
How to cite

Complete issue

More information about this article

Journal's webpage in redalyc.org

Scientific Information System Redalyc

Network of Scientific Journals from Latin America and the Caribbean, Spain and
Portugal

Project academic non-profit, developed under the open access initiative

Íkala, Revista de Lenguaje y Cultura
ISSN: 0123-3432

Escuela de Idiomas, Universidad de Antioquia

Bailey, Angela C.
What students are telling us: A case study on EFL needs and perceptions in the classroom

Íkala, Revista de Lenguaje y Cultura, vol. 22, no. 3, 2017, September-December, pp. 501-516
Escuela de Idiomas, Universidad de Antioquia

DOI: https://doi.org/10.17533/udea.ikala.v22n03a08

Available in: https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=255053749008

https://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=255053749008
https://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=2550&numero=53749
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=255053749008
https://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=2550
https://www.redalyc.org
https://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=2550
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=255053749008


501

Íkala, Revista de Lenguaje y Cultura
Medellín, Colombia, Vol. 22, Issue 3 (September-December, 2017), pp. 501-516, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala

Received: 2016-12-01 / Accepted: 2017-06-20
DOI : 10.17533/udea.ikala.v22n03a08

What students are telling us: A case study  
on EFL needs and perceptions in the classroom

Qué nos dicen los estudiantes. Un estudio de caso sobre necesidades y 
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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to analyze questionnaires about students’ language 
learning beliefs in Barranquilla, Colombia. This qualitative, interpretative case 
study stems from the convergence of three research areas: beliefs about language 
learning and economic and sociocultural issues surrounding the language-learning 
context. The findings provided a clearer idea of who Colombian language students 
are by revealing that students’ beliefs and perceptions about language learning are 
fluid and constantly shifting. Implications demonstrate that by addressing these 
shifts in beliefs and perceptions in our classroom practices, teachers could invari-
ably make English language acquisition more interesting, context specific, and 
relevant to students.

Keywords: English language teaching, EFL, beliefs about language learning, 
learner perceptions

Resumen

El presente estudio se propuso el análisis de varios cuestionarios sobre las creencias 
de los estudiantes en lo referente al aprendizaje del inglés, en la ciudad de 
Barranquilla, Colombia. Este estudio de caso cualitativo e interpretativo se deriva 
de la convergencia de tres áreas de investigación: creencias sobre aprendizaje de 
una lengua, aspectos económicos y socioculturales en torno al aprendizaje de la 
lengua. Los hallazgos revelan que las creencias y percepciones de los estudiantes 
sobre el aprendizaje de la lengua son fluidas y están en constante cambio, lo que 
brinda una idea más clara de las características de los estudiantes de lenguas en 
Colombia. Las implicaciones demuestran que al abordar estos cambios de creencias 
y percepciones en sus prácticas en el aula, los docentes podrán invariablemente 
hacer del aprendizaje de la lengua inglesa un tema más interesante, relevante y 
específico para su contexto. 

Palabras clave: enseñanza de la lengua inglesa, inglés lengua extranjera 
(ILE), creencias sobre aprendizaje de la lengua, percepciones para aprendices
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Résumé

La présente étude s’est intéressée à l’analyse de plusieurs questionnaires sur 
les croyances des étudiants en ce qui concerne l’apprentissage de l’anglais, 
à Barranquilla, Colombie. Cette étude de cas qualitative et interprétative 
dérive de la convergence de trois domaines de recherche : des croyances sur 
l’apprentissage d’une langue, des aspects économiques et socioculturels 
concernant le contexte d’apprentissage de la langue. Les découvertes révèlent 
que les croyances et les perceptions des étudiants sur l’apprentissage de la 
langue sont fluides et sont en constant changement, ce qui offre une idée 
plus claire des caractéristiques des étudiants de langues en Colombie. Les 
implications démontrent qu’après avoir abordé ces changements de croyances 
et de perceptions dans leurs pratiques en classe, les enseignants pourront faire 
de l’apprentissage de la langue anglaise un sujet toujours plus intéressant, 
remarquable et spécifique à leur contexte.

Mots-clés : enseignement de la langue anglaise, anglais langue étrangère (ILE), 
croyances sur un apprentissage de la langue, perceptions d’apprentis
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Introduction

Throughout the history of English language edu-
cation policy in Colombia, particular policies 
shifted language-learning contexts more than oth-
ers did. First, General Education Law 115 of 1994 
intended to provide education for all individuals 
(Ley General de Educación, 1994). More impor-
tantly, schools were required to guarantee foreign 
language studies to students and ensure that they 
could use that foreign language for conversa-
tion and reading purposes upon graduation (Ley 
General de Educación, 1994). Most schools chose 
English as the foreign language to teach. 

