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Rokeach defined a belief system as an organization of five types of beliefs 
varying in depth, formed from living in nature and in society. This paper 
summarises a study examining EFL (English as a Foreign Language) learners’ 
language learning beliefs and comparing those to Rokeach’s definition. Repertory 
grid and stimulated recall interview were adopted to investigate language learning 
beliefs of two Vietnamese learners of English in fifteen weeks in a private 
English school. The interviews were transcribed and coded inductively by 
content-analysis strategy to infer each learner’s beliefs. Then, the beliefs were 
categorised and the result showed that each learner had a unique belief system, 
which includes three categories of beliefs about the goal of learning a language, 
nature of language learning, and learning activities. Although most of their 
beliefs support theory of a belief system, some of them did not. Consequently, the 
author suggests that the theory of a belief system should be revised. 
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Introduction 

 Learners’ beliefs are ′opinion′, ′a system of related ideas′, ′a part of a learner’s 
store of acquired knowledge′, and ′an abstract representation of a learner’s 
experience′ (Wenden 517). Beliefs play a crucial role in how learners learn a 
language. Allwright and Woods noted that what happens in learning is not 
something unilaterally in the hands of the teacher as learners can also make 
decisions about how to achieve their learning goals. Studies have pointed out that 
learners have their own ways of dealing with different classroom contexts 
(Allwright; Kramsch; Woods); they manage their learning by constantly taking 
advantage of these contexts for their own learning purposes and by constantly 
struggling to create their own meanings. 

 Most studies in to learners’ beliefs have adopted quantitative method and used 
Likert-scale (Horwitz; Cotterall; Kern; Mori) to categorise learners rather than to 
understand beliefs. Noticeably, the literature has numerously studied learners’ 
beliefs in relation to their expectations, learning preferences and learning 
strategies without any attempt to understand their belief system. Why should 
belief system and understanding beliefs from a qualitative perspective be a 
matter?  

 Pajares defined belief as an ′individual’s judgment of the truth or falsity of a 
proposition′ (316). To make it clearer, Borg noted that a belief is a mental state 
which has as its content a proposition that is accepted as true by the individual 
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holding it, although the individual may recognise that alternative beliefs may be 
held by others. Based on the literature reviewed, beliefs present the following 
characteristics: 

- Beliefs are social, cultural, but also individual; unique, but also shared; 
rational and emotional; diverse, but also uniform.  

- Beliefs entail knowledge, which constitutes shared beliefs in a community, but 
the affective and evaluative component make beliefs different from 
knowledge. Beliefs are interwoven with values and attitudes. 

- Beliefs are context-specific and contradictory. 

- Beliefs are the best indicators of the decisions people make and a person’s 
beliefs both shape and are shaped by actions. 

- Beliefs can be ′blind′, ′unreasoned′, or can be the results of tutoring, or 
reflecting on experience. However, beliefs are better seen as existing at 
degrees of consciousness rather than as solely conscious or unconscious. It is 
assumed that a person can be aware of all of his/her beliefs yet cannot always 
give a reason for a particular belief when asked. 

 Importantly, we may not be able to conceptualise beliefs exactly without 
putting them in a belief system. Rokeach defined a belief system as ′an 
organization of beliefs varying in depth, formed as a result of living in nature and 
in society′ (10). According to Rokeach, the belief system, in any particular area, 
is formed of the five following types of beliefs. 

′Type A: Primitive beliefs, 100% consensus′: The most central beliefs that are 
learned by direct encounter with the object of beliefs, reinforced by a 
unanimous social consensus. These beliefs constitute basic truths, have taken-
for-granted characters, and are nearly impossible to change. 

′Type B: Primitive beliefs, Zero consensus′: Similar to type A but its 
maintenance does not seem to depend on its being shared with others; they are 
ego centered and internally formed. 

′Type C: Authority beliefs′: ′An expanding repertoire of primitive beliefs … 
when the believer discovers at any moment that a particular belief he had 
heretofore believed everyone else believed … is not shared by everyone′ (9). 
This forces the believer to go through a discrimination involved in determining 
which authorities to trust and which not to trust. 

′Type D: Derived beliefs′: Trusted facts derived from authority sources.  

′Type E: Inconsequential Beliefs′: Arbitrary matters of taste.  

 In this system, beliefs are ordered along a ′central-peripheral dimension′; each 
belief carries with it three components: cognitive component (represents a 
person’s knowledge), affective component (affects positive or negative evaluation 
on the object of belief, or the belief itself), behaviour component (leads to some 
actions when it is suitably activated). The earlier a belief is incorporated the more 
difficult it is to alter, and the more resistant it is likely to change.  

