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Abstract: This study explores the learner differences between two major adult English
learning populations, English majors and non-English majors, in China, from the
perspectives of learners’ beliefs about language and language learning, their needs and
approaches to English study. A comparative investigation was conducted among 649
students in three universities using both qualitative and quantitative methods to find out if
such factors as beliefs and strategies influence, in any way, learners’ motivation, attitude,
behavior. The findings have shown significant differences among English and
non-English majors in their beliefs about language and language learning, motivation,
learning strategies, learning styles and other affective factors. Significant correlations
have been found between learning beliefs and many factors such as learning strategies,
motivation, anxiety, attribution and self-efficacy. The paper concludes that positive beliefs
about language learning have proved to be crucial for effective learning and, learner
training should be incorporated into current ELT curriculum among non-English majors if
efficient language teaching and learning is to be achieved.

Key words: English learners; learner differences; learning beliefs

TEN>XS: H319 L RAFIRA: A

Difference in learning outcome becomes increasingly apparent between English
majors and non-English majors after two years of English study in Chinese universities.
Besides the most apparent differences such as the entrance proficiency level, time
investment, teaching environment that have been generally recognized as the
contributing factors to the discrepancy in the students’ learning outcome, are there any
other factors that might be equally important, but largely overlooked, in the study of
factors leading to the marked difference in the students’ learning results?

1. Introduction

This study intends to explore the learner differences between the English and
non-English majors from the perspectives of their beliefs about the language and
language learning, approaches to English study, learning autonomy and some other
affective factors. It aims to find out if these factors in any way influence the learners’
behavior and the learning outcome. In order to understand the major issues concerning
language teaching and learning among non-English majors, a teaching and research



group under the National Research Center for Foreign Language Education, BFSU,
started a one-year project (from September 2003 to July 2004) of exploratory teaching of
English at a key university in China. Meanwhile, comparative investigations were made
among students in three universities. The subjects were classified into four groups as
English majors of high/average language proficiency and their counterparts in
non-English majors. It is hoped that the study will provide a general understanding of the
EFL learner differences among different types of students and find out if such differences
affect language teaching and learning in China.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Individual differences

Individual differences (Dérnyei and Skehan 2003; Ehrman, Leaver, and Oxford 2003)
may cover a wide range of research areas relating to learning aptitude, learning style,
learning strategies, gender, culture, age, and other demographic and affective factors,
which include motivation, learner needs, self-efficacy, self-esteem, inhibition, empathy,
anxiety, and tolerance of ambiguity, among others (Ehrman, Leaver, and Oxford 2003;
Arnold 1999; Horwitz 2000).

According to Dornyei and Skehan (2003), individual differences in SLA, principally
foreign language aptitude and motivation, have generated the most consistent
predicators of L2 learning success. Although language aptitude and motivation do not
display high correlations with each other, they often combine to yield multiple correlations
of above 0.50 with language achievement. They also claim connections among other
individual difference variables, such as those between motivation and strategies.

A special issue of System (Vol.31, 2003) is devoted to the research of individual
differences in language learning. In this issue, M.E. Ehrman, B.L. Leaver, and R.L.
Oxford present a fairly broad overview of this subject, but the focus of their attention lies
in learning styles, learning strategies, and affective variables. Motivation is the major
concern of their review of affective factors. Much importance is cast to Gardner’s
Socio-Educational Model of Language Learning, and their two kinds of motivation
(integrative and instrumental). Deci and Ryan (1985)'s model distinguishes between
intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. Also mentioned is Eccles’ proposal of four motivational
dimensions: a) attainment value (importance of success to the individual); b) intrinsic
value; c) extrinsic utility value; and d) cost attainment value ( p.331).

Ehrman, Leaver, and Oxford (2003) also touch upon the connections between three
pairs of concepts: style vs. strategy, effective learners vs. less able/successful learners,
and motivation vs. strategies in order to define strategy. According to them, learning
strategies are overt learning behaviors/actions that are manifestations of styles, typically
among learners of high self-efficacy. They point out that a given learning strategy cannot
be considered good or bad unless it is examined in context. The three conditions listed
to judge the usefulness of strategies are whether they are a) relevant to the L2 task; b)
appropriate for learner’s learning style; and c) effective and applicable in use. While level
of self-efficacy is found to be instrumental to the effectiveness of a strategy, the fulfilling
of three mentioned conditions is claimed to be making learning “easier, faster, more
enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more transferable to new situations”



(p-315) and therefore, learners more independent and autonomous.