Second, the development of the Basic Standards of 
Competences in a Foreign Language: English (here-
inafter, “Standards”) assisted teaching and learning 
environments by providing a recognizable, measur-
able system for language acquisition (Ministerio de 
Educación Nacional, 2006) based upon the lan-
guage ability levels stated in the Common European 
Framework of Reference (CEFR) designed by the 
Council of Europe (2011). The expectation was 
that Colombian primary and secondary students 
would achieve a CEFR B1 level by the end of 11th 
grade in English and a B2/C1 level of English after 
university (Usma, 2009; Vélez-Rendón, 2003; 
Wells, 2008). 

The third and current shift has been the Plan 
Nacional Bilingüe of the Ministry of Education 
(now, Colombia Bilingüe, 2014-2019) which pro-
motes English language learning with the aim of 
achieving a bilingual nation in both the public and 
private sectors of education. This plan proposes 
that all students learn English by 2019. Other 
interventions introduced in the plan include pro-
fessional development workshops for teachers, the 
creation of resources and materials, and strength-
ening the use of technology in schools (Ministerio 
de Educación Nacional, 2014).

Within the Colombian context, economic and 
sociocultural shifts appear to be the most relevant 

changes since the implementation of the newer lan-
guage policies (Cárdenas, González, & Álvarez, 
2010). The economic position toward the learning 
of English in Colombia is twofold: the percep-
tion that knowing English improves economic 
opportunities and therefore status, even within the 
country; plus, the millions of Colombian pesos 
toward investment at primary and secondary levels 
would increase equitable learning and international 
competition (Ministerio de Educación Nacional, 
2014). The sociocultural position on language 
learning involves learners’ actions and rules estab-
lished within the context (Grin, 2002). Currently, 
while it may be that many learning contexts are 
struggling to meet, if not resisting, the demand for 
English language teaching, the status of English in 
Colombia has gained precedence.

Nonetheless, Colombian English language teach-
ers and learning institutions still have much to learn 
from student input and value statements (López 
& Bernal, 2009). Even with all of the aforemen-
tioned developments and implementations, very 
little has affected the teaching process nor has it 
met the learning needs of the students. Therefore, 
this study intends to provide more information to 
help fulfill the current challenge regarding how 
to approach language learning classes and class-
room contexts by uncovering student perceptions, 
beliefs and attitudes about English language learn-
ing. In this way, the interpretative results could 
help inform the practice of English instruction in 
such a way that teachers and professors influence 
student learning of and attitude toward English. 
Thus, the guiding research question for this study 
follows: How do students’ beliefs or value state-
ments about learning English in Colombia depict 
a contextual view of English language learners? 

Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework review below consists 
of three key components: a brief summary of stu-
dies regarding beliefs about language learning and 
a description of the economic and sociocultural 
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perspectives on language learning. The hope is that 
by combining the three, a clearer, contextual view 
of Colombian students’ perceptions will reveal 
trends or areas that we, as educators of the English 
language, can address in our individual learning 
contexts.

Beliefs about language learning 

According to Ellis (2002), “beliefs are both situa-
ted and dynamic. They change as a product of 
new situational experiences and, in particular, the 
attributions that learners make for their success or 
failure” (pp. 22-23). This section provides exam-
ples and details of three types of belief studies: 
normative, contextual, and metaphor analysis. 

Normative studies 

Normative studies consist of statistical and quan-
tifiable answers in which results act as indicators 
or behaviors based on some causal relationship 
(Barcelos, 2000; Holliday, 1994) or trait (Wesley, 
2012). The most common normative studies 
include the Beliefs about Language Learning 
Inventory (BALLI) created by Horwitz (1985). The 
BALLI uses five categories to classify student beliefs 
about language learning: foreign language aptitude, 
difficulty of language learning, nature of language 
learning, learning and communication strategies, 
and motivation and expectations (Horwitz, 1985). 

Major findings using the BALLI instrument 
include beliefs regarding language aptitude, lan-
guage hierarchy, and repetition (Horwitz, 1985);
language aptitude, vocabulary and grammar 
(Horwitz, 1987); a tendency to share beliefs 
among cultural groups (Horwitz, 1999); and 
how beliefs can be exchanged between students 
and teachers (Kern, 1995). Other BALLI stu-
dies include comparing students based on gender. 
Parilah et al. (2009) demonstrate specific diffe-
rences between males and females in learning 
difficulties and language immersion, while Jafari 
& Shokrpour (2012) report motivation, language 

learning difficulty, and language aptitude affec-
ting the sexes differently. 

One of the few normative studies of language 
learning beliefs in Colombia comes from Schulz 
(2001). She compared language learners and 
teachers in the US and Colombia. Schulz (2001) 
reports varying differences between explicit gram-
mar teaching and corrective feedback, but very 
similar traditional language teaching styles. 

