an object while co-perceiving oneself” (p.248). That is,
affordances are what agents perceive the environment offer them. Turner (2001) also
points out, context perceived advantageous to L2 learners transform into affordances.
As aforementioned, Brain could see ample language learning affordances in an EFL
setting whereas Lily observed little language learning affordances even in an English-
speaking environment. The stark contrast of their perceptions on the contexts may
shed light on the opportunities and constraints of the EFL environment in Taiwan,
which will be further discussed in the next chapter.

In addition, the findings of the study suggest that affordances are created by
learners in relation to the context instead of being directly provided by the

environment. This argument is different from the assertion of other studies on the
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relationship between beliefs and affordances. Peng (2011) conducted a research on
how classroom affordances mediate language learning beliefs. The study suggests
affordances provided in the classroom could empower learners to adjust their action
and thus leads the focus to how the context can offer sufficient affordances instead of
how the learner generates affordances in connection to the context. While this study
IS in accordance with Peng’s view that “learner beliefs as responsive to classroom
affordances,” the finding points out that affordances are not simply given by the
context but are created by the learner through the perception toward the context.

As aforementioned, learner belief is not a mere reflection of the context but is
constructed by learners in interaction with the context. This concept can also be
demonstrated by Brian and Lily’s different beliefs about test. In senior high school,
although both Brian and Lily were in a context that stressed academic achievement,
Brian underscored the importance of four skills whereas Lily laid stress on the skills
that would be tested, which were reading and writing. The stark contrast between the
two cases may be related to their diverse perceptions on test and types of tests they

took along the way.

At high school stage, Lily considered exam results as “an end”; therefore in her
mind, a good English learning method meant strategies that could help her gain high
scores. Furthermore, before college, the tests she took were quizzes, monthly exams,
and entrance exams for senior high school and college, which mainly test vocabulary,
grammar, reading, and writing skills. In contrast, during high school days, except for
the aforementioned test types, Brian took the basic, the intermediate, and the high-
intermediate levels of the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT), which test all
four skills. For Brian, the scores of the GEPT was a reference point, not a

representation, of the progress that he made in English. He dispelled the popular
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belief that test scores denote one’s language level; hence he did not view exam results

as a final end but as a means to better his English.

In addition, how the participants perceive the relationship among different
language skills and test is also critical to their learner beliefs. Take the two
participants’ beliefs about the significance of listening for example, in senior high
school, Brian placed much more emphasis on listening than Lily did, for Brian
perceived that all language skills are interconnected; that is, training one of the four
skills can also improve other language skills. Therefore he considered that listening
training would enhance his competence in reading and writing and thus boosted his
test performance. By contrast, Lily claimed that listening was less important than
reading and writing since it was not included in exams. Failing to see how listening
could benefit her other language skills and increase exam scores, Lily was less willing
to devote her energy to develop listening. The distinct perceptions of the two cases
on the importance of listening skill may shed light on the recent debate over the
inclusion of listening and speaking skills in Joint College Entrance Exams in Taiwan.
Further implications derived from the participants’ beliefs about test in an exam-
oriented context are addressed in the next chapter.

Self. By investigating learner beliefs held by the two participants, the researcher
identifies an important theme which is closely related to their L2 learning beliefs—the
relationship between the participants’ L2 selves and their language learning beliefs.
Dornyei’s (2005) proposes the concepts of “the ideal L2 self” and “the ought-to self.”
The ideal L2 self is more geared toward the aspiration to have a better command in
L2. On the other hand, the ought-to self is connected to the belief that one should
measure up social expectations to avoid unfavorable consequences. The change of L2

selves may be linked to learners’ motivational language learning beliefs. As
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illustrated in the data, Brain’s L2 self shifts from the ought-to L2 self to the ideal L2
self during the transition from junior high school to senior high school. In junior high
school, most of the time he studied English to satisfy exam requirements or to meet
his teachers’ and parents’ expectations. However, in senior high school, he began to
enjoy English learning as well as to consider himself a competent learner.
Interestingly, although he had a high expectation toward his English proficiency -- “I
want to be even better than educated native speakers of English,” said Brian, he does
not have a clear picture of his ideal self, for his goal is extremely high and he does not
want to limit himself to a specific goal.

