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Abstract 
Evidence shows that learners' performance is largely influenced by their cognitive beliefs about learning. The 
main purpose of the present study is to identifying the cognitive beliefs of Saudi English Language major 
students in order to get a deeper insight into their inner thoughts about studying literature and to find out the 
effect of gender on deciding their preferences. A total of 71 male and female English language major Saudi 
students of the English Language and Translation Department in the Main Campus at Qassim University 
participated in the study. Data were collected quantitatively and qualitatively by means of students’ 
questionnaires and interviews. Findings show that participants hold both motivating and demotivating/unrealistic 
cognitive beliefs about literature learning. The results provide valid evidence on the participants' informed 
awareness of the social and academic benefits of learning English literature and uncovered their supportive 
cognitive beliefs that might enhance willingness to study foreign literature. Likewise, it is revealed that issues 
related to difficulty of literature learning, classroom practices, curriculum and career opportunities have created 
the established demotivating cognitive beliefs underlying participants' disinclination to literature study. Results 
also show that analysis of learners' cognitive beliefs would help modify unrealistic beliefs about literature 
learning and help create a motivating learning environment suitable for the growth of students’ knowledge. The 
study concluded that cognitive beliefs are the key word for the success of any educational development 
endeavors and should always be at the center of any learning process being the inner self human power that 
drives learners’ major behaviors toward their learning preferences and choice of courses. The study recommends 
identification of learners' cognitive beliefs so as to provide guidelines to English literature instructors to tailor 
their teaching methods to learners' realistic cognitive beliefs to avoid mismatches with classroom practices. The 
study also recommends investigating the global structure of the students’ cognitive beliefs to guide educationists 
in developing curricula that would help students acquire knowledge in an organized manner, and to improve it. 

Keywords: cognitive beliefs, demotivation, literature, instrumental motivation, integrative motivation 

1. Introduction 
While language is the source of understanding, which differentiates one society apart from another, literature is 
the cradle of inspiration and expression of social, philosophical, religious, or whatever sort of ideas. Language is 
the means that carries the nation's heritage and its intellectual, literary and scientific achievements, while 
literature is the means to help to preserve language and the heritage and thought it carries. Moreover, the history 
of any language will be influential through the cautious and clever use of literature due to the fact that language 
and literature are inseparable, and studying one away from the other is a waste of time. Hussein & Al-Emami 
(2016) argue that literature is the basis of language learning and that through literature, different cultures could 
be recognized. They emphasize that while language is the source of communication, literature is the medium of 
cultural transmission from generation to generation. Accordingly, literature is the heritage of any culture that can 
be revealed using a language. Literature is an expression of reality in aesthetic ways, dependent on language. In 
this context reality refers to the society with its cultural, economic and political components; with its movements 



elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 13, No. 4; 2020 

115 
 

and struggles; with its nature including mountains, rivers, plains, valleys and various geographical phenomena; 
with human beings including their conflicting desires, fears, fantasies and ideas that revolve in their mind are all 
manifested in their behaviors and activities. Therefore, the importance of literature literacy stems from the fact 
that it increases our understanding of societies and peoples' aspirations, and helps us in finding out what past 
civilizations and nations were like. For example, pre-Islamic literature and especially pre-Islamic poetry provides 
us with a lot of information about life in that era. Similarly, we can get to know the Arab community in Egypt by 
reading Naguib Mahfouz's novels, and get to know Paris and French society in the nineteenth century by reading 
the novels of the French writer Honoré de Balzac. 

1.1 Context of the Problem 

Saudi Arabia has recognized the importance of English literature learning long time ago as a carrier of other 
peoples' cultures, customs, history and values. In recent times, literature has become a major component and a 
cornerstone of that specialty with its relevant courses and research projects in more than one hundred and fifty 
English Language and Translation Departments in different Saudi universities.  Qassim University has thirteen 
of those departments in different sites offering two major tracks namely: Linguistics & Translation and 
Linguistics & Literature. Although the mission statement of these departments reflect the importance of both 
tracks explicitly “Provide developed and accredited education to qualify competencies in English language, 
literature and translation, and offer community and research services to improve the local community and meet 
the needs of the labor market", yet the Linguistics & Literature Track has been inactive since its beginning 
thirteen years ago due to students' reluctance for registration. 

Therefore, the present researchers felt the need to have a clear understanding of the students' demotivational 
reasons and cognitive beliefs that underlie their unwillingness and disinclination to study a very important 
language component. It is the researchers' belief that learners with realistic and knowledgeable beliefs are more 
likely to perform effectively in the class, work harder outside the class, and persevere longer with language study. 
In line with this view, Schommer & Easter (2017) and Abahussain (2016) noted that Cognitive beliefs have a 
major impact on students ‘learning. The more we understand cognitive beliefs, the more we can provide better 
learning for students and adjusting education to suit their thinking.  Borg (2017) points out that the uncovering 
students' beliefs can take us from the bottleneck as beliefs could be the password to better learning. Alghanmi & 
Shukri (2016) add that Beliefs are the engine and the dynamo that sharpens energy and lights the way toward 
effective educational process. 