Normative studies tend to demonstrate, descrip-
tively, that language learning can be systematized 
and operationalized (Wesley, 2012) providing 
general concepts of the learner, learner beliefs, 
and other classifiable traits of language learners and 
learning (Wesley, 2012). Therefore, these types 
of studies only provide a narrow view of who 
language learners are and in what ways they are 
capable of learning a second language. Though 
there were some differences, most of the studies 
reflect similar conclusions to Horwitz (1988) in 
that beliefs toward language learning resonate 
regardless of a student’s cultural disposition. 

Contextual studies 

The second type of belief study is contextual 
studies. Contextual studies examine student pers-
pectives and changes in the same through content 
analysis (Borg, 2011; Mercer, 2011). The disad-
vantage of such studies, however, is that small 
scale studies are difficult to generalize to an 
entire population (Barcelos, 2006). According to 
Barcelos (2006), contextual studies have occurred 
in two major phases: through the mid-1990s and 
early 2000s (Allen, 1996; Barcelos, 2001; Miller 
& Ginsberg, 1995) and later with Borg (2011), 
Mercer (2011), and Peng (2011).

Miller and Ginsberg (1995), in a study of American 
graduate and undergraduate students in Russia, 
discovered that student beliefs were more focu-
sed on vocabulary, syntax, and speaking correctly. 
There was also an important discovery that lear-
ning for these students was “doing” (p. 306) and 
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a “journey” (p. 310). Allen (1996) observed one 
Libyan student in Canada through interviews and 
a diary (journal) study. He discovered that the 
student shifted beliefs toward the teacher’s ideas 
and influence. Likewise, Barcelos’ (2001) study 
in Brazil revealed that previous learning experien-
ces impact learning beliefs, but do not necessarily 
demonstrate how those experiences contribute to 
student actions. All of these studies exemplify the 
importance of understanding beliefs, but they do 
not necessarily represent a full understanding of 
the learners in general. 

The second phase of contextual studies implied 
that beliefs are situational and complex (Mercer, 
2011), shifting (Peng, 2011), and influenced 
by reflection and contextual affordances (Borg, 
2011; Peng, 2011). Using journals and interviews 
with regard to learning beliefs and self-perception 
as a learner, Mercer (2011) found in Austria that 
beliefs are difficult to separate and change. Peng 
(2011) studied a first-year student in a university to 
determine how, if at all, beliefs changed from lan-
guage learning in high school to language learning 
in university. Peng (2011) found that classroom 
affordances can help students change perspectives 
and beliefs, thus demonstrating that learning and 
the learner do respond to context. Furthermore, 
Borg (2011) focused on in-service English lan-
guage teachers in the UK. He found that when 
knowledge changes, there is a shift to better, more 
reflective teacher growth and beliefs. Through
discussion and articulation of beliefs, it is possible 
to help teachers improve their classroom practices. 

Metaphor analysis studies 

The use of metaphor analysis studies has provi-
ded information from students to help determine 
beliefs about language learning through identifying 
expressions, words, or other dialogic descriptions. 
Determining categories required identifying par-
ticular influences or rating beliefs toward language 
learning (Ellis, 2008). In these cases, attitudes, learn-
ing characteristics and perceptual mismatches need 
consideration. Wan, Low, and Li (2011) examined 

student and teacher trainer beliefs about the role 
of the teacher in the language classroom. The 
study revealed teacher roles such as nurturer, 
devotee, and provider. However, mismatches bet-
ween the studied groups demonstrated differing
roles in such categories as cultural transmitter 
and authority figure. These findings established 
how powerful a teacher’s role is envisioned by stu-
dents and just how student beliefs and perceptions 
become affected by that role. 

Economic perspective and language learning

Grin (2002) states that “languages are not seen 
only as elements of identity or as potentially 
valuable skills, but as a set of linguistic attributes 
which […] together influence actors socioeco-
nomic status” (p. 13). There are three particular 
areas of interest regarding economic effects. The 
first relates to the economics of language learning 
and its effect. The second idea represents how the 
nature of language skills may characterize an area 
in which there could be a profitable investment. 
The final idea considers that language is both a set 
of linguistic attributes and influence socioecono-
mically (Grin, 2002). Within this framework, we 
can look at English language learning in Colombia 
accordingly. 

Language and effects 

For the purposes of this study, the perspective of 
language learning and its effect emanates from the 
viewpoint of English as the “essential target lan-
guage.” Taking into consideration the history of 
both English language teaching and learning in 
Colombia, perspectives have blended in such a 
way that knowing English creates the idea of eco-
nomic power and status. 

