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Chapter 1
Why Student Beliefs about Language Learning 
Matter: Issues in the Development and 
Implementation of the Beliefs about Language
Learning Inventory

Elaine K. Horwitz, The University of Texas at Austin

When scholars and teachers first began to study foreign language aptitude, they
did so generically. That is, they looked for individual characteristics and abilities
that could predict a “good language learner” rather than people who would be
good learners of Russian or Swahili or any other particular  language. In their pio-
neering research on attitudes and motivation, R. C. Gardner and Wallace Lambert
up-ended this misguided conception of aptitude by showing that a different array
of attitudes and motivation (affective factors) come into play for each learner
engaged in learning specific target languages.1

From a similarly limited perspective, beliefs about second language acquisi-
tion and good language teaching practice were seen as the province of language
teachers, methods instructors, and language programs, not generally of students
in these programs. Once students “understood” the rationale for language class
activities, they would follow the learning practices advocated by their teachers.
Accordingly, audio-lingual teachers were advised to explain stimulus-response
learning to their students so that their classes would be full of eager dialogue and
pattern-drill participants. This remained the state of affairs until the 1980s.

During the 1980s, there were several important challenges to such a teacher-
centric view of language learning beliefs. The individualized instruction move-
ment of the 1970s recognized that learners did not always learn a new language at
the same rate and that instruction should be modified accordingly. (Whether this
movement recognized that learners might learn languages in different ways is not
clear to me.) There was also the emergence of a large number of research findings
on cognitive and learning styles, both general and specific to the domain of second
languages. These findings taught us that students could successfully approach
language learning in different ways. If language could be learned in different ways,
then clearly a teacher could not offer a one-size-fits-all language learning theory
to a class and expect that such guidance would meet the needs of all students. In
addition, the nascent movement to support learner autonomy (Holec, 1987) made
clear what language teachers probably already knew: that only a limited amount of
language could be taught and that learners with their individual goals and
resources must ultimately take charge of their own language learning. I also
believe that the explosion of second language acquisition research at the time
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helped language teaching professionals recognize that many issues of language learn-
ing and teaching were not yet resolved and would probably not be for some time.

The Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) was the second
instrument I developed to assess ideas about language learning. My original
research on beliefs stemmed from my work with new language teachers (Horwitz,
1985), and the first instrument I developed was the Teacher Beliefs about
Language Learning Inventory (TBALLI). The TBALLI emerged from my experi-
ences with preservice language teachers. When I started a new faculty position in
1980, I saw myself as a very good language methods instructor. To say that my first
class in the new setting challenged that assumption is an understatement. Many of
my students were not receptive to my suggestions for making their classes fun and
communicative. One student even challenged my assignment to develop a com-
municative lesson arguing that students in the middle of the country had no real
need to speak German. At that point, I remembered the excellent advice I had
received from my first principal when I started my teaching career in a junior high
school. She told her teachers that it was our job to “meet our students where they
were and take them as far as we could.” I realized that in my zeal to “improve”
audio-lingual language teaching and make it communicative, I neglected to learn
about my own students in order to “meet them where they were.”

It turned out that unlike my preservice teachers at other universities, many of
my new students had never experienced audio-lingual teaching; so a methods class
based on turning the corner from audio-lingual to communicative language teach-
ing did not make any sense to them. From their vantage point—they were success-
ful grammar translation learners—the orality and focus on everyday language of
audio-lingual teaching were very appealing. Thus, my contention that audio-lingual
teaching was limited at best did not seem logical. To them, the tenets of audio-lin-
gualism seemed modern and commonsensical. Indeed, since that time, I have often
wondered if there is some sort of natural progression of beliefs about language learn-
ing. That is, do people without significant experience as a language learner or
teacher naturally think that language learning is learning to translate and later,
when frustrated by the limitations of translation, adopt an audio-lingual-like set of
beliefs involving identification of sentence patterns and extensive practice?

My experience with student teachers had taught me that students’ beliefs
could facilitate or impede the learning process. In the late 1980s, I went on to
develop ESL and foreign language versions of the student-directed BALLI
(Horwitz, 1987, 1988). The move from teacher to student beliefs about language
learning coincided with my long-term interests in understanding why some lan-
guage learners were more successful than others and my efforts to help teachers
reach a wider range of learners. I had also begun studying foreign language anxi-
ety by this time, and I expected that students with more rigid beliefs about lan-
guage learning would be more prone to anxiety. The development of several
versions of the questionnaire stemmed from my early conviction that the BALLI
could serve as a catalyst for understanding the beliefs of particular groups of stu-
dents rather than an instrument for documenting all student beliefs:

Although this paper has identified many discrete beliefs held by American
foreign language students, it is not intended as a master blueprint of
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learner belief systems.Teachers will likely encounter in their own situa-
tions many unanticipated beliefs, some enabling and some truly detri-
mental to successful language learning. (Horwitz,1988,p.293).