Oxford is especially a very relevant and important researcher here not only for her
style (1993) and motivation research (1994, co-authored with J. Shearin), but also for her
contribution to language learning strategies research, notably her classification of six
groups of L2 learning strategies: cognitive, metacognitive, memory-related, compensatory,
affective, and social strategies (1990, 1992).

Wen (2004) and some other Chinese scholars offer an extensive review of mainland
Chinese scholars’ empirical studies on English learning strategies over the past two
decades (see 1995, 1996a,b,c, 2001, 2003; Wen & Wang, L. 2003a,b; and Wen & Wang,
H. 1996a,b). China’s researchers are yet to see a clear-cut profile of learning style
research focus in spite of the prosperous development in strategy study.

2.2 Learner beliefs

Learner belief is a value-related subset of metacognitive knowledge (Wenden 19993,
b). Research in this area does not only document the content of learners' metacognitive
knowledge and beliefs, but also reports the developments in research methodology and
the nature and influence of learners' knowledge and beliefs (Wenden 1999a, b; Benson
and Lor 1999; Wen and Johnson 1997; Horwitz 1987; Horwitz 1999).

Horwitz (1987) suggests faulty beliefs about language and learning may result in
improper decisions on strategy employment. Cotterall (1995, 1999) points out that the
beliefs and attitudes learners hold have a profound influence on their learning behavior.

In her study of the relationship between learning belief and behavior, Cotterall (1995)
has found six factors that are most influential to the students’ learning behavior, namely
the role of the teacher, the role of the feedback, learner independence, learner
confidence in study ability, experience of language learning and approach to study
(p-196). Cotterall concludes that these learner beliefs will affect or even inhibit learners’
receptiveness to the language class input, especially when the teaching approach is not
consonant with the learners’ experiences or expectations.

Cotterall (1999) finds another four new variables that are important and influential in
successful language learning. They are learner's sense of self-efficacy, important
strategies, dimensions of strategies-related behavior and nature of language learning
(p.499).

Cotterall discusses the beliefs reported by the subjects, and suggests the
implications of these beliefs for future research and for interventions in the learning
process. She concludes that future studies target the beliefs (and knowledge) that
learners hold about metacognitive strategies of monitoring and evaluating their learning,
and also look into learners' beliefs about their ability as language learners along with
other aspects of their self-efficacy and self-esteem. She invites teachers to address
learners’ lack of confidence in their learning.

Yang (1999) investigates the relationship between college EFL (English as a foreign
language) students' beliefs about language learning and their use of learning strategies,
and finds that learners' beliefs about their self-efficacy in learning English is strongly



related to their use of all types of learning strategies, especially functional practice
strategies. Cheng (2002) examines the relationships among L2 learners differences and
their perceptions of writing anxiety and other forms of language anxiety.

A brief review in the field of individual differences, learner beliefs and behavior, and
other relevant issues have revealed close relationships among these concepts. Learner
belief, which is gaining more and more attention in the study of L2 learners, has been
found to have close relationship with students’ motivation, choice of learning strategies
and the other affective factors such as attitude, self-efficacy, attribution and anxiety.
Therefore, further efforts should be made to understand the Chinese learners’ beliefs
about the language and language learning, which may serve to develop effective learner
training strategies and help monitor affective factors that may influence effective teaching
and learning in China.

3. The present study
3.1 Purpose

Little research effort has been found to answer the questions about learner
differences between English and non-English majors in China. This study intends to
explore the learner differences between these two major adult English learning
populations from the perspectives of learners’ beliefs about language and language
learning, their needs and approaches to English study to find out if these factors
influence, in any way, learners’ motivation, learner behavior and learning outcome. This
project attempts to achieve a better understanding of differences between them for a
better implementation of the ELT curriculum reform in China.