Different from Brian, Lily’s L2 self is more prone to “the ought-to self” across
all stages: Most of Lily’s motivational beliefs were voiced alongside a sense of
obligation, which are revealed from her expressions like *“ | should finish my
assignment otherwise | would feel fearful or anxious,” * | was my English teacher’s
assistant in senior high school; my English level could not be too low,” and *“ I am an
English major; | should more or less read some English novels.” Furthermore, Lily
would set diverse standards when she took on different identities. That is, she would
think that one ought to reach a certain English level in order to match a specific
identity. She claimed that there is a gap between the language proficiency which she
needs as a junior high school English teacher and the proficiency which she ought to
possess in order to meet others’ expectation of an English teacher. She explained,
“Because | taught in a junior high school, I did not have to teach advanced English
but if I tell others that I am an English teacher, they will expect that my English must
be excellent.” Moreover, she also made a distinction between the English proficiency
level required for the identity of learner and that of teacher. Lily stated, “When |

teach others, my spelling needs to be totally correct, but if I just learn English by
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myself, my spelling does not have to be that accurate.” While Lily considered that
different identities required diverse levels of English proficiency, Brian expected
himself to be well-versed at English no matter what identities he took on. The
contrast between the two cases may demonstrate the relationship between their L2
selves and learner beliefs, especially beliefs related to their learning motivations and
learning goals.

Identity. Drawing from Dewey’s (1938) notion on the interconnection between
beliefs and identity, Barcelo (2003) points out that our identities are structured in
interaction with our perception on others as well as others’ perception on us. In this
discussion section, | touch on the issues of relationships between “belief and self” as
well as between “belief and identity.” Hence, there may be a need to distinguish
between self and identity, though the differences between the two is subtle. van Lier
(2007) states that identities are how agents relate themselves to the world. He
elaborates:

ideally the self is in harmony with the environment (including the physical, the
social, and the symbolic environment) through well-fitting and satisfactory
identities that are shaped by both self-perceptions and other perceptions. [...]

When our lives change significantly, as is the case when learning a second

language, new identities (way of liking the self to new worlds and words) need

to be forged that bridge the gaps between the known and the new (p.58).

The above differentiation may shed light on the relationship among self, identity,
and learner belief. From this perspective, a learner can be seen as a person
constructing beliefs in interaction with the context while he or she constantly
reconstructs new identities that connects the personal self. This notion may be

demonstrated by Lily’s case: She perceives herself as an English major in the
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university context and reported the belief that my English “ought to” be good because
“1am an English major.” After graduation, she passed the teachers’ screening exam
and started to possess the identity of an English teacher. Responsive to the context
and the new identity, she formed the belief that her English proficiency “ought to” be
excellent because of her teacher identity.

In addition, the conception of “core identity” and “situated identity” may further
illuminate the relationship between learner belief and identity. Gee (1999, p218)
makes a distinction between core identity and situated identity:

| use the term “identity” (or, to be specific, “socially situated identity”) for the

multiple identities we take on in different practices and contexts and would use

the term “core identity” for whatever continuous and relatively (but only
relatively) “fixed” sense of self underlies our contextually shifting multiple
identities.

Adopting the metaphors of clothing and body, | compare situated identity to
“clothing,” which a person can put on and take off as the situation shifts whereas core
identity is more like part of one’s “body,” which is always with the person no matter
how contexts change.

Brian’s change of identities from a junior high school student to a graduate
school student may exemplify the notions of core and situated identity. During junior
high school days, Brian’s identity as an English learner was situated, for he only
studied English in class or when English exams were approaching. In other words, he
only took on the identity of an English learner in specific contexts. However, in
graduate school, he devoted himself fully to English learning to the extent that
English had become part of him. He describes his English learning as “ubiquitous”:

No matter what situation he is in, he is always seeking or even creating language
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learning opportunities. For instance, when he was with his parents, he had the
situated identity as a son, but when his parents had a talk or even a fight, he said he
would utilize this chance to practice English interpretation, since he had a core
identity as an avid English learner. Possessing this core identity, he constructed
beliefs like “English learning is ubiquitous” and * English is every fiber of me.”

As for Lily’s case, her identity as an English teacher and as an English learner
were situated across all stages of her life. As Lily stated, “English plays an important
role in my profession, but not in other parts of my life. [...] 1 use English mainly for
my school assignment. Outside the classroom, | have no one and no need to talk in

English (Lily’s English narrative, 2009). ” The narrative reveals that when Lily left

the classroom context, her identity as an English teacher and as a learner were
downplayed or even temporarily removed from the particular context.