Thus, I continue to believe that it is essential for teachers to learn about the
beliefs of every group of students and that the BALLI can serve as a window to
those beliefs rather than offer a full view of learner belief systems. While I have
found that a number of beliefs are quite common even across cultures (Horwitz,
1999), there is enough variation and truly idiosyncratic beliefs to warrant exami-
nation of beliefs in each individual teaching setting and with each individual
learner. Even teachers in the same setting should not assume that students in each
class share the beliefs of previous students in that class. Since the issue of whether
and how belief change is possible remains unresolved, variation in student beliefs
over the course of a year or semester should be considered. Age, gender, personal
experience, previous teachers, family members, current class activities—all have
the potential to influence learner beliefs. Moreover, since the examination of stu-
dent beliefs about language learning would seem to be a natural discussion topic
for language classes, I am always puzzled why teachers don’t capitalize on such
discussions more frequently both to better understand their students and to take
advantage of the conversational benefits awarded by a shared experience.

It is also important to remember that every belief study has found variation
among  learners on every type of belief. Even commonly held beliefs such as the
conviction that children are better language learners than adults typically elicit
support from only about 75%–85% of students. Thus, it is likely that every class of
language learners will include at least a minority of students who have strongly
contrasting views on some belief issues. Although the BALLI is a likely cause of
some amount of that disagreement—many respondents may be frustrated by the
static and unnuanced statements that the BALLI contains and want to revise the
items with their own clarifications and qualifications—some disagreements are
based on genuine belief differences. The BALLI also limits the beliefs to be consid-
ered, and students may have feelings about many other issues associated with lan-
guage learning. Of course, the usual concerns about self-report measures also
apply to the BALLI. For those reasons, I see the BALLI as one way to understand
learner beliefs; but I would also encourage teachers to use a variety of other
approaches, including discussion and spontaneous conversations with learners
(see Horwitz, 2008, for more suggestions on how to approach learner beliefs in
language instruction).

Where Beliefs and Research Clash
Although professional journals continually pronounce new understandings of sec-
ond language learning and teaching, research on learner beliefs has demonstrated
that no matter what teachers think, students have their own ideas about language
learning. Students even have opinions on many of the issues hotly debated in pro-
fessional journals, such as who is good at language learning, which are the best
language learning strategies, and how languages should be taught (Horwitz, 1987,
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1988). Language teachers can be especially challenged when learner beliefs are
particularly strong or thought to be axiomatic, as in the case of common beliefs
that young children learn new languages readily and quickly and that older learn-
ers are past the language learning window. It is no surprise to language teachers
that a number of common learner beliefs are directly counter to what teachers
consider to be state-of-the art teaching practice. To give a few examples, substan-
tial numbers of students have been found to believe that learning a second lan-
guage primarily involves learning vocabulary words or grammatical rules and that
a foreign language can be learned in two years or less of typical university study
(one hour a day). Beliefs such as those clearly represent substantial misconcep-
tions about the nature and difficulty of the language learning task and likely lead
to frustration and ineffective language learning practices. However, it was never
my intention to chastise students for their beliefs, but rather to demonstrate to
language teachers—as my first class of methods students in a new setting had
demonstrated to me—that learners filter the experience of language learning
through their own sets of expectations and learning theories.

Learner beliefs are also important to the success of classroom language teach-
ing because a number of relationships have been found between beliefs and other
individual difference variables related to language learning. In a non-BALLI study,
Wenden (1987) interviewed advanced learners of English from various language
backgrounds and found that they reported using English learning strategies con-
sistent with their beliefs about language learning. With respect to BALLI studies,
Horwitz (1989a) reported a relationship between several language learning beliefs
and levels of foreign language anxiety in university Spanish students; the more
anxious learners judged language learning to be relatively difficult and themselves
to possess relatively low levels of foreign language aptitude. Similarly, Truitt
(1995) found that more anxious students of English as a foreign language in Korea
rated English as a more difficult language than their less anxious counterparts.
The more anxious students were also more likely to endorse statements represen-
tative of low self-efficacy in speaking English. Beliefs also appear to be related to
students’ choices of language learning strategies. Yang (1992) and Park (1995)
found relationships between specific beliefs and self-reports of strategy use in
Taiwanese and Korean learners of English, respectively.

