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Abstract

Different from traditional research in related topic which focuses on the rela-
tion between teacher’s epistemological beliefs and conceptions about teaching
and learning, and teaching motivation, self-efficacy and so on, this article
aims at finding out whether Chinese EFL teachers and learners share similar
beliefs or conceptions about language teaching and learning. The same ques-
tionnaire made by Chan and Elliott (2004) is applied and Excel and SPSS are
employed in statistics. The results of the survey show that teachers and learn-
ers in Chinese foreign language class share similar conceptions about lan-
guage teaching and learning, but the degree they agree with constructivist
conceptions is very significantly different with the student being more con-
vinced of constructivist perspectives. The results are discussed and the impli-
cations of the survey are suggested.
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1. Introduction

Epistemological beliefs and conceptions about teaching and learning are a topic
firstly discussed in the field of educational psychology (Schommer, 1990, 1994;
Williams & Burden, 1997; Benjamin, 2003; Chan & Elliott, 2004), it then be-
comes a new trend in language teacher education/training in applied linguistics
(Smith, 1996; Richards, Ho, & Giblin, 1996; Richards, 1998; Richards, Gallo, &
Renandya, 2001; Chan, 2007; Wilkinsona et al., 2017; Kirmizia & Irgatoglu,
2021). Different theories and categories are displayed and several important
conclusions are drawn. While most traditional research in this topic focuses on

the relation between teacher’s epistemological beliefs and conceptions about
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teaching and learning, and teaching motivation, self-efficacy and so on, this ar-
ticle sets out to find out whether language teachers and learners in Chinese con-
text share similar beliefs or conceptions about language teaching and learning.

I begin in Section 2 with a brief introduction of the theoretical background of
the survey and synthesize some terms in the literature. I then point out the hy-
pothesis as well as the purpose of this study in Section 3. In Section 4, I elaborate
the method of the survey in respondents, research instruments, and procedures.
After a statistical analysis based on Excel and SPSS is followed in Section 5, I
then discuss the result of the survey in detail in Section 6. Lastly, together with
the conclusion, I point out the limitations of this survey study and implications

for teachers and students respectively.

2. Theoretical Background of the Survey

As a prime advocate of the research on epistemological beliefs and conceptions
about teaching and learning, Schommer (1990) firstly carried out a study in 117
junior college students and 149 university students, then he hypothesized five
beliefs about the nature of knowledge and learning, they include belief in: om-
niscient authority, certain knowledge, simple knowledge, quick learning and
fixed ability (Schommer, 1994: p. 300). Table 1 illustrated the result of his and
some other researchers’ investigations into student beliefs (Schommer, 1994: p.
301). After synthesizing the literature in this field, she then pointed out that
epistemological beliefs affect the degree to which individuals: 1) actively engage
in learning, 2) persist in difficult tasks, 3) comprehend written material, and 4)
cope with ill-structured domain (Schommer, 1994: p. 302).

Enlightened by the work of Schommer and other researchers, Chan and Elliott
(2004) identified four epistemological beliefs dimensions (innate/fixed ability,
learning effort/process, authority/expert knowledge and certainty knowledge)
and two teaching and learning conceptions (traditional and constructivist con-
ceptions). According to them, epistemology/epistemological belief was “an area

of philosophy concerned with the nature and justification of human knowledge”

Table 1. Schommer’s (1990) hypothesized epistemological dimensions.

Source of knowledge: From knowledge is handed down by omniscient authority
to knowledge is reasoned out through objective and subjective means.

Certainty of knowledge: From knowledge is absolute to knowledge is constantly

2 .
evolving.

3 Organization of knowledge: From knowledge is compartmentalized to knowledge
is highly integrated and interwoven.

4 Control of learning: From ability to learn is genetically predetermined to ability
to learn is acquired through experience

5 Speed of learning: From learning is quick or not-at-all to learning is gradual

process.

(Schommer, 1994: p. 301).
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(2004: p. 818), while the conceptions about teaching and learning were referred
to as “the belief held by teachers about their preferred ways of teaching and
learning” (ibid: 819). After a survey study of a sample of Hong Kong teacher
education students, they reported the significant correlations between in-
nate/fixed ability, authority/expert knowledge and certainty knowledge with tra-
ditional conception, and learning effort/process with constructivist conception.
Therefore, they conclude teachers’ conceptions about teaching and learning are
belief-driven.