Due to the researchers' experience, one of them is an ex-chairperson for the English Language and Translation 
Department and the second is a faculty in the same department, they observed that students are much more 
willing to study linguistics & translation than linguistics & literature. Results of the pilot study revealed that 
students believe that studying literature is too difficult, requires much memorization, the failure rate is high and 
job opportunities are too limited. These beliefs stand as the main cognitive challenges and barriers which prevent 
learners from studying an important branch of the English language. There are numerous studies that have 
addressed learners' beliefs worldwide in general and in the Saudi context in particular (Alharbi, 2019; Lieb, 
2019; Abahussain, 2016; Al-Nasser, 2015; Alsalmi, 2014; Batawi, 2007). However, the topic of cognitive beliefs 
and its effects on English literature learning has not been sufficiently studied and has not been yet fully 
discovered. 

1.2 Problem of the Study 

The current research problem is determined by the identification of the cognitive beliefs of English language 
major students about studying English literature and the extent of the need for uncovering those beliefs among 
university students of different gender. 

1.3 Research Questions 

1. What are the cognitive beliefs of Saudi English Language major students about studying English 
literature? 

2. What are the cognitive beliefs that hinder learners’ willingness to study English literature? 

3. To what extent does gender affect students’ cognitive beliefs about studying literature?  

1.4 Hypotheses of the Study 

The present study seeks to examine the validity of the following hypotheses: 

1. Saudi English Language major students hold motivating and demotivating cognitive beliefs about 
English literature learning. 
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2. There are significant gender differences in cognitive beliefs about English literature learning among 
Saudi English Language major students.  

1.5 Objectives of the Study 

The current research aims to: 

1. Provide a theoretical background on cognitive beliefs as a fundamental variable affecting English 
literature learning. 

2. Identify the cognitive beliefs of Saudi English Language major students in order to get a deeper insight 
into their internal assumptions that controls and directs their behaviors toward their learning preferences 
and choice of courses and therefore influences academic achievement. 

3. Study the effect of gender on the cognitive beliefs of Saudi English Language major students. 

4. Shed light on the importance of cognitive beliefs to help create a motivating learning environment 
suitable for the growth of students’ knowledge. 

5. Provide information and data on cognitive beliefs that might help researchers do more research in this 
field to improve the educational process in English Language departments. 

1.6 Significance of the Study 

The present study is important for some reasons: 

1. Analysis of cognitive beliefs is important for Saudi English Language major students since their 
academic preferences and performance are influenced by their beliefs of motivators and difficulties. 

2. The study examines a universal research area in cognitive beliefs largely investigated by applied 
linguists. 

3. The study provides information about the realistic and unrealistic cognitive beliefs of male and female 
Saudi English Language major students. 

4. Identification of learners' assumptions will help literature instructors understand learners' expectations 
and the kind of goals they aspire to achieve through language learning. 

5. The study will provide recommendations to EFL instructors to re-adjust the literature curriculum and 
modify their teaching strategies to meet learners' needs. 

6. The study of cognitive beliefs guides policy makers to modifying education in a way that suits students’ 
ways of thinking. 

7. Knowing the global structure of the students’ beliefs would guide educationists to develop curricula that 
help students to acquire knowledge in an organized manner and to improve it. 

1.7 Review of Literature 

In this digest, relevant theory and research are presented to provide a conceptual framework for the study. 

1.7.1 The Influence of Literature on English Language Learning 

English literature is defined as literature written in the English language, which reflects the culture of Western 
society, (Zengin & Yükselir 2019). It is a mirror of the people and the society, and it has a taste for the etiquette 
of others, in addition to the artistic and aesthetic pleasure. Kaya (2018) reports that literature at its origin is a 
form of art that includes poetry, prose, novels, stories or other arts, and it is able to arouse overwhelming 
emotions and evoke emotions and spiritual sensations. Literature allows people to think in different ways, to 
create new ideas, and to define different views of the world, people and life. Literature is also useful in the 
process of learning the general and private customs and traditions of a society and individuals. At the educational 
level, Khatib & Shakouri (2013) believe that English Literature can serve as the source of correlation between 
the students` proficiency and language use. Relevantly, Hussein & Al-Emami (2016) explain that both language 
and literature are interrelated parts of English, and each is described as one side of a coin. Both are promoting 
people's communications and activities. While language is the system of communication used to express 
different thoughts, different types of literature affect language acquisition in accordance with culture, society, 
and area. In this context, Bobkina & Dominguez (2014) state that reading and studying a novel, a play, or a 
poem in the target language would help in introducing learners to the culture through which that language passed. 
It is through reading a literary work written in a certain dialect of a language that a student may be aware of the 
varieties of that language (Zaker,2016).  Literature classes, as Lieb (2019) puts it, help students find their voice. 
In this way, getting students talk in another language and providing them with opportunities for expressing 
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themselves freely have a lot in common. Literature can be a tool rather than an end in teaching English as a 
second or foreign language (Cirakli & Kilickaya, 2011). Likewise, reading works of different literary genres 
offers students familiarity with many various linguistic forms, communicative functions and meanings. Isikli & 
Tarakcioglu (2017) claim that the study of literature enhances learners’ writing skill since critical ideas need a 
good command of language for overflow of written expression. Furthermore, using literature also brings about 
the learners' personal involvement in interactive and fruitful discussions with fellow classmates and the 
instructor. That is, they begin to react emotionally to the story that is being unfolded, which has a beneficial 
effect on the whole language-learning process. 