3.2 The research design

This research examines the following categories of learner differences: 1) learner
beliefs; 2) learner motivations/needs; 3) strategies/styles/approaches/methods; 4) time
investment/learning environment; 5) learning autonomy. A series of investigations have
been conducted to find out if students’ beliefs about language learning have in anyway
influenced their approaches to English study. A questionnaire was designed based on
readings of previously mentioned literature and administered to four groups of second
year students from three universities (See Table 1).

Table 1- Groups under study

University Major Note
Group A Tsinghua Univ. (THU) Economics and | Experimenta
Management |
Group B Beijing Foreign Studies Univ. (BFSU) English majors
Group C Beijing Forestry Univ. (BFU) Science majors
Group D Beijing Forestry Univ. (BFU) English majors

649 valid cases from 690 investigated have been collected for this study. Since the
college entrance English proficiency level of Group A and their accessibility to learning
facilities are approximately equal to those of Group B, Group A was chosen as the
experimental group to be exposed to materials, teaching approaches and requirements
typical of those for Group B (English majors), while Groups B, C and D remain untreated.




The teacher participants in the research project were six experienced and committed
teachers of English from Beijing Foreign Studies University, Tsinghua University and
Beijing Forestry University.

The experimental teaching and research started with pre-course tests on students'
language proficiency in the skills of reading, writing, listening and speaking. The following
language class instructions emphasized the development of the students’ communicative
competence through various class activities, using each text as a platform for meaningful
communications, discussions and presentations of ideas among the students. Serious
efforts have been made to identify and rectify the existing misconceptions about
language learning among students that were found to have hindered the development of
proper language learning strategies and the students’ language competence.

3.3 Data collection and Analyses

Data collection and analyses were completed using both qualitative and quantitative
methods. Interview transcripts, journals, Emails between students and teachers and data
from a survey of 649 students were processed for the purpose of study. Learner
differences were examined through participant observations in the classroom, interviews
and statistics analysis of the data using SPSS 10.0. The research findings are reported
based on statistics analysis as well as studies of teachers observations, students’
journals and group interviews.

3.3.1 Instrument

The instruments for the investigation consist mainly of a questionnaire and a group
interview guideline. The questionnaire was designed based on items from established
questionnaires and some adoption and adaptation were made according to Chinese
circumstances. Slight adjustments were made for items addressing to majors and
non-majors considering their different learning contexts. The questionnaire consists of
two parts. The first part includes about 75 statements for the study of the learners’ view
on eight variables, namely 1) learners’ needs; 2) beliefs; 3) learning style; 4) learning
strategies; 5) motivation; 6) learning approaches; 7) self-efficacy; 8) attribution. The
respondents were invited to indicate their positions on the statements on a Likert-scale
ranging from “strongly disagree (1)" to “strongly agree (5).” The second part of the
questionnaire solicit some basic biographical information about the respondents such as
their early experiences in English learning, what/who brought them to be interested in
English, their major and gender etc.

3.3.2 Procedures for data analysis

After the initial procedures to sort out the data, some items were recoded when
necessary and 8 new variables were created as a result of computation. They are
positive belief about language and language learning, efforts for English study
(motivation); good learning strategies; anxiety; self-efficacy; tolerance of ambiguity;
attribution and attitude towards English learning. Descriptive analysis was then done to
find out the general tendency of the subjects’ position on each statement. ANOVA and
T-test were conducted to examine the differences between and among groups on the
variables. Correlation analysis was followed to find out relationship between and among



these variables, with a focus on whether learner beliefs have any relationship with
attitude and approaches to English learning, efforts in learning, self-efficacy, and
attribution.

4. Research findings
4.1 Learner differences among groups

Statistics analysis of the data has shown significant differences in the means of
responses from the four groups of respondents in many aspects. The results of the
findings are briefly listed in table 2.