In fact, “teacher belief” has been widely discussed in the field of teacher edu-
cation in recent decades, especially in second or foreign language teacher educa-
tion. Shavelson and Stern (1981, cited by Richards, 1998: p. 66) suggested that
what teachers indeed was governed by what they thought. Teachers’ theories and
beliefs were seen as “a filter through which a host of instructional judgments and
decisions are made” (Ridchards, 1998: 66). Smith (1996: pp. 197-216) discussed
the consistence between ESL teachers’ instructional decisions and expressed be-
liefs and the influence of personal belief systems on their rank of the objectives
for the course they taught. Richards, Ho, and Giblin (1996: pp. 242-259) illu-
strated the way in which teachers’ personal theories influence their perception
and evaluation of their own teaching from three perspectives: teacher-centered
perspective, curriculum-centered perspectives and learner-centered perspectives.

Although conceptions/beliefs about teaching and learning might be a topic
that is discussed mainly in the field of teacher education, for second or foreign
language teaching methodologists, they may be related to perspectives on lan-
guage teaching and learning, and therefore affect teachers in adopting different
teaching approach. According to Smith (1996), there are two different perspec-
tive of language learning that are dominating in ESL pedagogy: a productive
view and process view:

In theoretical models reflecting a product-oriented or formalist position, lan-
guage is viewed primarily as an object to be mastered. Two mainstream ap-
proaches adopting this perspective are the audio-lingual method and the cogni-
tive code method, focusing on learner mastery and accurate use of discrete lan-
guage items through a transmission model of teaching. On the other hand, un-
derlying the process-oriented models there is an assumption that language is an
activity, not a product, and emphasis is placed on the use of language for com-
municative purposes. The perspective underlies both the communicative lan-
guage teaching approach and task-based teaching. These process-oriented
teaching approaches emphasize student-centered classrooms in which teachers
are facilitators rather than directors and activities which focus on communica-
tion of meaning rather than accuracy and form (Smith, 1996: pp. 197-198).

Similarly, in discussing the differences between traditional and constructivist
conceptions, Chan and Elliott assert:

In the Traditional Conception, teaching is seen as a non-problematic transfer
of knowledge or an untransformed manner from an expert to a novice. Learning

is then the absorption of this. In the Constructivist Conception, learning is the
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creation of acquisition of knowledge by the learner through reasoning and justi-
fication. Teaching is a provision and facilitation of the learning process rather
than transmission of knowledge (2004: p. 821).

It is an obviously beyond my capacity to synthesize various terms and opi-
nions in the forementioned literature in epistemological beliefs and conceptions
about teaching and learning. However, the following tentative conclusion might
be drawn according to my understanding:

Conceptions about teaching and learning are highly related to epistemological
beliefs held by teachers and learners; Conceptions about teaching and learning
can be divided into two categories: traditional (product-oriented by Smith, 1996
or teacher-centered and curriculum-centered by Richards et al.) and construc-

tivist (process-centered by Smith or student-centered by Richards et al., 1996).

3. Rationale and Purpose of the Survey

Despite the fact that numerous research has been done in the field of epistemo-
logical beliefs and conceptions about teaching and learning, few (if any) dis-
cussed and explored whether teachers and learners share same beliefs or concep-
tions about teaching and learning. While it is agreed that epistemological beliefs
and conceptions have a positive influence on teachers’ actions and behaviors in
class, the same may be true for students. If the students share the same beliefs
and conceptions with the teacher, the efficacy of classroom instruction may be
promoted. This survey study in a Chinese context may shed some light on what
both Chinese foreign language teachers and learners believe in language teaching
and learning. I adopted the same questionnaire constructed by Chan and Elliott
(2004) in exploring the query whether teachers and students in Chinese foreign
language context agree with each other in conceptions about language teaching
and learning.

The purpose of the survey is to find out whether teachers and students in
Chinese foreign language class share similar beliefs/conceptions about language
teaching and learning. As it is widely accepted by teachers that whatever they do
in the class, without the consensus and acceptance of the students, the teachers’
instructions can never be followed by the students. Similar epistemological be-
liefs and conceptions about teaching and learning are desirable. The hypotheses
set before this survey are: 1) teachers and learners in Chinese foreign language
class share similar conceptions about language teaching and learning; 2) the de-
gree to which they agree with conceptions about language teaching and learning

is similar between teachers and students.

4. Method

A 30-item questionnaire was conducted with 70 English majors and 40 English
teachers. The respondents were asked to rate the degree to which they agreed
with the 30 statements in the questionnaire. The following subsections give a

brief description of the participants, the procedure and the research instrument
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of the survey.

