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Resumen
Docentes y estudiantes presentan creencias sobre el aprendizaje de inglés como lengua extranjera. Es en 
el aula donde esas creencias se encuentran, pudiendo generar puntos de tensiones o habilitaciones de 
cambio. Debido a la dificultad para tener acceso a las creencias, se optó por investigarlas de una manera 
indirecta, a través de la metáfora conceptual. La metáfora está presente en nuestros pensamientos y 
acciones y, en muchos casos, pueden ser la única manera de organizar y expresar nuestras experiencias de 
forma coherente (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). Esta investigación analizó, a partir de metáforas conceptuales, 
la relación entre las creencias de estudiantes sobre el aprendizaje de inglés como lengua extranjera y 
la posible influencia en la selección de las estrategias para el aprendizaje de lenguas por el docente. 
El estudio se realizó en un instituto de Montevideo, Uruguay, entre octubre y noviembre de 2018. La 
metodología de este estudio de casos fue cualitativa. Los participantes fueron tres docentes y cuatro 
grupos de estudiantes de nivel básico al avanzado. Las metáforas fueron recolectadas a través de la 
oración: “Según su opinión, aprender inglés como lengua extranjera es (como)… porque…”. Los estudiantes 
también escribieron una carta a un futuro estudiante. Los docentes tuvieron una entrevista estructurada 
donde crearon una metáfora sobre sus grupos. Se seleccionó el grupo más heterogéneo en cuanto a 
edad para entrevistar. Los resultados indican que las metáforas no sólo arrojan luz sobre cómo estudiantes 
perciben su proceso de aprendizaje, sino que también fomentan la reflexión. Se observó que existen 
diversos factores que influyen en la selección de las estrategias para el aprendizaje de lenguas, como el 
rol que implican los exámenes internacionales. Concluimos que las interacciones visibles que ocurren en 
clase son como la punta de un iceberg: las creencias están ocultas de la vista. 

Palabras claves: metáfora conceptual, creencias de aprendizaje de lenguas, estrategias para el 
aprendizaje de lenguas, inglés como lengua extranjera, cognición docente.

Resumo
Professores e alunos apresentam crenças sobre o aprendizado do inglês como língua estrangeira. Na sala 
de aula, as crenças dos alunos e professores interagem, o que pode resultar em tensão ou oportunidades 
de mudança. Considerando a dificuldade de ter acesso às crenças dos participantes, optou-se por 
evocá-las de uma maneira indireta, usando metáforas conceituais. As metáforas fazem parte de nossos 
pensamentos e ações e, às vezes, são a única forma de organizar e expressar nossas experiências de 
forma coerente (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). Este estudo analisou, por meio de metáforas, a relação entre as 
crenças dos alunos sobre a aprendizagem de inglês como língua estrangeira e a possível influência na 
seleção de estratégias de aprendizagem de línguas pelo professor. O estudo ocorreu em um Instituto de 
Inglês em Montevidéu, Uruguai, entre outubro e novembro de 2018. A metodologia deste estudo de caso 
foi qualitativa. Os participantes foram três professores de EFL e quatro grupos de alunos do nível básico 
ao avançado. As metáforas foram coletadas por meio da frase: “Na sua opinião, aprender inglês como 
língua estrangeira é (como)… porque...”. Os alunos também escreveram uma carta para um futuro aluno. Os 
professores responderam a uma entrevista estruturada na qual forneceram uma metáfora descrevendo 
o trabalho com seus grupos. O grupo mais heterogêneo em termos de idade foi selecionado para uma 
entrevista estruturada. Os resultados indicam que as metáforas não apenas iluminam como os alunos 
percebem seu processo de aprendizagem, mas também estimulam a reflexão. O estudo também 
descobriu que vários fatores influenciam a seleção dos professores de estratégias de aprendizagem 
de línguas, incluindo o papel dos exames internacionais. Concluímos que as interações visíveis que 
acontecem em sala de aula são como a ponta de um iceberg - as crenças permanecem ocultas.

Palavras-chave: metáfora conceitual, crenças de aprendizagem de línguas, estratégias de aprendizagem 
de línguas, inglês como língua estrangeira, cognição docente.

Abstract

Teachers and students hold their own language learning beliefs about English as a Foreign Language (EFL). In the classroom, 
students’ and teachers’ beliefs interact, which might result in either tension or opportunities for change. Considering that it might 
be difficult to evoke some of the participants’ beliefs, this study opted to analyze conceptual metaphors as an indirect way to elicit 
them. Metaphors are part of our thoughts and actions and, sometimes, they are the only way of organizing and expressing our 
experiences coherently (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). This study analyzed, through metaphor analysis, how students’ beliefs about 
learning EFL relate to the teacher’s selection and use of language learning strategies (LLS) in the classroom. The study occurred 
at an English Institute in Montevideo, Uruguay, between October and November 2018. The methodology of this multiple case 
study was qualitative. The participants were three EFL teachers and four groups of students ranging from basic to advanced level. 
Students were asked to respond to the following prompt with a metaphor: “For me, learning English as a foreign language is (like)… 
because…”. Then they wrote a letter advising a future EFL student. Teachers answered a structured interview in which they provided 
a metaphor describing the work with their groups. The most heterogeneous group in terms of age was selected for a follow-up 
structured interview. Results indicate that metaphors not only shed light upon how students perceive their learning process, but 
also encourage reflection. The study also found that several factors influence teachers’ selection of language learning strategies, 
including the role of international exams. We can conclude that visible interactions that happen in class are like the tip of an 
iceberg - beliefs lie hidden from view.

