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Abstract

A longitudinal study was conducted to assess changes in and contributing factors of learner belief for a sample of
70 Chinese foreign language learners. Foreign language proficiency and learner factors such as learner belief and
learning strategy were measured four times at approximately fifty-day intervals. The results show that there were
significant changes in self-efficacy belief, belief about learning difficulty and belief about learning strategy. The
major contributing factors to changes in self-efficacy belief include learning strategy, effort, foreign language
anxiety, motivation and foreign language proficiency. Meanwhile, learning style, learning strategy and foreign
language anxiety have significant effects on changes in learner belief about learning strategy.
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1. Introduction

Learner belief is the idea learners hold with regard to learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Ever since
1980s, the relationships between learner belief and EFL achievement have been studied extensively (e.g. Wen,
1995; Peacock, 1999; Huang &Tsai, 2003; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003), but these efforts have produced mixed results.
Some scholars find significant relationships between learner belief and proficiency. For example, Huang and Tsai
(2003) compared the beliefs that high achievers and low achievers held about EFL learning and the results
revealed significant differences in five areas, namely foreign language aptitude, difficulty in language learning,
nature of language learning, learning and communication strategies, and motivation. Wen (1995) found that
successful and unsuccessful learners differed significantly in management belief and L1 reliant beliefs. Liu and
Dai (2003)’s conclusion, however, is slightly different. They found no significant difference in either
self-management belief or L1 reliant belief. Instead, two groups differed considerably in the belief concerning
cultural studies, relationship between EFL learning and professional learning, form and function of language and
self-evaluation of English proficiency. Tanaka and Ellis (2003) examined the relationship between learner belief
and learning outcome and found no significant relationship between the two. This finding is divergent from the
results of all the studies discussed above.

One possible explanation for the equivocal evidence is that learner belief is largely perceived as a static trait in
much of the research. In reality, learner belief is highly interactive with other learner factors and adaptive to the
external environments. However, most studies examined learner belief only at a particular point in time, ignoring
their developmental and dynamic nature. Previous research might unveil different parts of the belief continuum,
but a more comprehensive picture has not yet emerged.

Another reason for the divergent results is that the interaction of learner belief and other variables (such as
anxiety) is largely ignored. Most previous studies focused on situational factors such as course type and EFL
classroom. However, individual differences such as learning style and motivation might also lead to changes in
learner belief. Therefore, other learner factors need to be taken into consideration to account for changes in
learner belief. Besides, most prior studies adopted correlation methods, regardless of what analytical procedures
were used. The fact is ignored that predictors need to be temporally precedent of dependent variables in order for
causal relationships to be established.

In this study, learner belief is perceived as a dynamic variable which interacts with other learner factors such as
foreign language anxiety. This research intends to examine the changing patterns of learner belief and
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contributing factors of these changes using a cross-lagged longitudinal design.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Learner Belief

Learner belief is “a proposition which may be consciously or unconsciously held, is evaluative in that it is
accepted as true by the individual, and is therefore imbued with emotive commitment; further, it serves as a
guide to thought and behavior”(Borg, 2001: 186).Yang (1999) identified four factors constituting learner belief,
namely self-efficacy belief, belief about nature and value of language learning, perception of foreign language
aptitude and belief about formal structural studies (i.e., learners’ perception of the effectiveness of form practice
strategies). He proposed that the first two factors constitute motivational belief and last two factors constitute
metacognitive belief. Horwitz(1988) classified language learning beliefs into beliefs about foreign language
aptitude, beliefs about difficulty of language learning, beliefs about the nature of language learning, beliefs about
learning and communication strategy, motivation and expectations. On the basis of the two classifications, we
propose that learner belief is composed of self-efficacy beliefs (SEB), beliefs about nature of foreign language
learning (BNL), beliefs about foreign language aptitude (BLA), beliefs about difficulty of language learning
(BD) and beliefs about learning strategy (BLS). As motivation is considered to be a separate variable in the
current study, it is excluded from learner belief to avoid overlapping. The concept of beliefs about formal
structural studies in Yang’s (1999) classification fails to cover learners’ beliefs about other strategy subtypes such
as metacognitive strategies, social strategies, affective strategies and compensation strategies. So we deleted this
subtype and used instead Horwitz’s belief about learning strategy.