Research Question Three

Research Question 3: What are the participants” most vital beliefs across all the stages?
Brian and Lily: “Effort is vital to language learning.” There are some
similarities and differences between Brian’s and Lily’s critical beliefs. Both Brian
and Lily claimed that “Effort is important to language learning.” In Brian’s English
learning journey, he had been making increasing effort to learning English, especially
since senior high school. Compared to Brian, Lily did not make as much effort to
learning English. What’s more, what Lily meant by “making an effort” mostly refers
to completing the homework assignment given by her teachers. As shown in the
previous chapter, although both of them recognized the importance of effort, the
degree of effort that they were willing to make also varies. The differences is closely
linked to “what the target language means” to themselves. That is, how the learners

relate themselves to English.
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The stark contrast between the two participants’ relationship to English at
different stages may explain their varying degrees of effort made into learning
English. For example, in senior high school, to Brian, English was “a sky”, a space
that he could further develop himself. At that time, he found a great sense of
enjoyment as well as achievement in English and was seriously considering to choose
English as his major in college. Hence, he actively sought more English learning
resources and was willing to invest most of his time and energy on English. In
contrast, as a senior high school student, Lily only perceived English as one of the
school subjects and English was just one of her possible options when she pondered
over her major in university. Therefore, in senior high school, she was willing to
make just enough effort to gain high scores in English and allotted much of her time
to other school subjects.

At postgraduate stage, from Brian’s perspective, English really meant a lot to
him. English was his expertise, entertainment, and even part of him. As
aforementioned, English was so important to him that he was willing to change his
original introvert personality and become more extrovert to practice spoken English
with international students. By contrast, while Lily also perceived English as her
expertise, English was more like a responsibility to her. As stated previously, if she
did not need to fulfill her responsibility as an English teacher and a TESOL graduate
student, she would perceive little connection between English and her life. How the
two participants relate themselves to English distinctively may help illuminate the
underlying difference between their shared critical belief that “Effort is vital to
English learning.”

Aside from the relationship between learner belief and the target language, the

values embedded in the Taiwanese context may also be connected to the participants’
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perceptions on “effort.” Brian claimed that his belief about effort might come from
Confucianism, though the influence was subtle. Teachings like “There is no end to
learning.” and * Constant dropping wears away a stone.” were stressed and valued
among Taiwanese people. Furthermore, Taiwanese media constantly report stories of
successful learners, entrepreneurs, and experts in various fields and attribute their
success to effort. Peter Lai, founder of an English learning magazine as well as a
well-known English instructor in Taiwan, often stresses how hard he studied English
when he was a student. He would offer to do chores for English speakers in order to
chat with them in English or he would even wake up during midnight to study English
till daybreak. With such stories and Confucius’s teachings, the idea that effort is vital
may be embedded in the Taiwanese context and accepted as part of the common
social values either consciously or subconsciously.

Brian: “Language learning is fun.” Although both cases admitted the
importance of effort, only Brian reported the “fun” element in his learner beliefs, such
as “Language learning is fun” or “Having interest in English is critical.” He
considered that having fun in English learning could help keep his learning
motivation. He would adopt enjoyable ways to learn English, such as singing English
songs and reading English learning magazines like Let’s Talk to English and Studio
Classroom. van Lier (1996) also points out the importance of intrinsic motivators,
such as enjoyment and inner curiosity toward the target language. Though the fun
element is vital, what is perceived as “fun” to each individual learner may be of
greater difference. For instance, Lily regarded English learning magazines as mere
test-preparation materials whereas Brian viewed them as interesting materials that

could help him know more about the world.
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This study shows that relationship between the learner and the target language
plays a pivotal role in how much effort that he or she is willing to put into language
learning. Furthermore, it also reveals that the same participant may build varied
relationships with different languages. In addition to English, Lily also had the
experiences of learning Japanese. When learning Japanese, Lily would take the
initiative to seek Japanese extracurricular materials as well as taking language
proficiency tests without being required. She even considered learning Japanese as an
entertainment that could help relax herself in her busy teaching career. In contrast,
Lily only took English proficiency tests when there was a practical need or when
being asked to provide certificates of the tests. For Lily, English was seen as an
obligation while Japanese was perceived as an enjoyment. Though the present study
focuses on learner beliefs about English, how the same learner relate to various
languages differently is also worthy to be noted. At the very least, it is clear that
learning English is not as fun as learning Japanese.