Throughout the years, English has become the 
language of business, technology, politics, and 
intercultural understanding (Guerrero, 2010). The 
teaching of English is widespread throughout the 
world, and in Colombia it is considered essential 
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to succeed in a globalized world (Ministerio de 
Educación Nacional, 2006), which results in 
English learning shifting the focus to those cultures 
that speak English. There are particular strate-
gic alliances that help promote English education 
throughout the country (e.g., British Council, 
Ministry of Education, and other commercial 
programs) (Guerrero, 2010), which produce 
the illusion that English is necessary to prosper.
This idea has filtered through the educational sec-
tors for decades (Guerrero, 2010; Wells, 2008) 
and may be hindering other relevant learning 
processes. 

A principal critique, however, involved with 
English education is the imposition of the lan-
guage on indigenous and Afro-Caribbean cultures
within the country (Guerrero, 2009). Learning 
English is not necessarily a priority for these par-
ticular regions and cultures, but throughout the 
years, it has become noticeable that power belongs 
to the type of language being used globally and, 
in this case, learned; thus, the learning of English 
ultimately marginalizes the less popular or “pow-
erless” language groups (Guerrero, 2009). 

Nature of language skills

The idea that learning English skills as a profit-
able investment resounds throughout government 
policy; however, because of the geopolitical pop-
ulation distribution throughout the country, 
equitable diffusion that ensures attainment of 
these skills is still limited (Guerrero, 2010). The 
rural towns and “pueblos” have both less of a need 
for English and a lack of resources (including
language teachers) to help students acquire 
English skills. Gómez Campo and Celis Giraldo 
(2009) have noted particular policies that estab-
lished special admission programs for universities, 
scholarships, and grants for lower income fami-
lies, but there is still a large demand in the market 
that is not being met. Also, transportation, per-
sonal health and safety, food and responsibilities 
within the home affect the learning of the English 

language (Guerrero, 2010) in that they impede a 
student’s development, educational process, and 
economic growth. 

Linguistic attributes and influence 

The final ideas considers both the language’s attri-
butes and its influence on socioeconomic power. 
English language acquisition is considered a skill 
from which power and earning differences are 
derived; therefore, the market and market value 
are what drive success or failure (Grin, 2002). 
Regarding Colombian perspectives of economics 
and English language learning, there is a long way 
to go for such attainment. 

Both the aforementioned Standards and the 
Colombia Bilingüe program promote the learning
of English for better job opportunities both 
inside and outside the country (Ministerio de 
Educación Nacional, 2006). In terms of percep-
tions and influence, the British Council (2015) 
surveyed students and employers and found that 
students recognize English as important for uni-
versity studies and employment prospects, and 
that they consider it mandatory rather than a 
choice. In contrast, students also reported that the 
courses are expensive and they have few resour-
ces to access the language and little time to learn 
it. Some reported no need to learn the language. 
Seventy percent of the employers surveyed repor-
ted that English was an important skill for hiring 
purposes (British Council, 2015). 

Sociocultural perspective and language 
learning 

Sociocultural perspectives examine and try to 
understand human behavior and development 
through the particular rules of social groups and 
the contexts in which they belong. Vygotsky 
(1978) reminds us that social context plays a key 
role in shaping learners’ cognitive and social beha-
vior. The actions that a learner does or does not 
choose cannot be understood completely if the 
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context is not taken into consideration (Bourdieu, 
1991). In a context such as Colombia, the social 
system influences the way a learner accepts and 
chooses his or her foreign language learning expe-
rience (Wells, 2008). 

According to Bandura (1997), learning is con-
trolled externally, and in Colombia, there is a 
tendency to “operationalize” the target language 
content (Wesley, 2012). Students’ intrinsic and 
extrinsic tendencies and behaviors develop based 
on the constructs of the social context in which 
they are involved. Thus, the motivation to learn 
a second language, or anything else, is embed-
ded in students’ choices, intensity and dedication,
and in the value of what is to be learned (Dörnyei, 
2009). For the purposes of this study, two par-
ticular sociocultural areas are the focus: the actions 
exhibited by students that facilitate or constrain 
learning, and the rules that influence those actions. 

Social context ideas of learning English

As demonstrated in the discussion on economic 
factors, the act of learning English as a foreign 
language comes from stipulated or mandated lan-
guage policies that determine learner needs for 
the language to improve the economic develop-
ment of the country (Ministerio de Educación 
Nacional, 2014). Once developed, the Standards 
determined the ability ranges for all levels of edu-
cation within Colombia, and these CEFR levels 
help determine content and learning within each 
level of schooling. English language learning
programs in the country typically report construc-
tivist points of view in which language knowledge 
is built through sociocultural activities, but 
in reality, few schools have access to resources 
that would empower such learning experiences. 
Language-learning environments should provide 
meaningful and appropriate learning for stu-
dents that leads not only to the development of 
language skills, but also general knowledge and 

“know how” (Ministerio de Educación Nacional, 
2006). 

