The role of student
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Opening a research agenda

Sarbari Bordia, Lynn Wales and Jeffrey Pittam

The idea of students having expectations of the courses they attend, although accepted as an important issue
amongst language teachers, has limited research support. Students devoting time, money and energy to courses
expect intellectual and practical gains from them. Expectations are also shaped by their language learning goals
and previous learning experiences. Fulfillment of expectations can affect motivation, performance and general
language learning experience. In the absence of existing theoretical perspectives on student expectations in
second language acquisition (SLA) and TESOL, researchers turn to consumer psychology, with a history of research
on expectations in relation to product, service and healthcare marketing. This article provides a formative base for
further empirical research on student expectations in TESOL. After reviewing definitions of expectations in
consumer behaviour, we propose one for TESOL. The theoretical background in expectation research is described

and, based on findings of the doctoral research of the first author, a conceptual model for TESOL is proposed.
" This model of student expectations accounts for factors shaping expectation formation, interaction of
expectations with curricula and pedagogy in courses and outcomes of met/funmet expectations. Constructs
relevant to research on student expectations in TESOL and similar findings in consumer psychology are finally
discussed.

Unfortunately, this also pressures students to learn it
within limited time frames as they may travel to
English speaking countries for short periods of time to
learn the language. For these reasons, institutions
now run intensive programs, which are more
expensive than those requiring two to three contact
hours a week. These factors, coupled with students’
specific needs to use English, give rise to expectations
regarding pedagogical procedures and outcomes of
courses. Other variables such as student
demographics, cultural, educational/occupational and
socio-economical background, and personality traits
can also shape student expectations. In recent years,
researchers have stated that understanding the
personal and socio-political framework of students

Introduction

Student expectation has received limited research
attention in general or language education. Some
research has looked at expectations in business
education (Gilly, Cron & Barry, 1983; Halstead,
Hartman & Schmidt, 1994; Hampton, 1993). In
language learning, researchers have raised the issue of
incorporating student opinion into course curricula
(Bassano, 1986; Hamann, 1993) but no empirical
studies have been conducted addressing this issue. An
emphasis on student expectations cannot be made at
a more appropriate time in the history of TESOL. At
the present time, TESOL institutions all over the
English speaking world attract large numbers of
students from non-English speaking backgrounds and

are trying to redevelop the contents of their courses
based on the needs of students. There is also
substantial competition between such institutions in
attracting and retaining students.

The present trend of global economics and
multiculturalism in many societies has made English as
an additional language (EAL) a highly popular course
of study across the world (Pennycook, 1994).
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helps teachers extend teaching as well as instructional
material to meet student needs (e.g. Bolitho, Carter,
Hughes, Ivanic, Masuhara & Tomlinson, 2003;
Hughes, 2005). The fulfilment of these expectations
could affect students’ learning, behavioural outcomes,
motivation . and satisfaction with the educational
provider.

As there is little prior research on student expectations
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in TESOL, this paper provides an interdisciplinary
theoretical basis for empirical research on this vital but
neglected issue that has ramifications for student
motivation, performance and the learning experience.
SLA has historically been influenced by inter-
disciplinary research (Gass, 2001). The evolution of
TESOL and applied linguistics has involved innovative
interdisciplinary connections in order to rise to
contemporary challenges (Oxford & Shearin, 1994).
Students devote their money, time and energy to
courses from which they expect certain intellectual
and practical gains. Thus, students can be likened to
consumers and TESOL institutions can be considered
manufacturers and distributors of knowledge and
skills. Another comparison can be made with the
expectations of patients in relation to doctors and the
healthcare system. Although patients are dependent
on the expertise of the medical staff and system, they
have expectations of treatment outcomes. Similarly,
students dependent on the academic system and staff
have expectations of certain intellectual acquisitions at
course completion. These expectations will be
influenced by factors such as prior experiences,
information from former students and anticipated
practical gains (e.g. employment). Keeping these
scenarios in mind, it is appropriate to consider
research on expectations in consumer behaviour.

