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Resumen:

Este estudio investiga las creencias de estu-
diantes sobre varios aspectos de la compo-
sicion en un contexto de lengua extranjera.
Los participantes eran dos grupos de estu-
diantes universitarios de inglés con diferen-
te cantidad y tipo de experiencias escritora
e instruccién. Los datos provenian de un
cuestionario completado por los estudian-
tes y una entrevista con la profesora de es-
critura. Los resultados indican la existencia
de creencias bien fundamentadas sobre el
potencial de aprendizaje de la escritura en
L2, la dimensién estratégica de la escritura
y los procesos de retroalimentacion. Otras
creencias relacionadas con la dimension
personal de la escritura demostraron ser de-
pendientes del contexto de instruccién. Las
implicaciones pedagdgicas son discutidas.
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Abstract:

This study investigates learners’ beliefs
about various aspects of composition in a
foreign language context. The participants
were two groups of university students
majoring in English who differed in the
amount and type of writing experience
and instruction. Data came from a ques-
tionnaire completed by learners and an
interview with the writing teacher. The re-
sults are indicative of some well-grounded
beliefs about the learning potential of L2
writing, the strategic dimension of writing
and the feedback process. Other beliefs
related to the personal dimension of writ-
ing were found to be context-dependent.
The pedagogical implications of these
findings are discussed.
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Résumé:

Cette étude examine les croyances des étudiants sur divers aspects de la composition dans
le contexte de |"apprentissage d“une langue étrangere. Les participants se composaient de
deux groupes d’étudiants universitaires d’anglais avec différents nombre et types d’expé-
rience et d’instruction dans le domaine de I'écriture. Les données procedent d’un ques-
tionnaire rempli par les éléves et d’une interview a leur professeur d’écriture. Les résultats
indiquent I'existence de croyances fondées sur le potentiel de I’apprentissage de I'écriture
en L2, sur la dimension stratégique des processus d’écriture et de rétroaction. D’autres
certitudes liées a la dimension de I’écriture personnelle se sont montrées dépendantes du
contexte de I'instruction. Les implications pédagogiques sont débattues.
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1. Introduction

The study of beliefs in language learning is a central area of inquiry in
second language acquisition (SLA) research given their influence on stu-
dents’ achievement (e.g. Gan, 2004). Students’ beliefs are shaped as a
result of learning experiences and they are therefore contextual, socially
constructed and dynamic (Barcelos, 2003). Most research on L2 stu-
dents’ beliefs has focused on language learning (cf. Mori, 1999a; 1999b)
but few studies have delved into learners’ beliefs on language use (i.e.
speaking, listening, reading and writing) and their possible pedagogical
implications. Our empirical study attempts to contribute to fill this gap
in research by focusing on the study of 32 Spanish university students’
beliefs systems for composing in L2 bearing in mind the influence of
two different instructional contexts. In what follows, we review why be-
liefs are important for language learning and the main approaches that
have been adopted for their investigation. We will then concentrate on
beliefs in the field of writing, which is the area of interest in the current
investigation.

Scholars of educational psychology agree on the importance of be-
liefs for language learning (cf. Hofer & Pintrich, 2002) on account of
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the crucial role that students’ conceptions are thought to play in the
engagement in language learning actions. The body of research on the
beliefs that L2 learners hold and on the social factors and educational
experiences that influence their shaping has been informed by various
theoretical and methodological frameworks, which have been summa-
rized under three main comprehensive approaches by Barcelos (2003,
2006) in what can be considered to be the most exhaustive classification
of language learning beliefs. These approaches are the Normative, the
Metacognitive, and the Contextual. The three approaches share the as-
sumption that beliefs influence students’ use of language learning strate-
gies or their behaviour in language learning (Horwitz, 1988; Wenden,
1987), but they differ with respect to their definitions of beliefs that guide
research.

