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Chapter 12
From Thought to Advising: Exploring Academic
Advisers’ Beliefs about Foreign Language Learning

Regina Roebuck and Lisa Wagner, University of Louisville

Introduction
Research into second language learning has repeatedly shown a positive relation-
ship between student attitude, motivation, and success in the target language
(Gardner, 1985; Horwitz, 1988). Students who believe that knowledge of a foreign
language is useful or that they possess some degree of language aptitude are more
likely to succeed in their college-level language course work (Horwitz, 1988).
Further study has shown that there is an iterative relationship between success
and motivation: Success begets motivation, which, in turn, begets more success
(Skehan, 1989).

Unfortunately, many students begin their postsecondary foreign language
study with negative and/or uninformed views about the value, ease, and relevance
of language learning, factors that may increase students’ anxiety in the classroom
and impede their success (Acheson, 2004). For the most part, language instructors
work hard to promote a positive, informed view of language study and the target
language and culture to encourage students and to decrease anxiety in the class-
room. However, students frequently come in contact with formal and informal
advisers who may reinforce their negative attitude toward foreign languages and
language learning.

The purpose of the study is to explore belief systems held by professional and
faculty advisers regarding foreign language learning. The project was initiated as a
follow-up to recent expansion of the college’s foreign language requirement to all
degree programs. Faculty response to the proposal brought to light a wide range of
attitudes regarding foreign language requirements, and we sought to determine
whether people in advising roles shared those beliefs.

Background
The College of Arts and Sciences at the University of Louisville recently expanded
its foreign language requirement. Until last fall, students working toward a
Bachelor of Arts (BA) degree in the college were required to study a foreign lan-
guage, whereas most students working toward a Bachelor of Science (BS) degree
were not. Last year, however, the administration called on the faculty to
strengthen the role of foreign languages in the college in an effort to parallel our
profile with that of our benchmarks and to strengthen the college’s application to
Phi Beta Kappa. The chair of the language department (and ultimately the Spanish
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program director) served on the college committee that drafted the proposed
amendment that would bring a language requirement to students in BS programs.
We were placed in the unenviable position of crafting a requirement that would fit
into a BS program of study, but that would nonetheless provide students with the
meaningful language study that we had agreed was so important for them.

Discussion of the proposal in faculty assembly revealed a wide range of belief
systems and attitudes. Some of them concerned specific languages (e.g., observa-
tions that Spanish is easier than French or that students no longer need to learn
German) or the relevance, or difficulty of language study (e.g., science students
don’t need to or can’t learn languages). There was also widespread confusion sur-
rounding the then-existing language requirement and placement policy. Finally,
after much heated discussion, the faculty of the college passed an amendment
requiring some foreign language study for students pursuing a BS degree.

This new requirement resulted in an almost 50% increase in the number of
students who would need advising regarding placement exams, choice of language
to study, timing of language study, the possibility of studying abroad, and even the
possibility of majoring or double majoring in a language. In light of the attitudes
that surfaced during discussion of the requirement—many of which might serve
as barriers to student success in the foreign language classroom—we wondered
what academic advisers thought about language study at our institution.

Advising in the College
Responsibility for academic advising in our college is shared by the academic
counselors of the Center for Advising and Student Services and the advisers of
individual departments. The academic counselors in the Freshman/Sophomore
Division are the first responders of the advising world. They advise students in
their first two years of study and are the first to speak to students about complet-
ing the language and other requirements. The advisers in the Junior/Senior
Division work with students who have already declared a major and have com-
pleted many of their programmatic requirements. However, these advisers often
deal with students who have postponed their language requirement until the final
years of their undergraduate study, given that almost 50% of the students enrolled
in beginning level language classes are juniors and seniors (Onwuegbuzie, Bailey,
& Daley, 1999). Both sets of advisers work closely with the departmental advisers,
who are responsible for advising students in the major program of study.