1.7.2 Definition of Cognitive Beliefs 

Knowledge and beliefs are inseparably intertwined. Knowledge can be defined as information or awareness 
gained through experience or education and it arises from a specific set of data related to any given field. It is not 
based on the thoughts of the individual as in the case of belief but is based on data. Beliefs are a long time in the 
making and can go virtually unnoticed. They are firm opinions and strong determiners of individuals' thoughts 
and behaviors (Ramshe et al., 2019). A belief is an individual cognitive act or state in which a proposition is 
taken to be true and it revolves around certain principles based on subjective experience and stems from the 
inner individual's conviction. Accordingly, cognitive beliefs are viewed as a mental system consisting of 
interconnected items of ideas, knowledge and assumptions that students hold about themselves as learners, about 
factors influencing language learning, and about the nature of language learning and teaching (Alrabai, 2014). 
Beliefs as such are viewed as predictors of outcome variables such as achievement, comprehension, and 
conceptual change. (Hofer, 2004). In other words, students with more enhanced beliefs will be more likely to 
keep active inquiry and persist in looking for right information and knowledge, to integrate information, and to 
handle ill-structured domains and problems. 

1.7.3 The Role of Learners’ Cognitive Beliefs in Learning Performance 

Kaşlıoğlu & Ersin (2018) found that learners’ cognitive beliefs have a significant impact on learning behavior 
and learning performance. Bernat (2008) argues that learners’ beliefs have a strong powerful force in academic 
performance. Learners may be directly influenced by their awareness of success in learning and the levels of 
expectation with persuasively high prospects helping them to build their confidence, while low expectations lead 
to demotivation and disappointment (Alghanmi & Shukri,2016). It has been argued that while some beliefs may 
have a positive effect on learning, others can challenge it. Supportive beliefs help to solve academic problems 
and thus enhance motivation, whereas demotivating beliefs can lead to frustration, and even failure 
(Massri,2019). The results of Alharbi (2019), Yang (2018), Abahussain (2016) and Horwitz (1988) found close 
correlation between learners’ cognitive beliefs, and the types of strategy use and final achievement in language 
acquisition. Spataro et al., (2018), Al-Nasser (2015) and Alsalmi (2014) suggested that a mismatch between 
teacher and learner beliefs can lead to reduced learner satisfaction with the class and to reluctance to contribute 
in communicative tasks. In line with these studies, Daif-Allah (2012) concluded that identification of learners’ 
beliefs is fundamental for effective EFL classroom education. 

Through the previous studies discussed above, it is clear that more research is needed to investigate cognitive 
beliefs about foreign literature learning. Accordingly, this study tries to identify the English language major 
female/male university learners' cognitive beliefs about studying the English language literature and to explore 
the impact of gender differences on those beliefs. 

2. Methods 
2.1 Participants 

English language major advanced level students of the English Language and Translation Department in the 
Main Campus at Qassim University participated in the study. The students were given a brief orientation of the 
aims of the study before the questionnaire administration. A total of 71 English language major high level 
students were randomly selected to respond to the questionnaire items and to participate in the interview. These 
students were at the 7th and 8th levels, 35 were males (51%) and 36 were females (49%). The mean age of the 
participants was 21.4 years, rating from 20-22 years. The students’ average experience in studying English in the 
English Language & Translation Department was 3.5-4 years. The students included in this study share 
important common features with most English language major students in Saudi Arabia. They all belong to 
government university, they all belong to the same education system, and they follow the same curricula. 
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2.2 Instruments 

Based on the previous review of literature, data were collected quantitatively and qualitatively using 
questionnaires and interviews with English language majors. 