The studies included within the Normative Approach define beliefs as
preconceived notions (Horwitz, 1988) that can be inferred from a pre-
determined set of statements and be examined out of context. Within
the Metacognitive Approach, beliefs are viewed as a subset of metacog-
nitive knowledge, defined by Wenden as “the stable, statable, although
sometimes incorrect knowledge that learners have acquired about lan-
guage, learning and the language learning process” (Wenden, 1987:
163). Flavell (1979) distinguished three different types of beliefs within
metacognitive knowledge: person, task and strategic knowledge. Person
knowledge involves what students think about themselves as learners,
their self-efficacy beliefs, and their ability to use resources to sustain their
effort in their learning process. Students’ maintenance of effort can be
equated with self-regulation, which is defined as learners’ monitoring of
their learning process at a metacognitive, motivational and behavioural
level during their learning process that can result in achievement (Zim-
merman, 2001). Task knowledge includes what learners believe about
the characteristics of the learning task and its purpose, which is different
from domain knowledge (what the learner knows about a given subject
matter). Lastly, strategic knowledge applies to what students think about
what strategies are, why they are useful, and how and when they should
be used to achieve various cognitive goals. In this approach, students are
assumed to reflect on their learning process and to be able to describe
their beliefs related to their target language, their L2 proficiency, the re-
sults of their learning approach, their role in language learning or their
beliefs about the best way to learn languages (Wenden, 1987). Finally,
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the last group of studies on learners’ beliefs is represented by the Contex-
tual Approach. The main aim of this approach is to better understand the
function of beliefs in specific learning environments rather than to make
generalizations of beliefs about SLA. Context here is regarded as “social-
ly constituted (...) in which each additional move within the interaction
modifies the existing context while creating a new arena for subsequent
interaction” (Goodwin & Duranti, 1992: 5-6).

All the studies on beliefs within the three approaches have focused
on the learning dimension of SLA processes. Curiously enough, the di-
mension of language use, and more specifically, the area of beliefs about
writing, has not been so intensively investigated with some exceptions
(e.g. Manchén & Roca de Larios, 2011; Sengupta, 2000). Within the
area of writing, some researchers have examined the effects of explic-
it writing instruction on the shaping of beliefs. For instance, Sengupta
(2000) carried out an exploratory study about the effects of instruction
on revision strategies for composing. After one year of tuition, there was
a change in the students’ cognitive models because they moved from
a uni-dimensional model of writing (in which accuracy was the main
factor) to a multidimensional model (which included awareness of other
factors such as the reader of their text). Along the same lines, Manchoén,
(2009) showed how a group of students who took a writing course dur-
ing an academic year changed their beliefs about the task (more multi-
dimensional mental model of writing) about themselves (increase in
self-efficacy beliefs) and about the role of the teacher (from correcting
texts to giving feedback).

Given the importance of students” metacognitive knowledge for learn-
ing achievement and the positive effects of writing instruction on the
development of beliefs, we decided to delve into the idiosyncratic shap-
ing of university students’ beliefs systems bearing in mind their literacy
experiences. Differing from previous studies in which writing instruc-
tion and their immediate effects on beliefs were restricted to a specific
group of learners in a writing course at the moment of data collection
(e.g. Manchén & Roca de Larios, 2011), our investigation focused on the
possible long-term effects of instruction drawing on Mori’s contention
(1999a: 409) that “beliefs cannot be easily or quickly modified because
they are formed over a long period”. In addition, the instructional context
in our study is also worth highlighting since both learning-to-write and
writing-to-learn approaches (see Manchoén, 2011) were fostered. Those
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approaches describe how L2 users learn to convey their intended mean-
ing in writing, on the one hand, and, on the other, how the involvement
in L2 writing tasks can help students to learn about content knowledge or
language. With some exceptions (e.g. Manchén & Roca de Larios, 2011),
most L2 writing studies have mainly focused on learning-to-write con-
texts and the writing-to-learn dimension has normally been theorized
and explored within second language acquisition (SLA) research. Ac-
cordingly, in our study we also expect to contribute to the investigation
of beliefs within a context that fosters the enhancement of L2 language
through writing while it also allows the development of writing abilities.
In other words, our participants’ learning context facilitated the explora-
tion of FL writing and SLA interfaces.