4.1. Respondents

The 70 students in my survey study were junior students majored in English at
Zhejiang Yuexiu University. They were randomly selected among 560 juniors in
English Department. They had learned English for more than 8 years and had
grasped at least 5000 - 6000 English words. I chose junior English majors firstly
because they are upper-mediate English learners and therefore can understand
the 30-item questionnaire in English without misunderstanding them. Secondly,
I know about 30% - 50% of the students would be English teachers in 2 years af-
ter they graduate from the university, and hence their opinions are also impor-
tant for the study of teacher education. The 40 teachers were also selected ran-
domly among 90 teachers in the same Department, 12 (30%) of whom had
taught English for more than 10 years, 16 (40%) of whom more than 5 years, and
12 (30%) of whom less than 5 years.

4.2. Research Instruments

The questionnaire I adopted in this survey study is a 30-item one used by Chan
and Elliott (2004), with different purpose though. For Chan and Elliott (2004), it
served as a tool to elicit teacher education students’ conceptions, one of the two
questionnaires in a comparative study of the correlation between epistemological
beliefs and conceptions about teaching and learning. For me, it is the only a
means through which I understand the possible difference in conceptions about
learning between teachers and students. Both teachers and students were asked
to rate each statement in the same questionnaire with 5 if they strongly agreed, 4
if they agreed, 3 if they neither agreed nor disagreed, 2 if they disagreed and 1 if
they strongly disagreed. The 30 statements in the questionnaire could be divided
into two categories: traditional conception and constructivist conception. In or-
der to make this division less obvious, I just distributed the statements in a dis-
torted order, so that statement one may belong to constructivist conception

while statement two may belong to traditional conception, and so on.

5. Data Collection and Analysis and Results

70 questionnaires were delivered to students and 68 valid data were collected, 40
questionnaires were delivered to teachers and we collected 32 valid responses.
Statistical analyses were based on software Excel and SPSS. Independent-Samples
T Test was applied in dealing with all the data from both students and teachers
at Zhejiang Yuexiu University. Table 2 shows the average score the teachers and
students gave to each statement. A further analysis of the two perspectives of
conceptions of teaching and learning, namely constructivist and traditional
perspectives are shown in Table 3.

As can be seen from Table 3, teachers score high (4.06) on statements con-

taining constructivist perspective on teaching and learning, while low (2.44) on
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Table 2. Results of the questionnaire conducted with teachers and students at Shaoxing
University in December, 2006.

Statements Perspectives  Teachers Students
1) The ideas of students are important and .
. Constructivist 4.16 4.63
should be carefully considered
2) The major role of a teacher is to transmit .
Traditional 3.31 3.37
knowledge to students
3) Learning occurs primarily from drilling and
) Learning prmarty 8 Traditional ~ 3.00  3.90
practice
4) During the lesson, it is important to keep Traditional 503 154
raditional . .
students confined to the textbooks and the desks
5) Teachers should have control over what .
. Traditional 2.00 1.60
students do all the time
6) Effective teaching encourages more .
] . o Constructivist 4.00 4.41
discussion and hands on activities for students
7) Teaching is simply telling, ti
) e'fic. ing is mmP y telling, presenting or Traditional 104 2.13
explaining the subject matter
8)Ih 1y 1 d thi hen I
) I have re.a y learned something when I can Traditional 2.01 3.62
remember it later
9) Good teachi hen there i tl
) Goo eac. ing occurs when there is mostly Traditional 1.94 2.5
teacher talk in the classroom
10) Students have to be called on all the time to .
Traditional 2.16 2.21
keep them under control
11) Students should be given many .
. L. Constructivist 4.25 4.38
opportunities to express their ideas
12) L i beri hat th
) Learning means remembering what the Traditional 228 237
teacher has taught
13) A teacher’s major task is to give students
knowledge/information, assign them drill and Traditional 2.88 3.28
practice, and test their recall
14) L i inly invol bsorbi
) e;}rmng mfaln y invo. Tzes absorbing as Traditional 3.47 304
much information as possible
15) Good students keep quiet and follow
: , L P Traditional 2.22 2.16
teacher’s instruction in class
16) In good classrooms there is a democratic and
free atmosphere which stimulates students to Constructivist ~ 4.41 4.35
think and interact
17) The traditional method for teaching is best .
. . . Traditional 2.78 2.25
because it covers more information/knowledge
18) Every student is unique or special and
deserves an education tailored to his or her Constructivist 3.59 4.15

particular needs
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Continued

19) Good teachers always encourage students to

Constructivist 4.16 4.06
think for answer themselves
20) The focus of teaching is to help students
construct knowledge from their learning Constructivist ~ 3.34 3.13
experience instead of knowledge communication
21) It is best if teachers exercise as much .
. o Traditional 2.38 2.60
authority as possible in the classroom
22) Different objectives and expectations in .
Constructivist 3.88 4.13

learning should be applied to different students

23) Teaching is to provide students with
accurate and complete knowledge rather than Traditional 2.09 1.90
encourage them to discover it