Table 2 - Mean differences among four groups of students

No. Variable F. Sig.
1 Beliefs about lang./language learning 4.681 | .003
2 | Efforts for English learning (motivation) | 25.661 | .000
3 | Good learning strategies 3.354 | .019
4 | Anxiety 5.586 | .001
5 | Tolerance of ambiguity 13.502 | .000
6 | Attitude towards English study 10.166 | .000
7 | Preferred learning style 12.809 | .000
8 | Self-efficacy 8.390 | .000
9 | Attribution 25.893 | .000

As expected, efforts devoted to English learning is significantly different between
English majors and non-English majors with the means of Group B being the highest
(35.77), followed by Group D (35.24), both of which are English majors, while Group A
ranks the third (34.96) and Group C (31.44) being the lowest. The differences in adopting
good learning strategies seem to be also consistent with the general expectation. Group
B has a higher means (61.94) than all the other three groups to be followed by Group A
(60.84) who have similar English learning competence as Group B entering the university
although they are non-English majors. Group D, majors, ranks the third (60.72) in using
the good language learning strategies and Group C being the last with a mean of 59.94.
In both “tolerance in ambiguity” and “Anxiety,” the two closely related and rather
prominent feature in language learning, Group A ranks first in their means (23.22 and
21.81). They are both followed in the same mentioned order as efforts, that is, group
B(22.15 and 21.26), Group D (21.34 and 20.45) and Group C(21.23 and 20.25).

The order of the means changed when it comes to “attribution.” Attribution is formed
by statements such as “l could do better in my English study if | had a better teacher,”
and “If | spend enough time on English, | can do just as well as those good learners.”
Group A and Group C, both non-English majors, rank higher in their means (14.94 and
13.26) than Group D (12.90), the English majors, with Group B being the lowest (12.81).
It shows that non-English majors tend to attribute their undesirable learning outcome to
other factors such as lack of time and poor teachers than majors.

Another interesting contrast is seen with the results from “self-efficacy.” Self-efficacy
is composed of such statements as “l wonder if | will ever be able to learn English well!”
and “If | had spent more time preparing for the final, | would not have had any trouble
getting a good score for this course.” Group D gets higher means (19.24) than their
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non-English major counterparts (Group A, 18.17; Group C, 18) with Group B getting the
lowest (17.43).

When it comes to “Positive belief about language and language learning,” Group A
ranks the highest in its means (24.54) to be followed by Group D (23.94), with Group B
coming in the third (23.47) and Group C being the last (23.04). When it comes to
negative attitude towards English study, the two non-English major groups achieve higher
means than the majors. With Group A still being the first (16.91), Group C comes in the
second (16.23) while Group D ranks the third (15.73) and Group B ranks the lowest
(15.55).

Chi-square tests have also confirmed the significant differences between groups in
the variables of motivation (sig.=.001 ), negative attitude(sig.=.013), self-efficacy
(sig.=.006)and tolerance of ambiguity(sig.=.001). The two means of variables that have
not been confirmed in the Chi-square tests are good learning approach (sig.=.712) and
positive belief about language and language learning(sig.=.366). This shows that no
significant differences are found between majors and non-English majors in good
learning approach and positive beliefs about language and language learning.

It should also be mentioned that one variable that has not been found to be
significantly different among groups are the learner needs, which is composed by
statements relating to not knowing how to learn English more efficiently.

4.2 Correlations between variables

Pearson Correlation Analyses were conducted among major variables to study the
relationship between and among them. Significant relationship has been found in many
variables. Positive beliefs about language and language learning has been found to be
significantly correlated with efforts for learning, good learning strategies, anxiety,
tolerance of ambiguity, self-efficacy, negative attitude about English learning and
attribution at the .01 level. Another highly correlated variable found in the chart is good
learning strategies which is significantly related with all other variables at P<.01 level
except for negative attribution, which could be explained as people with higher degree of
negative attribution to their unsatisfactory learning outcome do not adopt many good
learning strategies in their English study. Efforts for English learning (motivation) is found
to be significantly correlated (P.<01) with positive beliefs, good learning strategies,
self-efficacy, preferred learning style, anxiety, tolerance of ambiguity and attitude to
English learning. The only variable that motivation is negatively related, though not
significant, is negative attribution, which could mean the more one blames the teacher
and the lack of time for effective English study tend to make less efforts in learning.
Self-efficacy is found to be significantly correlated with beliefs, efforts, strategies,
attribution and attitude at .01 level, and it was correlated with anxiety at P< .05 level and
no correlation is found between efficacy and learning style and tolerance of ambiguity.
Tolerance of ambiguity is found to be significantly related with beliefs, efforts, learning
strategies, preferred learning strategies and anxiety (P<.01). It is also correlated with
negative attribution at P.<.05 level. Negative attitude towards English learning is found to
be significantly correlated with beliefs, efforts, self-efficacy, good-learning strategies,
negative attribution at P<.05 level. It is also related with preferred learning style at P<.05