In the Humanities and the Social Sciences, departmental advisers typically do not
meet students until the students have declared a major, at which point many of them
have begun or already completed their language requirement. On the other hand, stu-
dents in the Natural Sciences, particularly those in pre-professional programs, meet
with departmental advisers early in their college experience. They are advised to post-
pone almost all of their General Education and language courses until their junior and
senior years in order to prepare for the MCAT and other exams. As language coordina-
tors, it has been our experience that both staff and faculty advisers have had difficulty
interpreting the college’s language requirement and the department’s placement policy.
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The Study
The purpose of the study is to investigate the attitudes toward foreign language
study held by those who advise students. In particular, we wanted to determine
whether advisers thought all students should study a foreign language, as well as the
expected outcomes. Although most students come to the university with previous
language learning experience and their own set of attitudes (and anxieties) toward
language study, adviser/student interaction can help frame students’ orientation to
required course work in a positive way. Indeed, the Core Values of the National
Academic Advising Association (Council for the Advancement of Standards, 2005)
require advisers to assist students in understanding the educational context within
which they are enrolled. Making belief systems explicit will assist language program
directors in finding strategies to work with advisers to coordinate their services in
such a way as to enhance the students’ language learning experience.

Attitudes toward foreign language learning can be difficult to determine, in
part because the average person has very limited metalanguage (Shuy, 1983). We
devised a survey based on Horwitz’s (1988) Beliefs about Language Learning
Inventory (BALLI), which was modified to include (1) the relevance of foreign lan-
guage study to different fields, (2) the likelihood of success, and (3) common atti-
tudes toward and myths about specific languages and language learning. The
survey contained a total of 70 questions and was administered during a number of
advising council meetings.

The two groups that we report on are: (1) faculty advisers, that is, tenured or
tenure-track faculty whose primary responsibilities are instruction and research,
and (2) staff or professional advisers who work in the advising center or in a spe-
cific academic department. In total, 7 faculty advisers and 18 staff advisers com-
pleted the survey. Participants were asked to indicate if they strongly agreed,
agreed, neither agreed nor disagreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed with the
statements. For the purpose of our data synthesis, “agreed” includes both “agreed”
and “strongly agreed” and “disagreed” includes both “disagreed” and “strongly
disagreed” unless otherwise indicated. Because of the small number of partici-
pants and the nonrandomized sampling of participants, we will report on trends
and refrain from making statistical comparisons from our data set.

Findings
We first address the issue put forward at the faculty assembly last fall: the idea that
everyone should study a second language. Faculty and staff advisers responded dif-
ferently. Six out of 7 faculty advisers agreed that everyone should study a foreign
language, whereas 1 had no opinion. On the other hand, only 13 out of 18 staff
advisers agreed that everyone should study a foreign language. One had no opinion,
and 4 staff advisers disagreed with the statement. Thus, faculty advisers seemed
more in favor of language study for all students than staff advisers did.

We then looked at the responses to a set of 5 statements included in the ques-
tionnaire that sought to determine the perceived importance of language study for
students in different academic areas: the sciences, pre-professional programs, the
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social sciences, the humanities, and fine arts. In spite of their weaker support for
language study, the staff advisers were less likely than the faculty advisers to distin-
guish their responses based on field of study. Out of 18 staff advisers, 14 treated the
groups in the same fashion, with 11 of them agreeing that language study was
important for all groups. Three neither agreed nor disagreed with the statements. Of
the 4 who did differentiate based on academic area, 3 of them seemed to think that
study of foreign languages was less important—but not unimportant—for students
in the sciences or in pre-professional programs. Only 1 staff adviser disagreed, stat-
ing that language study was unimportant for students in pre-professional programs.

When asked about the importance of language study for students pursuing
different career paths (a slightly different way of asking the same question), staff
advisers were again not likely to differentiate between groups of students. When
asked specifically about the importance of language study for students anticipat-
ing careers in the health professions, the service professions, business, and teach-
ing, 16 out of 18 did not differentiate among the groups. Of the 18 staff advisers, 13
agreed that language study was important for all careers listed. In fact, no one dis-
agreed with the importance of language study for any career choice listed, includ-
ing the health professions.

In contrast, faculty advisers were somewhat less democratic in spite of their
strongly favorable response to the broader statement that all students should
study a foreign language. Four out of 7 faculty advisers agreed that language study
was important for students regardless of field, whereas 3 made distinctions. Again,
faculty advisers perceived language study to be more important for students in the
humanities and less important for students in the sciences.

