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Abstract

This study investigated how learners’ language learning beliefs developed in the
course of learners’ individual past learning experience and could change during
a period of one semester course. The study was conducted on a group of female
university students who took an English listening course. The questionnaire about
language learning beliefs was originally constructed to investigate primarily the
relationship between the students’ past English learning experience, their learning
during the course and the development of their beliefs about learning English. The
questionnaire was administered twice in the begging and the end of the semester,
and the data were analyzed statistically. The results of statistical analysis were further
probed by individual interviews to the students. The interview data was qualitatively
analyzed in relation to the questionnaire results, and interpreted based on Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory. The interpretation detected the three key words: environments,

experiences, and personalization.
Keywords: environment, experiences, personalization

The relationship between language learning experiences and beliefs has been
investigated in recent studies from several viewpoints. In Barcelos’ study (2003) on
the effect of experience on language learning beliefs, experience was defined as the
interaction, adaptation, and adjustment of individuals to the environment (p. 174),
which includes everything that facilitates or prevents what individuals do. From
qualitative analysis of the data gathered from teachers and learners of an EFL course
in the States, she concluded that “[teachers’ and students’] beliefs about SLA were the
results of the connections they made between their past and present experiences, thus
exemplifying the principle of continuity and interaction as defined by Dewey (1938)”.
Ellis and Tanaka (2003) also pointed out the strong influence of personal learning
experience on language learning beliefs, and stressed the relation of the learning
environment to beliefs. They wrote that “experience of learning a language in a
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different environment (e.g., a new teacher, new teaching material, a new setting) may
lead to learners modifying their existing beliefs or forming new ones” (p. 64).

With more emphasis on the social aspect of interaction between experience and
beliefs, Alanen (2003) wrote that language learning beliefs are formed and developed
as learners use their target languages and do language learning activities in specific
learning context, and pointed out that learner beliefs are socially constructed and
value-associated based on the results of previous studies (Little et al., 1984; Sakui &
Gaies, 1999; White, 1999). Alanen studied the learner beliefs of young Finnish foreign
language learners from a neo-Vygotskian sociocultural framework, in which leaner
beliefs are defined as “a type of meditational means, a psychological and cultural
tool that learners use to mediate human actions” (p. 69). She claimed that her study
illustrated the socially co-constructed and contextual nature of belief formation.
Dufva (2003) also stressed the influence of others on formation of language learning
beliefs. She analyzed the data collected through interviews, group discussions or
written narratives with a focus on ‘Voice’ of the subjects (Finnish foreign language
learners and teachers). Dufva elaborated the features of beliefs as contextual, socially-
formulated and dynamic. She stressed the role of Others “who have some kind of
authority” (p. 137) to affect the formation and modification of beliefs, and pointed
out that they embody “the linguistic attitudes of the community at large and ... the
discourses within language education, language policies, curricula, syllabi and
teachers’ practices” (p. 138).

From the literature review, it can be said that qualitative data about learning
experience, that is, interactions between learners and their learning environment
is crucial to explore the formation and development of language learning beliefs.
The present study explored the relationship between the learning environment and
language learners’ belief formation and changes with a focus on learners’ past learning
experience. As a sequential mixed-methods study, the present study used semi-
structured interviews to seek explanations for questionnaire data on the language
learner beliefs of university students. In the first phase of the project, language learner
beliefs were investigated with the quantitative data from the questionnaire. In the
following phase, the results of the questionnaire were examined with the qualitative
data from the semi-structured interview to get more concrete descriptions of the
formation, state, and/or changes of learners’ language learning beliefs.
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The following research questions were posed:

1. How are the students’ past English learning experiences (in junior high and
high school) related to their language learning beliefs?

2. Did the students’ language learning beliefs change during the course they took
in the present study? How, if at all, did the students’ language learning beliefs
change? What are the possible factors for the changes?

3. Were the changes of the students’ language learning beliefs reflected in their

self-directed learning?

Method

Following Barcelos’ recommendation of taking a contextual approach to the
investigation of learner beliefs, the present study defined that learner beliefs are not
static, but variable through the interaction with factors in a specific learning situation.
Applying a mixed methods design, the subjects’ language learner beliefs were
investigated with a questionnaire, a self-study journal and a semi-structured interview.