Table 4 compares Brian’s and Lily’s learner beliefs in relation to context, self,
identity, and English. An important transition period worth noting is senior high
school stage, when Brian’s L2 self transformed from ought-to self to ideal self
whereas Lily’s L2 self remained as ought-to self. Their different language selves
played a vital role in their learner beliefs. On top of that, though Brian and Lily were
in similar contexts or possessed similar identities during some periods of their lives,
they perceived and interpreted language learning differently, for they connected

themselves distinctively with English.
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Table 4

Comparisons of Brian’s and Lily’s Learner Beliefs in Relation to Context, Self,

Identity, and English

Junior High School

Brian

Lily

Learner Beliefs

a. Viewing English learning

as mere memorization

b. Centering on coping with

tests

a. Centering on tests

b. Ignoring language skills that

would not be tested

Context

Self

Identity

English

Exam-oriented context

Ought-to self

An English learner

(Situated)

A subject

Exam-oriented context

Ought-to self

An English learner (Situated)

A subject
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Table 4 (continued)

Comparisons of Brian’s and Lily’s Learner Beliefs in Relation to Context, Self,

Identity, and English

Senior High School Brian

Lily

Learner Beliefs Considering that English
learning should be fun,

continuous, and holistic.

a. Centering on tests

b. Ignoring language skills

that would not be tested

Context Exam-oriented context

Self Ideal self

Identity An English learner (Situated)
English A sky where | can further

develop myself

Exam-oriented context

Ought-to self

An English learner/ English

teacher’s assistant (Situated)

A subject
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Table 4 (continued)

Comparisons of Brian’s and Lily’s Learner Beliefs in Relation to Context, Self,

Identity, and English

University Brian Lily
Learner a. Reconceptualizing English a. Downplaying the importance of
Beliefs learning the English-speaking context
b. Connecting English learningto  b. Focusing on using the language
his life instead of tests
c. Recognizing the importance of  c. Perceiving her shyness as a
extroversion and meticulousness barrier to her speaking ability
Context Taiwan (EFL context) a. Taiwan
—>many English learning chances ~ b. New York (English context)
-> few English learning chances
Self Ideal self Ought-to self
Identity An English major (Situated); An An English major/ learner
English learner (Situated—>Core) (Situated)
English

My major, expertise, future

profession

My major, expertise, future

profession

73



Table 4 (continued)

Comparisons of Brian’s and Lily’s Learner Beliefs at Postgraduate Stage in Relation

to Context, Self, Identity, and English

Postgraduate Stage Brian Lily
Learner Beliefs a. Focusing on research a. Focusing on research
b. Considering English b. Stressing the importance of
learning ubiquitous learning English continuously
Context Focusing on research Focusing on research
Self Ideal self Ought-to self
Identity An English major (Situated) An English learner/ major/

) teacher (Situated)
An English learner (Core)

English a. Entertainment a. My expertise

b. Part of me b. A tool for research

74



CHAPTER 6

Conclusion

The two participants’ language learning beliefs explored in this study reveal that
learner beliefs are dynamic and relational. The study suggests that learner belief
change is closely connected with how learners perceive the context as well as how
they relate themselves to the target language. In this chapter, a summary of the study
is first presented. Then, pedagogical implications, suggestions for future research,

and limitations of the study are put forward.

Summary of the Study

The study aims to explore the dynamic nature of learner beliefs through
exploring two Taiwanese TESOL MA students’ beliefs at different stages of their
lives, from elementary school to postgraduate stages. The study adopts a qualitative
research method. The participants, under the pseudonyms of Brian and Lily, are two
TESOL MA students in a graduate school in northern Taiwan. Data collection
methods mainly include written narratives and semi-structured interviews. The data
collected is further analyzed using a holistic-content approach. Furthermore, member
checking is applied to guard the trustworthiness of the study. The data demonstrate
that the participants’ beliefs shifted in interaction with the context and thus reveal that
the nature of learner belief is dynamic. In Brian’s case, his learner beliefs varied from
English learning is memorization to more than memorization and later shifted to
English learning is ubiquitous. As for Lily, the focus of her learner beliefs fluctuated
from exams to real language use. Furthermore, the findings indicate that the
construction of learner beliefs is connected with the context, self, and identity. Itis

noted that what really matters is not the context itself but how learners perceive the



context. Then, the conceptions of ideal self vs. ought-to self and core identity vs.
situated identity are introduced to shed light on their relationship with learner belief.
The findings also show that while both participants claimed that effort is critical to
language learning across all stages, it is how they relate themselves to the target
language that determine how much effort that they are willing to made into language

learning.