The aim of this exploratory study was to shed light on the shaping
of university students’ beliefs system about various dimensions of L2
composition across time on account of their literacy experiences (Gan,
2004). Since we were also interested in the possible long-term effects
of changes in learners’ writing beliefs, we compared the beliefs of two
independent groups of participants who were at two different points of
writing instruction in an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) course,
that is, during and after taking it. The specific research questions (RQ)
were formulated as follows:

1. Are there any differences in the beliefs about writing between stu-

dents at different levels of instruction and writing experience?

2. Which common beliefs do students at different levels of instruction

and writing experience hold about L2 writing?

The study was cross-sectional in nature. We drew on the contextual ap-
proach to the investigation of beliefs due to our exploration of the dy-
namic nature of language use beliefs as they develop and shape in con-
text, although we also made use of the metacognitive approach from a
conceptual viewpoint. In this respect, learners’ beliefs were operation-
alised as metacognitive knowledge, as we further explain in the next
section.
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2. Method
2.1. Participants and Context

Our participants were a group of fourth and fifth year learners of a five-
year English degree at a Spanish university. By the time the students
reached the fourth and fifth year, they had already taken three compulso-
ry annual language courses which were designed to take them from pre-
intermediate to proficiency language level and were devoted to grammar
as well as to speaking, listening, reading and writing in L2.

Although students had to compose some occasional essays for those
courses, the most important contact with academic writing took place
in the fourth year, when learners needed to write assignments in Eng-
lish for their subject content courses and they also took a compulsory
EAP course that lasted for nine months and for which they had to write
academic texts on weekly basis. The aim of the writing course was to
help students develop their reading and writing skills beyond linguistic
accuracy. Students wrote three compulsory major assignments that were
rewritten three times after having received personal feedback on them
from peers and from the writing teacher. Regarding the instructor of the
EAP course, she is a native speaker of English with more than twenty-five
years of experience in EFL teaching in Spain. She is also a researcher with
more than ten years of active involvement in different research projects
on second language writing. When the data were gathered for the pre-
sent study she had been teaching the EAP course for five years.

Thirty-two foreign language university students participated in this
study. Nineteen of them were taking 4" year courses during a five-year
English degree at a Spanish university while thirteen students were en-
rolled in the fifth year of the same degree. The participants were native
speakers of Spanish and the majority of them were women (15 in the
fourth year and 10 in the fifth year). Their mean age was 21 for the fourth
year and 22 for the fifth year group.

The two groups of participants differed mainly with respect to their
writing experience and formal academic instruction in composition due
to the fact that the fifth year learners had already taken the EAP course
the previous academic year. The present research is a followed-up study
of the fifth year learners. One year before collecting data for the present
study, our research team had examined Manchén, (2009) five months
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apart the shaping of the fifth year learners’ beliefs while taking the EAP
course. The results indicated significant changes across time regarding (i)
an increase in self-efficacy beliefs for writing academic texts; (ii) learners’
beliefs about the role of the teacher (from focusing on linguistic correc-
tion to content and rhetoric) and (iii) students’ move towards a more
positive stance towards the usefulness of giving and receiving both peer
and teacher feedback. At the time of data collection for this study, the
fifth year learners were only taking subject content courses for which
they needed to write academic assignments made up of one final draft
submission without receiving feedback, while the fourth year group was
taking the EAP course in combination with other subject content courses
for which they also wrote occasional assignments.