2.2.1 The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire is divided into two parts. The first part aims to gather information concerning students’ 
background information such as gender, academic level and age. The second part addresses students’ cognitive 
beliefs about learning English literature. It consists of 37-items categorized into six domains: 1- Difficulties of 
Studying Literature (7 items); 2- Friendship (4 items); 3- Education (7 items); 4- Employment (5 items); 5- 
Internet (4 items) and, 6- Enjoyment (10 items). The questionnaire is based on five point Likert scale measuring 
participants’ interest according to their level of agreement or disagreement. It was developed and adapted from 
various related sources (Alharbi, 2019; Abahussain, 2016; Al-Nasser, 2015; Daif-Allah, 2012; Altan, 2012; 
Buyukyazi, 2012 and Horwitz, 2007&1988).  It was administered electronically in English so that students 
would understand and answer items easily and their responses would reflect their true beliefs. To assess the level 
of reliability of the questionnaire, a pilot administration was conducted on five male and five female students. 
The feedback from the pre-administration showed that the questionnaire was completely appropriate for research 
aims. Also Cronbach alpha of this study is 0.74 which shows acceptable consistency of reliability. 

2.2.2 The Interview 

The interview is meant to confirm and complement information gathered from the questionnaire. A total of 71 
male and female students in the 7th and 8th levels participated in the interview which utilized open-ended 
questions. The interviewees were given the choice of using English or Arabic for expressing their views. 

3. Results and Discussion 
3.1 Questionnaire Results 

3.1.1 Analysis of Students’ Cognitive Beliefs about Learning English Literature 

The main purpose of the present study is to explore the cognitive beliefs of Saudi English Language major 
students in order to get a deeper insight into their minds. Data gleaned from the questionnaires were analyzed in 
light of response frequencies, and the results were given as percentages as shown in table 1 below. Two 
positively worded points (agree and strongly agree) and two negatively worded points (disagree and strongly 
disagree) were combined together so that the respondents supportive or passive beliefs on one item could be 
measured. Since no gender differences were found in learners’ responses as will be shown in Table 2 and figure 
1, Mean of total percentages was used in describing and discussing results. 

Table 1. Analysis of students’ cognitive beliefs about learning English literature 

Total Males Females 
 

Questionnaire Domains & Items 

U
ndecided

Total 

D
isagree 

Total 

A
gree 

U
ndecided

Total 

D
isagree

Total 

A
gree

U
ndecided

Total 

D
isagree

Total 

A
gree 

% % % % % % % % % Domain one: Difficulties of Studying Literature

9%2%91%11% 0% 89%6%3%92%
1- Studying Linguistics & Translation is easier than 

studying Linguistics &Literature. 

14%10%76%20% 17% 63%8%3%89%2- Studying literature requires much memorization. 

6%5%89%11% 6% 83%3%3%94%
3- Some Literary texts written in Old English are difficult 

to understand. 

15%10%75%14% 17% 69%17%3%81%
4- The failure rate in literature courses is higher than 

failure in other courses. 

10%6%84%14% 9% 77%6%3%92%
5- Studying literature Require a high level of language 

proficiency. 

2%6%92%0% 11% 89%3%3%94%
6- The linguistic and stylistic degree of the literary texts 

are difficult. 

14%6%80%17% 6% 77%11%6%83%7- Cultural (un)familiarity is a challenge to studying 
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literature 

         Domain two: Friendship 

16%5%79%23% 6% 71%8%6%86%
8- Learning English literature will help me to better 

understand English-speaking people through avoiding 
stereotypes. 

19%9%72%23% 11% 66%14%8%78%
9-  Learning English literature will help me discuss 

English literature issues with native speakers. 

29%9%62%43% 14% 43%17%3%81%
10-  Learning English literature will encourage me to 

improve my knowledge of English way of life. 

10%6%84%14% 9% 77%6%3%92%
11- Learning English literature will help me appreciate 

other cultures and beliefs. 

      Domain three: Education 

6%5%89%11% 6% 83%3%3%94%
12-  Learning English literature will develop my English 

Language proficiency. 

18%6%76%29% 9% 63%8%3%89%
13-  Learning English literature will be an asset to 

linguistic competence development. 

12%10%78%20% 17% 63%6%3%92%
14-  Learning English literature will allow me to do well in 

ESL local / international proficiency tests. 

73%17%10%57% 29% 14%89%6%6%
15-  Learning English literature is an excellent part of the 

curriculum. 

11%10%79%20% 14% 66%3%6%92%
16- Learning English literature will allow me to pursue 

high-level study at the graduate level abroad. 

19%5%76%29% 3% 69%11%6%83%
17- English literature will enable me to be informed about 

the attitudes of other countries towards Saudi people. 

24%6%70%37% 9% 54%11%3%86%
18-  Learning English literature will enable me to get an 

EFL qualification in the English literature track. 
         Domain four: Employment Opportunities 

16%75%9%29% 57% 14%3%94%3%
19-  Learning English literature is a requirement in most 

good jobs. 