Keywords: conceptual metaphor, language learning beliefs, language learning strategies, EFL, teacher cognition.
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Introduction
This article is based on the thesis presented to obtain a Master's in Education 
from Universidad ORT Uruguay in 2019. The thesis - ¿Qué piensan los docentes 
y los estudiantes del aprendizaje del inglés como lengua extranjera?: un estudio 
sobre creencias a partir de la metáfora conceptual– is about students’ language 
learning beliefs regarding English as a Foreign Language (EFL), analyzed through 
conceptual metaphors (Zambon, 2019).

Understanding teachers' and students' beliefs contributes to improving teaching 
and learning; it even encourages reflection and opens the opportunity for dialogue 
on this key issue. In the classroom, teachers’ and students’ beliefs interact, which 
might generate tension when they mismatch or enable changes. In addition, 
students' beliefs may influence teachers' approach in class, mainly in the selection 
and use of language learning strategies (LLS).

Importance of the study
The idea for this research came from the study of Barcelos (2003b), in which 
the author emphasizes the fact that the interconnection between teachers’ and 
students’ beliefs is still unexplored. According to Barcelos, the few studies that 
explore this fail in two aspects: first, most use questionnaires or inventories that 
make it difficult to understand this relationship from an internal perspective, 
reinforcing an abstract vision of teachers’ and students’ beliefs since they are 
studied in a way disconnected from the classroom. Second, they look only at how 
teachers’ beliefs influence the formation of students' belief systems, and almost 
never the other way round.

How do we define belief? For the purpose of this article, beliefs are understood as:

a form of thought, constructions of reality, ways of seeing and perceiving the 
world and its phenomena which are co-constructed within our experiences 
and which result from an interactive process of interpretation and (re)signifying, 
and of being in the world and doing things with others. (Barcelos, 2014 as cited 
in Kalaja et al., 2015, p. 8)

Therefore, how do beliefs influence the way teachers teach? People, in general, 
are guided by an implicit theory, using their conceptions about the world to make 
decisions and interpret reality in their own way (Marrero et al., 1993). According to the 
authors, "implicit theories are individual representations based on the accumulation 
of personal experiences" (p. 14). Teachers learn from these professional experiences 
acquired over the years through interactions with students and other teachers, 
training courses, readings, and participation in seminars, in which each contributes 
to the formation of their belief systems (Barnard & Burns, 2012).

Borg (2003) emphasizes that “teachers are active, thinking decision-makers 
who make instructional choices by drawing on a complex, practically-oriented, 
personalized and context-sensitive networks of knowledge, thoughts and beliefs” 
(p. 81). However, even if teachers have deeply ingrained beliefs, they do not put 
all of them into practice, and the reasons are still unexplored (Barnard & Burns, 
2012). According to Freeman (2002), reflecting on our beliefs has a great many 
advantages, such as seeing the thinking process behind teachers’ actions (which 
might contradict how they had learned to teach), expanding their pedagogical 
techniques, and revisiting their practice leaving room for improvement.



Cuadernos de Investigación Educativa | Vol. 13 No. 2 | 2022 | DOI: https://doi.org/10.18861/cied.2022.13.2

Theoretical framework
Research on language learning beliefs, especially in applied linguistics, is 
relatively new, gaining academic attention in the mid-1980s (Barcelos, 2003a). The 
early studies carried out on the topic are classified by Barcelos (2003a) into three 
approaches: normative, metacognitive, and contextual. Each approach presents 
a specific belief, conception and methodology of its own. In a subsequent 
publication, Beliefs, Agency and Identity in Foreign Language Learning and Teaching 
(2015), in which Barcelos is a co-author - research on language learning beliefs 
is classified into two essential approaches, traditional and contextual; the studies 
carried out in recent years follow these two approaches.

The traditional approach

Research that follows the traditional approach is based on the Beliefs About 
Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) created by Horwitz and published in 1985. 
BALLI is an inventory that consists of 27 statements presented on the Likert Scale, 
whose responses vary from 5 (I totally agree) to 1 (I totally disagree). The instrument 
was created to 1) try to better understand why teachers choose certain teaching 
practices and 2) determine where there may be conflicts between beliefs held by 
language teachers and their students. The author mentions that the instrument 
has served as a “useful discussion tool in inservice workshops and in methods 
classes” (Horwitz, 1985, p. 334). The 27 statements are divided into four main areas 
of foreign language learning: 1) the ability to learn foreign languages, 2) difficulty 
in learning languages, 3) the nature of language learning, and 4) strategies for 
learning languages.