Course

The course was an elective English course designed to develop overall English
communicative ability with the focus on listening skills. The course was designed
based on the textbook (Active Listening 2, Cambridge University Press, 2007). Each
lesson covered one of the units of the course textbook with pair- and group-works to
enhance the students’ use of English. The lessons were basically conducted in English.
However, as the students’ ability is not high enough to understand the teacher’s
instructions only in English, the teacher sometimes used Japanese to explain the

instructions.

Participants

The participants of this project (N = 33) were the students in their second or third
year (19 year-old or older) at a women’s university in Tokyo. As the course in which
this study was carried out was an elective English course, most of the students were
not English related majors, but mostly science related majors, such as, Food science
or Social study. All of them took the required English courses in their first year.
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Instruments

Language learning belief questionnaire. A six-point Likert-scale questionnaire
with 21 items includes items taken from the previous studies on language learning
beliefs, Cotterall (1999), Horwitz (1987), Sakui & Gates (1999) and Mori (1999), and
the original items of the present study (see Appendix).

As the first step to construct the Likert-scale questionnaire to be used in the
present study, the open-ended questionnaire was administered to collect data as the
bases to write the original questionnaire items specific to the present study. These
original items were added to the ones taken from the previous language learner belief
research. The open-ended questionnaire was administered to about 150 students of
the Listening skills course at the beginning of spring semester in 2011. The results
were analyzed qualitatively and the original items were written based on the results of
analysis. Consequently, the original questionnaire consisted of 39 items with 4 scales
was constructed. This questionnaire was administered to about 100 students of the
same course at the end fall semester in 2011. The results were analyzed statistically to
explore its underlying factors and examine its reliability.

Analysis of the likert-scale questionnaire

The result of the 39-item questionnaire was analyzed (collected in the end of the
fall semester) by factor analysis on SPSS. As a result of extracting factors by principal
component analysis, 9 of the original 39 items of the questionnaire were excluded
due to their low correlation (> .5) detected by anti-image correlation. Second running
of extraction on the remained 30 items showed the better indices for factor analysis
(determinant 2.62E-008, KMO .791, Bartlet’s test p = <.000, anti-image correlation >.5,
Residual 26% >.05, communalities over .7 for all components). Nine components were
extracted with eigenvalue > 1. Among them, four components were identified as the
factors based on the theoretical adequacy and the scree plot. As these four factors are
considered related each other, oblique rotation was chosen for factor rotation with direct
oblimin method. Factor correlation matrix justified the use of oblique rotation with the
correlation coefficients from .387 to .154. The pattern matrix identified a group of items
of each factor. Twenty four items were left altogether in the questionnaire, with 5 items
for Factor 1, 4 items for Factor 2, 11 items for Factor 3 and 4 items for Factor 4. The
constructs underlying the four factors were assumed respectively: Beliefs about the
role of tests in learning English (Factor 1), Beliefs about a communicative orientation
to learning English and tests (Factor 2), Beliefs about /Attitudes to learning English
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(Factor 3), Beliefs about a traditional orientation to learning English.

The largest amount of the total variance was explained by Factor 3 (5.904) followed
by Factor 1 (5.380), Factor 2 (4.177), Factor 4 (2.907). High correlations between
Factor 1 and other factors imply that English tests play a significant role in English
learning for the subjects, and they prefer the tests that are designed to measure the
use of English. Also, the correlation between Factor 2 and Factor 3 indicates the
tendency that the subjects like to enjoy using English in the class and to be tested their
performance actually using English.

The reliability of the questionnaire was examined by using Chronbach’s alpha, «.
The four groups of items of the questionnaire were analyzed as the subscales which
represent four factors. All the subscales showed the acceptable values of Chronbach’s
alpha (.836 for Factor 1, .762 for Factor 2, .806 for Factor 3 and .680 for Factor 4). By
examining Item-Total statistics, three items (Item 19 of Factor 2, Item 9 of Factor 3
and Item 21 of Factor 4) were detected as affecting the overall Chronbach’s alpha and
deleted from the final version of the questionnaire. Accordingly, 21 items were retained
in the questionnaire.