11%78%11%17% 69% 14%6%86%8%
20- People who know English literature will have a better 

chance in getting a high-pay job. 

22%72%6%34% 60% 6%11%83%6%
21-  English literature will allow me to develop new job 

ideas. 

16%79%6%20% 71% 9%11%86%3%
22-  English Language literature graduates will have better 

job opportunities than linguistics and translation 
graduates. 

10%85%5%13% 80% 7%6%89%6%
23-  English literature will help me develop critical 

thinking skills that are essential for today's global job 
environment 

      Domain five: Internet 

14%14%72%23% 23% 54%6%6%89%
24- Learning English literature will help me to use the 

Internet better. 

9%5%86%17% 6% 77%3%3%94%
25-  English literature will give me a chance to chat with 

English native speakers about different cultural topics. 

22%5%73%34% 9% 57%11%0%89%
26-  English literature will enable me to communicate ideas 

about religion through the Internet. 

16%10%74%23% 11% 66%11%8%81%
27- English literature will allow me to talk about my 

country through the Internet. 
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         Domain six: Enjoyment 

16%5%79%20% 11% 69%11%0%89%
28-  English literature will help me get along with native 

speakers of English when visiting their countries. 

17%5%78%23% 11% 66%11%0%89%
29-  English literature will enable me to follow TV English 

programs and films. 

16%6%78%26% 11% 63%6%3%92%
30-  English literature will give me a chance to read 

English magazines and newspapers. 

14%5%81%26% 6% 69%6%3%92%
31-  English literature will develop my cross-culture 

awareness. 

18%3%79%23% 3% 74%14%3%83%
32-  English literature is a great tool to approach the 

English language culture. 

16%7%77%29% 11% 60%3%3%94%
33-  English literature will present me as an educated 

member of society. 

18%8%75%29% 9% 63%8%6%86%
34- The history of any language is powerful through the 

careful and clever use of literature. 

22%5%73%31% 9% 60%11%3%86%
35-  English literature is the source of inspiration and 

expression of social life. 

16%5%79%23% 9% 69%8%3%89%
36-  English literature is an enriching, eye-opening 

experience. 

12%9%79%14% 17% 69%8%3%89%
37-  Learning English literature will enable me to enjoy 

reading literary texts. 

The results presented in Table 1 above uncovers the general assumptions students hold about themselves as 
learners, about the nature of literature learning, and about factors influencing their willingness to register in the 
Linguistics & Literature Track. The results in the above table show the participants’ supportive as well as 
passive cognitive beliefs about learning English literature and accordingly provides the answer to the first 
research question “What are the cognitive beliefs of Saudi English Language major students about studying 
English literature?”. Learners beliefs about the difficulties of studying literature and employment opportunities 
are the main challenges responsible for disinclination to study the English literature. The first domain items 1-7 
“Difficulties of Studying Literature” and the fourth domain items 19-23 “Employment Opportunities” reveal 
the common challenges hindering students’ willingness to study the English literature.  However, the 
participants’ responses to the other domains of “friendship” items 8-11, “education” items 12-18, “the 
internet” items 24-27 and “enjoyment” items 28-37 underlie their positive and realistic beliefs about learning 
English literature. 

The first domain “Difficulties of Studying Literature” came to reveal the major cognitive beliefs responsible for 
students’ disinclination to learning English literature.  The majority of the students (91%) considered that 
studying Linguistics & Literature is more difficult than studying Linguistics & Translation for the simple reason 
that the earlier requires more memorization and a high level of language proficiency. Learners had an inner 
conviction that the linguistic and stylistic degree of the literary texts are difficult to understand specially some 
literary texts are written in old English that is difficult for even some native speakers. This belief represented a 
barrier demotivating participants to register in the Linguistics & Literature Track as seen by 92 % of the subjects 
of the study. In addition, lack of cross cultural awareness was an obstacle to studying literature as seen by 80% 
of the sample. Results of this domain are consistent with those of Alsumait, (2015); Barvarz& Ahmadi (2014); 
El-Helou (2010), Marzooghi & Shemshiri (2008), Trautwein & Ludtke (2007), Schommer & Easter (2006) and 
Cano (2005) who attributed the first two difficulties to inappropriate methods used in the process of teaching 
literature and the students' concentration on memorization as a strategy for learning. This approach aims at 
making students dependent on rote learning, which is an appropriate strategy for the kinds of exams for which 
they are supposed to be sitting. Since tests favour memorization over understanding and creativity, teachers in 
most cases focus on just helping students memorize some content points and some grammatical structures. These 
reasons create negative cognitive beliefs which in turn are responsible for learners’ development of some 
psychological barriers. The other difficulties could be ascribed to learners’ insufficient knowledge of the aims 
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and objectives for studying literature, learners ’concentration on the content and unawareness of the language 
skills embedded in literary texts, absence of proper academic guidance that shows learners how to use the 
appropriate strategies for studying literature, and lack of academic orientations offered to learners to enhance 
their background knowledge of the benefits of literature learning. Additionally, weakness in English language 
skills would make getting the real meaning of the literary texts difficult as some quotations are written in a 
language which is different from everyday English. 