BALLI is classified by Kalaja et al. (2015) as a classic among studies on beliefs about 
EFL learning. However, in this traditional approach, student beliefs are seen as 
preconceived notions, myths, or misconceptions (Horwitz, 1985, 1988). According 
to Hosenfeld (2003), student beliefs in the light of the traditional approach are 
generally seen as stable and are presented in the inventory as static notions. 
Even though Horwitz (1988) observes that there is a need to study whether 
beliefs change over time, the author acknowledges that BALLI does not offer this 
possibility since the items listed refer to static beliefs.

For Horwitz (1988), some beliefs can be an obstacle for students to learn a foreign 
language successfully; in such cases, teachers need to find the best way to 
challenge such beliefs. The ideas defended by the author allow us to conclude 
that teacher beliefs are, in a way, superior to student beliefs. The author also 
suggests that some student beliefs may be based on lack of experience or limited 
knowledge, which makes it the teacher's job to confront the beliefs considered 
erroneous.

The traditional approach presents some problems in investigating teacher and 
student beliefs. Ellis (2008) observes two specific problems. The first is related to 
the fact that students do not always voice their beliefs accurately. According to 
the author, one reason is that they reveal beliefs that they assume the researcher 
would like to hear. The second is that this type of instrument (closed-response 
questionnaires) assumes that students are aware of their beliefs and can verbalize 
them. For Ellis, although many students are aware of some of their beliefs and can 
convey them, it is possible that some are "below the threshold of consciousness or 
cannot be easily and directly expressed" (2008, p. 13). Barcelos (2003a) points out 
that this approach analyzes the responses to the questionnaires in a quantitative 
way using descriptive statistics and, therefore, beliefs are analyzed out of context, 
not allowing teachers and students to use their own words to indicate what they 
think.
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The contextual approach

In recent years, researchers have used various theoretical frameworks, different 
ways of collecting data, and have analyzed beliefs under different methodologies, 
all of which, according to Barcelos (2003a), share some common assumptions 
about beliefs. Researchers using the contextual approach do not try to generalize 
but rather try to seek deep understanding in specific contexts; this way, beliefs are 
embedded in the context. This approach perceives beliefs as contextual, dynamic 
and socially constructed and, therefore, seeks to understand them where they 
occur (Hosenfeld, 2003; Kalaja et al.,2015).

The contextual approach, according to Barcelos, has a more positive view of the 
student than the traditional approach because it takes “students’ own perspective 
and context into account” (2000, p. 64). Furthermore, this approach sees students 
as social beings that interact in their environment, and therefore, experiences and 
context are relevant to this type of study (Barcelos, 2003a).

The metaphor as an instrument to analyze language 
learning beliefs

Metaphors are present in our daily life. They are the main mechanism through 
which not only do we understand abstract concepts but also reasoning (Lakoff, 
1993). Lakoff and Johnson (2003) indicate that, in addition to metaphors being 
present in the language we use, they are part of our thoughts and actions, which 
results in our conceptual system being metaphorical in nature. However, Lakoff 
(1993) argues that in classical theories of language, metaphors were simply seen 
as language, but not as thought, as their nature is fundamentally conceptual and 
not linguistic. Metaphor, therefore, is used as a resource to understand how we 
think and act, other than being a poetic process (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003).

Conceptual metaphor is understood as:

A phenomenon of cognition in which one semantic area or domain is 
conceptually represented in terms of another. This means that we use our 
knowledge of a conceptual field, usually concrete or close to physical 
experience, to structure another field that is usually more abstract. (Soriano, 
2012, p. 87)

Cameron and Low (1999) present an example: IDEAS ARE MONEY, in which A 
is B; they explain that: “a conceptual metaphor is hence a unidirectional linking 
of two different concepts, such that some of the attributes of one (MONEY) are 
transferred to the other (IDEAS)” (p. 78). Conceptual metaphors help us understand 
ideas when we transfer a more familiar concept to understand something that 
may be more difficult or abstract. Soriano (2012) continues to explain that:

We use our knowledge of a conceptual field, usually concrete or close to 
physical experience, to structure another field that is usually more abstract. The 
first is called strong domain, since it is the origin of the conceptual structure 
that we import. The second is called the target or destination domain. (p. 87)