2.2. Instruments and Procedures

Data for the study came from two main sources: quantitative data ob-
tained by means of a written questionnaire on the dependent variable of
the study (beliefs about writing) and qualitative data elicited through an
interview with the writing teacher. The questionnaire was administered
four months after having started the academic year so that learners had
already had time to get acquainted with their courses. The interview with
the writing teacher was conducted the last month of the academic year
and it was intended as a secondary source of information on the teacher’s
views of the aims and organisation of the course that could help us to un-
derstand some of the learners’ responses in the questionnaire. We opted
for the use of a questionnaire and a semi-structured interview with the
writing teacher so as to gather introspective information about students’
perceptions and interpretations of their learning experiences (O’ Malley
& Chamot, 1990).

Given that most of the studies on beliefs has focused on language
learning (Barcelos, 2003; Mori, 1999a, 1999b) or on epistemological
beliefs, that is, the nature of knowledge and learning (see Hofer & Pin-
trich, 2002 for a review), we needed to design our own questionnaire.
The Beliefs about Writing Questionnaire (BWQ) was totally developed by
our research team due to the fact that no questionnaires on beliefs about
writing could be found in the literature. Drawing on previous empiri-
cal research on beliefs (cf. Mori, 1999a, 1999b; Schommer, 1990), we
developed a multi-dimensional questionnaire that tapped several theo-
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retical and pedagogical dimensions of L2 writing. We focused on five
dimensions of beliefs about writing. Three of them corresponded to the
three components of metacognitive knowledge (person, task and strat-
egy) to which two further dimensions were added on account of their
possible pedagogical interest: beliefs about the writing teacher, on the
one hand, and about the nature, uses and forms of feedback, on the other.
Care was also taken to select categories that could be context sensitive
so as to increase the validity of the questionnaire (Petric & Czarl, 2003).
The BWQ was made up of 21 items (cronbach alpha=.74) and the par-
ticipants” agreement or disagreement with each item of the questionnaire
was rated by a 5 point Likert-scale in which 5 represented strong agree-
ment and 1 strong disagreement.

2.3. Data Analysis

The participants” responses to the BWQ were analyzed quantitatively.
Due to the small sample size of the study, non parametric statistics was
used. A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to compare the responses
of the fourth and the fifth year group students. As for the interview with
the writing teacher, we carried out a content analysis.

3. Results

In this section, we shall report the main findings obtained with respect to
each of the research questions guiding the study.

RQ1: Are there any differences in the beliefs about writing between
students at different levels of instruction in the degree of English
Philology?

As can be seen in Table 1, statistically significant differences were found
between both groups of learners with respect to their beliefs about the
person dimension, including (i) self-efficacy beliefs (Iltems 1 and 2); and
(ii) human factors and their role in language learning (Items 3, 4 and 5).

Regarding self-efficacy beliefs, two main aspects were shown to be
statistically significant: the students’ confidence in their writing ability
(Item 1 BWQ: p=.044) and their reliance on being able to improve their
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writing skills (Item 2 BWQ: p=.008). Learners in the fourth year were
the most confident in their writing abilities since they believed that they
would learn how to write complex academic texts during the academic
course. Likewise, learners in the fourth year group were more self-as-
sured than the fifth year students about their capacity of improving their
writing skills.

Other significant differences referred to learners’ beliefs about human
factors and their role in language learning. The differences comprised
students’ beliefs on previous writing experiences (Item 3 BWQ: p=.006),
on their self-regulation beliefs (Item 4 BWQ: p=.006) and on their beliefs
about their instructors (Item 5 BWQ: p=0.31).

As for their previous experiences, the fourth year students tended to
believe that they had not learnt enough in past courses to complete their
current writing assignments successfully, while the fifth year participants
claimed to have received satisfactory instruction. Regarding self-regula-
tion beliefs, the fourth year participants stated that they were responsible
for their own learning and, therefore, they reported to a greater extent
than the fifth year group needing to work hard and to make efforts to
compose their writing assignments. With respect to the role of their in-
structors, the fourth year students tended to believe that their instructors
were concerned about how they wrote (linguistic accuracy) rather than
the content of their texts, while the fifth year group considered that their
teachers were rather focused on the content of their writing.