The fourth domain items 19-23 “Employment Opportunities” uncovered another key type of negative cognitive 
beliefs affecting learners’ willingness to study English literature. This domain addresses beliefs about lack of 
career opportunities available for Linguistics & Literature Track graduates. Learners expressed firm opinions 
and strong thoughts regarding the insignificance of literature learning as a means of getting a job. They believe 
that there is no benefit of studying literature as it is not a requirement in many good jobs. In this regard, 
instrumental motivation seems to have a considerable impact on deciding their learning preferences and finding a 
good job upon completion of their study. 75% of the participants believe that learning English literature is not a 
requirement in many good jobs and that people who know linguistics & literature will not be privileged to have a 
better chance in getting a high-pay job than linguistics & translation graduates as seen by 79% of them. English 
literature was not considered as effective on developing critical thinking skills that are essential for today's 
global job environment as seen by 85% of the participants. In addition, 72% of the participants think that 
learning English literature doesn’t have a significant effect on developing new job ideas. These results are in line 
with Carolina & Morrison (2019), Ramshe et al. (2019), Ramshe (2018), Schommer & Easter (2017) and 
Abahussain (2016) who found that beliefs about the economic gains of higher education have a considerable 
impact on learners’ academic choices. In the present study, economic reasons are verified as burdensome and 
challenges affecting learners’ willingness to learning literature. 

However, these cognitive beliefs are subjective and unrealistic as they do not necessarily reflect external reality 
about the value of learning English literature. They just reflect the psychologically held understandings, 
individual premises, or propositions that participants of the study hold about the learning of English literature 
and that are felt to be true. These participants might not have enough knowledge about the correctness of the 
validity of their viewpoints, but they absolutely feel confident to act upon, and they accept them as true, although 
these may be questioned in the future. This idea corresponds to Sakui and Gaies (1998) who concluded that 
beliefs are subjective understandings, are relatively stable and are idiosyncratic. In addition, Zengin & Yükselir 
(2019) point out that literature inspires learners to think over tender or beautiful features of life and enhances 
their vocabulary and improves their sense of literary appreciation. Kaya (2018), and Khatib & Shakouri (2013) 
confirm that learners who do not know the aims of studying literature are likely to lose the sense of pleasure and 
enjoyment that goes with the study of literature. Accordingly, analysis and discussion of the results gleaned from 
the first and fourth domains Difficulties of Studying Literature” and “Employment Opportunities” provide the 
answer to the second research question “What are the cognitive beliefs that hinder learners’ willingness to study 
English literature?” 

On the other hand, the participants’ responses to the other domains of “friendship”, “education”, “the internet” 
and “enjoyment” reflect high level of optimistic and realistic beliefs about the importance of learning English 
literature, and, therefore, are potentially facilitative for learners to studying literature. Friendship is a supportive 
domain underlying learners’ inclination toward studying literature.  Participants of the study seem to hold a 
high level of integrative motivation and strong willingness to learn about the English speaking people ways of 
life since 84% of them realize the value of studying English literature as a means for enhancing tolerance and 
appreciation of other peoples' cultures and beliefs. The participants also understand that learning English 
literature will encourage them to improve their knowledge of foreign people lifestyles and promote cross- culture 
communication as seen by 79% of them. In addition, participants are aware that stereotypes and communication 
breakdown result due to lack of cross-culture awareness. 

The Education domain is another supportive factor instrumentally motivating participants to learning foreign 
literature. Participants of the study were selected from among advanced level students so that they have enough 
experience to estimate the educational benefits of studying English literature as an important part of the 
curriculum. Their responses to the Education Domain items came to reflect their realistic beliefs about the role of 
learning English literature on enhancing their language proficiency.  89% of the participants are confident that 
learning English literature would develop their linguistic competence in general and English Language 
proficiency in particular. Learning English literature is viewed by 76% of the participants as an asset to allow 
them to do well in ESL local / international proficiency tests.  The cognitive beliefs that the participants of the 
study have would guide their intentions and actions. This is quite evident in their beliefs that English literature 
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will enable them to be informed about the attitudes of other countries towards Saudi people, and will allow them 
to pursue high-level of study at the graduate level abroad, as seen by 79% of the sample. Whereas 10% of the 
participants considered learning English literature as an excellent part of the curriculum, only 17% declined it 
and the majority were undecided. The researchers attributed this finding to lack of informed orientations offered 
to English language majors about the fundamental role of literature in language acquisition. This role was 
unclear to 73% of the participants. 