Pedagogical Implications

Based on the results of the study, learner belief is dynamic and may shift in
relation to various factors. Due to the changing nature of learner belief, educators
cannot view students’ beliefs as static entities and regard students as mere receivers of
beliefs. Instead, educators need to be aware that learners are constantly interacting
with their contexts and reconstruct their beliefs accordingly. Therefore, instead of
using one-shot method to investigate students’ beliefs, instructors need to adopt
multiple methods to explore their beliefs at different time points. For example, in the
beginning of the semester, a questionnaire is distributed to survey students’ beliefs;
during the middle of the semester, a group interview can be conducted to better
understand their beliefs, and at the end of the semester, an individual reflection may

be used to capture their belief change.

Furthermore, although a number of researchers have suggested to implement
belief intervention methods in the classroom (Bernat, 2005; Mantle-Bromley, 1995;
Peacock, 2001), the present study suggests that it may be inappropriate to regard
learner beliefs as fixed concepts and apply intervention methods to change them

without taking learners’ relationship with the language into consideration.
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As revealed by the study, learner belief changes in interaction with the context.
However, how learners perceives and interprets the context is more critical than the
context itself. In a similar vein, while a number of studies have reported constraints
of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) environment (Yang & Kim, 2011; Zhang,
2001), learners are not confined by the EFL context but by their perceptions toward
the context. With this understanding, teachers can facilitate learners to perceive or
even create learning opportunities in the EFL context. With the advancement of the
internet and technology, teachers can assist learners to gain access to abundant on-line
English learning resources as well as encourage learners to discuss and share their

views on how to generate English learning opportunities in the environment.

In addition to the contextual factors, the study shows that how learners connect
their selves and identities to English are critical to their language learning. Therefore,
approaches that assist learners to reflect on the relationships among English, their
selves, and identities are of pivotal importance. Teachers may conduct activities, such
as individual written reflections and group discussions, to help learners think over

how they connect themselves to English.

Last but not least, the participants’ distinctive learner beliefs about test and
language skills may illuminate the recent debate over the incorporation of listening in
Joint College Entrance Exams. In the study, both cases needed to satisfy exam
requirements at senior high school stage. However, their different perceptions toward
test resulted in their distinctive attitudes toward listening. Regarding exams as a tool,
Brian did not study for the purpose of exams only. Although listening was not
incorporated in entrance exams, he was still willing to spend time on listening. By
contrast, Lily had little intention to hone her listening skills, for she viewed exams as
a goal, and thus she ignored skills that would not be tested. The sharp contrast
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between Brian and Lily suggests that learners’ perception toward test is more
important than test itself. If learners do not perceive test as the major goal of studying
English, they are likely to practice important language skills that are not included in

exams.

While educators in Taiwan suggest the inclusion of listening test in the Joint
College Entrance Exam, the Ministry of Education still has concerns over the
implementation of listening test, for students from economically disadvantaged
families may not have sufficient access to listening resources compared to those from
well-off backgrounds (Wang, 2009). Nevertheless, if learners do not view exam
results as the only end, they may still want to train their listening ability even though
listening is not incorporated in entrance exams. In other words, what really matters is
not whether to include listening in test but how learners perceive the importance of

listening and the meaning of exams.

Limitations of the Study

The study has several constraints. First, while the study attempts to explore
learner belief across different stages in learners’ lives, the researcher did not adopt
observation to collect data due to limited time. In addition, the contexts in the study
are various, including home, after school classes, schools, language learning centers,
and abroad context. The researcher cannot observe the cases in a plethora of contexts
owing to limited time, budget, and human power. The present study mainly used
interviews and narratives to collect data, which might suffer from memory distortion.
The memory of the participants’ past events might be affected by their interpretations

at the present time.
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Second, as aforementioned, the research method did not incorporate observation
and therefore the researcher could not firmly comment on the relationship between
the learners’ action and beliefs. While the researcher found that different levels of
agency between the two participants may be an theme of interest, it is hard to discuss

their agencies with little observation of their actual behaviors.