24) A teacher’s task is to correct learning
misconceptions of students right away instead Traditional 2.44 2.16
of verify them for themselves

25) Teaching simply means practicing the ideas

) o Traditional 1.78 1.68
from lectures without questioning them
26) No learning can take place unless students
) 8 P " . Traditional 2.25 2.04
are controlled
27) Good teachers always make their students .
. Constructivist 3.88 4.24
feel important
28) Instruction should be flexible enough to
accommodate individual differences among Constructivist ~ 4.25 4.13
students
29) It is important that a teacher understands .
Constructivist 4.19 4.62

the feelings of the students

30) Learning means students have ample
opportunities to explore, discuss and express Constructivist ~ 4.59 4.66
their ideas

Table 3. Results of total average of two perspectives held by teachers and students.

Constructivist Traditional
Group Std. Std. Std. Std.
N Mean o N Mean L.
Deviation Error Mean Deviation Error Mean
teachers 384 4.06 0.831 0.042 576 2.44 1.006 0.042
students 816 4.24 0.850 0.030 1224 2.48 1.149 0.033

statements representing traditional perspectives on teaching and learning. A
similar trend is displayed by students who rate high (4.24) on constructivist
conceptions and low (2.48) on traditional conceptions. This shows both teachers
and students in China are more constructivism-oriented. Therefore, the first

hypothesis is accepted in that Chinese teachers and students both believe in con-
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structivist conception. However, statistical analysis on Independent-Samples T
Test reveals that there is a very significant difference in the degree to which how
much both teachers and students agree with constructive conceptions while no
significant difference in traditional conceptions are found. Table 4 illustrates
that students are significantly highly constructivism-oriented than teachers.
Therefore, the second hypothesis that the degree to which they agree with con-
ceptions about language teaching and learning is same among teachers and stu-
dents is rejected. In the next section, I will discuss what the results of these sta-

tistical data mean.

6. Discussion

As is discussed about, the purpose of this survey study is to find out whether: 1)
teachers and learners in Chinese foreign language class share similar conceptions
about language teaching and learning; 2) the degree to which they agree with
conceptions about language teaching and learning is similar among teachers and
students. The results of the survey show that Chinese teachers and students both
believe in constructivist conception, and that there is a very significant difference
in the degree to which how much both teachers and students agree with con-
structive conceptions while no significant difference in traditional conceptions

are found. I will elaborate the reason of these findings in two parts.

6.1. Both Teachers and Students in Mainland China Believe in
Constructivist Conceptions

Statistical analysis of the data gathered from the questionnaire shows that, on the
whole, both teachers and students believe in constructivist conceptions about
teaching and learning. Table 3 shows that the average score on constructivist
statements the teachers gave was 4.06, in contrast, a relatively low score of 2.44
was given on traditional statements. Similarly, the students in the questionnaire
give a mean score of 4.24 on constructive conceptions while another low score of
2.48 on traditional conceptions. This result, however, is strikingly different from
the one made by Chan and Elliot (2004: p. 828), who claimed that teacher educa-
tion students in Hong Kong “did not exclusively believe in the Traditional or
Constructivist Conception about teaching and learning”. As a matter of fact, the
average score on constructivist and traditional conceptions by Hong Kong no-

vice teachers were 1.86 and 2.63 respectively.

Table 4. Result of independent-samples t test.

Cat dent N M Std. ‘ Sig.
atego respondents ean
sory p Deviation (2-tailed)
Constructivist teachers 384 4.06 0.831
. —3.55%* 0.000
conception students 816  4.24 0.850
Traditional teachers 576 2.44 1.006
. —0.85 0.393
conception students 1224 2.48 1.149
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Both Hong Kong and mainland China today are unique in that people in these
two areas are exposed to the interactive influence of traditional Confucian and
western idea. Why are there such striking differences in conceptions the two
surveys?

Firstly, the respondents to the same questionnaire are different. The partici-
pants in Chan and Elliot’s (2004) survey were novice teachers (teacher education
students) in Hong Kong, while the respondents in my survey were students and
teachers at university. Participants in both surveys differ in age and experience
as teachers or students.

Secondly, in modern mainland China, it is not Confucianism, but Maoism
that has more influence the current two generations (teachers and students). It is
beyond my capacity to elaborate Maoism in this paper, but one thing is certain:
Maoism asserts that everything old should be revolutionized, and of course
Confucian is of no exception. A good case in point is the Culture Revolution led
by Mao in the 1960s and 1970s. Most of the teachers in my survey were students
at that time, when “to doubt and to refute everything old” was guiding principle
for students. Therefore, it is not surprising to find out anything like “rebelling”
in the deep mind of teachers today.