2.2 Contributing Factors of Learner Belief

Review of previous studies has identified a number of factors that influence learner belief. First, foreign
language anxiety is a potential contributor to changes in learner belief. Previous research showed that learners’
foreign language anxiety is correlated not only with their beliefs about language learning (Talebinejad &
Nekouei, 2013), but also correlated with their self-efficacy beliefs (Cheng et al., 1999; Ghonsooly &Elahi, 2011).
The amount of stress and anxiety learners experience as they engage in a task influences their perception of their
ability to accomplish the task. Learners’ feelings of worry or fear about possible unsatisfying performance can
undermine their self-efficacy. Many studies have discovered a significant negative association between foreign
language anxiety and self-efficacy belief (e.g. Clément et al., 1980; Clément & Kruidenier, 1985; Kitano, 2001).

Besides, motivation also affects learners’ beliefs. Many studies have revealed a close relationship between
motivation and learner belief (Gao et al., 2002; Fatemi & Vahidnia, 2013). An investigation performed by Gao,
et al. (2002) discovered that Chinese EFL learners’ motivational types are closely related to changes in their
self-perception. Motivation is generally found to have a strong effect on self-efficacy in prior literature (e.g.,
Schunk & Rice, 1993; Bandura, 1993; Pajares & Schunk, 2001; Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Motivational
intensity or effort can also predict learner belief as the intensity of learners’ action can shape their understanding
of EFL learning as well as their own ability to accomplish a given task.

Learning strategies can have a great influence on learner belief. Ever since 1970s, the relationships between
learner belief and learning strategy have been researched extensively and results reveal a significant relationship
between the two (e.g. Yang, 1992, 1999; Chang & Shen, 2010). Learners’ experience of using particular learning
strategies can result in their reflections on the effectiveness of strategies. Therefore, strategy use can shape
learner belief about learning strategies (Yang, 1999).

Another potential contributor is learning style, which is defined as “an individual’s natural, habitual and
preferred ways of absorbing, processing and retaining new information and skills which persist regardless of
teaching methods or content area”(Kinsella, 2002: 171). Learners with different learning styles may perceive
language learning differently. For example, learners with social style tend to regard communicative learning
strategies as more effective while those with individual learning style might think in a different way. Besides, if
visual learners are taught in the way information is presented audibly, they may find it rather difficult to fit in
with the incompatible teaching method and consequently may lose confidence. Therefore, learning style can
influence learners’ perception about learning strategy and self-efficacy.

EFL proficiency was found to have a significant effect on learner belief, especially self-efficacy belief. As
Bandura (1986) pointed out, successful experience can enhance individuals’ self-efficacy while unsuccessful
experience can weaken their self-efficacy. Zhong (2010) also found that improvement in language proficiency
can strengthen learners’ self-efficacy belief. Learners with a higher level of proficiency are more confident about
their ability to have a good command of English. Plenty of studies demonstrated that EFL proficiency and
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self-efficacy belief are closely related with each other (Multon, Brown, & Lent, 1991; Naseri & Zaferanich, 2012;
Pajares, 1996, 1997). Therefore, EFL proficiency is a potential contributor to changes in learners’ belief,
especially in self-efficacy belief.

As discussed above, learner belief is dynamic in nature and constantly influenced by other learner factors.
Although it has been investigated in various EFL contexts, given the complex nature of this variable and its
relationship with other factors, more efforts are required to explore its specific changing patterns and how it
interacts with other variables. The study is especially important to China due to the large number of EFL learners
in various learning contexts here. Chinese learners’ beliefs vary from person to person and from context to
context. Thus, it is essential to examine the changing pattern of learner belief as well as how other factors
contribute to learners' individual differences in learner belief among the selected population. It is believed that
this research in the Chinese context may provide fresh insights into assumptions about EFL learning which
originated primarily from studies in western countries. For these reasons, this study aims to investigate the
changing patterns of Chinese college students' learner belief and the major contributors to such changes.