Actions for learning 

Jang and Jiménez (2011) found that the quan-
tity and quality of sociocultural experiences 
within certain classroom environments limit 
student linguistic development, thus limiting gen-
eral learning through either the applied rules or 
understanding of the target culture and language. 
Limitations in Colombia include

	 lack of linguistic knowledge,

	 little understanding of sociocultural approa-
	 ches to language learning (though institutio-

nal plans declare that such approaches are 
used), and

	 a strong belief that exposure to language 
and practice will improve students’ ove-
rall language acquisition (British Council, 
2015).

Classrooms in the Colombian context, then, may 
need to help create learning communities that 
not only focus on the value of learning English 
as an important skill in and of itself, but also see 
learning as a way to communicate knowledge 
and “know-how” to others in a meaningful way. 
This would include providing opportunities for 
students to identify the sociocultural needs of 
a community and the means to adapt or change 
beliefs and attitudes accordingly. In this sense, 
the actions students choose will reflect not only 
their ideas regarding professional and economic 
development, but also their personal purposes for 
learning English. 

In summary, for the purposes of this study, the com-
bination of student beliefs about learning English 
and the economic and sociocultural perspectives 
of language learning guide the inquiry. Normative 
results inform this study concerning the aspects of 
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students’ cultural dispositions and beliefs about 
language learning. Contextual studies reveal that 
context and situational affordances could encou-
rage shifts in beliefs, and the metaphor analyses 
show that understanding positions and attitudes 
through words and demonstrations could inform 
what teachers and learners believe about language 
learning. The economic perspective, through the 
lenses of ethnicity, language skills and influence, 
reiterates the need to define English language 
learning needs through the perceptions of the stu-
dents in our specific contexts. Student opinions 
and beliefs about English language learning are 
still under-researched and may be found not to 
hold all economic ideals. The sociocultural pers-
pective, through the lenses of rules and actions 
taken or not taken, will help provide information 
regarding the perspectives of students’ language 
learning experiences and actions. 

Method

This qualitative, interpretative case study stems 
from information provided by a larger study 
(Bailey, 2013), and was designed around the con-
vergence of three research areas: beliefs about 
language learning, and economic and sociocul-
tural issues surrounding the language-learning 
context. By returning to all the self-reported, qua-
litative data provided by students from the larger 
study (see Appendixes 1 and 2), this research offers 
an interpretative view of how students perceive 
English language learning in their particular con-
text. The study also offers curriculum planners, 
instructors, and professional development provi-
ders an idea of how the reality of language learning 
is changing in Colombia. The importance of 
reflecting upon ideas through different lenses may 
provide innovative means for teaching language. 

Participants 

Fifty university student participants from all levels 
of English and all socioeconomic backgrounds
willingly answered three questions regarding their

beliefs about language learning from a longer 
questionnaire provided to them (see Appendix 
1). The student population was 312 students, 
representing a sample factor ratio of 6:1 to the 
population of 2,002 students in the English pro-
gram; the fifty students involved in this study 
represent a sample factor ratio of 6:1 of the 312 
participating students (Lagares Barreiro & Puerto 
Albandoz, 2001), thus providing a representative 
sample for discussion. 

Demographic information was collected for use 
with the quantitative data collected for the lar-
ger study (Bailey, 2013), but the qualitative data 
was random and the demographic informa-
tion was not applied because it was not deemed 
necessary. The students signed agreements with 
the understanding that all information would 
be confidential, and numbers rather than names 
were assigned to each student. The students also 
agreed that the information could be used for 
further research and reporting (see Appendix 
2). Participants were allowed to answer in either 
English or Spanish. 

Materials

Three questions were chosen for language lear-
ning beliefs for this particular study:

	 Question 1: How would you describe your 
beliefs about learning a second language?

	 Question 2: Describe a previous event 
(positive or negative) that helped develop 
your beliefs about learning a language.

	 Question 3: Explain how the experience 
from question 2 affected your behavior as a 
language learner. 

Procedure 

This interpretative study used qualitative measures
to determine students’ beliefs and perceptions 
about language learning. Student statements were 
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reviewed for completion and relevance accor-
ding to each of the three questions. Then, the 
statements were labeled into either the econo-
mic or the sociocultural perspective per question. 
After that, the responses were divided into the 
sub factors within each aforementioned perspec-
tive, providing a comprehensive view of student 
beliefs and perspectives. Once all statements were 
categorized, shorter emerging ideas were identi-
fiable within each of the factors and sub factors. 
Then, those shorter themes were reanalyzed, thus 
providing a compilation of Colombian student 
language learning beliefs and perceptions. The 
results section will discuss these findings in detail. 

