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Abstract

The goal of pre-service teacher (PST) programs is to provide students with pragmatic working experience and
pedagogy that they need for becoming eligible teachers. In a bilingual classroom, however, some perspectives
about second language learning (SLL) held by PSTs are too arbitrary. To assist PSTs in developing concepts of
second language acquisition as related to educational settings and to cultivate PSTs’ burgeoning educational
beliefs, this study was conducted using the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI). Seventeen
PSTs who were enrolled in a university located along the southern U.S. border provided data for the present
study. Three of the 27 belief statements included in the BALLI survey were critically analyzed. This critical
analysis explored why certain PSTs’ beliefs about second language learning diverged from social reality at
schools. Based on the analysis and results from our findings, suggestions about how to improve the bilingual
education for PSTs are provided.
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1. Introduction

Pre-service teacher (PST) education is a course of study offered to university students before they participate in
the K-12 teaching profession. There have been various studies concerning pre-service teacher education:
improving class practice (Soccorsi, 2013; Vision, 2001; Goff-Kfouri, 2013); adjusting curriculum design (Gorth
and Bergner, 2005; Woodcock, Hemmings, & Kay 2012; Mooi and Mohsin, M., 2014); and suggesting policy
implementation (Frimming, & Willis, 2017; Lattimer, 2012; Lin, Childs, and Zhang, 2016; Labone, Cavanagh,
and Long, 2014). Grijalva & Esparza (2013) identified PSTs’ beliefs about English language teaching and
learning at different stages of instruction, while Incecay (2011) explored the effects of PSTs’ language learning
beliefs on their future teaching practices. More directly, Argaman & Vaknin-Nusbaum (2016) recognized the
changes in PSTs’ language knowledge regarding their phonological and morphological awareness after PSTs
have learned about applied linguistics. Furthermore, Andrews (2001) and Ellis (2012) claim that teachers
developing language awareness in TESOL has a pedagogical effect of such awareness on teaching practice.
Lastly, Durgunoglu and Hughes (2010) explained that a teacher’s preparedness for ELLs relies on self-efficacy,
attitude, perceptions, and knowledge.

The above contributions from previous studies, which are related to beliefs about language learning on
improving PST programs, serve as a support for our goal of including bilingualism and ESL content in PST
education. We strive for understanding how PSTs develop skills for negotiating two or more languages in
classroom settings. Specifically, considered as one of the indispensable prerequisites for PSTs before their career
path begins, the beliefs about second language learning held by PSTs require further exploration and
examination. Providing opportunities to develop PSTs’ beliefs about second language acquisition can influence
how we prepare PSTs for curriculum design, teaching practices, interpersonal relationships between teacher and
student, and K-12 students’ psychological development. The consequences of how a teacher instructs students
without considering unexamined arbitrary beliefs can be detrimental and may impose unexpected negative
influence on both students and their parents. The purpose of this study is to understand PSTs’ beliefs about
second language learning in a bilingual classroom and to explore the potential social and cultural reasons why
PTSs develop beliefs about language learning.
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2. Literature Review
2.1 Bilingual and Bilingualism

The definition of bilingualism has been elaborated over the past decades (Baker, 2011; Ng, 2015; Bloomfield,
1935; Macnamara, 1967; Mohanty, 1994; Titone, 1972). Bilingualism, although seemingly impossible to be
accurately defined, can still attain its connotative and denotative interpretations from elicited perspectives (Baker,
2011). According to Ng (2015), bilingualism could be described as people who speak two languages in the
simplest terms. More recently, the concept of Translanguaging (Esquinca, 2014) is prominent in discussing how
bilingualism is defined. For this study, we consider these definitions as they relate to how PSTs express beliefs
about language learning in their preparation of working in bilingual classrooms.

In the current school context along the U.S. and Mexico border, there is an expectation that teachers be prepared
to teach learners from complex linguistic backgrounds. The bilingual school settings, including dual language
programs, strive to follow best practices for bilingual learners. In PST programs, the inclusion of ESL methods,
second language acquisition, and issues for bilingual learners’ coursework is part and parcel to completing a
degree for teacher licensure. Only by having comprehensive knowledge about the concept of bilingualism and
the benefits that bilingualism brings to teaching practices, can PSTs be more prepared for the classroom. And, it
is from within this teacher education context that PST beliefs about language learning can inform university
program practices

2.2 BALLI

The Belief About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) designed by Horwitz (1988) was applied to evaluate
PSTs’ beliefs of learning a foreign language (See Appendix A). The 5-point Likert Scale (1932), ranging from
‘1-strongly agree’ to ‘5-strongly disagree’, was employed to answer the 34 statements in the BALLI. Horwitz
(1988) used this instrument to gather data concerning the beliefs of students studying commonly taught
languages (CTL) in the U.S. and beliefs of ESL and CTL teachers (Kuntz, 1996). As demonstrated by Kuntz
(1996), three distinct BALLIs are in use today: one for ESL students (1984, 1987), another for foreign language
teachers (1985), and a third for foreign language students (1988, 1990).