Table 1. Mann-Whitney U Test. Statistically significant differences in BWQ.

Fourth year . Fifth year
Dimen- students Mann-Whitney U test students
sions of Items Question Mean rank . —
iti B h h 3
writing X u SD 4 5t 7 value X p SD
year year I
1 1 will learn how

to write complex

. 3.89 4 .81 19.03 12.81-2.01 .044 3.15 4 .99
academic  texts

this year
Self- 2 | will be able to

efficacy find an effective

beliefs way to improve
my writing skills 4.47 5 .69 19.89 11.54-2.64 .008 3.54 4 1.05
in  English  dur-
ing this academic
year.
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Fourth year . Fifth year
Dimen- students Mann-Whitney Uttest /10t
sions of Items Question Mean rank p =
writing X o SD g4n 5th 7 value X p SD
year year
3 | have learnt

enough in past
courses to help
me to do my writ-2.68 2 1.00 12.92 21.73-2.75 .006 3.62 4 .65

Human ing  assignments
factors successfully  this

and year.

their 4 | must put a lot of
role in effort and work

lan- i if I want to do -y 56 19,87 11.58-2.73 .006 3.38 4 .96
guage my writing assign-

learn- ments  success-

ing fully this year.

5 My teachers pay
more attention to
how | write than
to what | write.

3.47 4 1.12 19.3212.38-2.15 .031 2.62 2 .96

Apart from these differences, there were also common beliefs about writ-
ing that were held by both groups of foreign language learners. We were
interested in exploring the similarities between the two groups of foreign
language learners’ beliefs so as to identify the existence of common pat-
terns regardless of the influence of the writing instruction in the EAP
course.

RQ2: Which common beliefs do students at different levels of instruction
in the degree of English Philology hold about L2 writing?

The commonalities in learners’ beliefs were grouped into three main di-
mensions of writing: the task, the strategy and the feedback dimensions
(see Table 2).
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of fourth and fifth year learners’ beliefs about
the task dimension, the strategic and feedback dimensions of writing.

Fourth year  Fifth year

Dimen-
sions of Items Question students students
writing X p SD x p SD
6 Writing in Engllsh will help me dev.el— 430 4 67 4464 52
op my confidence as a user of English.
- Writing in Engllsh helps to discover 3054 78 4314 48
how the English language works.
Writing in English is a way of practising
Task 8 4214 .63 4.15 4 .69
what | know.
Being able to express myself in English
g isan essential requirement for the 4685 75 4775 44
successful completion of my degree
studies.
10 | should rewrite my text several times 379 4 1.08 3.46 4 1.26
before handing it in.
11 [ sh(?uld make a plan before | start 437 4 6.84 477 5 44
writing.
12 | must avoid makerg. use of mynative o0 4 e 4384 65
language when writing in English.
Strate [ must pay a lot of attention to lan-
i 13 guage matters (vocabulary, grammar,  4.47 4 .51 4.54 5 .52
& etc) when expressing myself in English.
14 Writing involves .rereadlng frequently 4214 79 4314 48
what one has written.
15 Qne must use reference' matgrlals (o!nc— 4214 71 462 5 51
tionaries, etc.) when writing in English.
16 Writing in English means finding ways 3844 76 3774 93
to solve a great variety of problems.
The feedback provided by other stu-
17 dents in the classroom is as effective as 3.53 4 1.07 3.85 4 .80
the feedback provided by the teacher
Providing feedback on the other
18 students’ essays is a complete waste of 1.68 2 .58 1.69 2 .85
Feed time
b(:::k- Providing feedback on the other stu-
19 dents’ essays helps me in the develop- 4.26 4 .56 3.92 4 .76
ment of my own writing skills
20 HaV|ng my work evaluated by others 2479 90 2.62 2 1.17
is scary
21 Having my work evaluated by others is 447 4 51 4.46 4 52
helpful
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The task dimension included two subcategories of learners’ beliefs about
the purpose of writing and the nature of writing. As shown in table 2,
both groups stated that writing in English helped them to develop their
confidence as learners of a foreign language (Item 6). In addition, they
also recognised the language learning potential of L2 composing that
helped them both to acquire new linguistic knowledge (Item 7) and to
put into practice their knowledge of the L2 (Item 8). Accordingly, for both
groups of students the activity of writing in English was regarded as an
essential requirement for their degree studies that helped them to satisfy
their language learning needs (Item 9).