Results

The fifty student participants divulged a range of 
beliefs and perceptions with regard to their lan-
guage learning, their experiences, and the ways in 
which those experiences affected their behavior. 
The responses demonstrated honest and detai-
led statements, which made for a comprehensive 
analysis. Tables 1, 2, and 3 represent some of the 
relevant student answers. Table 4 shows the trian-
gulation of the student comments within the 
sociocultural and economic factors and the sub 
factors of this study. 

The statements in Table 1 demonstrate students’ 
fundamental ideas that English is important to 
learn in order to communicate across cultures, 
that it is important to practice continuously, and 
that language learning provides opportunities for 
progress. These statements indicate a sociocultu-
ral shift toward more intercultural and economic 
interests and demonstrate the importance of con-
tinuous practice for fluency. 

Student statements demonstrated more positive 
than negative experiences (see Table 2). However, 
it is important to recognize that students still 
have motivational and affective issues based on 
their classroom learning experiences and demo-
tivating teachers. These results also demonstrate 
that English education’s sociocultural aspects are 
shifting toward experiences that are more realis-
tic rather than the “typical classroom.” The results 
also point to the importance of speaking English 
for work purposes, which again demonstrates a 
focus on economic practices. All of these results 
thus demonstrate a need for changing teaching 
approaches. 

Student-reported changes in behavior (see 
Table 3) also report positive and negative per-
ceptions. Some students, for example, reported 

Student 
Number

How would you describe your beliefs about learning a second language?

9 I think it is easier to learn English if  you live with it every day.
11 Learning a language opens the mind.
12 Everyone should know at least one foreign language as it will open spaces to progress.
19 English should be taught through varied activities to achieve significance and meaningful learning.
20 Learning a second language is very important as it will allow me more job opportunities.
31 I believe everyone should speak more than one language.
36 Fundamental to speak across cultures.
44 Continuous exposure to theory and practice.
47 It is easier to learn a language when you, living in a country that speaks a language and listening to music and watching TV 

helps with pronunciation.
50 Helps in other fields where it is important to know another language.

Table 1 Student Statements of Beliefs about Language Learning
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Student 
Number

Describe a previous event (positive or negative) that helped develop your beliefs about learning a language.

9 I have a friend who lives in Miami and I know two exchange students.
10 Making fun of  other students can interfere negatively.
16 It is discouraging to study English since I have had professors who do not motivate me to learn.
27 My lack of  practice does not help me to get an acceptable grade.
30 To speak more than one language at work.
32 To go somewhere and constantly practice the language.
35 Talk with people through on-line games.
43 Difficult to learn in a classroom.
46 Took a course and learned nothing.
48 My aunt went to the US and when she returned she knew more English than I did.

Table 2 Student Experiences that Developed Beliefs

no change with regard to the experience, 
whereas others were motivated and wanted to 
learn more. It is important to note that some 
students reported that the classes in which 
included more interaction and student pro-
duction the more motivating their experiences. 
Some students stated that there was a fear of 
failure. These concerns reveal a lack of both 
interest and motivation in learning the language. 

Table 4 represents the compilation of the most 
common themes throughout the two major fac-
tors (economic and sociocultural) and their 
representative sub-factors. Beginning with the

sociocultural perspective, and considering the social
context and their ideas of learning English, it is 
apparent that their beliefs reach beyond necessity 
and compulsory language education and show 
that knowing other languages is becoming a cul-
tural phenomenon, thus demonstrating students’ 
willingness to learn a language. Regarding learners’ 
actions that facilitate or hinder learning, we can 
see that there is still a fear of learning a language for 
various reasons, which from a teaching perspective 
could have indications for teacher classroom beha-
viors and practices. Given the expression of such 
fears, the fact that students want to practice and 
interact with others is both emergent and relevant. 

Student Number Changes in behavior
7 Determination and motivation.

16 I do not have the interest to study to attend class, participate nor learn.
21 I could change and be more attentive and focused.
24 I don’t speak because I am afraid to make mistakes.
25 Pressure to not be a failure.
28 It generates less motivation.
32 Not a direct effect.
34 Motivates me to learn more.
46 I do not trust the courses offered.
47 I am more motivated for classes that have speeches or presentations and conversation.

