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Abstract

　 The present study investigates Japanese intermediate-level students 
beliefs, learning strategies and confidence in their English abilities. 
Questionnaire responses from a total of 236 students at high and low 
intermediate levels with a pharmacy major showed that while analytical 
beliefs were common, higher proficiency level students preferred 
more experiential strategies, and that they were more confident in 
communication in English. The findings of the present study support 
previous research suggesting the importance of experiential learning.  

Keywords: learner beliefs, confidence, proficiency, experiential learning 
strategies, analytical learning strategies

1. Introduction

Research interests in SLA have shifted from teacher-directed to 
student-centered instruction in the past decades, and numerous studies 
have shown that learner belief about language learning plays an important 
role in their choices of strategies which in turn may affect their L2 
development; if students believe that translation and memorization are 



44

effective strategies, they will try to memorize words and translate them, 
rather than using them in communication.  While previous studies suggest 
that beliefs might affect learning outcomes [1], they do not necessarily 
show a strong relationship between them.

Understanding learner beliefs contributes to more successful language 
learning [2][3].  Likewise, learners need to be aware of their own beliefs 
by evaluating how those beliefs affect their second language learning 
[4].  Assessing L2 learner beliefs is also essential in understanding their 
approaches to language teaching [1][2][5][6].  From a motivational 
perspective, Dörnyei emphasizes the importance of creating realistic 
learner beliefs as an important motivational strategy [7].

Although learner beliefs are viewed as an important individual 
difference variable in L2 learning [8][9], the concept has remained 
relatively unexplored.  Thus, further research is needed to fully understand 
the real impact of learner beliefs on L2 learning.  Recently, Izumi et 
al. and Ogawa and Izumi investigated the relationship between learner 
proficiency, beliefs, learning strategies and confidence, finding that higher-
level students hold stronger beliefs in experiential learning approaches, 
while lower-level students, who tend to believe in analytical approaches, 
show low confidence in their L2 abilities [10][11].  They also found that 
analytic beliefs are positively correlated to the use of analytical learning 
strategies and negatively with the use of experiential learning strategies.  In 
contrast, beliefs in experiential learning seem to promote more flexible or 
balanced use of analytic and experiential strategies.  Furthermore, the use 
of experiential strategies is more strongly related to improved confidence 
in L2 use.

While the findings of the previous studies illustrate high and low 
proficiency learner beliefs and learning strategies, further research is 
needed to generalize the results.  Furthermore, anecdotal evidence shows 
that students majoring in science tend to prefer analytical approaches 
even in language learning.  Thus, the present study examines beliefs and 
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strategies taken by analytical-minded learners with intermediate level 
proficiency without any overseas experience.

Based upon Ogawa and Izumi [11], the following hypotheses were 
formed.
1.	Lower-intermediate proficiency learners tend to believe in 

analytical learning more strongly than the higher-intermediate 
proficiency learners.

2.	High-intermediate proficiency learners tend to use experiential 
learning strategies more frequently than the lower group learners.

3.	Higher proficiency learners tend to have higher degrees of 
confidence in their communication abilities in English.

2. Methods

A questionnaire modified from Ogawa and Izumi [11] was given to 
239 students in 8 classes taught by 4 different instructors. The students 
were in their second year at a pharmaceutical university in Tokyo, and 
those with overseas experience were removed from the data.  A total of 
234 students were divided into two groups; 199 lower intermediate level 
students with TOEIC scores of 595 and below, and 35 students with 
TOEIC scores of 600-750.  In the context of our university, we considered 
students with TOEIC scores of 600 and above as high intermediate because 
of their good performance in English classes.

The questionnaire consisted of 50 Likert-scale questions examining 
their beliefs, strategies, and confidence in their L2 ability.  The 
questionnaire items were written in both English and Japanese, and were 
divided into five parts, consisting of 9 to 11 questions per section. 
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3. Results
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As shown in Table 1, overall participants tended to believe in both 
analytical and experiential learning.  Regarding beliefs in analytical 
learning, no statistical difference was observed between the two groups 
except in questions 7 and 10, which shows that those in the lower group 
tended to believe in the importance of knowing grammatical terms more 
strongly than those in the higher group (t = 2.423, p = .016), while those 
in the higher group believe in the importance of speaking English with 
native-like accents more strongly (t = -3.311, p = .001). 

With regard to beliefs in experiential learning, the higher group 
believed more strongly in all the questions than the lower group, and 
statistical differences were seen in questions 11 (t = -2.105, p = .036), 
15 (t = -2.496, p = .013), 16 (t = -2.672, p = .008), 18 (t = -3.411, p = 
.001) and 19 (t = -2.027, p = .044), all of which were related to L2 use 
for communication.  Question 11 concerns the importance of speaking 
in English to learn, and question 15 is about positive attitudes toward 
making mistakes.  Likewise, questions 18 and 19 focus on guessing for 
comprehension and fluency without worrying about grammatical accuracy.  
The higher group tended to believe in having a lot of input and output 
practice through communication, and at the same time, wanted to be 
corrected by their English teacher slightly more than the lower group.  