Notwithstanding the fact that the studies mentioned previously, as well as
others, have identified several interesting relationships between learner beliefs
and other language learning variables, it is important to keep in mind that the
nature of the BALLI inventories limits the possibility of finding statistically signif-
icant associations between the BALLI and other measures. The BALLI was not
designed to elicit a single delineated construct in the way measures of anxiety or
motivation are; rather, it is composed of 34 statements of distinct beliefs about
language learning. Although there may be a tendency for individuals who endorse
some items also to endorse others—for example, someone who believes that lan-
guage learning is like other school subjects may also be likely to say that language
learning is a matter of learning new vocabulary words—there is no assumption
that the beliefs are interrelated in particular ways. Thus, it is not possible to com-
pute a correlation of the BALLI as a whole with other measures such as strategy
use or learning style.

WHY STUDENT BELIEFS ABOUT LANGUAGE LEARNING MATTER 5
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To get around this problem, researchers (including Truitt, Yang, and Park
cited previously) who want to determine relationships between beliefs and other
individual difference variables have used a statistical procedure called factor analy-
sis to reduce the individual beliefs into clusters of beliefs or sets of belief factors.
These clusters can then be correlated with other measures, but the interpretation
of any resulting relationship is not straightforward. Although factor analysis is a
science in the sense that there are specific statistical procedures and conventions
for determining factors, the interpretation and naming of the factors is more of an
art. Without going into a thorough description of factor analytic procedures, suf-
fice it to say that the factors that are composed of a number of items must be
named or given a label.2 The label then comes to represent the group of items that
the statistical analyses found to be related, and finding a single label for a group of
items is challenging and clearly open to subjectivity.

Where Do We Go from Here?
For the past 20 years, I have been studying learner beliefs about language learning
to better understand why students approach language learning the way they do. At
this point, I have come to the conclusion that beliefs function primarily as mediat-
ing variables impacting the experience of language learning and choice of lan-
guage learning strategies rather than directly influencing language achievement.
Specifically, beliefs about language learning influence students’ choice and adop-
tion of language learning strategies and students’ receptivity to various instruc-
tional practices. Beliefs also appear to play a role in the development of foreign
language anxiety (Horwitz, 1989a; Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002).

To successfully implement state-of-the art instruction in language classes, it
is necessary to consider students’ perspectives about language learning. It is no
surprise to experienced teachers that their students have many ideas about lan-
guage learning and that students’ ideas can influence how they approach language
learning. It is important that teachers take these ideas into account whenever they
plan instruction. Student beliefs about language learning are often based on lim-
ited knowledge and experience, and teachers can encourage more productive
beliefs by offering better information about the language learning process.
Unfortunately, students’ experience with foreign language instruction may con-
tribute to the development of unproductive language learning beliefs. Horwitz
(1989b) found that first-semester language students progressed from being
excited about learning a new language to viewing language classes as only a means
of fulfilling a college requirement in their fourth semester. (The fourth-semester
students are referred to as “the second group” in the following quotation.)

. . . the demands of being a foreign language student may conflict with
the demands of language learning. The second group of students
seemed so caught up in completing their course that they had lost the
connection between the class and learning to speak a living language.
(p. 64)
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This disconnect represents an important challenge to language teachers.
When language learning means classroom learning, how do we foster language
growth over grade-earning? Put another way, how do we keep students from devel-
oping less productive conceptions of language learning based on their experience
with our own teaching practices? The authors in the present volume have done an
impressive job addressing those issues as well as offering important new insights
about the role of student and teacher beliefs in language learning and teaching.

Notes
1. While the original language aptitude tests such as the Modern Language Aptitude

test (Carroll & Sapon, 1959) and the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (Pimsleur,
1966) were based on a definition of aptitude that focused on the cognitive
ability(ies) that would allow an individual to learn a language more quickly than
other people. I am using aptitude in a broader sense to mean prediction of a suc-
cessful language learning outcome. My definition assumes that affective and social
factors also influence eventual outcomes.

2. Note that some of the items may relate positively to the factor while others may
relate negatively.
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