Table 3 Changes in Behavior
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Nature of  language skills 

Should increase in complexity
Commercial methods
Communication at work
Help in other fields
Study abroad

 Linguistic attributes and influence

Future goals
Professional goals 
Opportunities
Employment
Work abroad
Professional success

Factors Beliefs and Perspectives

So
cio

cu
ltu

ra
l

Social context ideas of  learning English

Influencing
Significant
More than one language
Important
Enriches culture

Myths of  advancement
Emphasis on pronunciation
Grades
Demanded by university
Necessary
Better methods necessary

Actions for learning

Listen to music
Practice
Fluency
Difficult in classroom
Open and didactic 
Video games
Travel
Take classes
Attentive and focused
Exposure to theory and practice 
Speaking and listening
Speaking with others
Studying
Friendship
Interaction
Study abroad

Harassment
Fear of  speaking
No language base
Discouraging professors
No effect
Loss of  interest
Demotivating 
No effect 
Determination
Motivation
Dedication
Takes time
Learned nothing
Non-trusting

Language and effects

Globalization 
Global
Natural context
Intuitive
Opens mind
Opens spaces for progress

Universal
Influence
Relevant
Fundamental across cultures
Don’t need English

Table 4 Common Beliefs and Perspectives Presented by Students

The economic factors in Table 4 begin with lan-
guage and its effect. Students’ perceptions reveal 
some resistance as one student commented: “My 
parents don’t speak English, so why should I have 

to learn it?” This demonstrates a tie to the mother 
tongue and possibly implies one or more key diffe-
rences within the learning contexts of Colombia. 
The other comments revealed that English is a 

Ec
on

om
ic
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universal language and relevant and fundamental 
across cultures. The comments also indicated that 
language learning should be natural and intuitive. 

Regarding the nature of language skills that could 
be developed, student commentary demonstrates 
that communication skills for particular purpo-
ses are a key reason to invest in learning English. 
Their comments also refer to the simplicity of 
English language learning and the vast array of 
commercial methods that are available. Looking 
at the final area, both dimensions equally, student
statements strongly reveal the need for English 
to assist in professional success and other finan-
cial opportunities. These responses imply that 
students believe that learning the English lan-
guage is not only a cultural fact, but also that such 
skills will influence their future socioeconomic 
position. 

Discussion and conclusions

The results indicate that students strongly believe 
that language learning is social, fundamental and 
necessary to be successful not only in learning set-
tings, but also professionally. Student concerns 
demonstrate that learning a language is more than 
a classroom activity, and that learning should be 
addressed in ways that are more meaningful. These 
ideas concur with beliefs about language learning 
studies. For example, the categories that belong 
to the BALLI (Horwitz, 1985) are still preva-
lent and useful for language learning and teaching 
today; the difference now is how to apply and pro-
vide students with learning experiences that go 
beyond traditional and classroom-based learning 
environments. Students want interaction and pro-
duction, not only with their peers, but also with 
others in the world. 

Borg (2011) noticed that beliefs could shift through 
time. Therefore, if teachers could motivate students 
with more reflective and thoughtful practices, per-
haps the benefits would become balanced between 
economic and sociocultural ideas. That is to say, if 
we could change our learning environments into 

engaging and thoughtful arenas of equal partici-
pants, students would more likely adapt, and, as 
Ellis (2008) stated, remove the perceptual mis-
matches between learning a language to learn and 
learning a language to use and intensify the “jour-
ney” (Miller & Ginsberg, 1995). 

With regard to sociocultural and economic pers-
pectives of learning, the results revealed that 
knowing English as a second language is a cultu-
ral fact, and classrooms need to reflect this notion. 
Though there still exists resistance in learning the 
language, if teachers commit to encouraging lan-
guage skills in meaningful and practical ways, 
students could change their perceptions of their 
investment and reap the benefits of professional 
success and other financial opportunities. 

In conclusion, English language learners demons-
trated the need to shift the current practices of 
language teaching. Providing positive experien-
ces and meaningful learning and addressing the 
student more than the method will influence lan-
guage learning. Possible shifts could include:

	 Interactive classroom teachers through 
reflective thought

	 Post-method ideas of particularity, prac-
ticality, and possibility (Kumaravadivelu, 
2006)

	 Contextualizing learning materials and 
processes

	 Content and language integrated learning 
(CLIL) methods

	 Intercultural and interlanguage experiences

Some future research could include implemen-
ting interventions that address students’ beliefs and 
perceptions, creating materials for post-method 
learners, or applying CLIL to primary or secondary 
schools based on contextual affordances and mea-
suring its success.
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Appendix A: Survey about beliefs and 
perceptions about foreign language learning

Encuesta sobre creencias y percepciones

Este cuestionario proporciona un espacio para 
expresar sus creencias acerca del aprendizaje del 
idioma y sus percepciones acerca de la evaluación. 
Las respuestas se identificarán mediante códigos 
para mantener su identidad se mantendrá en reserva 
y siempre permanecerá confidencial.

Hay siete preguntas abiertas que consisten en des-
cribir y explicar experiencias y creencias. Siéntase 
libre para escribir lo que considere necesario.

1) ¿Cómo describiría usted sus creencias actuales 
acerca del aprendizaje de una lengua?

2) ¿Cómo describiría usted sus creencias actuales 
acerca de la forma de evaluar una lengua?

3) Describa un acontecimiento (positivo o nega-
tivo) que haya influido en el desarrollo de sus 
creencias acerca del idioma que aprende.