 Moreover, Argyris and Schon noted that an individual’s theories of action 
include an espoused theory and a theory-in-use. Espoused theory is what is said 
or, upon request, stated to others; the theory that, however, actually governs 
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actions is theory-in-use which may or may not be compatible with his/her 
publicly stated theory. Theories in this sense and beliefs are different terms to 
describe similar concepts. A person might act in accordance with or different 
from his/her stated or espoused beliefs (Borg; Dewey; Woods). As a result, 
beliefs should be inferred from what a person says and does. Strauss remarked 
that both kinds of beliefs are implicit, they are between the lines of what people 
do and say and thus it is not easy to conclude whether a particular belief is 
′espoused belief′ or ′belief in action′ and it is not wise to see them as two separate 
components. As a result, to investigate beliefs, it is necessary to let individuals 
construct their beliefs through discourse, and it is necessary to examine both 
espoused beliefs and beliefs in actions/enacted beliefs.  

 To understand EFL learners’ belief system, adapting data and discussion from 
the author’s book (Nguyen 2013) researching the relationship between learners’ 
beliefs and preferences and teachers’ beliefs and practices, this paper presents a 
study to examine language learners’ belief systems and compare those systems to 
Rokeach’s category. The questions are: 

1. What are the learners’ beliefs?  
2. How do these beliefs reflect Rokeach’s theory of a belief system? 

Research Design 

Two Vietnamese learners in 2 General English (GE) classes in AMA, a private 
English training school, were observed in fifteen weeks of the courses from 
September 2011 to April 2012. 

Thao (The GE1 learner): 

Thao was 19 years old; he was a freshman of architecture in a university in 
HCMC. He had studied English in public schools in his hometown for 6 years, 
from grade 6 to grade 12. He came to AMA because he wanted to study with a 
foreign teacher. He hoped after the course, he could be more confident when 
speaking English, enriched his vocabulary, reinforced his grammar, and improved 
his listening and speaking and his communicative ability. From his view, English 
was an important language and because people used English to communicate 
with the world. 

Duc (The GE3 learner): 

Duc was 19 years old; he was a university student of Business Administration. 
He had spent 8 years studying English in public schools in his hometown from 
primary to tertiary grades. He was recognised as a talented student in English and 
took a provincial exam for gifted students when he was in high school. He came 
to AMA to study English because he thought a good command of English would 
be good for his job in the future. He chose the school for its reputation and 
quality, and he wanted to learn with NTs. He thought his foundation of grammar 
and vocabulary was acceptable, so he hoped to improve his listening and 
speaking skills after the course.  

 Due to the nature of beliefs, and because it is necessary to combine stated 
beliefs and beliefs in action to build up a person’s belief system, two qualitative 
methods of repertory grid and stimulated recall were adopted. 
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 Repertory Grid (RepGrid) is a research method developed from Personal 
Construct Theory (Kelly). The method helps to elicit a person’s cognition or part 
of his/her cognition by evaluating events, activities, and people related to his/her 
experience. RepGrid is an appropriate tool to encourage individuals to think and 
to talk about their ′espoused beliefs′ (Corporaal; Donaghue). Based on the 
transcription of the interviewees’ comments on their constructs, this method of 
conduction RepGrid provided rich qualitative data.  

 In the first stage of the RepGrid interview, the subjects were given a set of 
elements describing teaching and learning activities. To develop ′personal 
elements′, the first interviews with each student focused on what they had done in 
their previous language classes, and the learning activities that they evaluated as 
useful for their own learning, or felt were familiar or easy to get on with. The 
participants were also encouraged to add more activities if they liked. Once the 
different personal sets of elements had been determined each learner was required 
to randomly take three different elements from the set, discriminate the elements 
in each triad to group two similar elements and report aloud the reason for this 
similarity and in what way the other element was different; the two reasons were 
used as a pair of independent constructs. After that, combining the Laddering 
technique based on Personal Construct Theory (Fransella & Bannister; 
Jankowicz) whereby an interviewer progressively elicits constructs to understand 
what a research participant means by a particular construct, the participants were 
asked to evaluate their constructs and say to what extent each construct benefited 
them in language learning.  