Confirming the inclusion of these 24 items in the questionnaire, Rasch model
analyses using WINSTEPS were done to the subscales of the questionnaire to
see if any of the items were misfitting the model and affecting the reliability of the
questionnaire. Two items (Item 9 of Factor 3 and 21 of Factor 4) were detected as
misfitting the model and deleted as in the factor analysis. In addition, Item 10 of Factor
3 was detected misfitting the model, and its deletion resulted in the higher reliability
estimate and better separation for both of item and person. As for Item 19, which was
deleted in the factor analysis, Rasch model analyses showed different result. Item 19
was retained because its deletion severely lowered the item reliability estimate and
item separation. Consequently, the final version of questionnaire consisted of 21 items,
the same number of items as in the factor analysis. The unidimensionality of each
subscale of the questionnaire was checked through the values in the residual tables
provided by Rasch Model. All the subscales showed the values high enough to prove
their unidimensionality. At the same time, the six point-Likert scale was confirmed for
appropriate category function in measuring.

Finally, the questionnaire was tested for any differential item functioning (DIF)
among the groups of subjects from five different departments, which are English
Literature, Japanese Literature, Food Science, Social Study and Life & Ecology. There
was no item detected for DIF among the groups.
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The following are the items in the four subscales of the questionnaire.
Factor 1: Beliefs about the role of tests in learning English

® | can review my learning by taking tests.

@ Test is a good opportunity to know my current level of English and to improve my
English ability.

® Tests should be administered on a regular basis so that I can assess development of
English ability.

® All skills, such as, grammar, listening, reading comprehension should be tested.

® In English tests, the test takers should actually listen, read, write or speak in
English.

Factor 2: Beliefs about a communicative orientation to learning English and tests

® | want to be tested English communication ability with an emphasis on listening and
speaking ability.

® Testing pronunciation and communication ability is as important as testing the
knowledge of vocabulary and grammar.

@ English for daily conversation should be tested.

® If | heard a foreigner of my age speaking English I would go up to that person to
practice speaking.

Factor 3: Beliefs about /Attitudes to learning English

® In learning English it is important to repeat and practice a lot.

® | don’t mind making mistakes if I can learn to communicate.

@ If I learn to speak English very well it will help me to get a job.

® It is OK to guess if you do know a word in English.

® English conversation class should be enjoyable.

® | don’t mind appearing foolish if I can make myself understood.

@ Listening to tapes and watching English programs on television are very important
in learning English.

® You learn a lot by having errors corrected.

® | study English because it is useful to communicate with English-speaking people.

Factor 4: Beliefs about a traditional orientation to learning English

® | need to know language rules before I can communicate in English.
® The most important part of learning a foreign language is learning the grammar.
® The most important part of learning a foreign language is learning vocabulary

words.
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Self-assessment sheet. In the beginning of the course, the participants set their
own goals of their self-regulated study (i.e., What will they be able to do by the end of
the course?) and made detailed self-study plans to achieve their goals. The participants
reflected what and how they did for their self-study and revised their study plans three
times during the course.

Semi-structured interview. The semi-structured interview was organized with
questions about the participants’ past English learning experience, questions emerged
from analysis of the questionnaire data, and questions about the participants’ self-
directed study recorded on the assessment sheet. The questions in the interview
consisted of three parts:

1. Questions about the participants’ past learning experience in junior high and
high school
2. Questions formed through the questionnaire analyses:

3. Questions about the participants’ self-directed learning:

Procedure

In the beginning of the course, the participants wrote in the self-assessment sheet
with their goals and self-study plans. The informed consent forms for participating in
the present study were also gathered from the participants in the second or third class
meeting. The questionnaire was administered twice, in the third or fourth class meeting
and about 12 weeks later at the last class meeting after the final test. Throughout the
course, the participants were asked to monitor and evaluate their own self-directed
learning by writing in the self-assessment sheet three times throughout the course. At
the end of the course, the semi-structured interview was conducted to six participants,
who agreed to have an interview. The interview proceeded in Japanese by a colleague
teacher of the author. Accordingly, the data analyses were performed sequentially. After
the course final test, two sets of the questionnaire data were compared statistically
before the semi-structured interview so that the results of the questionnaire analysis

could be explored in more detail in the semi-structured interview.