level and has no relationship with only two variables which are anxiety and tolerance.
This is not hard to understand. If people hold a rather negative attitude towards English
learning, they are unlikely to be bothered by the ambiguity or the anxiety produced in the
process of learning. It could also mean that in spite of the statistically significant
relationship between negative attitude and other variables, it is possible, that in China,
negative attitude towards English learning could be practically unrelated with the efforts
they make for English study as a result of the pressure they have experienced for English
learning in universities. The highest correlation among this group of variables is between
attitude and attribution, which shows that negative attitude could lead to attributing their
undesirable performance in learning to factors such as teachers and lack of time.
Preferred learning style is composed of statements such as “I don’t like being called by
my teacher in class to answer questions in English” and “In doing class assignments, it is
always more efficient for me to work on my own than working with others.” This has been
found in significant correlations (P<.01) with beliefs, efforts, good learning strategies,
anxiety and tolerance, but no relationship has been found with attribution and
self-efficacy.

4.3 Findings beyond numbers

While both differences among four groups of students in the above mentioned 9
aspects and correlation between variables have been found statistically significant, the
observations by teacher and learner participants for the differences between English and
non-English majors can be equally, if not more, revealing in the researchers’ view.

The differences between Group A and Group B was observed after the teacher
participants worked with Group A students for about two months. One of them noticed™

Group A and Group B seemed to have very little difference at the
beginning, but as | taught along, the differences began to show. Although
they have similar language exposure, Group A students seem to focus
more on meaning than on the use of the language. Their interest in the
texts usually stops once they understand the meaning of the sentences.
Group B students will always pay attention to how the idea was
expressed. This difference in “sensitivity” to the language in use is
crucial...(TP1)

An experienced teacher who was teaching both Group C and Group D students
from BFU gave her insight into this lack of interest and sensitivity in the language among
non-English majors:

The majors start with similar English proficiency level to those non-majors
on the whole. In the same English placement test, the total average score
of English majors may not be markedly different from that of non-English
major students (sometimes even lower than popular majors like
economics and management). But after the first two years’ of college
study, English majors gain satisfactory achievement in English learning,
and most of them feel good about the language while those non-English

! Slight adjustments were made in quotes for the sake of clarity and ethics consideration. Hereafter universities are
labeled by group names and teacher participants by pseudonym or as TP + number as they appear in quotes.



majors are found to be losing their interest or enthusiasm in learning the
language because what they really care about is the base line of the
learning requirement: to pass CET 4/6 (TP2).

In the view of this teacher, motivation plays a very decisive role on the learning
outcome. In the process of their study, while majors’ motivation for language learning
grows from instrumental/extrinsic to more integrative/intrinsic in nature, the non-English
majors are getting more and more test-driven in their learning.

Another teacher participant offers his observation as follows:

| find the students (Group A) here are just very smart and they are very
hardworking too. But they are too pragmatic about language learning to be
willing to learn English as more than a tool. They are rather impatient when
discussing language points and choose to ignore the beauty of the English
language, and this will surely hinder their further development in language
competence at a higher level (TP3).

Consequently, it was a common observation among all teacher participants that
Group A students require frequent preaching on the importance of language usages in
drawing their attention to the details or idiomatic expressions in the texts. They always
find the texts too easy for them because they have no difficulty understanding the
meaning of the sentences. To them, intensive language practice in class is “a waste of
time” and is hard and monotonous labor without “sufficient” and “interesting” flow of
information. As a result, text-related learning is often too boring to them and “they always
expected something more challenging and more exciting”(TP3)

Another teacher in his journal made similar observation:

| had thought students of the same English learning proficiency level and of
similar previous learning backgrounds could not be so different in their
learning. If given similar exposure to the language, they should be able to
produce similar outcome although they differ in major. But now | am more
and more convinced that the difference in major has caused many other
differences concerning learning beliefs, strategies and style, motivation and
readiness of autonomous learning, and such differences would ultimately
affect their learning outcome (TP4).