The Internet and Enjoyment Domains provide evidence of the decisive role cognitive beliefs play in learning 
English literature. 86% of the sample have realistic beliefs that English literature will give them a chance to chat 
with English native speakers about different cultural topics, to communicate ideas about religion (73%) and to 
talk about their country (74%) through the internet. Participants’ responses to items of the Enjoyment Domain 
indicate that learners who perceive their studies as interesting show higher degrees of persistence in their study. 
The responses also show that learners are integratively motivated toward learning English literature as they have 
the inner belief that English literature is the source of inspiration and expression of social life, and that the 
history of any language is powerful through the careful and clever use of literature as viewed by 73% of the 
participants. Students hold positive beliefs about learning literature as it will enable them to get along with native 
speakers of English when visiting their countries and to follow TV English programs and films (79%), to read 
English magazines and newspapers and develop their cross-culture awareness (81%), to present them as an 
educated member of society (77%), and to enjoy reading literary texts (79%). These results are consistent with 
those of Daif-Allah (2012) and Daif-Allah & Aljumah (2020) who found that motivation is an important variable 
that shapes learners' idea about foreign language learning. In agreement with these results, Alshehri & 
Etherington (2017) concluded that motivation is the heart of the learning process and unless learners are 
motivated in a way or another there will be no life in the class. Accordingly, the above discussion provides 
evidence for the validity of the first research hypothesis " Saudi English Language major students hold 
motivating and demotivating cognitive beliefs about English literature learning" 

3.1.2 Analysis of Gender Differences in Relation to Cognitive Beliefs about Learning English Literature 

Another aim for the present study was to find out gender differences in learners' cognitive beliefs about learning 
English literature. Towards this end, Mean and Standard Deviation of male and female participants’ responses 
were calculated and compared to examine the situation. 

Table 2. Analysis of Gender Differences in Cognitive Beliefs about Learning English Literature 
Total  Males  Females  

Domain Standard 
Deviation 

Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 

Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 

Mean 

0.13 2.74 0.15 2.66 0.10 2.82 Difficulties of Studying Literature 

0.19 2.56 0.27 2.39 0.11 2.74 Friendship 

0.49 2.45 0.36 2.30 0.62 2.60 Education 

0.07 1.93 0.10 1.87 0.04 1.98 Employment 

0.13 2.60 0.16 2.39 0.09 2.81 The Internet 

0.08 2.62 0.09 2.42 0.07 2.81 Enjoyment 

The above table shows that male and female mean responses are very close to each other and that they share 
similar cognitive beliefs in all the six domains. Although students in Saudi Arabia don't study in mixed classes 
and that female students study in different locations and mostly instructors are different, yet they came to agree 
on all the 37 items contained in the six domains of the questionnaires. One major reason for that, from the 
researchers' point of view, is the sharing of ideas and thoughts among males and females through the social 
media. They have made smart use of technology to enhance and reinforce academic discussions related to all 
areas of study starting from course objectives to exams. Interests, experiences, motivators, challenges, worries, 
expectations, job opportunities, preferences etc., are all shared among students of the same and/or different 
gender. This result provides the answer to the second research question " How does gender affect students’ 
beliefs about studying literature? " and the following figure illustrates the similarity in male and female English 
language majors' cognitive beliefs. 
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Figure 1. Gender differences in cognitive beliefs about learning English literature 

In an attempt to find out if there are any significant gender differences in learners' cognitive beliefs about 
learning English and to test the validity of the second research hypothesis, additional results were gleaned by 
using the Wilcoxon- Mann-Whitney test as shown in Table 3 below. 

Table 3. Significance of Gender differences in cognitive beliefs about learning English literature 

Asymp. Sig. 
(2-tailed)  

Wilcoxon 
-Mann-Whitney U  

Mean Rank  
Domains 

Males Females 

0.656 6718.8 119.04 115.34 Difficulties of Studying Literature 

0.871 6853.8 116.64 118.04 Friendship 

0.790 6801.3 118.38 116.08 Education 

0.226 6336.3 112.5 122.71 Employment 

0.306 6426.3 113.22 121.89 Internet 

0.661 6805.3 116.38 117.08 Enjoyment 

The above findings provide evidence that there are no significant differences between male and female 
participants' cognitive beliefs about studying English literature in all the six domains. They share similar 
cognitive beliefs and their motives and worries are very close. This last result disproves the validity of the 
second research hypothesis " There are significant gender differences in cognitive beliefs about English 
literature learning among Saudi English Language major students". The above findings disagree with 
Daif-Allah (2012) who found gender differences among Saudi male and female students’ beliefs about foreign 
language learning. In addition, gender differences were also found among Iranian undergraduate students in 
epistemological beliefs of Also, (Marzooghi et al. 2008) 