3. Research Design
3.1 Subjects and Procedure

Seventy Chinese college students were initially recruited for this study and five of them dropped out during the
study. The ages of participants ranged from 18 to 22, with a mean of 19.7. All participants were freshman
students at the stage of transition from high school to college, a crucial turning point in their life when they were
faced with new educational environments. This means that variations in learner factors might be more dramatic,
making it more likely to capture changes of learner belief. This longitudinal study spanned over one year.
Individual difference factors (learner belief, foreign language anxiety, motivation, learning strategy, effort,
learning style) and EFL proficiency were measured four times at a regular interval of fifty days. Participants
were required to take proficiency tests in class. To avoid a perfunctory job, they were allowed to finish
questionnaires at home and questionnaires were collected within a week after distribution.

3.2 Measures

An individual difference questionnaire was developed to measure learner belief, motivation, learning strategy,
effort, learning style and foreign language anxiety. The questionnaire was composed of six subscales measuring
the six variables. Responses were given on a 5-point Likert scale and all questions were presented in Chinese,
participants’ native language. Due to the large number of variables in this study and high frequency of
measurements, a more concise questionnaire was needed to facilitate implementation. Therefore, researchers
minimized overlapping items to allow for easier administration. The questionnaire was piloted with 40 students
and revised to ensure high internal consistency before it was used in the survey.

The measure of learner belief was formulated on the basis of the Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory
(BALLI) (Horwitz, 1987). 23 items were borrowed from BALLI and nine items were self-developed to fit in
with the current conceptual framework. Foreign language anxiety was measured with fifteen items developed on
the basis of the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz, 1985). The anxiety scale was devised to
measure test anxiety, communication apprehension and fear of negative evaluation. The measurement of
motivation is adapted based on the motivation questionnaire developed by Gao et al. (2003) and the
Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) (Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Gardner, 1985). Six questions were
chosen from Gao et al.’s (2003) questionnaire and six from AMTB. In addition, six items were self-developed to
fit the Chinese EFL contexts. The motivation subscale intends to measure integrative motivation, instrumental
motivation and attitude toward EFL learning. Effort was measured with a questionnaire devised on the basis of
AMTB. Seven items were chosen from AMTB to measure perseverance and determination and one was added to
measure the average length of time spent on EFL learning. Learning strategy measure was based on the Strategy
Inventory of Language Learning (SILL) (Oxford, 1990). Fourteen items were borrowed from SILL and nine
items were self-developed to measure affective strategy, cognitive strategy, metacognitive strategy and social
strategy. For the measure of learning style, seven items were borrowed from the Perceptual Learning-Style
Preference Questionnaire (Reid, 1987) and five items were self-developed to measure tactile style, visual style,
audio style and kinesthetic style. The internal consistency reliability (i.e., Cronbach's alpha)
is .83, .89, .82, .71, .83 and .78 for anxiety scale, motivation scale, strategy scale, effort scale, learning style scale
and belief scale respectively.

The instruments used to assess proficiency were IELTS test papers published online but new to participants. Two
native speakers, one experienced IELTS interlocutor and the other an IELTS assessor, evaluated participants’
performance in the oral and writing sections.
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3.3 Data Analysis

Cross-lagged regression analysis was conducted to test whether learning strategy, motivation, effort, learning
style, foreign language anxiety and EFL proficiency contribute to changes in learner belief. Cross-lagged
regression analysis was performed with five learner factors and proficiency as independent variables and belief
subtypes and questionnaire items as dependent variables to explore possible contributing factors to changes in
learner beliefs.

4. Results
4.1 Variation of Learner Belief

Results of repeated measure ANOVA suggest that the overall level of learner belief is relatively stable with no
significant changes detected at any time interval. Among belief subtypes, there is no significant change in beliefs
about learning strategies, nature of language learning or language aptitude over the three time intervals, which
indicates that the three belief subtypes are relatively stable over the first school year. There is significant
difference in the mean scores for beliefs about difficulty of language learning between Time 1 and Time 2. The
mean scores for self-efficacy beliefs increase significantly from Time 1 to Time 2 and from Time 2 to Time 3,
which means that learners are more convinced about their ability to learn a foreign language. They become more
confident than they used to be. Learner beliefs about language learning difficulty significantly go downward
from Time 1 to Time 2, which shows that as learners proceed with English learning, they perceive English to be
less difficult. To sum up, among all belief subtypes, beliefs about learning difficulty and self-efficacy are
relatively more modifiable than other subtypes. Other types of learner beliefs remain largely stable.