The strategic dimension was made up of students’ beliefs about the
implementation of writing strategies. Students in both years tended to
consider the activity of writing as a problem-solving task (Item 16) for
which they needed to make a plan before starting to write (Item 11),
reread several times what they wrote (Item 14), and rewrite their texts
several times before handing them in (Item 10).

Once they began their process of composition, fourth and fifth year
learners stated that the use of the L1 should be avoided (Item 12) because
they should think in the language in which they write, English in this
case. Their L2 concerns also made them try to find the most appropriate
linguistic expressions (vocabulary and grammar) (Item 13) and use refer-
ence materials when necessary (Item 15).

Finally, the feedback dimension gathered information on the students’
stance towards giving and receiving feedback. Learners in both groups
expressed the belief that both providing feedback and processing the
feedback provided to them by peers or the teacher was useful (Item 18)
as well as a way of helping them to develop their own writing skills
(Item 19). The writing teacher also held these beliefs about the beneficial
effects of providing feedback to others as shown in this extract of the
interview:

[1] The reading of somebody else’s text and looking for problems that can
be solved in that text is... demands a lot of critical abilities: focusing, analys-
ing... it's a very high level and that, and it can be applied to their own text;
that level of analysis that they develop by doing that can then be applied to
their own texts. So it sharpens their own abilities to analyse texts (...) | think
it’s (peer feedback) helpful because it weans dependence from the teacher.
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Both groups also reported that having their work evaluated by others was
helpful (Item 21) and, therefore peer feedback did not create feelings of
uneasiness (Item 20). In addition, they also equated the feedback pro-
vided by other students as effective as the teacher’s correction (Item 17)
as a result of the cooperative classrooms that the writing teacher helped
to create in her lessons through her talk and teaching practices that in-
cluded the technique of peer feedback.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate two groups of EFL students’ be-
liefs systems in writing. The results offer empirical evidence of the mal-
leability of beliefs (cf. Schommer, 1990) as a result of experience and
learning (Mori, 1999a: 410) and of contextual factors (Barcelos, 2003).
While some students’ beliefs seemed to be well-grounded provided that
certain instruction and writing practice had previously been fostered,
other beliefs related to the person dimension of writing and to the role of
instructors were highly dependent on the current writing opportunities
offered in each course, as we shall explain next.

Regarding commonalities in learners’ beliefs, participants in both
groups held general and common conceptions of learning and the writ-
ing task, of the strategic dimension (writing as a problem solving task
and avoidance of the L1), of the task dimension (L2 learning potential of
writing), and of the feedback dimension of writing (the usefulness of peer
and teacher feedback). These similarities seem to be illustrative of beliefs
commonly held by language students in a foreign language context with
restricted language learning and practice opportunities outside the L2
classroom.