3.2 Interview Results 

The interview is meant to confirm and complement information gathered from questionnaires. All the selected 
participants, 71 male and female students in the 7th and 8th levels, participated in the interview which utilized 
open-ended questions designed to reveal important information about their cognitive beliefs that motivate or 
demotivate studying literature. The interviewees were given the choice of using English or Arabic for expressing 
their views. Participants show awareness of the importance of literature learning as a means of understanding the 
history and culture of the English speaking people, expanding their knowledge of the world, critically building 
up their thinking skills, enhancing tolerance and appreciation of different cultures, and developing their English 
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language proficiency. Students were also encouraged to communicate their thoughts and to explain why they are 
disinclined to study literature. Their responses were spontaneous and expressing true feelings. Some students 
admitted that they don’t welcome literature study due to their weak EFL proficiency level that hiders them from 
dealing with literary texts that are hard and complicated to comprehend and fruitless at the end. For this reason, 
learners become frustrated and disappointed with the class and with themselves resulting in hindrance in the 
understanding of the material. Other student mentioned that they highly appreciate literature but they are 
unhappy with the methods of teaching. They explained that the lecture method makes them feel uptight with its 
implications for the exam as a demotivating factor that makes them take the study of the literary text as a 
difficult task to do rather than an entertaining one. In line with this result, Lieb (2019), and Zaker (2016) 
recommend using innovative teaching methods in literature classes that would include LCD, videos, films or 
using nonverbal language on the part of the instructor to help learners grasp the essence and true meaning of the 
literary text and to create good atmosphere for students and to facilitate the process of teaching literature. 
Likewise, Hussein & Al-Emami (2016), Bobkina & Dominguez (2014) and Cirakli & Kilickaya (2011) suggest 
organizing English literature classes into small group formats to provide relaxed and interactive classroom 
learning environment. Participants also requested re-adjustment of the English literature curriculum so as to take 
into account students’ real levels of EFL proficiency, and to review or reconsider it in such ways as to focus on 
developing both literary and linguistic competences. Students came to agree that in order to develop or gain 
confidence in the study of English literature, the instructors should build on the students' previous knowledge, 
linguistic competence, experience, and ideas about the literature course they study. In Saudi Arabia, students do 
not study English literature in high school or even in the first three semesters in college and therefore the 
participants recommended introducing preliminary literature courses in earlier levels and in high school as a way 
to overcome some of the challenges of foreign literature learning. In consistent with Alshehri & Etherington 
(2017), participants also explained that most of the job ads are targeted to linguistics & translation graduates and 
therefore they are worried about job opportunities that would be available for linguistics & literature graduates. 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 
In light of the theoretical background and the research findings it can be concluded that cognitive beliefs are the 
key word for the success of any educational development endeavors and should always be at the center of any 
learning process. Cognitive beliefs are the inner self human power that drives the individual learner’s major 
behaviors toward their learning preferences and choice of courses and therefore influences academic 
achievement. Cognitive beliefs affect learners’ judgments of their learning, the goals they seek to achieve, their 
choice of cognitive strategies, the forms of thinking they exercise, and the decisions they take. Thus, in the 
absence of careful identification of cognitive beliefs, instructors would be challenged to do their job properly 
because these beliefs have considerable effect on the success of their teaching task, as well as the outcome of the 
teaching that they do. Likewise, uncovering learners’ cognitive beliefs and motivating tendencies would be 
useful in solving serious educational problems since match or mismatch between those beliefs, as individual 
influencing forces, and classroom practices determines the success or failure of the whole teaching/learning 
process. Learners’ voices are always louder and should be heard. Accordingly, instructors need to listen to 
learners’ opinions, delve deep to understand their inner thoughts and innate learning styles, find out about their 
preferences for the process of acquiring knowledge and correcting their unrealistic beliefs through approachable 
dialogues and informed orientations. There is also a need to have ongoing discussions with different employment 
agencies to keep them informed with the capabilities of literature graduates so as to correct stereotypes related to 
the linguistic proficiency of those qualities and to decide the job opportunities suitable for them.  The study also 
recommends re-adjusting the English literature curriculum offered to all English language majors at the fourth 
level taking into account students’ actual levels of proficiency, learning styles and preferences as ways as to 
prioritize both literary and linguistic competence development. In addition, classroom format and seating 
arrangement should be modified to encourage open discussions among learners.  Although, the researchers are 
highly convinced that the literature instructor’s role in modifying learners’ tendencies toward literature study in 
not easy, yet s/he could play an effective role in breaking down the psychological barriers between learners and 
literature learning through creating a relaxed, interactive, and motivating learning environment full of tolerance 
and enjoyment, and void of over formality and overcorrection. 
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