Suggestions for Further Research

Based on the findings of the present study, some suggestions for further research
are proposed. First, while the current study mainly centers on English learning beliefs,
the data show that a person can have diverse relationships with different languages.
How a learner perceives different languages and how the perception relates to learner
beliefs about diverse languages may be an issue worthy of further exploration.

Second, longitudinal studies on beliefs can incorporate more data collection methods,
such as observation and learner diaries, to capture a more intact picture of learner

beliefs as well as to better triangulate the data.

Third, teachers are also learners. It may be a topic of interest to investigate how
teachers’ learner beliefs influence or interact with their teaching beliefs. Fourth, in
terms of research method, the researcher found that design of BALLI can be modified
to better illicit learner beliefs within the Taiwanese context. For example, the first
category of BALLI consists of questions about language aptitude. Though Taiwanese
students do not deny the importance of aptitude but they may place more emphasis on
effort over aptitude when it comes to language learning. Thus, questions asked

should not center on aptitude only.

Moreover, the questions of BALLI are mostly related to linguistic components,

such as grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation; less attention is paid to skills, like
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reading or writing. Advanced skills, like making a summary or critical thinking are
also ignored. Since BALLI are often applied to measure college students’ learner
beliefs, the inclusion of advanced skills is needed. Future researchers may
contemplate on the adaptation of BALLI. Last, as mentioned previously, important
themes like the relationship between belief and agency or belief and autonomy can be
further explored to help researchers better understand the relationship between learner

beliefs and other factors.

Conclusion

The study explores two Taiwanese MA-TESOL students’ learner beliefs across
various stages in their English learning journey. The study reveals that their learner
beliefs did undergo changes in different contexts. The results of the study lend
support to the perspective of the contextual approach that “beliefs are not stable
entities within the individual, but situated in social contexts and formed through
specific instances of social interaction and, as a result are constantly evolving”
(Woods, 2006, p202). On top of that, the study noted that what really matters is not
the context itself but how learners perceive and interpret the specific context.
Moreover, the study also demonstrates how learners constructed their language
learning beliefs in relation to self and identity. How learners relate themselves to the
language is a complex but critical issue worthy of further exploration. As described
by Mercer (2011), belief is a complex, dynamic, and nonlinear system; this study does
not aim to make a causal relationship between learner beliefs and any specific factors.
Rather, the study would like to provide a contextually-grounded relational analysis of
two L2 learners’ beliefs to help teachers as well as researchers in TESOL to better

understand the dynamic nature of learner belief.
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Appendix A
The Protocol and Questions for the First Semi-structured Interview
Protocol

Let’s focus on elementary school stage first. Tell me, how was it like to learn
English at the time? Was there any important event at the time? What was your

attitude toward English learning at the time?

Note: The participant is expected to provide answers based on their thoughts at

different stages of their schooling. All interviews were conducted in Chinese.
Interview Questions

A. Second Language Aptitude

1. To what extent did you think that some people were better than others in
learning English when you were at this stage of schooling? What kind of
people did you think were better at learning English?

2. To what extent and in what aspect(s) did you think that you were particularly

good at learning English?

B. The Difficulty of Language Learning

1. How difficult was it to learn English when you were at this stage of schooling?

What made you think so? How long would it take to learn English well?

2. To what extent did you think that you would learn English well? What made

did you think so?
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3. Which aspect(s) of English learning was more difficult for you? How did you
find that?

4. Which aspect(s) of English learning was easier for you? How did you find that?

C. The Nature of Language Learning

1. What was the best or the most effective way to learn English when you were
at this stage of schooling? What made you think so?

2. What was the most important part of learning English? What made you think
s0?

3. Which aspect(s) of English did you spend most time and energy on ?

4. To what extent and in what aspects did you think that learning English was

different from learning other academic subjects?

D. Learning and Communication Strategies

1. How important was pronunciation in learning English when you were at this
stage of schooling? What made you think so?

2. When you did not know a word in English, what would you do?

3. How important was it for you to repeat and practice a lot in learning English?
Could you give an example to show how important it was/ is to you? Why did
you think so?

4. Did you have experiences of speaking English to foreigners at the time? What
was it like? How did you like practicing or simply speaking English with the
foreigners you met?

5. How important was accuracy at this stage? Could you tell me a story to show
the importance at the time? To what extent and in what way would making

errors influence your English learning?

89



6. How important was fluency at this stage? Could you tell me a story to show
the importance at the time? What strategies did you use to increase your
fluency?