This distinction between science and non-science students is especially note-
worthy in the case of the faculty advisers. It is more pronounced than in the case
of the staff advisers and seems to be reflected in the new language requirement for
BS students approved by the faculty. The newly adopted foreign language require-
ment states that students pursuing a BA must have the equivalent of 12 hours of
language study, whereas students pursuing the BS need only 6. Although many
argued that the lesser requirement was necessary because students in the sciences
have fewer electives, it may be argued that foreign language study is viewed as less
important or relevant for science students. Had the staff advisers been the ones to
draft the policy, it very well could have required the same of all students.

The data presented so far suggest that many, if not the majority, of the advisers
favored language study for most students. Another set of statements was used to
assess their beliefs as to why students should study a foreign language. Not surpris-
ingly, employability ranked high, with 6 out of 7 faculty advisers and 13 out of 18
staff advisers agreeing that studying a new language would help students prepare for
the job market. Six out of 7 faculty advisers and 15 out of 18 staff advisers agreed
with the statement that foreign language study helps people better understand and
appreciate other cultures. The same number agreed that study of a foreign language
can help students understand more about their own language and culture.

Finally, participants were asked to respond to statements addressing the chal-
lenges of foreign language study and the expected outcomes of such study. First,
not every participant identified herself as a “good language learner.” Only 3 of the
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7 faculty advisers and 6 of the 18 staff advisers agreed with the statement “I learn lan-
guages easily.” One the other hand, 5 out of 7 faculty advisers and 12 out of 18 staff
advisers believed that “studying language is enjoyable.”

Not one staff or faculty adviser agreed with the often-heard statement that
students in math and sciences cannot learn language easily, and a total of 12 from
both groups disagreed with the statement outright. Yet there was a sense among
the participants that some people are “just born with a special ability to learn for-
eign languages,” an opinion expressed by 3 faculty advisers and 8 staff advisers. Six
of the faculty and 16 of the staff advisers agreed that some languages were easier to
learn than others. For example, both groups were split on the issue of whether
French was harder than Spanish—good news, we suppose, for our colleagues in
French. Taken together, these responses suggest that advisers might consider that
the “deck is stacked” against language learners. That is, study of a language is good
and everything, but hard. So what’s the point? Or what can you expect to learn in
a language class? Do the benefits (new skills, increased marketability) outweigh
the costs (difficulty, anxiety, effect on GPA)?

For this part of the questionnaire, we based our statements on the same out-
comes that we use for our 12-hour introductory Spanish program, that is, what we
think students should be able to do after successful completion of the sequence.
Here the results are somewhat disheartening. Five out of 7 faculty advisers and 12
staff advisers agreed that students should be able to give out basic information
about themselves, perhaps the most modest outcome for students after three
semesters. However, 2 faculty advisers and 4 staff advisers were unsure, and 2 staff
advisers disagreed. Furthermore, 2 faculty advisers and 9 staff advisers agreed that
students would not be able to speak well enough to get around in a country where
the language is spoken. Three out of 7 faculty advisers and 9 out of 18 staff advis-
ers agreed although no one strongly—that students would be able to get the gist of
a news broadcast.

These results strongly suggest that both faculty and staff advisers believe that
students do not develop significant language ability in two or three semesters of
study. So is increased cultural understanding and literacy the only reason to study
languages at the introductory level? Recall that 6 out of 7 faculty advisers and 15
out of 18 staff advisers agreed or agreed strongly with the statement that study of
a foreign language helps people better understand and appreciate other cultures.
However, when asked specifically about cultural outcomes after 2 or 3 semesters,
the results were mixed. Staff advisers were more generous on this point, with 
13 out of the 18 staff advisers surveyed agreeing that students could become famil-
iar with the cultural, linguistic, and artistic legacy of the people who spoke the
language. However, only 2 out of the 7 faculty members agreed. Two neither
agreed nor disagreed, and 3 disagreed. The results on this item seemed to contra-
dict the earlier, more general statement. Perhaps the statement seemed too far-
reaching or too specific, although it appears to be consistent with the aims of
first-year Spanish textbooks. Another possible explanation for the faculty
responses might be the different views of what counts as “culture” in different aca-
demic departments, such as anthropology or sociology.
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Overall, staff and faculty advisers patterned similarly in their responses to the
statements. Faculty advisers were perhaps more unified in their support of foreign lan-
guage learning, but that attitude was not reflected in their dealings with all students.
Staff advisers seemed to be somewhat less supportive of a foreign language require-
ment, but they were more consistent in treating students the same regardless of their
chosen field of study. This incongruence may be due to the different objectives of the
two groups. Faculty advisers focus on getting students to complete course work in
their major. Requirements that distract from that focus, especially for students in the
core-heavy sciences, stand in the way of graduation. Advisers from the advising office
must focus on the retention and graduation of students in many different majors. In
addition to not being invested in any one major, they must oversee the completion of
many programmatic requirements. It would be easier for students and advisers if there
were fewer requirements or if requirements were the same for all students.