 Stimulated recall interview is an introspective method that represents ′a means 
of eliciting data through the process involved in carrying out a task or activity′ 
(Gass & Mackey) by inviting subjects to recall their concurrent cognitive activity 
when that event was going on. According to Gass and Mackey and Lyle, the 
method helps to identify the organization of knowledge, and beliefs, and to 
determine if a particular cognitive process is employed. As it deals with moment 
to moment thought processes and decision-making, stimulated recall interview is 
a valuable source of gaining insight into students’ enacted beliefs. Stimulated 
recall interviews were carried with one lesson a week during the courses. The 
lessons were video-recorded and at the recall stage, the learners were invited to 
watch the video give reasons for their on-going actions in the class. 

 Adopting the content analysis method (Coffey & Atkinson; Glaser & Strauss), 
with the help of the NVIVO 7 software, the data were analysed and coded 
inductively.  

Results and Discussion 
The tables below summarise beliefs of the two learners in my study.  

Table 1: Thao’s beliefs 

Clusters of beliefs Thao’s beliefs 
The goal of learning 
English 

To learn for communication  
To use it accurately 
To have a native-like pronunciation of English 

The nature of language 
learning 

Both declarative knowledge and procedural 
knowledge are important for mastering a language 
Vocabulary and grammar are the foundation 
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Speaking and listening are the most practical skills 
Interaction is a crucial condition  
Exposure to good model of language is a crucial 
condition 
Practice makes perfect 
Being confident and not afraid of making errors 
Translating skill is important in using language 

Learning activity Classroom activities should be varied and 
interesting 
Free activities are more beneficial than the 
controlled ones 
Learning activities should be personalised  
Rote learning does not help to improve 
communicative competence 
Talking with NT improves speaking skill 

 
 Table 2: Duc’s beliefs 

Clusters of beliefs Duc’s beliefs 
The goals of learning To learn for communication  

To use it accurately 
To have a native pronunciation 

The nature of language 
learning 

In learning English, the sooner the better 
Both language declarative knowledge and 
procedural knowledge are important 
Gaining a lot of input of vocabulary and grammar  
Listening and Speaking are the most practical skills 
Interaction is a crucial condition  
Exposing to good model language is a crucial 
condition 
Students must be responsible for their learning 
Practice makes perfect 
Errors are good for learning 
Teacher should be dedicated, opened, funny, and 
considerate 
Learning should be low-stressful 
Learning should be challenged 

Learning activity Learning activities should be varied and 
communicative 
Free activities are more beneficial than the 
controlled ones 
Integrated-skills activities are more beneficial than 
Discrete-skills activities 
Rote learning is not beneficial 
Studying with NTs will improve speaking and 
listening skills 

 

 The results showed that each learner had a different belief system. This unique 
system seemed to be derived from their learning experience and knowledge. Most 
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of the beliefs of the two learners were similar and the beliefs collected from each 
of them could be grouped into three categories: the goals of learning, the nature of 
language learning, and learning activities. Based on the similar beliefs, both of 
them could be described as below: 

- Their beliefs were very close to the principles of CLT. They strongly believed 
that language should be learned for communication purposes and the most 
practical skills for communication were listening and speaking. 

- They strongly appreciated the value of accuracy in using language, and thus 
they believed that grammar and vocabulary were always the foundation.  

- They strongly believed that using English as a native English speaker was the 
learning goal, and this goal could be achieved; and the most effective way to 
gain the goal was learning with a NT.  

- Although they could not explain well why, especially in relation to fluency, 
meaningfulness, and accuracy, and to the inherent value of output for language 
acquisition, they both believed that classroom activities were most effective 
when they were interactive, free, relaxed, and relate to real-life. 

- Their beliefs in cluster of the goals of language learning seemed to be more 
central and determined other beliefs.  

 As predicted by theories of the nature of beliefs and belief systems, the beliefs 
about language learning of the learners related in a complex way to each other in 
their belief systems. From the ways they influenced learning preferences in the 
interviews, it could be suggested that there were intercorrelations among different 
beliefs within each belief system. For instance, when Duc explained why he had 
to take more self-study at home, the belief that ′practice makes perfect′ seemed to 
relate strongly to the belief that ′students must be responsible for their learning′. 
When Thao explained why he must talk to other people to learn English and why 
he wanted to practice skills and learn new vocabulary/grammar at the same time, 
the following four beliefs appeared to have a causal relationship: ′both declarative 
knowledge and procedural knowledge are important for mastering a language′, 
′vocabulary and grammar are the foundation′, ′interaction is a crucial condition′, 
and ′speaking and listening are the most practical skills′. In this complex 
relationship, some beliefs emerged as more central and more important as it was 
likely that they were more influential. The core beliefs in the two learners’ belief 
systems seemed to be beliefs about the goal of language learning: ′to learn for 
communication′, ′to use it accurately′, and ′to have a native-like pronunciation of 
it′. For example, their belief about the communication goal of language learning 
is suggested to be the cause of other beliefs such as ′speaking and listening are 
the most practical skills′, ′classroom activities should be communicative and 
interactive′, and ′interaction is a crucial condition to learn a language′. Their 
belief about the goal of accurate use may determine the belief ′exposing to good 
model language is beneficial for learning′ and the belief ′learning is gaining a lot 
of vocabulary/grammar′. Their belief about the goal of gaining native 
pronunciation may make them believe that ′exposure to good models of language 
is a crucial condition′ and that ′studying with NTs will improve speaking and 
listening skills′.  