Metaphorical mappings tend to vary in their universality; however, some tend to 
have universal characteristics, and others only seem to make sense within the 
culture in which they are embedded (Lakoff, 1993). The author also specifies that 
these mappings are not arbitrary but are rooted in everyday experiences and 
physical sensations. That is, people use metaphors in their daily lives, and their 
meaning can be understood by people from different cultural environments 
unless it is very specific to a certain culture or even micro-culture.
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Lakoff and Johnson (2003) highlight that the use of metaphors can have impact 
on the way we think and act through the creation of realities, especially social 
realities. For the authors, we make use of metaphors to organize and express 
some aspect of our experience in a coherent way; sometimes using metaphors is 
the only possible way through which we can verbalize our thoughts and feelings. 
In recent decades, a significant number of investigations have been carried out 
using metaphors due to the fact that identification and discussion of metaphors 
can clarify implicit assumptions, as well as encourage personal reflection, resulting 
in an attempt to understand the perspectives of individual students and teachers 
on different topics (Cameron & Low, 1999). Several studies, including that of 
Fang (2015), who investigated 120 in-training EFL teachers in China, suggest that 
metaphors reveal key information concerning students’ ideas about their learning 
process. In that study, participants expressed that learning English is not easy, and 
that successful learning implies hard work, having confidence, a solid foundation, 
patience, and perseverance. This information is useful for teachers to help their 
students to develop their language learning abilities and be more confident.

Context of the study
Purpose of the study and research objectives

Teachers’ and students’ beliefs will interact in the classroom, which might lead 
to conflict when they mismatch. The reason for the conflict may be that students 
do not fully understand their teachers’ expectations, as well as their intentions 
and objectives. According to Weinstein (1983), cited by Johnson (1995), “student 
learning is enhanced when students accurately perceive teachers’ expectations 
and intentions” (p. 40). Barcelos (2000) adds that it is equally important for the 
process that teachers perceive the expectations and intentions of their students; 
even in cases where the differences are very marked, a situation can be triggered 
in which students are passive or resistant to learning.

For this study, it seems appropriate to use metaphors to research language learning 
beliefs. Ellis (2008) contemplates their use as an alternative approach to explore 
the way in which students talk about their learning experiences, considering that 
metaphors are an indirect way to access their beliefs. Therefore, participants can 
express concepts that could be difficult or even impossible without the use of 
metaphorical language. Metaphors allow the researcher to access beliefs that 
may be explicit or even implicit and that, in many cases, will not be evident in an 
interview or in a BALLI-type questionnaire. Additionally, participants express their 
thoughts without saying what they think the interviewer would like to hear.

Therefore, the goal of this study was to use conceptual metaphors to analyze the 
interconnection between students' beliefs about learning EFL in the classroom 
and the influence they might have on the selection of LLS by the teacher.

The objectives were to:

•	 Identify and map out students' language learning beliefs about learning 
EFL in the classroom through conceptual metaphors and the LLS they 
use.

•	 Analyze which aspects teachers’ and students’ beliefs about learning 
EFL in the classroom match and mismatch.

•	 Describe and interpret the possible influence of student beliefs on 
teacher selection of LLS to be used in the EFL classroom.
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This research is a qualitative, multiple case study fully exploring the  the participants' 
responses , taking into consideration the context - the classroom - in which they 
are inserted. According to Hernández Sampieri (2014), “qualitative research focuses 
on understanding phenomena, exploring it from the participants' perspective in a 
natural environment and in relation to their context” (p. 358). According to Flick 
(2015), the quality of qualitative work lies in the balance between the observation 
of methodological rigor and creativity (be it theoretical, conceptual, or practical) to 
study what is proposed.

The idea behind qualitative research is not to generalize the results obtained 
to the wider educational community, but rather to analyze the phenomenon in 
depth (Hernández Sampieri, 2014). In addition, the purpose of a case study is its 
particularity, aiming to fully understand it, without comparing it to other cases. Not 
everything constitutes a case study - it is necessary to present something specific; 
however, each classroom with its participants becomes unique and relevant 
(Stake, 1999).

In light of what has been explained in the previous section, the contextual approach 
has been chosen because it allows teachers and students to express their own 
beliefs freely, rather than reacting to already formulated statements. For Dufva 
(2003), the role of the researcher is to evoke beliefs, but always keep in mind that 
thoughts, and therefore beliefs, are something private to the participants, and not 
everyone may be prepared to discuss them.

Setting

The study was carried out at a language institute in Montevideo, Uruguay, between 
October and November 2018. The institute offers English courses for students of 
all ages. The language courses are conducted in person, once or twice a week. 
The institute also prepares students for international English exams, offers EFL 
teaching training courses, and provides academic support for teachers and 
schools from all over the country.

Participants

For the study, three EFL teachers and four groups of students were selected. 
The students chosen for the research were those who were in class on the day 
the researcher visited the groups to explain the study. The researcher visited five 
groups in total, but one of the basic level groups did not submit their metaphor 
and letter activities and, therefore, it was understood that they did not want to 
participate and was removed from the sample. The data is summarized in Table 1 
and Table 2:
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Table 1. Participating teachers

Participating teachers

Sex Age Level Years of experience Identification

M 25 Basic A2.1 and Basic A2.2 6 T1Exp6M

M 22 Intermediate B1 4 T2Exp4M

F 35 Advanced C1 14 T3Exp14F

Note. Information organized by the author, based on the information provided by the participants

Table 2. Participating students

Level Students in class Participating students Students interviewed 

Basic A2.1 8 3 -

Basic A2.2 5 5 5

Intermediate B1 7 5 -

Advanced C1 6 2 -

TOTAL 26 15 5

Note. Organized by the author

The participating students are identified by a letter of the alphabet (A - O) with their 
age and sex in parenthesis. For example, student “A (19, F)” means that student A 
is a nineteen-year-old female.