This paper reviews relevant definitions of expectation
in consumer behaviour and provides a definition of
student expectations in TESOL. The Expectation
Disconfirmation Paradigm, -the primary theoretical
perspective in research on expectations in consumer
psychology, is discussed. Results of a doctoral research
project (Bordia, 2003) are summarised and a model
for TESOL student expectations is proposed.
Constructs intrinsic to student expectations in TESOL
are discussed with implications drawn from research
in consumer psychology.

Definition of expectations

Expectations are defined in the literature by a range of
characteristics, such as post-operative care, time
spent, technical quality of care, and anticipation of
future symptoms in health care (e.g. Burton & Wright,
1980; Goldstein & Shipman, 1961; Ross, Wheaton &
Duff, 1981); and individual attention, timeliness and
confidentiality from services in service quality (e.g.
Parasuraman, Zeitham! & Berry, 1985 & 1988).
Product market research defines expectations as the
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.may expect

level of efficiency of the product (e.g. Swan & Trawick,
1980). Although the level of efficiency varies amongst
consumers, the expectation is still based on a single
facet of the product - its performance. However,
Zwick, Pieters and Baumgartner (1995) have
suggested a potentially useful distinction between
foresight (i.e. before buying the product/service) and
hindsight expectations (i.e. after buying the
product/service). Hindsight expectations will be a
more important determinant of satisfaction as
consumers are not capable of providing unbiased
foresight expectation after purchase. A recent study
summarised the service quality literature and used it
relation to satisfaction in higher education (Tan & Kek,
2004).

In TESOL, student expectations can be linked to
anticipated learning practices (pedagogic methods)
and learning outcomes (skills, knowledge, etc.). The
nature of these expectations will be context specific.
Advanced students taking business English courses
to practise simulated business
conversations and students of English for academic
purposes may expect to write academic essays in areas
of special interest. Migrants will expect to learn
communication skills to cope with their day-to-day
life. The multi-dimensional nature of student
expectations is similar to that in healthcare and service
quality. TESOL students, not knowing what to expect,
may come with generalised expectations (e.g. good
grades) which will evolve into specific expectations
during the program of study (e.g. more practice in
speaking). Fulfillment of expectations evolved during
the learning process may be more significant in
determining outcomes such as performance. More
empirical research can determine the consequences of
the dynamic development of expectation.

While there are many differences between consumers’
and students’ expectations, there are vital similarities.
A significant one is that EAL students, like consumers,
make monetary commitment to courses, which is one
of the reasons why they want optimal service from
courses. They also spend considerable time learning
English, which will increase the intensity of their
expectations. Like consumers, students want their
language skills to provide tangible benefits such as
obtaining employment, assisting in further education
or easing communication. Finally, in all of the settings
discussed (TESOL, healthcare, service quality, and

Page 11



product marketing), individuals can convey their
opinion regarding met/unmet expectations to others,
thus affecting the decision of the latter to enrol in
institutions or buy products or services.

Expectation
Disconfirmation Paradigm

The main theoretical perspective used in studying
consumer  expectations is the Expectation
Disconfirmation Paradigm (see Figure 1 below,
adapted from Patterson, 1993) which proposes that
disconfirmation results from interaction of
expectations and experience of product/service and
affects satisfaction. Satisfaction is dependent upon
the direction and size of expectation disconfirmation
(Patterson, 1993). Expectation is confirmed when the
product performs as expected, leading to satisfaction.
It is negatively disconfirmed when performance is less
than expected, leading to dissatisfaction. It is
positively disconfirmed when performance is better
than expected, leading to enhanced satisfaction. From
the 1960s researchers studying consumer satisfaction
have found support for this paradigm (e.g. Anderson,
1973; Cardozo, 1965; Oliver, 1980; Swan & Trawick,
1980).