After Horwitz conducted the study at the University of Texas at Austin, BALLI was also further employed by
Yang (1992) at six universities in Taiwan, Park (1995) at two universities in Korea, and Truitt (1995) at Yonsei
University in Korea as three examples of using this instrument for investigating the beliefs of English language
learners in foreign countries. Furthermore, language learners whose target language was not English were also
interviewed by employing Horwitz’s instrument. (Horwitz, 1988; Kuntz, 1996b; Smith, 1989; Tumposky, 1991;
Finneman, 1990; Mori, 1999). Diverging slightly from the study purposes for which the BALLI were previously
applied, the present study investigated PSTs in terms of their language beliefs and working information in
bilingual settings.

3. Study Methods
3.1 Participants

The purposeful criterion sampling method was utilized to select participants for the present study. Purposeful
sampling is a technique widely used in qualitative research for identifying and selecting information-rich cases
for the most effective use of limited resources (Patton, 2002). Furthermore, Patton (2015) elucidates that “the
logic and power of qualitative purposeful sampling derives from the emphasis on an in-depth understanding of
specific cases: information-rich cases. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal
about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry, thus the term purposeful sampling” (p. 53).
Purposeful sampling for this study involved identifying and selecting individuals that “were especially
knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest” (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

The present study examined selected PSTs’ beliefs about language learning after participating in
elementary-level classrooms and supporting teachers in a dual language school context. The participating PSTs
were taking a course related to issues of K-12 bilingual learners in the bilingual classroom environment. The
PSTs’ academic coursework intends to prepare them to become K-12 teachers. Therefore, by synchronizing the
data collection with weekly teaching activities, participants’ reflections provided additional insights into their
developing language learning beliefs. The participants, 15 females and one male were monolingual English
(n=7), bilingual Spanish-English (n=7), or bilingual Indigenous Language-English (n=1).

31



elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 13, No. 9; 2020

3.2 Data Context

Via the BALLI survey (Appendix A), the main purpose of this study was to probe the PSTs’ perspectives in
relation to language learning and the social & cultural reasons hidden behind these perspectives. At the
beginning of the semester, the PSTs were placed in a classroom at a local elementary school in which the
majority of students were Spanish-English speakers. During class sessions, the PSTs were invited to assist
teachers in in-class activities and support teaching tasks. The BALLI survey was administered at the end of the
semester and it took the participants about 20 minutes to complete.

3.3 Validity and Transferability

First, to ensure the trustworthiness of the data, we analyzed the data by employing ‘triangulating analysis’
(Patton, 2015, p. 665), in which we independently analyzed the data shown in the questionnaires and compared
our findings in meetings afterward.

Secondly, the implementation of ‘member checks’ was used to enhance the validity of our study. Maxwell (2013)
argues that member checking is “the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting
the meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective they have on what is going on, as well as being
an important way of identifying your own biases and misunderstanding of what you observed” (p.126-127). The
member check was conducted in the form of a weekly diary written by the participating PSTs. Their beliefs
about SLL while participating in K-5 bilingual classrooms were reflected in their diaries. More importantly,
participants’ diaries were updated weekly, which means the changes in these PSTs’ beliefs regarding language
learning were compiled. The compilation recorded how PST’s beliefs about ELLs changed along with their
ongoing teaching activities in the immersed bilingual environment.

Lastly, we employed the theory of ‘working hypothesis’ (Cronbach, 1975) to enhance the validity of the present
study. Cronbach expresses that, to validate the transferability of findings, a working hypothesis can reflect
situation-specific conditions in a special context. For this study, PSTs developed their knowledge and beliefs
about language learning from coursework and current practitioners can be offered as guidance in making
instructional decisions in their future classrooms. As mentioned above, the BALLI is widely used in ESL fields
and the statements in the BALLI represent many ESL teachers’ beliefs. To some extent, our findings, by
considering the responses to the statements in the BALLI, will inform PST educators about how their decisions,
concerning their practices, are connected to bilingual learners.