Learner belief about learning difficulty declined from 2.68 to 2.60 from Time 1 to Time 2, which shows that
learners considered language learning to be less difficult at the end of the first semester at college than upon
entering college. Overall self-efficacy beliefs increased from 2.40 to 2.50 from Time 1 to Time 2 and further
increased to 2.75 at Time 3. The finding shows that learners became more convinced about their own ability to
learn English well during the first semester. Changes in beliefs about learning strategies, nature of language
learning and language aptitude are minute and negligible.

The overall changing pattern of learner beliefs might not be consistent with that of specific items as changes in
different items may offset each other, resulting in insignificant overall changes. Despite the seemingly stable
pattern identified in certain types of learner belief, subtle changes might occur in specific belief items.
Consequently, it is necessary to look into the changing patterns of specific belief items as well.
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Figure 1. Changing patterns of specific belief items

Results show that five items (2, 11, 14, 15 and 31) display significant variation during the fifty-day intervals. The
mean score of item 2 (“I have exceptional ability to learn English”) increases significantly from Time 1 to Time
2.This increase indicates that learners are more convinced about their ability to master the foreign language after
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they have learned English for the first semester: they develop stronger belief in their ability to learn English well.
It remains relatively stable for the other two time intervals. Besides, item 11, 14 and 15, which all measure
learners’ beliefs about learning strategy, change significantly. The mean score for item 11 (“Using English for
daily communication is conducive to English learning”) increases significantly from Time 3 to Time 4. This
shows that in the second semester, learners increasingly realized the importance of using English for
communicative purposes. Item 14 (“reading extensively is conducive to English learning”) also displayed
significant change from Time 3 to Time 4. This finding shows that learners put greater emphasis on extensive
reading in the second semester. The mean score for item 15 (“intensive reading is very important for learning a
foreign language™) also increases significantly from Time 2 to Time 3, which suggests that learners are more
aware of the importance of intensive reading after they have learned English for the first semester at college.
Item 31 is associated with the difficulty of learning a foreign language. The mean score decreases significantly
from Time 1 to Time 2. This variation indicates that learners considered English learning to be less difficult after
the first semester of learning at college.

Besides, item 7 and 9 changed significantly from Time 1 to Time 4, which indicates that although they changed
at a much slower pace, significant changes were witnessed on a long term basis. Item 7 (“Associating words with
their images is a good method of memorization™) declined significantly from Time 1 to Time 4, indicating
learners show gradually less approval for this learning approach. Item 9 (“It is necessary to practice
pronunciation frequently”) declined from 4.43 at Time 1 to 4.20 at Time 4, indicating that learners regarded
pronunciation to be less important at the end of the first school year. Figure 2 offers a schematic presentation of
changes in the seven belief items.

4.2 Contributing Factors to the Variation of Learner Belief

Analysis above shows that among belief subtypes and items, self-efficacy belief, belief about learning difficulty
and learners’ response to seven items changed significantly. Cross-lagged regression analysis was also performed
to explore possible contributing factors to changes in learner belief.

The results of cross-lagged analysis with foreign language anxiety as predictors and learner belief as outcome
show that test anxiety and fear of negative evaluation measured at Time 2 had negative effects on changes in
self-efficacy belief between Time 2 and Time 3 (B=-.173, p<.05, B=-.175, p<.05), which shows that learners who
are worried about testing taking or being negatively evaluated by others tend to be less confident in their ability
to learn English well. With the decrease in these two types of anxiety, learners’ self-efficacy beliefs tend to boom.
Among specific items, items 7 and 11 are influenced by foreign language anxiety (f=.255, p<.05, p=.262, p<.05).
Test anxiety has a significant effect on item 7 (“To memorize new words, one must read and write them
repeatedly”), which indicates that learners with a higher level of test anxiety have greater preference for rote
learning. With the decline of test anxiety, they are more likely to abandon this learning approach.
Communication apprehension and fear of negative evaluation also contribute to changes in item 11 (“Using
English for daily communication is conducive to English learning”) from Time 3 to Time 4 (f=.262, p<.05,
B=-.267, p<.05), which demonstrates that learners with a higher level of communication apprehension and fear
of negative evaluation tend to disapprove the learning of English with communicative approaches.