Interpreting Two-way repeated measures ANOVA results (Table 2 
and Figure 1), the multivariate tests indicate a nonsignificant group main 
effect, F (1, 236) = .926, p = .337; a significant belief main effect, F (1, 
236) = 7.731, ηG2 = .015, p = .001), and a nonsignificant belief by-group 
interaction effect, F (1, 236) = .349, p = .55.  These results signify that 
differences are seen between analytic and experiential beliefs, implying 
that students tend to value experiential beliefs over analytic beliefs.  On 
the other hand, although students in the higher group tend to believe in 
experiential learning more strongly than those in the lower group, no 
statistical differences were observed between the groups in terms of 
beliefs.
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In terms of analytic strategies, statistical differences were observed 
in questions 21, 22, 24, 28, and 29 (see Table 1).  These results indicate 
that students in the higher group seem to have invested time and effort in 
practicing and using the grammar and vocabulary above and beyond simple 
memorization, vis-a-vis the lower group.  Additionally, in experiential 
strategies, while no statistical differences were seen in questions 38 and 
39, all other questions showed significant differences between the two 
groups (p < .01).  Students in the higher group displayed higher scores 
than those in the lower group. The main effect in both groups; F (1, 236) 
= 5.319, ηG2 = .02, p = .2 and strategy; F (1, 236) = 52.02, ηG2 = .09, p = 
.001, as well as the interaction effect; F (1, 236) = 4.082, ηG2 = .006, p = 
.04 shown in Table 3 show the differential degrees in the use of different 
strategies by these groups.  Examining the method simple main effects, 
different degrees in the use of analytic and experiential strategies were 
observed in both groups (lower level, p = .001; higher level, p = .021), 
which implies that in both groups, students tend to employ more analytic 
than experiential strategies.  In analytic strategies, no statistical differences 
were seen between the lower and higher groups  (p = .675), however, the 
experiential strategies showed differences in the degree of use (p = .004), 
meaning students at a higher level use more experiential strategies (see 
Table 3 and Figure 2). 

In the area of confidence, significant differences were seen in all the 
questions (p < .01), finding that the students in the higher group tended 
to be more confident in their overall English ability.  Those in the higher 
group tended to be confident in conversation, pronunciation, understanding 
spoken and written English than those in the lower group, compared with 
the ability to explain grammar or to use it in communication. 
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Figure 1  Beliefs in language learning of the students with different levels
Belief
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Table 3  Two-way repeated measures ANOVA results on strategies at different levels

Source SS df MS F p ηp2

Group (high / low)     3.264 1   3.264   5.319 .022 .022
Error 144.849 236     .614
Strategies (analytic / experienti   24.534 1 24.534 52.023 .000 .181
Strategy × Group     1.925 1   1.925   4.082 .044 .017
Error (belief) 111.295 236    .472

 

Table 2  Two-way repeated measures ANOVA results on belief at different levels

Source SS df MS F p ηp2

Group (high / low)     .220 1   .220   .926  .337 .004
Error 56.002 236   .237
Belief (analytic / experiential)   1.625 1 1.625 7.731 .006 .032
Belief × Group     .073 1   .073   .349 .555 .001
Error (belief) 49.619 236  .210
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Table 4 shows all the correlation results between belief and strategies 
of both groups. Some of the questions showed both positive and weak 
correlations with experiential strategies, while more analytic strategies 
were positively correlated with both analytic and experiential beliefs.  
Confidence also has a strong positive correlation with both analytic and 
experiential strategies.

Among the confidence question items, the higher group was 
significantly more confident in their abilities concerning actual language 
production such as conversation, speaking, and pronunciation, compared 
with more receptive skills or meta-knowledge such as understanding 
written English, or the ability to use or explain grammar. 

In summary, the study found that both groups did not differ 
statistically in their beliefs in analytical learning, but the higher group 
tended to use experiential learning strategies more frequently than the 
lower group. The higher group also had higher degrees of confidence 
in their communication abilities in English. From the above results, the 
second and third hypotheses were supported. 

 

Figure 2  Strategies in language learning of the students with different levels
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4. Conclusion

The present study supports the study by Ogawa and Izumi [11], 
suggesting that it is necessary to encourage more experiential learning in 
the classroom to promote student confidence in communication in English.  
However, the study also found that the higher group also believed in 
analytical learning fairly strongly except in those questions concerning 
explanation of grammatical rules or knowing grammatical terms, which are 
not directly related to communicative skills.  Students in the lower group 
seem to be more interested in meta-knowledge.  This suggests that students 
in the lower group are more exposed to the traditional approach, where 
grammar translation, rote memorization, L1 explanation etc. are prevalent, 
while higher level students tend to have engaged in more communicative 
activities, which may have inclined them to value experimental strategies 
over analytic approaches.  Furthermore, students in the higher group may 
simultaneously use bottom-up strategies pursuing accuracy in production 
as well as fluency for communication.  Those well-balanced approaches 
are important in language learning.  

The results of the present study provide some evidence of 
intermediate or average level student beliefs, learning strategies, and 
confidence.  Learners at lower-intermediate proficiency levels may tend 
to use analytical strategies, which may result in a low level of confidence.  
Longitudinal studies should be conducted to explore how students 
accustomed to analytical learning can gain confidence in communication 
through more experiential approaches.  
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