Sample selection criteria

The groups were chosen by the institute, consisting of an intentional sample, not a 
random one. In addition, the institute avoided choosing groups that were already 
assigned for observation by teachers in training; the reason was to prevent those 
groups from having yet another interference. The institute was asked to select 
groups that were taught by the same teacher; for example, a teacher could have a 
basic and an intermediate group. It was intended to investigate a minimum of four 
teachers and their groups. From the selected groups, the one that was presented 
as the most heterogeneous (in terms  of students’ age) was chosen for a semi-
structured interview.
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Phases of the study

The study was done in two phases: the first one was a visit to the groups when 
metaphor awareness was undertaken, and the students were asked to write a letter 
to a friend; the second consisted of conducting interviews with the participants.

Phase one:

1. Raising students’ awareness of the concept of metaphor and its importance 
for the study.

2. Metaphor sentence completion exercise: “For me, learning English as a foreign 
language is (like)… because…”.

3. Letter writing activity for a future EFL student.

4. Partial analysis of the data obtained.

Phase two:

1. Structured interview with the teachers whose groups participated in the study.

2. Semi-structured interview with students from one of the groups.

3. Final analysis of the data obtained.

Data-gathering instruments

Metaphor sentence

An investigation using metaphors does not mean that it will be easy to conduct 
or free from implementation problems. Wan and Low (2015) highlight that several 
studies using conceptual metaphors give the false idea that they are easy to carry 
out, mainly because most researchers do not report problems they have faced in 
provoking or collecting metaphors.

One of the potential problems is that the participants do not know or do not 
understand how to complete the metaphor sentence. Low (2015) points out that 
in a study involving few participants, it is crucial that everyone has the necessary 
conditions to be able to complete what is asked, especially when the idea is 
to deepen the answers obtained; however, in studies involving large numbers 
of participants and whose purpose is to determine a general trend, if some 
participants fail to produce a metaphor, this will not negatively impact the results.

Wan (2015) conducted a study involving Chinese Master’s degree students from 
an English university on their perception of the act of writing. She concluded that 
the reasons why the participants did not know how to complete the assigned 
metaphorical sentences were not due to personal characteristics, but to a lack of 
knowledge of metaphor and understanding why they had to produce them.

The decision to include the word 'like' in the metaphor sentence is to facilitate 
students’ understanding of what they are expected to write and avoid constructions 
such as Learning English is difficult - which does not qualify as a metaphor. The 
inclusion of the word 'like' transforms the sentence into a simile, which is also a 
literary device. It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss the difference between 
metaphor and simile.
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In addition, participants were asked to write a brief explanation of their idea behind 
their metaphor by including the word 'because'. This is vital to include, as several 
researchers reported the need to obtain more data to interpret the metaphors 
and to determine if the answers are indeed metaphorical construction (Low, 2015; 
Armstrong, 2015). According to Low (2015), a potential problem is that the word 
'because' seems ambiguous or repetitive; one of the solutions is for the participants 
to add an explanation even if it seems obvious.

The letter

Studies involving metaphors require supplemental data sources to prevent 
the researcher’s subjectivity from influencing the metaphor analysis and thus 
compromising the study’s validity (Seung et al., 2015).

The possibility of conducting focus groups was considered at first; the idea of asking 
students to keep journals about their learning experience was also entertained. 
Due to time constraints and, mainly, access to the groups, it was decided to ask 
the participants to write a letter for a future EFL student, offering them some useful 
LLS.

Limitations of the study

Class observation was not included, considering the time allotted to carry out the 
study. Through class observations, it would have been possible to perceive the 
relationship between the participating students among themselves and with their 
teacher. Also, it might have been interesting to witness some of the participants’ 
actions, which would justify their EFL beliefs described in their metaphors, letters, 
and interviews. The data would have served as a form of data triangulation.

Results and Discussion

Given the space constraints, this section will not offer a detailed analysis of each 
metaphor submitted by the participants but rather a group analysis based on the 
results drawn from the data collected, contrasted with the corresponding teachers’ 
metaphors.
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Case 1 – Teacher T1Exp6M, groups Bas1A2 and Bas2A2

Table 3. Teacher’s and students’ metaphors – A2.1 group

Teacher’s metaphor – For me, teaching 
English as a foreign language to this group 
is like… because

Group Students’ metaphors

Teaching English to this group is like 
cooking with a certain amount of 
ingredients – a more limited amount with 
Bas1A2 group which ends up demanding 
more creativity.

Bas1A2 A (19, F): RUNNING A MARATHON 
because it doesn't matter who gets 
there first, but rather who makes the 
effort and exceeds objectives.