Both groups referred to the strategic dimension of writing and defined
composing as a problem-solving, recursive process involving macro-
features such as planning, reading and writing, as well as attention to
micro-linguistic aspects of composing. These findings are in line with
previous studies about the effects of instruction on the shaping of mul-
tidimensional beliefs about the writing task (Sengupta, 2000). Further-
more, as was the case with the fifth year learners, the results indicate that
these conceptions of writing can be maintained across time provided
that learners have realized through practice and instruction of some in-
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herent elements related to the ill-defined nature of the writing task and
its dynamic problem representation and reformulation. Closely linked to
the problem-solving dimension of writing are beliefs about the learning
potential of composing via intensive writing practice. As perceived by
both groups of participants, the writing task helped them both to acquire
new linguistic knowledge and to put into practice their L2 language as
a result of producing their texts, giving feedback to their peers as well as
processing the feedback received about their production, may it come
from peers or the writing teacher. These findings highlight the role that
written output may play in promoting language development (see Man-
chén & Roca de Larios, 2007, for a review) (cf. Manchon, 2011; Wil-
liams, 2012), and it may thus be regarded as indicative of the interface
between SLA and L2 writing research (Ortega, 2012; Ortega & Carson,
2010) in a foreign language environment.

With respect to differences in learners” beliefs, they were related to
writer and to instructors and they seemed to be more dependent on the
learning context. The shaping of beliefs about the person dimension of
writing (self-efficacy and self-regulation) was found to vary in relation
to the students’ specific learning situation (Barcelos, 2003; Hosenfeld,
2003). These results provide insights into the activation of a situational
interest in writing, which appeared to be triggered and vanished in im-
mediate response to the stimuli of the learning environment and might
not last long (Hidi & Renninger, 2006) in spite of learners’ realisation of
the beneficial effects of writing for (i) the successful completion of their
studies; (ii) the potential to practise and develop their L2 knowledge; and
(iii) the development of their confidence as L2 users. Accordingly, dur-
ing the EAP course students developed a situational interest in writing,
which was context-dependent, rather than a personal interest that could
lead to continuous involvement in learning (Schiefele, Krapp, & Winteler,
1992). This absence of personal interest could explain why the fifth year
learners showed having (i) lower self-regulation for writing in subject
content courses in comparison with the fourth year students who wrote
for the EAP course; (ii) lower self-efficacy beliefs about the possibilities
for improving their writing skills over their academic year in which they
did not have a specific course of writing tailored to their needs.

It should be reminded that the fifth year learners’ increased their self-
efficacy beliefs during the previous academic year in which they took
the writing course. In other words, the fifth year students were not self-
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regulated learners who could struggle for writing improvement in the
assignments of their subject content courses even though they reported
having learnt enough about writing in the past so as to compose success-
fully their assignments in their current academic year. All participants
seemed to be dependent on the feedback provided by the writing teacher
to monitor their writing process and feel confident about their writing
improvement.

Self-efficacy beliefs and self-regulation are interrelated since concep-
tions of personal abilities to perform a given task are needed for stu-
dents” monitoring of their own learning (Bandura, 2001; Pajares, 2003).
More confident students (the fourth year group) about their chances
to improve their writing skills also appeared to be more self-regulated
and better prepared to get involved in motivated behaviour for learning
(Dornyei, 2005; Gardner, 2006) by means of controlling their effort and
work when writing. Fifth year students’ low self-regulation for writing
in absence of a specific writing course offers support to Sasaki’s (2009)
contention about the purposeless nature of foreign language writing, a
context in which learners may not need to pursue further improvement
in L2 writing once they have finished their formal instruction in writing
courses.

Our participants’ interpretation of contextual constraints for writing
seemed to be essential in the activation of their self-efficacy and self-
regulation beliefs. The fifth year learners perceived their current learning
environment as less responsive to develop or maintain their writing skills
in comparison with the fourth year group due to the absence of rewrit-
ing procedures in their subject content courses. By the same token, the
fourth year students’ beliefs about their composing skills and about their
needed effort to write and improve their writing were conditioned by the
combination of both a responsive environment (Ford, 1992) for writing
development in which they were immersed and the confidence in their
skills. Along the same lines, students in both groups also had different
opinions about their instructors’” writing concerns as a result not only of
the courses they were currently taking, as indicated in previous research
(cf. Ezer & Sivan, 2005; Leki, 1995), but also of the courses that they
considered to have a greater impact on the development of their writ-
ing skills at the time of data collection. In this respect, the fourth year
group stated that their instructors focused more on the way they wrote
their compositions than on the content of their essays because they were
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thinking of their EAP teacher rather than other subject content instructors
for whom they also needed to write assignments.