4. Result and Discussion

As shown in the BALLI questionnaire (Appendix A), the participants’ responses to four statements in the BALLI
survey were more revealing than the others. As a reminder, the BALLI scale ranged from 1=SA to 5=SD. First,
statement #5 (It’s important to speak a foreign with an excellent accent) had an average of 3.87/5, which
revealed the majority of participants believed that an excellent accent did not possess pragmatic significance in
the process of second language acquisition. Secondly, participants’ responses to statement #17 (Women are
better than men at learning foreign languages) with a mean value 3.81 reflected their perception that female
students did not outperform male students in their capability of second language learning. Thirdly, with an
average score of 1.62, participants’ responses to statement #21 (If PSTs learn to speak a second language very
well it will help them get a good job) indicated being bilingual was an advantage for potential employability.
Finally, with a mean value of 4.19, the participants’ feedback to statement #23 (People who are good at math and
science are not good at learning foreign languages.) exposed a fact that PSTs believed someone’s ability in math
and science should not limit how they are considered regarding the potential development of a second language.

The three statements (#5, #17, & #21) with revealing responses piqued our interest the most. Specifically, we
wanted to consider how those strong beliefs held by PSTs aligned with social reality and current research
findings; how our research findings supported these PSTs’ beliefs with sufficient social and cultural context;
how the connotative and denotative factors caused the formation of such misconceptions; and finally, what the
possible pedagogical and curricular adjustments could be made to facilitate PST program designs in preparing
bilingual learners. With the limitation of the selected elements in the study, the answers to these three BALLI
statements are discussed below.

4.1 Statement # 5: Accent Significance

Based on previous research, it is suggested that accent in second language acquisition possesses both social and
cultural importance to a considerable extent. In contrast to our participants’ responses to Statement #5 (3.87/5)
that accent in language learning is not significant, previous research findings value the importance of accent.
First, in the sociolinguistic context, accents not only define people but also play an important part in showing
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their membership to a specific speech community (Aydemir, 2013). Becker (1995) asserts accent identifies one’s
regional, original, national, and ethnic identity, regardless of the language they speak. Kumagai (2013) further
elucidates that social power is differentiated due to the divergence of accents. Moreover, Kinginger (2004) states
that learning a second language often results in negotiating, constructing or reconstructing identity because
language learning incorporates both a formal set of rules along with the culture.

The PSTs in this study underestimated the significance of accent in language learning. And, this perception of
accent could be attributed to their developing understanding of bilingualism. Any language, at its inception
stage, was to create coherent messages and exchange information (Halliday, 1994; Halliday & Hasan, 1976;
Hunston & Thompson, 2000), so communication becomes possible. On many occasions, accent hinders the
potential effectiveness of communication but will not eradicate people’s incentives to communicate. In daily
communication, speaking a language with its native accent does not matter as much as utilizing the language to
send messages. Nevertheless, the threshold is elevated when an accent is viewed as part of an individual
linguistic background applied to teach the practice in classrooms (Kumagai, 2013). Scovel (1969) found that
junior high school students, after hearing one sentence only twice, could judge whether a speaker was a
native-born American with 85% accuracy. Such a judgment can be viewed as a benchmark to evaluate a
teacher’s linguistic background. Most second-language learners tend to believe their learning result is more
satisfactory if they are taught by native speakers because they can speak the language better and use it in a more
natural way to communicate in class (Arva & Medgyes, 2000).

The PSTs’ exposures indicated that they were not concerned with the significance of accent in language learning,
which can be related to the classroom settings they participated in during the semester. All the PSTs in this study
were accustomed to bilingual settings and most of them spoke English as their first language or were bilingual
speakers. The PSTs’ language dominance in English helped them overcome the obstacles to understanding the
students’ meaning in their practice classrooms, even if the students spoke English with an accent. Many of the
K-5 students spoke Spanish as their first language, so the Spanish language also assisted successful
communication between the PSTs and students, which might be another reason why the PSTs neglected the
significance of accent.

4.2 Statement #17: Women are Better in Language Learning

The PSTs’ responses to statement #17 (3.81/5) proved their insistence that there is no intellectual discrepancy
between female and male students in the process of their second language acquisition. However, there is a
commonly held belief that the rate of female teachers and students developing a second language proficiency is
higher than their male counterparts. Social and cultural attributes are intertwined together, attributing to the
commonly held belief of gender as an indicator language development. Some academics take a position that
gender differences are culturally shaped and defined by the individual’s sense of oneself as ‘masculine’ or
‘feminine’, and that gender identity is not fixed and can be in a state of constant flux (Butler, 1990; Humm, 1989;
Weedon, 1987).