 Noticeably, some beliefs in the learners’ belief system were more ′blind′ or 
less reflective than the other beliefs, especially the beliefs relating to learning 
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activities. For these beliefs, the learners could not give well-grounded arguments. 
On the first sight, these beliefs were more likely to be framed as suggestions or 
preferences such as ′classroom activities should be varied and interesting′, ′free 
activities are more beneficial than the controlled ones′, or ′learning activities 
should be personalised′.  

 As suggested by the literature, in my study, learners’ beliefs strongly affected 
how and what they wanted to learn, as well as their attitudes to and expectations 
of classroom activities and the teachers of the classes. For example, because they 
believed that language should be learned for communication purposes, they liked 
listening and speaking most in the class; they preferred it if there were practical 
activities that related closely to real-life contexts. They explained that in such an 
activity, they could use language freely to express what they wanted. Then, due to 
the belief about the value of interacting with an NT, they preferred working with 
their teachers rather than working with their friends; they were very enthusiastic 
about seeking opportunities to talk with their teachers, and listened carefully and 
repeated happily whenever the teachers corrected them. Another example was 
that, as they did not believe much in the benefit of rote learning, they did not 
want to apply rote learning in class.  

 Interestingly, although the learners had spent many years learning English in 
public schools, their beliefs and preferred ways of learning were closer to 
Communicative Language Teaching, not the Grammar Translation Method. In 
each of their belief systems there were many beliefs such as ′language should be 
learned for communication′, ′interaction is necessary in learning′, ′language 
should be used to communicate in a lesson′, ′speaking and listening are the two 
most important skills′, ′learners should be confident′, ′errors are good for 
learning′, ′free activities and integrative activities are more beneficial′, 
′vocabulary should be learned with realia′, and ′learning should be interesting and 
low-stressful′, etc. In contrast, beliefs relating to Grammar Translation principles 
were much fewer with just some beliefs such as ′using language accurately is a 
goal of learning′, ′learning is gaining a lot of vocabulary/grammar′, or ′the 
translating skill is important in using language′. This finding seems to contradict 
Rokeach’s pattern of belief system with five types of beliefs varying in depth and 
arranged from the most central to the most peripheral. In Rokeach’s belief 
system, Type A or Primitive beliefs are beliefs with 100 percent consensus; they 
are the most central beliefs that are learned by direct encounter with the object of 
beliefs, reinforced by a unanimous social consensus. They are the strongest 
beliefs that can determine other outside beliefs and are very difficult to change. In 
my study, the learners had spent at least 6 years studying English as a compulsory 
subject in public schools with Vietnamese teachers using a traditional method. 
They had direct and long encounters with methods that, in their thought, did not 
work for them. Meanwhile, learning in a private school with NTs and more 
communicative ways of learning was totally new for them. Before coming to 
private school, CLT was something that they never had any direct encounter with. 
What they could say about CLT might be just what they could read from the 
newspaper or had heard from other people. Nevertheless, their beliefs about CLT 
seemed to be very strong and they had high expectations of it. Consequently, 
Rokeach’s definition of ′Type A: Primitive beliefs′ as ′the most central beliefs 
that are learned by direct encounter with the object of beliefs and reinforced by 
an unanimous social consensus′ when applied to LLBs with EFL learners may 
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better be changed to: the most central beliefs that are learned by direct/indirect 
encounter with the teaching and learning method, and/or reinforced by an 
unanimous consensus of the society.  

 In summary, the learners had many beliefs about the goal, the nature of 
language learning, and value/benefits of some learning activities. These beliefs 
formed a complicated belief system; in this system, there were interrelations 
between beliefs and some beliefs appeared to play a more central and decisive 
role and more reflective compared to other beliefs. Besides, these beliefs affected 
the learners’ learning preferences, attitudes, and expectations in a complex way.  
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