As a whole, learners’ beliefs must be understood within a specific
learning situation in which the presence of high writing demands deter-
mines students’ L2 writing conceptions and behaviour. In view of these
results, a pedagogical implication can also be drawn in relation to instruc-
tors’ practices. It could be argued that the characteristics of writing tasks
in subject content courses that require one final submission draft may
not help learners to maintain the self-efficacy beliefs and self-regulation
that have been developed in other writing courses. It could also be sug-
gested that the development of L2 learners’ language and writing skills
might be negatively affected across time if students are only enrolled in
subject content courses that do not challenge them to put into practice
their content knowledge through writing. These are important aspects
to consider in a foreign language environment that could be taken into
account not only in EAP courses, but also in subject content ones given
(i) the limiting L2 learning and writing opportunities available for foreign
language learners outside formal teaching contexts; (ii) and the sugges-
tive students’ beliefs about the learning potential of L2 writing. Although
our students’ beliefs about the potential of writing were related to L2
language, writing tasks could also be beneficial to help EFL students to
learn about content knowledge in subject content courses by promoting
better understanding of the concepts, and reflecting on them through an-
alytical inquiry (e.g. Newell, 2005; Newell, Koukis, & Boster, 2006). In
other words, subject content courses in foreign language settings could
provide learners with opportunities to enhance their L2 knowledge and
writing abilities through multiple drafts that foster the constant confronta-
tion of problems to be solved about real communicative purposes. This
approach to learners’ writing tasks could help to overcome some of the
problems attributed to FL settings that are considered less purposeful and
needs driven than SL contexts (Ortega, 2009).

We suggest that a change in teaching practices related to writing at
university could be beneficial to the whole educational system and could
lead in the long run to the creation of an L2 writing tradition in schools
and high-schools that up to now is missing in countries like Spain. We
propose that if university students in Spain, who may become prospec-
tive English teachers in schools and high-schools, get used to both learn-
ing-to-write and writing in order to learn (the L2 language or content in
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subject content courses) (see Manchoén, 2011) on a regular basis, they
might understand the potential of writing for language and content learn-
ing, and foster those same writing practices in their future lessons when
they become teachers.

5. Conclusion

This study confirms the results of previous research about the influence
of educational experiences on the shaping of L2 learners’ beliefs (Cha-
mot, 2005; Gan, 2004), the development of a multidimensional model
of writing in which concerns for lower and higher level of concerns can
coexist (Sengupta, 2000), and the shaping of students’ beliefs about the
L2 learning potential of writing practice and feedback (cf. Swain, 1995;
Manchén & Roca de Larios, 2011). It also adds to previous research that
well-grounded beliefs can be maintained after a period of writing instruc-
tion (as in the case of the fifth year group), while beliefs about the person
(about student-writers or instructors) seem to be more dependent on the
current learning situation. The learning context must offer a supportive
environment for writing engagement so as to ensure the activation and
control of learners’ self-efficacy beliefs and self-regulation for writing.

Our study has also some methodological limitations. The sample size
was small and the use of questionnaires limited learners’ responses to
a set of beliefs offering a partial view of their beliefs systems in context.
Future studies could further investigate the shaping of learners’ beliefs
during longer periods of time using interviews. Research on writer-stu-
dents’ beliefs could also be enriched with the exploration of other writer-
internal factors such as the shaping and monitoring of students’ goals
for composing in EFL contexts, given that learners’ goals can provide
insights into their motivation, self-efficacy beliefs and self-regulation for
writing. Although limited in scope, the present study could be consid-
ered a worthwhile attempt to help to delve into the investigation of the
shaping of writers’ beliefs that are shown to be mediated by writing expe-
riences and the different opportunities offered for learning-to-write and
writing-to-learn in a foreign language context.
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