7. What learning aids, such as a tape recorder or English magazines, did you use
at this stage? How did you get to use these aids? Who told you about them?
Why or what happened? To what extent and in what way were the learning

aids beneficial to you?
E. Motivation
1. How strong was your motivation toward learning English at this stage? Could
you tell me the reasons?

2. What motivated or demotivated you to learn English? To what extent and in

what way did these motivators or demotivators influence you?

F. Critical beliefs

In the process of learning English, what would you say to be some of the critical
beliefs that had influenced you greatly? What led to those critical beliefs? To what

extent and in what way did those beliefs influence you?

Protocol: OK, now let’s move on to the next stage of your English learning

experiences. (The same questions will be asked again, focusing on the next stage.)
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Appendix B

Interview Questions for the Second Semi-structured Interview

Sample Questions for Lily

Identity

1. In the first interview, you mentioned that your English must be good because
you are an English major, why did you think so? Is there any experience or

factor that led to this thought?

2. What is the image of an English major in your mind?

Learning Materials

1. Did you seek other extracurricular English learning resources in college?

What kind of English books would you buy?

2. Did you seek other extracurricular English learning resources in high school?

English Exams

1. What kind of English Proficiency Tests have you taken? When and why did

you take those tests?

2. What Japanese English proficiency Tests have you taken? When and why did

you take those tests?

Being a Teacher

1. You mentioned that the experience of being a teacher had some influence on
your conceptions about learning English. After you became a teacher, did you
find any special features of good language learners?
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2. After you became a teacher, what do you think how language should be
learned? Do you develop any learning or communication strategies? What are

the strategies that you often adopt in learning English?

3. As ateacher, is there any factor that motivates or demotivates you in language

learning?

Experiences of Learning Other Languages

1. When did you go to The Language Training and Testing center?

2. How your learning experiences influence your English learning?

Personal Features

1. How personal features influence your language learning?

2. You said that your shyness would hinder your oral ability. Did you try any

method to improve your speaking competence?

Learning Method

In college, you felt that your English was not good enough, did you do

anything to enhance your language ability

Perception on Teachers

You just said that the suggestions provided by your teacher were very useful,
but [in your narrative] you put that the advice given by one of your senior high
school teacher was of little use. This experience was different from your

previous experiences. How did this experience affect your learning?
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Appendix C

A Supplementary Note from Lily

EXETERA R R - (RS EEFEEM
1. FRHVER B R )G A BV TT7RY

BAREIRIEIRA L RREEALA - BREbRA R A PR S S SRS VA -
AR AR G R AN ZMEPESRA L3S0/ EEHE Y - HE"HH
AE" - FHE =LA A EA/NEZEG HEEEE - SRESHE 2B - K
FAER - (BRIBREFSCER Yy > SR A EEERT] > e R
Fal it - AIBPEEME PRSI RS HE Y -

2. PAER T Ie FIBRAE/ NZH I BL B S BRI 2 1R % - BIANSSCRHRRRY
EEEEE S - AR RS EINE - N BAERE B TPt 2 AT RS
£ o WE BTN SE 2RI TESOCHARIREL SR » B0 - B2 R TGE
TS > BN - PR E  BREEERGET IO £ R E 2 B0RE)

BEAEE—EFEEER LR R - BAEGILHRZETEERFEE

e

IR ] A SRR A REHY -~ R E R H B A RES -

3. 08 narmative PPAHEE] ARG SO LRIV BRI > e
TR R B R SRS R SRR T (L PR
AR B A S R - AT RS - i T iR
ORI £ 30T - HETEN Y MR RS S0y L R

FYYE

93



Appendix D

A Sample of the Written Narratives: English Version

An Excerpt of Lily’s Story

I am an English major. I teach English. And I’m pursuing my MA degree in the
TESOL program. However, that’s all what English means to me. In other words,
English plays an important role in my profession, but not in other parts of my life. |
enjoy Japanese TV programs, not American TV series. | listen to Chinese and
Taiwanese songs but not English ones. | use English mainly for my school assignment.
Outside the classroom, | have no one and no need to talk in English. Frankly speaking,
I earn my living by English, which is the main reason that pushes me to improve my

English proficiency, without an end to stop.

My English has been being “good” compared with my peers since | started to
learn it. As a result, it has become something I am good at and even something | can

have to excel others.