Figure 1: Expectation Disconfirmation Paradigm

Summary of research proj.ect

The doctoral research project (Bordia, 2003) on which
this paper is based is the only empirical research to
date on student expectations in a TESOL setting. Using
the Expectation Disconfirmation Paradigm as a
theoretical premise, the project involved a set of three
studies exploring the antecedents and consequences
of student expectation in learning EAL. The first study
involved facilitated group interviews of students (three
male and three female) and one-on-one interviews of
teachers (four female and one male). The data was
content analysed to reveal some common
expectations. Broadly the expectations can be
grouped under course content (e.g. pronunciation,
vocabulary, note taking, presentation skills, business
conversation, Australian culture) and pedagogic
methods (e.g. group  work  generating
communication, group writing activities based on
shared ideas, integrated practice of the language).
The factors shaping these expectations (e.g. future
education, better jobs, return for expenses incurred,
family and peer pressures, making social contacts,
enjoying the English speaking media) and outcomes
of unfulfilled expectations (e.g. anxiety,
disappointment, anger, boredom, drop in
performance, change .institutions, negative
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recommendation about the institution) were also
isolated. '

These results were the basis for the construction of a
guestionnaire which was administered to 65 EAL
students (27 males and 38 females). The
questionnaire consisted of Likert-type statements on
antecedents of expectations and consequences of
unmet expectations. The data were factor analysed
and four factors were isolated for antecedents of
expectations and four for consequences of
expectations. Factors shaping expectations were
competitiveness (acquiring high test scores and
matching peer proficiency), educational and cultural
gap (expectation arising from previous educational
providers' lack of support for certain linguistic features
and need to acculturate into Australia), future
orientation (based on language learning goals) and
social value (based on social influence, use and
prestige of English in home country). The factors for
outcomes were effect on performance (drop in
attendance ' and performance), psychological
disappointment  (anxiousness, anger  and
disappointment), learning behaviour (acceptance of
curriculum or conversely, change of educational
provider) and rebelliousness (distraction in class and
studying outside the scope of the curriculum).

Following the questionnaire study, in-depth interviews
were conducted of 20 students (12 male and eight
female) and ten teachers (six female and four male).
Apart from antecedents of expectations and
consequences of unmet expectations, these interviews
inquired about the consequences of fulfillment of
expectations and the link between expectations and
motivation. The data was content analysed with the
help of NUD*IST (a qualitative data analysis software
program) and revealed that fulfillment of expectations
led to a range of positive outcomes for students (e.g.
participate and feel comfortable in class, acquire
confidence in using English, exhibit positive attitudes
towards target culture) and educational providers (e.g.
recommend the institution to prospective students,
regard teachers as friends, thank teachers and
management for their efforts). Results also indicated
that fulfillment of expectations enhanced student
motivation in learning, and using the language and
unmet expectations led to a drop in motivation in
subsequent learning activities within the course
context.
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Model of student expectations
in TESOL

The following proposed model of student
expectations in TESOL (see Figure 2), developed from
the research findings, extends the Expectation
Disconfirmation Paradigm by including factors
influencing student expectations and a range of
outcomes of expectation confirmation and
disconfirmation.

Factors affecting student expectations are language
learning goals, cultural and socio-economic
background, monetary commitments, time spent on
learning English, age, gender, peer/parental pressures,
status of English, media, institutional and community
influence. These factors are context specific.
Expectations of EFL learners in their home countries
may be less affected by the time and money spent if
there is no loss of income, as they can attend less
time-intensive programs while pursuing other careers.
The same factors can be much more significant if
learners travel overseas to learn English. They will have
made substantial financial commitment for travelling
to and residing in a foreign country and may have to
forfeit employment for the duration of the
educational program. Expectations of migrant learners
will be affected by cultural backgrounds (possible
abrupt and traumatic departure from country and
culture of origin) and language learning goals (e.g.
effective communication in work and personal life).

The factors affecting student expectations will
determine the nature of expectations students have
from a course. These expectations, when exposed to
the TESOL course, will be either positively
disconfirmed (when the course provides more support
on the expected item than the student expected),
confirmed (when the course performs according to
the student’s expectations) or negatively disconfirmed
(when it provides less support on the expected item).