One teacher tried to understand why there was such a lack of interest in the
language itself in spite of her efforts to motivate their interest in the language. She
explained,

It must have something to do with their major. These are all science
students who have been trained to call a spade a spade. They don’t
seem to notice or have much interest in many details in life, but language
is rooted in life. That is perhaps why they just don’t have much interest in
the language used to express ideas or appreciate life. All they want is to
understand what is meant by the sentences on the surface...(TP5)

This difference in background training as science students has left them in a



somewhat disadvantage in appreciating the language, said or unsaid, as well as the
ideas it carries. A classroom observer for Group A students was surprised to hear the
response given by a student who was asked to explain the meaning of a sentence in the
text. This student seemed to be very sure of herself when she pointed out that the
answer was not mentioned in the text when the teacher was expecting her to find the
implied meaning through the understatement.

Not knowing the importance of reading between the lines, however, was not the
only problem in their reading strategies. Group A students tend to believe that large size
of vocabulary is all one wants for effective learning. At the end of a lecture given by a
well-established guest professor of English on writing, a student stood up to express his
concern.

What you are showing us now is too simple — the language is full of simple
words. What we would like to learn is how to write in advanced language in
the long argumentative GRE essays. Could you tell us how to improve our
writing with more advanced language? (ST1)

The student showed her, afterwards, a long journal article highlighted with a lot of
new words, and said “l am going to give a presentation in English in Hong Kong, and |
want to use some words like these to make my presentation sound more professional.” It
was found out that this student was one of the best among this group and a very
motivated English learner as well, but his perception about language learning and his
needs for “more advanced language” may have caused him a lot of time and energy for
what was not truly authentic and communicative English. The teachers later observed
that many non-English major students do not expect step-by-step hard work on English,
as they are constantly looking for short-cut for effective learning because English is just
not as important as their major subjects and therefore not worth much time investment.
Consequently, non-English majors are found to be more concerned with the end product
of their learning: to get high scores in various exams.

Another excellent student from Group A wrote in her email about her unhappy
experience in an interview:

| made a mistake right in the first sentence | said. It was corrected by Prof.
Tang, but my head turned into a pool of glue all of a sudden. | managed
to move on, but was totally unaware of what | was saying. The interview
was a damned failure”(ST2).

Face saving is a common and prominent concern for many non-English majors in
their classroom performances. In contrast, the teacher participants agreed that English
majors gradually develop a lower filter in learning English, and may be quite ready for
others’ corrections on the spot, but non-English majors have not been able to overcome
their high self-esteem filter in language learning. As a result they are surrounded by, as
well as creating themselves, a rather tense and unfriendly language learning
environment.

In addition to the poorer learning environment, the above observations have shown
that lack of interest and sensitivity to the language, high instrumental motivation, higher



self-esteem filter and misconception of the language and language learning are some of
the barriers non-English majors have yet to overcome before they can achieve effective
learning result. Other differences between English and non-English majors observed by
teacher participants have been summarized in Table 3:

Table 3-Learner differences among the four investigated groups

Motivation learning belief Style/strategy Autonomy effort
Group Instrumental | Language as tool | Limited variety: | Still wonder how to learn, but | Passive;
A Extrinsic for communication, | voc. Rote | reluctant to change the ways | Inadequat
Pragmatic for retaining social | learning; they are practicing. Long-term | e;
Test-oriented | status, and for | individual; goal is set clear, but rather
: TOEFL going abroad; | reading  with | impatient with step-by-step
GRE language is | little purposeful | detailed goals for learning of
TH pragmatic focus other | different stages, no
Proficiency than fulfilling | awareness/incentive of
Test test items or | learning process monitoring
teacher and self- evaluating
requirements
Group Integrative Language as a tool | Exploratory Responsible, independent, and | Active
Intrinsic and | for communication; | Diversified able to monitor and evaluate | adequate
extrinsic Eng. is beautiful, | cooperative learning process
and cultural
Group Instrumental; | Language as a | Limited variety; | Wonder how to learn; reluctant | Passive;
Extrinsic tool of attaining | Rote-learning to explore new methods for | inadequat
Test-driven: college diploma | of voc. learning. With tests in mind, | e
CET-4/6 and/or scholarship | Test-bound learning goal setting is
hindered. Unable to monitor or
evaluate learning process.
Group integrative Language as a tool | Exploratory Responsible; fairly | Active
D Intrinsic and | for communication; | Diversified independent adequate
extrinsic Eng. is not only | Cooperative
useful but also | Test-sensitive
interesting.