B (21, M): A ROLLER-COASTER RIDE 
because I enjoy the ride (learning) but 
I want it to be over fast (I want to be 
bilingual as soon as possible).

C (22, F): EXPANDING HORIZONS 
because I want perspectives to open 
up.

Note. Metaphors and explanation sentences have been translated by the author.

Cooking is an act of love, nurturing and caring for others, which requires effort. 
Cooking with a limited amount of ingredients makes the experience more 
challenging for the cook, demanding more creativity and extra effort to care for 
others.

By analyzing students’ metaphors and letters, it is possible to conclude that: 
student A’s metaphor - running a marathon – involves a great deal of work to learn 
a language; it may also refer to an activity shared by a group whose participants 
encourage one another, or to an exercise to be enjoyed alone. Student B comes to 
class looking for fun and adrenaline; he wants to have a quick and intense experience 
learning English, which translates into the fact that he desires to become fluent 
fast, but only “working” when in the classroom. As student C suggests, expanding 
horizons means looking for something new and fresh challenges; several of these 
involve being in contact with other people and understanding them in order for 
communication to happen.

Teacher’s and students’ metaphorical sentences go in opposite directions. The 
teacher wants to nurture and care for the group by bringing them together. In their 
letters, the students mentioned that they would prefer to study in groups, even 
though their metaphors seem to emphasize solo activities. In the interview, the 
teacher mentions the following:

I have never noticed a kind of group union that enhances learning… they may 
get together during the break, but it is not like the other group (Bas2A2); they 
exchange materials and are there for one another, even though they don’t 
study together. We have a great relationship and even grab a snack as a group 
sometimes. However, this group (Bas1A2) never shows enthusiasm when I ask 
them to share materials with a classmate that missed a class… (T1Exp6M)

It is possible to observe the effort on the part of the teacher to nurture the students 
from this group. The students, however, do not seem to show the same level of 
enthusiasm and effort to learn the language. 
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Table 4. Teacher’s and students’ metaphors – A2.2 group

Teacher’s metaphor - For me, teaching 
English as a foreign language to this group 
is like… because

Group Students’ metaphors

T1Exp6M: It is cooking with a certain 
amount of ingredients – cooking with 
such a variety of ingredients with Bas2A2 
group that allows you to find combinations 
you’ve never used before, and therefore 
end up with new flavors. 

Bas2A2 D (32,F): DOING GYMNASTICS because it’s 
hard work and you need to make a big effort if 
you want to do it well but also because, at the 
same time, you do it excited and happy because 
you know about the good consequences of 
doing it.      

E (53,F): WORKING HARD TO SAVE TO BUY A 
NEW CAR AND GIVE IT TO MY ONLY CHILD 
because he is the priority in my life. I’ve tried 
he would have an excellent academic level in 
his career. I’ve worked in my office long hours, 
during days and nights by Internet to save 
money. After that, it was very exciting for me the 
day when I saw he was going to university by 
his own car. Then I thought a part of my mission 
is fulfilled!

F (22,F): BABY’S FIRST STEPS because when 
you are in the beginning you need a lot of help 
and you need to fall out one time and another 
time to talk well without anybody.

G (30, M): RUNNING A MARATHON because 
you need to train a lot and gradually increase 
the difficulty to reach intermediate goal until the 
day of the final exam.

H (18, M): LEARNING HOW TO DRIVE. It may 
seem difficult, but as you practice on your 
own you get used to it, and it ends up being 
something natural.

 
Note. Teacher's and student H's metaphors and explanation sentences have been translated by the 
author.

This is the group that allows the teacher to ‘cook with more ingredients’, and 
therefore, he is able to take better care of his students, offering them a variety of 
options in the classroom. The students’ metaphorical sentences reflect effort; even 
though their metaphors refer to individual effort, their letters demonstrate that they 
need one another throughout the learning process. Doing gymnastics, running 
a marathon, learning to drive, and, above all, the baby's first steps are individual 
efforts, but having somebody else’s help, support, and motivation is crucial.

These students have a clear idea of what their language learning beliefs are, and 
all of them share the common goal of being able to communicate orally, which 
is a barrier that the group as a whole is working on overcoming; the teacher 
understands their need – achieving fluency is a goal that the teacher himself 
shares with them – and emphasizes such practice in the classroom.
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During the interview, the teacher explained that he offers this group a great deal of 
auditory input in order for them to be exposed to the target language and able to 
start producing language without being afraid of making mistakes. The first twenty 
minutes of his classes are dedicated to spontaneous conversation because he 
wants students to internalize the language and make an effort to use it.

For this teacher, planning for the groups is a matter of perceiving their characteristics 
and adjusting his techniques accordingly: 

It is a combination of what I consider to be useful and how they are used to 
doing in class so that it is not a very drastic change from one teacher to the 
next. It is a matter of perception and applying my techniques and seeing how 
they respond ... and I think it happens in the early stages of the year when I am 
getting to know the groups; then, it's like you already know what works with 
each group and what doesn't. So, if you see that after a few months they do 
not respond well, you have to find other techniques, maybe do more in-class 
work… (T1Exp6M)

However, during the interview with student E, she voiced her preference for doing 
extra writing pieces since she believes she expresses herself better this way. Even 
though the possibility of producing more compositions than the two for each unit 
of the book was not discussed with her teacher, it did not become a conflict.