The results of cross-lagged regression analysis with motivation as predictors and learner belief as the outcome
show that integrative motivation measured at Time 2 has a significant effect on the change in overall
self-efficacy belief from Time 2 to Time 3 (B=.238, p<.05), indicating the increase in self-efficacy belief can be
attributed to integrative motivation. Besides, learners’ attitudes toward learning situation contribute to changes in
self-efficacy beliefs from Time 2 to Time 3 (B=.168, p<.05), which suggests that learners with more favorable
attitudes towards learning situations tend to develop stronger self-efficacy belief.

Results of cross-lagged analysis with learning strategy and effort as predictors and learner belief as dependent
variable show that affective strategy contributes to the change of self-efficacy beliefs from Time 2 to Time 3
(B=.251, p<.05), which shows that the more affective strategies learners use, the more confident they become
about their ability to learn English well. Changes in self-efficacy beliefs are also influenced by learners’ overall
level of effort (f=.250, p<.05): with more efforts devoted to English learning, learners tend to become more
convinced about their ability to learn English well after one semester’s learning at college. Determination,
perseverance and length of time spent on English learning also influence the change of self-efficacy beliefs with
regression coefficients of .207,.234 and .177 (ps<.05), respectively. Among all belief items, only item 11 (“Using
English for daily communication is conducive to English learning”) is significantly affected by metacognitive
learning strategy (B=.261, p<.05). The other six items are not affected by learning strategy or effort. These results
indicate that learning strategy and effort mainly affect self-efficacy beliefs.
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Results of cross-lagged regression analysis with learning style as predictors and learner belief as the outcome
show that the change in self-efficacy belief from Time 2 to Time 3 is influenced by kinesthetic learning style
(B=.188, p<.05), which suggests learners with a kinesthetic style are more inclined to develop stronger
self-efficacy belief. Analysis on the specific belief items show that only item 11 (“Using English for daily
communication is conducive to English learning”) is significantly influenced by learning style (p=-.271, p<.05).
The tactile style has a significant positive effect on changes in item 11 from Time 3 to Time 4, which suggests
that the more the learners prefer to learn through handling or manipulating resources, the less preferences they
have for communicative learning approaches.

To test whether EFL proficiency is a causal factor for changes in learner belief, we performed regression with
learner belief as the outcome and proficiency as the predictor. The results indicate that belief about learning
difficulty is not influenced by proficiency during any time interval. This suggests that proficiency is not a major
contributor to this factor. The overall level of proficiency and speaking proficiency have significant effects on
the change in self-efficacy beliefs (B=.106, p<.05, f=.204, p<.05), which shows that, with the improvement of
learners’ proficiency, especially speaking proficiency, they tend to have stronger self-efficacy. Proficiency also
influences the change in learners’ perception about rote learning (f=-.311, p<.05), which indicates that as
learners’ overall language proficiency improves, they prefer to use fewer rote learning strategies. Listening
proficiency and writing proficiency have significant negative effects on their perception of communicative
learning (B=-.224, p<.05, B=-.190, p<.05), which indicates that, with the enhancement of learners’ listening and
writing proficiency, they become less convinced that communicative approach is conducive to EFL learning.