Results

The questionnaire data were statistically analyzed using the repeated-measures
ANOVA with factors (IV/Factor: pre- and post-test, DV: scores of four subscales
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constituting the language learner questionnaire) and the paired-samples #-test on
21 pairs of scores of questionnaire items. To complement the result of the statistical
analyses, the interview data and self-assessment sheet text data were qualitatively

analyzed.

Results of Questionnaire

The sample size (33) was assumed to have a normal distribution for these
two tests. The descriptive statistics showed that the mean of Factor 4 (Beliefs
about a traditional orientation to learning English) was relatively lower than other
three factors in both administrations of the questionnaire. This indicates that the
participants generally think that vocabulary and grammar exercises less important for
their English learning. However, the increase in Factor 4 was bigger than other three

factors (see Table).

Table Mean and Standard Deviation of Four Factors

M (SD)
Questionnaire Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4
1 3.21(74) | 291 (77) | 3.30 (77) | 2.27 (.94)
2 3.27 (67) | 3.18 (.68) | 3.45(79) | 2.64 (1.14)

Note. Factor 1: Test, Factor 2: Communicative orientation, Factor 3: Attitude,
Factor 4: Traditional orientation

Firstly, two sets of questionnaire data were compared statistically with the
repeated-measures ANOVA with factors. The result did not detect any significant
differences (p < .05) in all of the four factors of the questionnaire between its two
administrations. However, two factors showed observable differences, Factor 2: Beliefs
about a communicative orientation to learning English and tests, F (1, 34) = 3.48 at p <
.72, and Factor 4: Beliefs about a traditional orientation to learning English, F (1, 34) =
3.35, p < .77. Both factors made an increase in the second questionnaire administered
at the end of the course. This indicates the possibility that the participants’ beliefs
regarding these two factors have made a change during the course period. The change
could be further probed specifically in these factors in the semi-structured interview.

Second, the paired-samples #-test was conducted on each pair of scores of 21 items
of the questionnaire between its two administrations in order to see any changes in the
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participants’ beliefs in detail. The number of pairs of scores was acceptable to obtain
accurate p values. A Bonfferoni adjustment was made to the alpha level (p < .05/21 =
0.0238 ~ .02). Although no significant differences were observed, two items displayed
differences much larger than the rest of items: Item 16, ¢t = - 3.75, (Factor 2, If I heard
a foreigner of my age speaking English I would go up to that person to practice speaking),
and Item 20, t = - 2.3, (Factor 4, The most important part of learning a foreign language
is learning the grammar). Both items showed an increase in the second administration.
These results may sound a little contradictory as the former item is related to actual
use of English while the latter is related to usage or knowledge of English. However,
these results implied that the participants might have had experiences that worked to
relate these two items in some way during the course period.

Taking the results above into consideration, the questions for the semi-structured
interview were formed with the focus on the beliefs about a traditional orientation and
communicative orientation to learning English, and the change in these beliefs. The
questions were:

1. Questions about the participants’ past English learning experience:

® What were English lessons focused on in junior high and high school?
® What kinds of activities/exercises/tasks did you do in English class?
® What was tested on English tests at school?
® How do you feel about the English classes you have had on the whole?
® What/How did you study yourself? (self-directed learning)
2. Questions formed through the analyses of the questionnaire:
® When you learn English, what do you think should be focused on? For example,
communicative use of English? Vocabulary? Grammar? Or Something Else?
® How, if at all, has your opinion about the above changed since you were in
junior high school?
® How, if at all, has it changed over the course of this past semester?
® Why do you think has your opinion changed?
® (About Item 16 and 20 of the questionnaire),
How did your opinion about Item 16 and 20 change?
3. Questions about self-directed study (showing the interviewee’s self-assessment
sheet):
® Looking at what you planned to do your self-assessment sheet, what, if
anything, were you unable to do? Why do you think this happened?
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Results of Interview

The semi-structured interview was conducted with six participants (with
pseudonyms respectively, Saki, Rie, Mayumi, Keiko, Miho, Yukie, for convenience
hereafter), who agreed to answer the questions in the interview.