At about age 9, | learned English for the first time. It was a course offered by
my father’s company, lasting for only one or two semesters. Once the teacher put all
the words on the whiteboard and we had to hit the word when she said it. The faster
one would be the winner. | beat everyone else in the class. Perhaps this was my

earliest successful experience in learning English.

On my fifth grade, age 11, | formally started to learn English and got my English
name, Mandy. | liked this name very much and thought it was really suitable for me.
The pupils of the class ranged from age 10-12, gathered by enthusiastic mothers in

our neighborhood. Our teacher was Ms. Wu. She integrated a variety of activities into
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the class. In addition to the reference book of junior high school English textbook, Ms.
Wu herself created funny dialogues and asked us to memorize them to do role play.
She taught us English songs and dramas as well. Soon | found | was more capable
than other classmates. Though some of my classmates were a year older than me, |
could always get the highest grades on quizzes. One of our assignments was to read
aloud an article within a certain limits of time, say, 60 seconds. | liked this assignment
a lot and each time | practiced and practiced until | was sure that no one would read
faster than me. | learned English there until | graduated from junior high school and
developed my elementary English proficiency. Ms. Wu even asked me to be her
assistant in a lower-level class, a class that started a year later than ours. And she did
give me a good pay. Learning English was fun and gave me a great sense of
achievement. For me, English was not just a subject at school. It could make me

different from others. What’s more, | could make money with it!

Then I moved to my senior high school life. There was a big gap between
junior and senior high school English, especially the amount of vocabulary. However,
following what the school teacher asked us to do, such as memorizing vocabulary,
doing translation exercises, studying the grammar book and each lesson in the
textbook thoroughly, 1 gradually improved my English proficiency. It seemed not
hard for me to understand those complex grammar rules and applied them to exercises

and exams.
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An Excerpt of Brian’s Story

My First Encounter with English

When | was a third grader in elementary school, |1 was exposed to English
learning materials that centered on conversational English through video cassette
tapes. | enjoyed learning with the authentic materials because it was the only source
that | could tap into the world of English. Although I did not spend too much time
learning English, this wonderful experience awakened my hibernated interest in future
studies of English. I learned English just for fun. I did not have a specific goal of
learning English. However, | was aware that English was considered important

because all of my classmates were studying English in cram schools.

Ups and Downs of Learning English in Secondary School

Before entering junior high school, I did not expect that a pre-semester course
would be conducted in the entire summer. | learned three major subjects, including
math, Chinese and English. To bridge the academic gap between elementary and
junior high school, the school | attended arranged lessons that aimed to prepare
students to get used to the new environment and more difficult content in advance. |
still remember how my English teacher taught me—memorizing the 26 letters and the
phonetic symbols (via KK) in the English language sound system. I memorized
fabricated dialogues and needed to reduplicate exactly the same one on the written
exams in each lesson. The dull process of learning English continued in the entire 3
years of study in junior high. I did not, in fact, find joy in learning English. There
were not so many resources like nowadays. | did not learn how to plan, monitor and
evaluate my own learning by setting a clear goal for myself. | tended to follow

teacher’s guidance and finished my job as a student.
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Most of the time, | did OK in school. | passed the tests, either daily, weekly or
monthly tests. However, | wondered why | learned English. | did not know what |
could do with English in my real life. I did not have the environment and pressing
communication needs to interact with others. My peers were for the most part
competing with one another, trying to perform better in grades. | did not have too
much interaction with them except comparing grades with them. But I did not feel any
motivation at all to bring my own life experience and created connection with what |
studied. | was at a loss then as to what | could do after learning. The knowledge |
learned seemed useless and someday it would be forgotten! Why did | waste my time

to do things that were meaningless? | did not get it!

Although 1 did not find joy in studying, I tried my best to measure up my
parents’ and teachers’ expectations to be the so-called “a good student”. | think I
needed to do well in order to survive in the hierarchy of society because everyone
might become the greatest potential enemy. The only purpose for studying seemed to

become an obedient good student listening attentively in class.
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Appendix E

A Sample of the Written Narratives: The Chinese Version
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Appendix F

A Sample of the First Interview

Jat

Brian 06231157522 F-1iei
Note: E stands for the interviewer; B for Brian
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Appendix G

A Sample of the Second Interview

Brian 55382545 (Interview, 070311)
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Lily 553822 Ff5 (Interview, 073111)
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