5. Discussion
5.1 Changing Pattern of Learner Belief

Results of the present study show that the mean score for overall learner belief did not change significantly
during the period under study, which shows that learner belief is a relatively stable variable, a result that is
consistent with findings in previous literature (e.g. Furnham et al., 1985; Langston & Sykes, 1997). The finding
further confirms the previous understanding of beliefs as “stable mental representations that are fixed a-priori
constructs” (Kalaja & Barcelos, 2003: 2). Learner beliefs are formulated through learners’ long-term interaction
with their learning environment. Past experience plays a crucial role in constructing and shaping learners’ beliefs.
Just as Little and Singleton (1990) pointed out, learner beliefs reflect the nature of the instruction learners have
experienced. Once constructed, beliefs become rather stable and static. They are the preconceptions that were
constructed at the initial stage of EFL learning and brought into EFL learning at college. Therefore, it is unlikely
for learner belief to change abruptly or randomly. However, this does not mean learner belief has never changed.
The present study found that, although learner belief did not display dramatic overall changes, significant
changes are still going on in specific belief components and subcomponents. Self-efficacy belief increased
significantly and continuously during the first semester and remained relatively stable during the second
semester. The change in self-efficacy belief mainly occurred before the beginning of the second semester, which
shows that the first semester seems to be the critical period for building up learners’ self-efficacy beliefs.
Teachers should give students more emotional supports and assistance to boost their confidence in the first
semester at college because, as this study shows, steps taken at this stage tend to be more effective. Belief about
learning difficulty declined from Time 1 to Time 2, which shows that learners perceived English learning to be
less difficult at the end of the first semester than at the beginning.

5.2 Contributing Factors of Learner Belief

The finding suggests that learner belief is connected with other learner factors and EFL proficiency in a complex
way. Among the six learner factors, learning strategy, effort and language proficiency are the major sources of
influence on learner belief. Learners’ use of affective learning strategies contributes significantly to changes in
learners’ self-efficacy belief. The finding is consistent with previous studies that established connections between
self-efficacy belief and affective strategy (Abbas & Mahboubeh, 2015). This is because learners who use
affective strategies to manage and control their emotions are more capable of developing stronger self-efficacy.
The finding highlights the importance of providing affective strategy instruction in the first semester as it might
be an effective approach to boosting learners’ self-efficacy.

Effort influences the variation of self-efficacy belief as well. The students who spend longer time on EFL
learning or who are more persistent and determined to learn English are more assured about their capability to
accomplish EFL tasks. This finding indicates that effort can produce a positive effect on EFL learners’
self-perception. This is because greater efforts usually result in better learning outcome, which will in turn
promote greater self-efficacy among learners. As previous studies generally show that a heightened sense of
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self-efficacy is a strong source of EFL task engagement (Schunk, 1983), the relationship between self-efficacy
and effort might be reciprocal.

Foreign language anxiety is found to be a significant contributor to changes in self-efficacy belief. Among three
anxiety subtypes, fear of negative evaluation and test anxiety have great effects on self-efficacy belief in the
second semester. This is easy to understand as learners who are worried about taking test and who are afraid of
being negatively evaluated are not quite convinced that they can learn English well. With the level of the two
anxiety subtypes going down, learners’ self-efficacy grows stronger. Results indicate that anxiety alleviation may
have a positive impact on learners’ self-efficacy. The result is in line with Truiit (1995)’s research, which also
found that EFL learners with a higher level of anxiety tend to have lower self-efficacy. Among the belief items,
item 7 and item 11 are influenced by foreign language anxiety. Test anxiety has a positive effect on the change in
learners’ perception of rote learning strategy. Learners with a higher level of anxiety give greater support to rote
learning. As their anxiety goes down, they would abandon the use of this strategy. It might be because learners
who are worried about taking tests tend to resort to repeated reading and writing to reinforce their memory of
vocabulary with the aim of improving their test performance. Communication apprehension has a positive effect
on the change in learners’ belief about communicative learning strategy. This indicates that even if learners feel
frightened or anxious during EFL communication, they still regard communication as an effective way to EFL
learning. Communication apprehension may inhibit learners’ communicative behaviors, but it does not prevent
learners from developing appropriate beliefs about communicative learning. Apart from that, fear of negative
evaluation also has significant negative effect on the change in item 11, which suggests that as learners are less
worried about being negatively evaluated, they regard communicative learning to be more effective. The possible
reason is that the reduction in fear of negative evaluation gives learners more courage to engage in oral
communications and consequently, they can better appreciation the effectiveness of this learning approach.