Firstly the participants were asked about their past learning experiences, especially
in their junior high school and high school, and then, about their responses to some of
the questionnaire items, and finally about the participants’ self-directed study.

Past learning experiences in school. In junior high school, many of the
participants seemed to study English with fun by playing games and communicating
with ALT in English as Saki remembered below.

Saki: During the three years, we had the same teacher for the English class. It was
like the lesson was focused on conversation, so we had to practice conversations
in English with friends and the teacher. Spoke, and enjoyed singing songs a lot.

Later, she also talked about how enjoyable the English lessons were in junior high
school.

Saki: In junior high school, I liked English. The teacher was fun. We enjoyed
conversations and games in the lesson, so I loved English class.

In high school, most of the six participants said that the lessons in high school
were generally oriented to the college entrance examination, and they studied mostly
to gain knowledge necessary to pass the examination. In the typical lesson at high
school, they worked on grammar exercises, reading comprehension and vocabulary.
The following are some excerpts from the interview about the English lessons they
had in high school:

Saki: In high school, only grammar, we worked mostly on grammar exercises, and
read a long passage and translated it in Japanese, and read another passage and
translated it and... There was no conversation practice.

Mayumi: Lessons in high school were difficult for me. In the writing class, we
spent the whole lesson working on exercises. ... I was sick of working only on
exercises.

Individual variation in belief change. When the participants were asked whether
English learning should focus on communicative use of English or vocabulary and
grammar of English, all of the participants said that communicative use of English
should be focused on. In this regard, however, there seems to be individual variation.
Two of the participants said that their opinions had not changed since junior high
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school while four other participants said that their opinions had changed. Yukie
expressed how her opinion dramatically changed after she entered high school. She
went to a private high school and she was in the special English class, where native
speakers of English taught many classes in English.

Yukie: In high school, when speaking with foreigner teachers, even though I didn’t
know English grammar, but, I could manage to convey what I wanted to say
somehow, so, I think grammar is not necessary to be focused on. ... When I
was in junior high school, I always thought I must speak always accurately in
grammar. As I do, I realized I can communicate, I thought I can communicate
even without using difficult words.

Interviewer: You mean you felt that way as you spoke with the foreigner teachers in
the lessons?

Yukie: Yes. Because we had a lot of opportunities to do so.

Interviewer: Since you entered the high school?

Yukie: Yes.

This excerpt illustrates that Yukie’s opinion changed over time, and her experience
of communicating with the foreigner teachers may have influenced her to change her
opinion.

Miho also talked about the reason why her opinion changed in detail. Miho
has been working part-time at a restaurant in Tokyo, where she often needs to
communicate with foreigner customers in English to take orders.

Miho: [In junior high school] I preferred writing to speaking as I could get good
scores on tests by writing and memorizing, I studied just for tests, so, I didn’t
feel the importance of studying English. But, ... when I entered the university
and started working part-time, there a lot of foreigner customers come, and
when I saw many foreigners talking in English, I was reminded that English is
important, such as daily conversation. ... I thought it would be great if I could
learn the conversation at the restaurant at least.

However, Miho also pointed out the necessity of grammar knowledge to communicate
in English, even though she stressed that conversation should be focused on in
learning English.

Miho: I think vocabulary is important, too, but spoken English, ... foreigners
sometimes don’t speak in English as we studied its grammar ... like in
abbreviated form of a word, ... foreigners come to my restaurant, I sometimes

can’t get what they mean, ... I ask them to speak slowly. I can’t communicate nor
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even understand English, if I don’t know grammar.
Like Miho, Keiko pointed out the need of grammar knowledge to communicate in
English.

Keiko: If you memorize the meaning of a word, depending on grammar, that same
word can have a different meaning.

She further talked on how her opinion changed.

Keiko: When I was in junior high school, I wondered why I was doing this, why I
needed to study grammar. ... But, after taking some classes at college, I realized
that learning grammar is important, too.