Case 2 –Teacher T2Exp4M, Group InterB1

Table 5. Teacher’s and students’ metaphors – B1 group

Teacher´s metaphor Group Students’ metaphors

T2Exp4M: DOING A CITY TOUR IN 
MONTEVIDEO because it is not 
something that is always pleasant and 
there are some good and not so good 
moments. I´ve never done the city tour 
in Montevideo, but I know the route. I 
see that it goes through streets that are 
ugly. There are good moments and s**** 
ones.

InterB1 I (15, F): A BIKE RIDE AROUND TOWN 
because it is hard to pedal up and easy to 
coast down, but you keep enjoying the view.

J (15, M): A KEY TO FOREIGN LANDS 
because it allows you to communicate with 
basically everybody in the world.

K (18, F): A WINDOW TO NEW 
KNOWLEDGE because through English we 
can communicate better with the world.

L (17,M): LEARNING TO PLAY A NEW 
INSTRUMENT AND THEN LIVE OFF IT 
BECAUSE nowadays the majority of people 
that enroll in English courses do so in order 
to have more job opportunities.  At first, 
studying English is fun, but then it becomes 
dull, and you keep studying because you 
want to get the certificate.

M (18, F): COOL AND FUN (not a metaphor) 
because it gives you the opportunity to talk 
with more people and find a job. 

Note. The metaphors and the explanation sentences have been translated by the author.
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Classes are a mix of enjoyable moments and not so enjoyable ones; the same 
holds true for city tours. A city tour is a short bus excursion where tourists visit 
beautiful parts of a city. However, for the bus to reach the attractive places, it 
has to pass through less beautiful streets that are not worth taking pictures of 
or paying attention to. City tours are the same for all those interested in visiting 
a particular place. When applying the metaphor to the classroom context, it is 
possible to translate it into offering the same type of class for all students who 
reach a certain level; also, the less proficient language classes would represent 
the ‘less attractive’ aspects to this teacher since he seems to enjoy working with 
higher levels of proficiency, as it was inferred during the interview.

Most of the students’ metaphorical sentences are focused on making discoveries. 
Student I mentions a bike ride in the city, which implies some labor when pedalling 
up a hill, but is also connected to the idea of discovering places when visiting a 
new city; however, when going on a bike ride to visit new places, the tendency is to 
avoid hills. Other metaphors (students J and K) are related to exploring new places 
with unique opportunities. Student L’s metaphor, on the one hand, may be related 
to learning something new (such as a musical instrument). However, on the other 
hand, it is more connected with the idea of making an effort to master a certain 
skill; this is confirmed in his letter in which he mentions that it is necessary to be in 
constant contact with the language, make vocabulary lists, and use monolingual 
dictionaries.

This group aims to take the Cambridge international exam, B1 Preliminary. For the 
teacher, the groups that are preparing for international exams tend to have a lower 
performance in general than other groups that are not sitting exams: 

The thing about groups that are taking international exams is that there is 
always the tension between learning English and passing the exam, which is 
not the same. I am positive that it is not the same. I’m not criticizing such exams 
because they do fulfill a purpose, but they also play against us. So, there is 
tension ... I think that some tension is good. There are students who study 
to pass the exam and others who prefer to talk more, learn new words, do 
other types of activities, even grammatical activities that are not exam format. 
(T2Exp4M)

In general, the teacher focuses more on exam preparation toward the end of 
the school year. However, some students ask him for more exam practice to feel 
confident. During the school year, the teacher put great emphasis on memorizing 
vocabulary through spaced repetition.  At the beginning of the classes, they always 
review what they did in the previous class. In addition, he allows students to work 
in pairs to do exercises and mainly to compare their answers and learn from their 
peers.

The teacher commented that he does not think much about varied LLS for different 
groups because, for him, certain aspects are intuitive:

I don’t sit down and think about what I’m going to do with each group 
specifically. I think certain things are more intuitive and I don’t think about them 
so much. But how deep we’ll discuss the topics will depend, in my opinion, 
on the relationship between the students, right? It will also depend on their 
language level… (T2Exp4M)

According to the teacher, factors such as age, level of English, and interests end 
up limiting the topics discussed in class. The teacher also mentioned during the 
interview that the textbook used in class presents topics that suit older students 
better. For some reason, even though the teacher made an effort to adapt the 
materials to his students’ tastes, he found it difficult to understand this group and 
generate empathy:
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I failed to understand them all year, I couldn’t figure out where they were going, 
so the classes were more general … it’s not that I don’t like this group very much, 
but that you always have a group that you like more than the rest, naturally. 
This group did not generate good chemistry among themselves; it is a group 
that has 14-year-old boys and a 25-year-old woman. But anyway, it’s like ... it’s 
weird. I don’t know how to explain it to you... (T2Exp4M)

This teacher did not fully understand his group. He uses the metaphor of the city 
tour to describe his work. This image refers to the idea of a global vision of a city 
which does not interact much with its inhabitants; it is like being on the outside 
looking in. His opinion about the group might be influenced by the idea that 
students are coming to class with the sole purpose of passing the exam. It is also 
transparent that he has a preference for more advanced classes, which allow him 
to do in-class work using authentic materials, such as magazine and newspaper 
articles.