Both staff and faculty advisers expressed agreement that language study was
useful for personal and professional reasons, but they also expressed doubt that
actual language skills could be developed in just 2 or 3 semesters. Some of them also
seemed to think that language skills could be unusually hard to develop if a person
were not gifted. The number of participants in this study is quite low, however, so it
would be unwise to speak of results as more than trends. As a follow-up, it would be
useful to speak to different advisers and get their qualitative response to the state-
ments on the questions.

Implications
Since the trends in the data do give us some sense of the advisers’ attitudes, we will
conclude by analyzing their implications. Do advisers’ attitudes affect language learn-
ing at our institution? If so, how? It is clear from recent events that faculty attitudes
about language learning can be instrumental in determining college policy. But what
about the attitudes of the advisers, both faculty and staff? Do they affect students’ lan-
guage learning experience?

Of course, we cannot hold advisers responsible for the beliefs held by entering
language students, nor would we claim that advisers somehow “turn students”
against languages. At the very least, it would seem that when advisers share—rather
than challenge—students’ negative attitudes about language study, the advisers are
missing out on the opportunity to help shape these attitudes into more positive
ones. In more extreme cases, negative attitudes toward language learning (particu-
larly the sense that students don’t learn any language skills) may lead to advice that
is practical but not pedagogically sound. For example, we recently discovered that a
cohort of social science students had been advised to enroll in a second-semester
intensive course without the benefit of previous language study so they could grad-
uate in May. This kind of situation creates conflicts for language program directors,
who must assist students in “fulfilling the requirement” while at the same time
maintain the direction and integrity of their language programs and of the language
department. It creates further difficulty for language instructors who must teach
these ill-prepared students.
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How can we effect change in our institution? It is easy to teach people about
the language requirement and placement process, but how do we address student
and adviser attitudes? One way would be to make advisers and other faculty aware,
through communication and student-centered events such as our French sec-
tion’s Francofolie, of the successful language learning that takes place in lower-
division classes. At this event, even lower-level students can be observed using the
language successfully and at times playfully; but there has been no consistent
practice of inviting staff advisers or faculty from outside the department to observe
or participate.

Rivers (1992) has argued that one approach to changing attitudes toward lan-
guage learning is to make the curriculum more relevant to nonlanguage majors by
creating terminal courses that leave students with the sense that they have com-
pleted something rather than being left at the beginning of a four-year program.
Acheson (2004) suggests that instructors need to teach cultural sensitivity and
intercultural communication in order to foster positive attitudes toward the target
culture and language. Perhaps a recent focus on task-based or service learning-
focused instruction will give students the sense that the content and skills they are
learning are directly transferable to real-world situations. In any case, it would be
beneficial for language program directors to share the goals and successes of their
program with faculty, advisers, and students outside the department.

Our study investigated attitudes toward language study among professional
and faculty advisers. The data from this study identify areas in which the beliefs of
language program directors and language teaching faculty may differ from those
of advisers across the college. The data can be used to begin to formulate ways to
improve communication with advisers regarding foreign language learning, the
expectations of the language programs, and the benefits of language study.
Importantly, the study has provided us with information about the attitudes of
those individuals who spend the most time advising students and helping them
meet degree requirements—the staff advisers of the advising center. These advis-
ers come into contact with many more students than faculty advisers do and thus
have the potential to help reframe students’ attitudes toward required course work
in a positive way. Yet they have little input on matters of curriculum, and their
views are infrequently solicited. The data from this study suggest that in fact, these
advisers are supportive of foreign language learning but unsure of students’ ability
to learn anything useful in two or three semesters. Improved communication
between language program directors and the advising office may be all that is
missing to create a dynamic and effective collaboration that truly enhances stu-
dents’ perception of foreign language learning at the university.
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