Communicative use and belief change. From the excerpts of the three
participants’ responses above (particularly those of Yukie and Miho), it is observed
that their experiences of communicative use of English might have been associated
with the change of their opinions.

Another example of how actual experience of communicative use of (or little
use of) English affected the participants’ opinions can be seen in the excerpt of the
responses of Mayumi. Mayumi talked about the experience she had in Denmark when
she was there last March. She said that she could not speak English at all then, which
she said may have caused her to change her opinion.

Mayumi: Er, but, I think as English is usually used in conversation, so, it is
convenient if you can speak.

Interviewer: Ah, convenient...

Mayumi: Yes.

Interviewer: That, has that idea changed since before? Between in junior high school
or high school and now?

Mayumi: Well, I went to Denmark when I was freshman, in March. Then, I couldn’t
speak English at all and I thought I need to speak English very strongly. I think
my opinion changed then.

Self-directed study. Most of the participants planned for their self-directed study
to listen to English songs or watch movies in English with Japanese subtitles. They
said that they could actually do what they had planned for their self-directed study to
some extent. However, some of them said that they were so busy with assignments
for other subject that they could not do as they expected. They appeared to choose
activities that are easily accessible to them and that require them to actually use
English, not the ones that require them to memorize.

One participant tried reading aloud English words from the course textbook to
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build her vocabulary using. Another participant listened to English songs reading
English lyrics with Japanese translation.

Keiko: First, I tried to get used to English by listening to English songs. Of course,

I have been listening to them since before, I tried listening more often, and not

only listening, I read the lyrics to understand English words. ... The card has the

lyrics in English with Japanese translation. I always looked at it and found out

what the words meant.

Discussion

The quantitative results of the questionnaire indicated little change in their beliefs
during the 15-week course. Even though two questionnaire items showed differences
between its two administrations in the beginning and end of the course, they were not
significant enough to prove the association of the course and the participants’ belief
change. A possible reason for this would be the short period of time to observe belief
change. One semester is too short to observe participants’ belief change taking into
consideration the six years of formal English education throughout junior high school
and high school.

As for the qualitative analysis of the interview data, three key words emerged in
the process: environments, experiences, and personalization. The first key word,
environment, stands for what are available in the learning situation of each language
learner including types of teaching approaches, opportunities of interactions with
native speakers, classrooms or equipment accessible to learners, etc. In the case of
the interviewed participants, environments are largely divided in two types. One is the
environment for the communicative language learning, where English is learned to
become a better user of English by using it. Learners are given more opportunities to
use English with native or non-native speakers. The other is the environment for the
traditional language learning, whose goal is often set to pass the entrance examinations.
Learners mostly work on the exercises for gaining knowledge about language usage.
In the interview, it was observed that some participants learned English in the former
environment in junior high school, but in high school, the environment changed to the
latter.

The second key word, experiences, means learners’ actual use of English in the
activities or events that require the learner to interact in English with others for
realistic purposes. In the interview, some participants said that they had different
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thought about what should be done for learning English after they actually interacted
with native speakers of English in or out of school. Some of these participants came
to pay more attention on grammar and vocabulary than before, while others came to
pay more attention on the meaning they want to convey. From these comments of the
participants, joining interactions appears to have significant effects on their belief
change. It could be inferred that by joining interactions, they or language learners
are in the process of meaning making with their interlocutors to make the meaning
commonly understood by both as adequate to each specific moment for a specific
purpose for them. Just during this process of meaning making, language learners may
notice what it is like to communicate in English, in other words, what they need to do
personally to engage in communication successfully, but not what is generally thought
necessary for successful communication. As a result, they form their own beliefs about
how they can be a successful interlocutor.

This process of belief formation is related to the third key word, personalization.
Belief formation in this way is occurring internally noticing the significance included
in the process of meaning making, thus, very individual and personal to each learner.
The beliefs individually formed are confirmed, diminished or modified as learners go
through more processes of meaning making by joining interactions.

Regarding this process of belief formation and reformation, Negeruela-Asarola
explained from the perspective of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (2011). Negeruela-
Asarola elucidated, “beliefs are social in origin, but not merely social in a general
sense. ... but rather is a theory about how the social/communicative realm is
internalized into the private/conceptual realm, to then once again become social/
communicative (ad infinitum)” (p. 360).