It is noteworthy that other scholars found that intellectual discrepancy between genders does exist due to the
characteristics of studied subjects (Anastasi, 1985; Sunderland, 1998; Powell and Batters, 1985; Burstall, 1975;
Boyle, 1987; Ehrlich, 2001). According to Anastasi (1985), girls may learn to meet problems through social
communication from early childhood, while boys may learn to meet problems through spatial exploration and
independent action. Therefore, it is reasonable to propose that due to the stress on social interaction the language
classroom has been described as a “girls’ domain” (Sunderland, 1998). Moreover, some studies reported that
girls tend to outperform boys in language learning (Powell and Batters, 1985), which could be since girls
comport themselves differently from boys (Sunderland, 1998). Many SLA theorists also believe that female
learners show possible superiority in their second language learning process (Burstall, 1975; Boyle, 1987;
Ehrlich, 2001).

The unbalanced gender composition of our participants was the limitation of the present study, which explained
why the PSTs’ attitude on this statement tilted considerably. When referring to the experience of language
learning influenced by gender issues, our data supported the opinions from both male and female were more
elusive. The findings on this statement in the BALLI might be different if more male PSTs participated. Another
reason might be the language environment the PSTs are immersed in. In the present study, the participants were
immersed in an English-Spanish bilingual classroom along the southern U.S. border. In this border region,
English is the major language used by people in their school life. However, Spanish is also widely used by the
people living in this area due to the geographic and demographic particularities. The easy accessibility of the
bilingual language environment helped PSTs engage in the two languages naturally and provide them a ground
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to neglect the intellectual factor that was manifested as a discrepancy between genders in previous research
findings.

4.3 Statement #21: Being Bilingual Means a Good Job

Statement #21 in the BALLI are aligned with the PSTs’ response (1.62/5) that being bilingual guarantees a good
job. However, considering demographic data is necessary when relating bilingualism to individual career
prospects. Scamman (2018) revealed that 53 million people, among whom 41 million are native Spanish
speakers and approximately 11.6 million are bilingual Spanish Speakers, live in the United States. More people
are speaking Spanish in the United States than in Spain (47 million speakers) and Colombia (48 million
speakers). Also, by 2050, the United States is expected to have 138 million Spanish speakers, making it the
largest Spanish-speaking country in the world. Therefore, the increasing number of Spanish speakers will not
necessarily guarantee a good job, based on theories of supply and demand.

Adam Smith’s theory of the invisible hand (1759) vividly articulates the career prospect for the English-Spanish
bilinguals in the United States. According to Smith (1759), the relationship between supply and demand in the
free-market economy shows that merchandise will become difficult to sell and its price will be very low when
the merchandise is overly supplied. English is typically considered as the first and official language in the United
States. Meanwhile, the population of Spanish speakers in the U.S. is also very large. Following the concept of
merchandise competition in a seller’s market, when the availability of certain merchandise in the market is
redundant, the selection standard will wind up gradually. This theory of supply and demand may help to explain
the potential challenges for Spanish-English bilinguals trying to secure a good job in the U.S. market. For the
border regions in the U.S., if human resource officers are fortunate enough to have an oversupply of bilingual
speaking employee candidates, the market will be oversaturated and employment will be influenced accordingly.

Moreover, defining a typical ‘good job’ is a technical problem and may vary individually. According to a
definition made by Public Community Venture (2016), a good quality job should comprise five of the following
facets: a living wage, basic benefits, career-building opportunities, wealth-building opportunities, and a fair and
engaging workplace. For our participating PSTs, career opportunities are more nuanced because of the border
context.

The PSTs in this study deemed being bilingual as an advantage for getting a good job because the social and
economic environment along the southern U.S. border areas does not mirror the macro-social and economic
reality nationwide. Along with the border areas, a considerable number of K-12 students are from families whose
parents are the first generation of Spanish speaking immigrants. The Spanish language is the major language
spoken by the children living in these areas before they grow to school age. When these children begin their
formal schooling with prominent Spanish proficiency, becoming bilingual arises as an imperative for teachers to
be able to successfully communicate with the children and their parents because the context for improperly
communicating with the young students in the class may not only make curriculum design and teaching the
target language difficult to reach but it can also provoke racial tension at school. If PSTs know Spanish, they can
reduce situations for miscommunication. However, alternately, the market demand for bilingual professionals is
highly valued in U.S. border areas, and yet the availability of bilingual PSTs and in-service teachers is also
greater than in other parts of the United States. Subsequently, the competition is greater for a teaching position
along the U.S. border if a PST is bilingual in Spanish-English, therefore, obtaining the first satisfactory job can
be challenging.