Among the different learning styles, tactile style and kinesthetic style contribute to variation in learner belief.
The more the learners prefer to learn through body movement, the stronger self-efficacy belief they will develop.
The other styles have no significant effect on self-efficacy beliefs. Tactile style has a negative influence on the
change in item 11 (“Using English for daily communication is conducive to English learning”). As learners
develop stronger preference for learning through hand-on activities, they react less favorably towards
communicative learning. This might be related to incompatibility between tactile style and communicative
learning in EFL classrooms. Tactile learners like to learn English through manipulating resources with hands.
However, communicative learning in EFL classrooms involves few hand-on activities and thus can seldom be
well received by tactile learners.

EFL proficiency can also significantly predict changes in learner belief. EFL proficiency, especially speaking
proficiency, has a strong influence on learners’ self-efficacy belief, which is consistent with Dodds (2011)’s
finding that speaking proficiency and self-efficacy belief are significantly correlated. This finding is logically
correct as learners with better speaking competence tend to be more self-assured about accomplishing learning
tasks. Maddux and Gosselin (2012) identified five sources of self efficacy: performance experience, vicarious
experience, imaginal experience, verbal persuasion, and affective and physiological states. Among the five
sources, as Bandura (1977, 1997) pointed out, performance experience is the most important and powerful
source of self-efficacy beliefs. Learners’ belief about whether they are able to handle a task is closely associated
with their past attempt to deal with similar tasks. Successful past attempts will reinforce learners’ beliefs in
themselves while failed attempts may result in diminishing self-efficacy. Besides, changes in learner’s
proficiency level also affect their perception of the effectiveness of learning strategies. Listening speaking and
writing proficiency have negative effects on the change in item 11(“Using English for daily communication is
conducive to English learning”). This is because learners tend to switch to other approaches to EFL learning
when their listening and writing ability improved. Overall proficiency has a negative effect on item 7 (“To
memorize new words, one must read and write them repeatedly”). With the improvement in learners’ proficiency,
they will abandon rote learning approaches featured by repeated reading and writing. This finding has been
supported by Samian’s study (2012) which shows that learners with a high level of proficiency use fewer rote
learning strategies than their low-proficiency counterparts.

Integrative motivation and attitudes toward learning situations have significant effects on the change in
self-efficacy belief from Time 3 to Time 4. Integrative motivation has a positive effect on learners’ self-efficacy
beliefs, which shows that learners with stronger integrative motivation are more inclined to develop self-efficacy
during the second semester. The finding suggests that it might be an effective way to boost learners’ self-efficacy
by cultivating their interests in foreign language and culture or encouraging them to be more engaged in foreign
language communities in the second semester at college. Attitudes toward learning situations have a positive
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effect on self-efficacy beliefs, which shows that learners’ attitudes toward EFL teachers, EFL class and teaching
methodology will influence their perception of their own language learning ability. The more favorable their
attitudes are, the more they are convinced they can learn the language well. One possible reason is that learners
believe that a good language learning environment is the prerequisite for mastering a foreign language. As a
result, the learners satisfied with the external conditions tend to be more optimistic and confident about their own
learning outcome.

6. Conclusion

The one-year longitudinal study showed that changing patterns of learner belief are rather complex, with belief
components displaying different changing trajectories. Significant changes were witnessed in self-efficacy belief,
belief about learning difficulty and learners’ response to seven questionnaire items measuring self-efficacy belief
and belief about learning strategy. The major contributing factors to changes in self-efficacy belief include
affective strategy, effort, foreign language anxiety, motivation and EFL proficiency. Kinesthetic style,
metacognitive strategies and all three types of foreign language anxiety have significant effects on changes in
belief about learning strategy. No factor is found to contribute to changes in belief about learning difficulty. The
study provides us a better understanding of learner belief so that teaching and learning can be tailored to EFL
learners’ individual differences. However, certain limitations exist due to various constraints. The study followed
seventy Chinese learners for one school year. However, it may take longer for learner belief to display more
significant changes. Our failure to capture significant changes in many belief components such as belief about
the nature of language learning and belief about language aptitude may be due to the relatively short research
span. Extending the length of time intervals between two measurements might enable us to find more interesting
changing patterns in learner belief.
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