These differences by themselves will not justify the ultimate differences in learning
outcomes, as they are not at all born-with or fossilized features of the learners. It is
postulated, however, that these learner differences are developed from their different
learning environment as a result of their major differences. While admitting the
inevitability of such differences, the researchers believe it is possible to partly eliminate
the negative effect of major differences on English learning by narrowing the gap through
learner training in the field of language/learning beliefs, awareness of learning strategies
and styles and the needs for autonomous learning. In fact, changes have been found
among Group A students through the efforts of the teachers in this project. Just as one of
the students wrote in her email to the teacher, “Thank you, Ms. Huang. You've woken my
interest in English up. | can now feel the beauty of English, and find it very rewarding to
try with the language.” Indeed, the one-year project has motivated many students to take
adventure in their classes to express their views in English. Although their language still
seemed inadequate in keeping up with their quick thinking, and their errors were
sometimes pointed out by their peers, they could no longer keep the students from taking
risks using English in class now.

5. Implications

It has been found through qualitative and quantitative data that learner differences
do exist among English majors and non-majors. However, these differences do not
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always justify the different learning outcomes as very effective language learners who
share similar factors with those of the English majors are found among Group A students
through our experiment. Therefore, it is reasonable to believe that given the appropriate
language learning environment and proper conditions for the development of language
competence, all students, both majors and non-majors, are potentially capable of
becoming competent users of English. The tentative findings from this study have shown
that development of language competence among non-English majors can hardly be
achieved only through much focused skill training, let alone exam-oriented classroom
instructions. Only when language teaching is carried out along with efforts to develop
proper beliefs about language and language learning, rectify inappropriate language
learning strategies, build up a positive language learning environment, can we expect
good language learning outcome from non-English major students.

For the ongoing EFL teaching and learning reform throughout the country, the
research has shown the following implications:

1. Since learning beliefs have been found to be significantly related with other major
issues concerning English studies, such as motivation, learning strategies and
self-confidence, teaching syllabus for non-English majors should incorporate component
for learner training in the field of learning beliefs, learning strategies and
confidence-building in order to build up a proper conceptual understanding of language
and language learning that will serve as a foundation for development of good learning
strategies among students.

2. As a crucial condition for the development of language competence and
autonomous learning, Self-accessed Learning Center should be made available to all
language learning students in the process of the on-going ELT reform. Efforts should be
made to establish such centers which should provide students with appropriate materials
for learning and allow students to train themselves based on their own needs. While
funding for hardware facilities is necessary for this reform, efforts in the learning materials
to develop students’ autonomous learning competence are essential for the success of
the reform. The newly introduced computer-assisted teaching and learning should also
incorporate the cultivation of autonomous learning as a major task of both the teachers
and the students because even the highly autonomous students as Group A in our project
are found to be surprisingly dependent and passive in the English learning.

3. The present reform has once again brought to the forefront the urgent need for
teacher development. Proper guidance by teachers in students’ learning has become
even more important in the current reform when students seem to enjoy more freedom in
their learning through computer programs. However, they will not be able to live up to the
expectation without a proper understanding of the language and the nature of language
learning themselves. Consequently, generous administrative, financial and professional
supports should be provided to those teachers who have ventured to participate in this
reform project.

6. Future research

This research is only a preliminary effort of a larger project and therefore is far from
being concluded due to limited space and time. More work is to be done to further
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investigate into the following areas:

1.Comparative studies between outstanding and average learners among
non-English majors (e.g. Group A and Group C) in the same areas will yield further
understanding of this English learning population in various aspects.

2. Further research is to be carried out in the study of relationship between learner
beliefs / other relevant issues and their learning outcome.

3. Data concerning relationships between learner beliefs and learner autonomy
need be further provided and addressed, since learner autonomy is an important goal of
higher education and autonomy in English study is an ultimate goal for effective and
sustained learning in universities.
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