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Chapier 1

Introduction

1.1 Introduction

My interest in studying learners’ knowledge and beliefs about
language learning has grown from both practical and theoretical grounds.
The practical one was my own experience in teaching English and English
writing to college students at Chinese universities. A perplexing question
that occurred to me in the past years was that students responded in
contrasting ways to the same lessons or the same pedagogical tasks. It
sometimes happened in language classrooms that while the majority of
students actively engaged in class, there were individual ones who did not
appear to attend much, or even at all, to what was going on around them.
I tended to jump to the conclusion that those passive and disengaged
students lacked motivation in their English language learning. This,
however, could not explain the whole story when I found that some
students who appeared inattentive in one class were absorbed in another.
I became increasingly concerned that as a language teacher, I knew quite
well how much progress students were achieving in acquiring language

knowledge and skills, usually through exams, assignments, and their class
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performance, but I often had very little information about what they knew
and thought about language learning, that is, their knowledge and beliefs
about learning itself, such as the nature of learning, the learning process,
and themselves as learners. Understanding this type of knowledge and
beliefs that language learners have, I believe, is important not only for
gaining insight into how they approach learning but also for advancing my
knowledge about how well they can do so, or be helped to do so. It is the
nature of this type of knowledge and beliefs that has motivated the research
reported in this thesis.

My interest in understanding learners’ knowledge and beliefs was also
sparked by the theoretical debate on the appropriateness of autonomy in
language learning in the Chinese ELT context. This type of knowledge
and beliefs, referred to as metacognitive knowledge in the literature on
cognitive theories and second language education, is believed to underlie
the employment of learning strategies, and guide “the learners’ conscious
and deliberate regulatory control of how the learning is to be done”
(Breen, 2001:4). Research on second language teaching has suggested that
the possession of and the ability to apply metacognitive knowledge about
language learning is one characteristic of autonomous learners (Benson,
2001), a major determiner of language learning effectiveness (Chamot &
O’Malley, 1994), and a prerequisite for the deployment of self-regulatory
processes (Wenden, 2001). An investigation into metacognitive knowledge
that Chinese students have about language learning, therefore, shall shed
new light on the debate on the transferability of the concept of autonomy
in the ELT classrooms in China.

Furthermore, current research into second language learners’
metacognitive knowledge needs to be broadened, especially in relation
to two areas of research: how this type of knowledge is changed over
time in a learning context, and what specific knowledge learners bring
to perform language tasks (e.g.-Wenden, 1998, 2001). In other words, L2

learners’ metacognitive knowledge is context-dependent: the acquisition