Borrowing Negeruela-Asarola’s terms above, the third key word, personalization,
signifies the transformation of what was once social/communicative into what is now
a part of one’s conceptual framework. Hence, personalization takes on a very similar
process of internalization of the sociocultural theory.

Furthermore, learners’ noticing in personalization as pointed out earlier should
be noted in relation to the process of internalization. Noticing seems to correspond
to consciousness that was referred to by Wertsch (1985) as he cited Leont’ev’s
examination of the process of internalization, “consciousness is a product of society:
it is produced. ... the process of internalization is not the transferal of an external
activity to a preexisting, internal ‘plane of consciousness™ it is the process in which
this internal plane is formed” (p. 64). Here again, personalization could be understood
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compatible with internalization.

In explication of internalization, Vygotsky (1978) stressed the difference between
the tool and sign as the means for mediation. The sign is internally-oriented for the
purpose of mastering oneself while the tool is externally-oriented for changing the
outside world. Vygotsky defined internalization as, “We call the internal reconstruction
of an external operation internalization” (1978, p. 56). Taking this definition of
internalization, it could be inferred that sign is the basic system for one to perceive and
understand external phenomena in a rational way by categorizing everything to make
sense to oneself. If language is thought as a type of sign, learning a second language
means that one has another basic system for perceiving and understanding external
phenomena, and reconstructs internally what one has internalized through one’s first
language.

Regarding second language learning beliefs, Yang and Kim (2011) claimed that the
learning environment aligned with the learner’s beliefs was critical for successful L2
learning by referring to the similar process termed remediation that is defined by Cole
and Griffin as, “a shift in the way that mediating devices regulate coordination with the
environment” (p. 326). Yang and Kim clarified the association among learner beliefs,
remediation, and learning actions. They asserted, “L2 belief changes can promote
L2 remediation process because the changes of learner beliefs can invoke a tension
between the environments and learner perception, leading to qualitatively different
actions” (2011, p. 326). Further, they stressed the importance of internalization of
beliefs by citing Tudge (1999), “learner beliefs should be internalized to the extent that
the beliefs can regulate and control actions” (p. 326).

The three key words that emerged in the interview data appear to represent the
phases of formation and reformation of language learner beliefs. Language learner
beliefs are formed and affected by learning environment, experiences (actual use
of English in particular), to be internalized through personalization. This confirms
Negeruela-Asarola’s claim that beliefs are originally social and historical, and
personally meaningful to be internalized.
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Conclusion

Even though the present study was conducted with a relatively small number of
participants of a specific group, two things were clarified about their belief change
particularly from the interview. One is that beliefs are subject to time. In the interview,
some of the participants reported their beliefs changed while they were in junior high
school and high school or after they entered university. However, their beliefs did not
necessarily change in the same way. This is another point, that is, there are individual
differences in the way their beliefs changed. Some participants realized that it was
more important than accuracy of English to communicate meaning even in imperfect
English. Some others were reminded that grammatical knowledge was indispensable
for successful communication in English.

Possible factors for these individual differences in belief change can be found
in the relationship between the participants’ past learning experience in school and
their experiences of actual use of English. The effects of the actual uses of English
on the participants’ beliefs could be explained from the perspective of Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory. In this regard, Wertsch (1985) emphasized Vygotsky’s
explanation of function of language that language as a psychological mediation means
does not further the mental function, but transforms it entirely. Accordingly, L2 learner
beliefs as human mental process could be affected in some way by participating in
interactions in more realistic contexts for more realistic purposes.

Although learners’ past learning experience and actual use of English have been
detected to be associated with belief formation and change in the present study, it
would require more detailed inspections to find out specific factors that affect learner
beliefs. From the in-depth examination of learners’ past learning experience, several
factors could be hypothesized, and then, examined to see how they work on belief
formation and change in learners’ current as well as future learning. From the results
of the present study, one possible factor might be the college entrance examination-
oriented lessons in high school. In addition, actual use of English, another possible
factor, should be explored pedagogically for its potential to modify learner beliefs.
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