4) Describa un acontecimiento (positivo o nega-
tivo) que haya influido en el desarrollo de su 
percepción sobre la evaluación de la competencia 
en una lengua.

5) Explique cómo las experiencias en la pregunta 
3 afectan su conducta como estudiante o docente.

6) Explique cómo las experiencias en la pregunta 
4 afectan su conducta como un estudiante o 
docente.

7) ¿Cómo considera usted que sus creencias acerca 
del aprendizaje del idioma y sus percepciones de la 
evaluación influyen en los resultados del TOEFL 
ITP?

Appendix B: Informed consent from 
University of Phoenix (translated)

Estimado estudiante participante,

Soy estudiante de la Universidad de Phoenix que 
está desarrollando su proyecto para el doctorado 
en Educación. Estoy haciendo un estudio de inves-
tigación titulado Comprensión de las perspectivas 
del Aprendizaje del Idioma

Inglés: un Estudio de método mixto integrado. El 
propósito de este estudio de investigación es encon-
trar explicaciones posibles a los resultados obtenidos 
por los estudiantes en el examen TOEFL. Se descri-
birán las creencias de los estudiantes y profesores 
sobre el aprendizaje de los idiomas y prácticas de 
evaluación docente y se interpretarán sus expe-
riencias para explicar en mayor profundidad sus 
creencias y prácticas.

Su participación implica responder un cues-
tionario de información de antecedentes y dos 
encuestas: Inventario de creencias sobre el apren-
dizaje de idiomas (BALLI) con 34 preguntas y 
el Inventario de Prácticas de Evaluación con 37 
preguntas.

El tiempo de dedicación para resolverlos se estima 
en 45 minutos. Su participación también puede 
incluir responder algunas preguntas abiertas 
“Creencias y Percepciones” en las que se desarro-
llarán más sus respuestas por escrita. El tiempo que 
requiere para las preguntas abiertas es de 25 minu-
tos. No habrá sesiones de entrevistas (grabados o 
cara a cara) en esta investigación.

Usted puede optar por ser parte de este estudio o 
no. Una vez que comience, usted puede retirarse 
del estudio en cualquier momento sin sanción o 
pérdida de beneficios. Los resultados de la inves-
tigación pueden ser publicados, pero su identidad 
se mantendrá confidencial y su nombre no se dará 
a conocer a ningún tercero.

En esta investigación, no existen riesgos físicos ni 
emocionales previsibles para usted. Su identidad 
será protegida en todo momento.

Un posible beneficio es proporcionar información 
para contribuir en el desarrollo de programas, del 
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currículo, de materiales, y en los materiales y pro-
cesos de enseñanza y evaluación.

Si usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre el estudio 
de investigación o desea retirarse, por favor, con-
tácteme al…, o envíe un correo electrónico a…, o 
visíteme en mi oficina.

Si tiene preguntas sobre sus derechos como parti-
cipante en el estudio, o cualquier inquietud queja, 
por favor, póngase en contacto con la Universidad 
de Phoenix Junta de Revisión Institucional por 
correo electrónico a IRB@phoenix.edu

Como participante en este estudio, debe com-
prender lo siguiente:

1. Su participación en este estudio es volun-
taria. Si desea retirarse, puede hacerlo sin ningún 
problema.

2. Su identidad se mantendrá confidencial.

3. La investigadora ha explicado completamente 
la naturaleza de la investigación y ha respondido a 
todas sus preguntas e inquietudes.

4. Al participar también puede pedírsele que 
responda algunas preguntas abiertas “Creencias y 
Percepciones” en las que se desarrollarán más sus 
respuestas por escrito. El tiempo de que dispone 
para responder las preguntas abiertas es de 25 mi-
nutos. No habrá sesiones de entrevistas grabadas o 
cara a cara en esta investigación.

5. Los datos se guardarán en un lugar seguro y se 
tratarán de manera confidencial. Los datos se con-
servarán durante tres años y luego se destruirán.

6. Los resultados de este estudio pueden ser publi-
cados y presentados en congresos. “Al firmar este 
formulario, usted acepta que entiende la naturaleza 
de su participación y la reserva de su identidad en 
este estudio. Además, acepta que es mayor de edad 
y da su permiso para participar en este estudio.»

How to reference this article: Bailey, A. C. (2017). What students are telling us: A case study on 
EFL needs and perceptions in the classroom. Íkala, Revista de Lenguaje y Cultura, 22(3), 501-516. 
DOI: 10.17533/udea.ikala.v22n03a08

(   ) Acepto los términos anteriores. (   ) No acepto los términos anteriores.

(MARQUE UNO)

Firma del entrevistado __________________________ Fecha ____________

Firma de la investigadora ________________________ Fecha ___________