5. Implications and Future Study
5.1 Representativeness of Participants

First, we recognize the limitations related to the imbalance based on the gender identification of the participant
pool. And, because the BALLI survey was completed at the end of the semester after the PTSs were immersed in
the bilingual school setting, results did not allow for a comparison related to the influence a bilingual teaching
practice could have on changing PSTs’ beliefs. Additionally, we could have addressed more on the PSTs’ beliefs
based on their involvement in the bilingual classroom. In the end, the findings in this study revealed that the
examined beliefs regarding second language acquisition are imperative to PSTs. Concurrently, a person’s beliefs
might be influenced by geographic, linguistic, cultural, and other undetermined factors. Therefore, future
research should examine the beliefs of the bilingual PSTs who speak languages other than the two involved in
this study.
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5.2 Market Demand and Competitiveness of Bilingualism

Spanish-English bilingualism is a buyer’s market in the United States because of its large population. However,
the market demand specific for bilingual educators in the United States and other countries can be investigated
with a linguistic concern. Although the study exposes that it is challenging for Spanish-English bilinguals to
secure good jobs in the United States, the situation along the southern border areas might be different because of
the large population density of Spanish speakers. Understanding the market demand for bilingual teachers may
help educators, policymakers, and researchers design curriculum interventions in a more realistic way.
Additionally, the career path of PSTs in these areas might have significant implications for designing and
revising PST programs with a consideration of geographic and demographic characteristics

6. Conclusion

The application of the BALLI and its findings in this study indicates that PSTs’ beliefs are influenced by specific
social and cultural contexts in which PSTs are involved. The dual-language school setting, as a practical teaching
context where relationships between PSTs and students are established, supplies a space to examine the PSTs’
beliefs. Regarding the improvement in PST programs, language use, especially bilingualism, should be discussed
and contextualized as one part of curriculum design. Lastly, as for the bilingual advantage on the extent to which
PSTs pursuing careers as educators can enjoy, the demographic and geographic factors should be taken into
consideration.
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APPENDIX A

Below are beliefs that some people have about learning a second language. Read each statement and then decide
if you: 1) Strongly Agree, 2) Agree, 3) Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4) Disagree, 5) Strongly Disagree. Questions
4 and 11 are different and should be marked as indicated. There are no right or wrong answers.

Statement SA° A N D SD
1. Itis easier for children than adults to learn a language. 1 2 3 45
2. Some people are born with a special ability which helps them learn a foreign 1 2 3 4
language.

3. Some languages are easier to learn than others. 1 2 3 45
4.  The language I am planning to teach is 1) very difficult, 2) difficult, 3)

medium difficulty, 4) easy, 5) very easy.

5. It’s important to speak a foreign with an excellent accent 1 2 3 45
6. Itis necessary to know the foreign culture in order to speak a foreign 1

language.

7. You shouldn’t say anything in the language until you can say it correctly. 1 2 3 45
8. Itis easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn 1 2 3 4 5
another.

9. Itis better to learn a foreign language in the foreign country. 1 2 3 45
10. 1It’s ok to guess if you don’t know a word in the foreign language. 1

11. If someone spent one hour a day learning a language, how long would it take 1 23 45
to become fluent?

12. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of new 1 2 3 45
vocabulary words.

13. It’s important to repeat and practice a lot. 1 23 45

14. If you are allowed to make mistakes in the beginning, it will be hard to getrid | 1 2 3 4 5
of them later on.

15. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning a lot of grammar 1 23 45
rules.

16. 1It’s important to practice in the language laboratory 1 2 3 45
17. Women are better than men at learning foreign languages 1 23 45
18. It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 1 2 3 4 5
19. Learning a foreign language is different from learning other school subjects. 1 2 3 45
20. Learning another language is a matter of translating from your first language. 1 2 3 45
21. If students learn to speak a second language very well it will help them get a 1 2 3 45
good job.

22. Itis easier to read and write a language than to speak and understand it. 1 3 5
23. People who are good at math and science are not good at learning foreign 3 5
languages.

24. U.S. citizens think that it is important to speak a foreign language. 1 23 45
25. People who speak more than one language well are very intelligent. 1 2 3 45
26. Americans are good at learning foreign languages. 1 2 3 4 5
27. Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 1 2 3 45
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