Case 3 – Teacher T3Exp14F, group AvanC1

Table 6. Teacher’s and students’ metaphors – C1 group

Teacher’s metaphor metaphor – For me, 
teaching English as a foreign language to this 
group is like… because

Group Students’ metaphors

BEING A PARENT. Not only with this group, but 
in general, teaching is a bit like being a parent 
in the sense that there are feelings involved 
and one becomes fond of the group. It is like 
real parents: first you watch them grow and 
they need your support; later the idea is to 
give them tools in order for them to become 
independent. Many of my students are 
teachers and my colleagues now. So, I taught 
them when they were beginning to study 
English and now they are teachers.

AvanC1 N (16, M): GROWING A TREE because 
you need years of work, but in the end, 
it is as beautiful as it can be.

O (17, M): BEING CAPTIVE IN A 
SMALL ROOM, BUT WHEN YOU 
FREE YOURSELF, YOU’LL NEVER BE 
LOCKED AGAIN because it opens lots 
of doors and possibilities to talk to 
almost everyone in the world.

Note. Teacher's metaphor explanation sentence has been translated by the author

This teacher’s metaphor is summarized in the idea of nurturing; parents take care 
of their children and also have to educate them. In general, parents are proud 
of their children and their accomplishments. However, some parents have the 
tendency to overprotect their kids, while others embrace the philosophy of raising 
their children to be more independent and fend for themselves. Children, in turn, 
never forget the parents they had.

In this group, two trends are observed: nurturing care and seeking independence. 
As expressed by student N, the idea of growing a tree is related to nurturing care; 
in contrast, the prison metaphor by student O allows us to draw a parallel with 
parents who are very overprotective and steal their children's independence. 
However, when such kids manage to free themselves, they are unlikely to let 
themselves be dominated again by their families.

This teacher nurtures her group by ensuring that the students are learning English 
in a meaningful way and preparing to sit the international exam. The pressure to 
pass the test is present, mainly due to its high cost, but for her, passing would be 
evidence of learning. "My classes are not very exam-oriented - because I do not 
like the idea of learning the mechanics of the exam; I want them to learn, and if 
they learn, they will pass the exam" (T3Exp14F).

When asked if she adapted LLS to the group as a whole, or to each student, she 
replied:
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To the student! Although I address the group as a whole, it is important to clarify 
to the students that they should make use of what is useful to each and every 
one of them, otherwise we keep looking for more suitable LLS. Sometimes the 
students say “I didn’t have enough time” or “this is not useful to me” and then 
we brainstorm what other things we can do. (T3Exp14F)

This teacher explained that she detects what students need, so she presents 
them with different strategies that may be useful to them; i the students decide 
which ones serve them according to their learning characteristics. Therefore, we 
observe that meaningful learning is the teacher’s goal, but the international exams 
have strongly influence the class.

Conclusions
Discussing language learning beliefs is vital for EFL teachers and students alike; 
it should be clear what everyone's expectations, intentions and objectives are 
about learning a foreign language. Beliefs prove to be an invisible but very present 
aspect in the classroom - much like an iceberg. The submerged part represents 
these beliefs, which seem to be in constant negotiation between teachers and 
students; in turn, the visible part is the interactions in the classroom. As evidenced 
in this research,  metaphors offer an indirect way to assess and understand what 
students think and believe. Likewise, teachers can use metaphors to reflect on 
their own perceptions of their groups.

This research indicated that it is the teacher who makes the decisions for their 
group, considering many factors such as their beliefs, previous experiences and 
studies. On the other side, when part of the syllabus, international exams play a 
major role in how teachers plan their in-class work. All the participating teachers 
are clear about their beliefs and actions in class. It is shown that knowing the group 
in-depth allows teachers to select language learning strategies that best suit their 
class. This would also help improve the bond formed between the teacher and the 
students and among the students themselves.

We hope this paper might help teachers by offering them an opportunity to reflect 
on their beliefs and realize that their students also come to class with their own. 
Also, we expect this paper to demonstrate to the research community that using 
conceptual metaphors is possible to begin to explore what teachers and students 
think, offering a form of expression to synthesize and externalize complex thoughts.

Nota: Aprobación final del artículo: Dra. Verónica Zorrilla de San Martín, editora responsable de la 
revista.

Contribución de autoría: La única autora fue responsable de la concepción del trabajo, diseño de la 
investigación, recolección de datos, procesamiento, análisis, elaboración y corrección del documento.
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