As one of most important developing countries in the world, China is now
undergoing a critical process of “opening-up” and “reforming”, learning from
the West has become a vogue. It is, again, not surprising for both Chinese teach-
ers and students bear in mind such western conceptions as Humanism and Con-

structivism.

6.2. Students Respond More Positively to Constructivist
Conceptions

Even though constructivist conceptions are widely accepted among teachers and
students, there is, according to statistical analysis, very significant difference in
degree between these two groups. The degree to which students believe in con-
structivist conceptions is significantly high than that to which teachers do.

It is widely believed that respecting the old and authority figures is highly va-
lued in China, yet my recent survey shows that Chinese students do not quite see
teachers as an authority figure, and they display similar degree in their prefe-
rence to autonomy in language learning to their western counterparts (Qi, 2004:
pp- 90-92). Today’s young generation, as Chan and Elliott (2004: p. 827) point
out, may not abide authority figures as strongly as the older generation. Family
nurture since 1980s has become more liberal and individualized. The young
generation has more autonomy in deciding whether they should follow what
their parents and teachers say. That is why students’ conception about teaching
and learning are more constructivist than that of teachers. I will discuss the im-

plication of the survey study in the next section.

7. Conclusion and Implication

Before drawing a conclusion of the study, I would like to point out two limita-
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tions of this survey.

Firstly, there is a limitation of respondents. As is mentioned above, the sub-
jects of my survey are 70 junior university students majored in English, and 40
Chinese university teachers of English, most of whom have been teaching Eng-
lish for years. Whether or not they represent “Chinese teachers and students”
requires the testimony from further larger-scaled investigations.

Secondly, the survey may not be comprehensive. As a teacher of English for
more than 20 years, my intuition to the result of the survey is that the degree to
which both teachers and students believe in constructivism might be too high.
Maybe I should have followed an interview or open-ended questionnaires so as
to disclose whether they rate high on constructivist conception only because they
really think so.

Despite the drawbacks, the survey study does disclose that fact both Chinese
EFL teachers and students believe more in constructivist conceptions about lan-
guage teaching and learning at university level. It also points out that those uni-
versity students are more convinced of the constructivist conception than their
teachers.

Implications can be drawn for language teachers and learners respectively.

For teachers, it is important to know that the students they teach believe in
constructivist conception about language learning. Therefore, more student-centered
or process-oriented approaches should be taken; their classroom instruction
should be more communicative and task-based. According another survey I
made in 2001, 71% of the students at a university thought that English class was
either teacher-centered or textbook-centered and therefore boring and dull
(cited from an unpublished application to a teaching reform project funded by
State Education Department aimed at reforming English classroom instruction
in 2004). It might be possible that within 5 years, teachers as a group have
changed their belief in teaching and learning from a traditional one to construc-
tivist one. It might also be the fact that although teachers believe in constructiv-
ist conceptions, they behave traditionally in practice for some reason, which, ob-
viously is beyond the scope of this paper and requires further investigation.
However, I would take the students’ comment as a reminder for teachers, be-
cause as Benjamin (2003: p. 2) pointed out, “it is also recognized that it is diffi-
cult to change teacher’s beliefs”. So, a sensible solution for teachers to follow
might be more reflective on their practices as well as beliefs, and be more ap-
proachable to their students and be readier to negotiate with students on matters
such as teaching plan and task setting.

For students, it is equally important to know that their teachers are at least
constructivist in mind. Thereupon, they should take more initiative in their
study. Needless to say, as is discussed above, Maoism used to influence greatly
the generation of most teachers today, but not as much to the young generation.
Chinese society is now under an integrative influence of Confucianism and
Western ideas. On one hand, students are convinced of constructivist concep-
tions, on the other hand, as a virtue in traditional Chinese culture, they also be-
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have in a way that they as teachers as authority figures. Therefore, the signific-
ance of students’ understanding that most teacher are constructivists lies in fact
that they will claim more autonomy in language learning. Thus, as Schommer
(1994) pointed out, the students should engage in learning more actively, persist
more firmly in difficult tasks and cope more sophisticatedly with ill-structured
domain in language learning.

As for suggestions on actual teaching practice, it is always necessary for
both teachers and students to share respective beliefs and concepts about
teaching and learning through a series of communicative and tasked-based
learning activities. A reflective teacher is always ready to take student-centered
or process-oriented approaches in preparing the students for a life-long learning
in their future career. A constructivist teacher is certainly willing to get students

involved in the plan of teaching as well as the process of learning.
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