The process of disconfirmation of expectations will
determine  possible outcomes. For fulfilled
expectations, outcomes such as enhanced motivation,
greater attendance and participation in class,
confidence in using English, positive learning and
cultural experiences and positive recommendation to
prospective students will be apparent. Unmet
expectations will lead to unproductive behaviour in
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class, psychologically detrimental state, loss of
motivation, drop in performance and lack of re-
enrolment.

Research within language learning contexts has
identified dysfunctional and non-productive learning
behaviours and negative psychological states of mind
such as stressfulness (Spielmann & Radnofsky, 2001),
fack of motivation (Gardner, Smythe & Clement,
1978), disorganized and incoherent linguistic
outcome (Toohey, 1998), disinterest and lack of
attention (Alsop, 1979; Antier, 1976) negative
attitudinal outcome (Curtin, 1979) and distractive
behaviour (Ewald, 2004). Such counterproductivity in
classrooms may be due to boredom, anger or
dissatisfaction arising from unmet expectations. The
outcomes of disconfirmation are also context specific.
Migrants may be accepting of existing curricula as it
may benefit their employability. EFL students may be
less accepting of existing curricula or may decide not
to enrol for subsequent terms in order to address their
goal-specific expectations. This model addresses the
role of foresight expectations in the process of
disconfirmation. With further empirical research, it
can be adapted to include effects of expectations that
evolve while studying in a program.

Figure 2: Model of student expectations in TESOL

Factors shaping expectations

Some considerations in
understanding student
expectations in TESOL

We propose some aspects of student expectations for
enquiry in order to develop a holistic research
perspective. Understanding the -nature of expectation
development and disconfirmation will assist in
anticipating and countering some of the negative
effects of unfulfilled expectations. It will ultimately
contribute to developing new insights into affective
and cognitive factors in TESOL. For educational
providers, these insights will provide an understanding
of the nature and effects of student expectations in
terms of re-orienting curricula according to student
needs, and attracting and retaining students. The
knowledge of related findings in consumer
psychology will assist in studying this new but vital
construct. The issues discussed in this section have
been broadly subdivided into two parts: the nature of
expectations and the nature of disconfirmation.

Nature of expectations

Expectations will be based on information provided by
other students in the same or similar institutions.
Formal and informal referrals including word-of-

Outcomes

Status of English as an

international language
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mouth recommendations, advertisements, brochures
and information from recruitment agencies can act as
the basis of expectation formation. Students will
develop certain expectations based on their
interpretations of such referrals. This can potentially
give rise to unrealistic and unattainable expectations.
Goldstein and Shipman (1961) found that referrals in
mental health raise patients’ expectations regarding
the care that they will receive. The exercise of caution
in promotional and recruitment materials provided to
prospective students will be helpful in the
development of realistic and attainable expectations.

Time of exposure to the program, institution and the
target culture will play an important role in
moderating expectations. Students studying the
language for a long time will be aware of the linguistic
features they need to master for effective
communicative use. They will also be aware of their
own learning style and the length of time required to
acquire certain linguistic features. Students with past
enrolment in particular institutions will be aware of
the pedagogic system of that place. Experience and
familiarity with language learning and the particular
institution will generate realistic expectations.
Research in healthcare suggests that patients
spending more time getting care from a service are
likely to have attainable expectations that result in
greater satisfaction (Ross et al., 1981).

Language learning is a lifelong process. It also leads to
lifelong usage of the language. Perhaps the most vital
skill acquired from a successful language learning
experience is that of further language acquisition from
real life encounters. Due to this dynamic nature of
language training, which is formally received (or paid
for) in the short term but used over a lifetime
(Hampton, 1993), students’ views regarding
expectations, disconfirmation and related outcomes
may change over time. With linguistic, educational,
professional and personal maturity, learners may view
their experience differently than they do while they
are still learning the language. Halstead et al. (1994)
found that satisfaction with university is dependent
upon two major factors: the intellectual environment
of the university and the degree of preparation for a
career. In the case of ill-defined expectations, student
satisfaction depended on gaining employment. This
will be true of language learners as well. The end
results, however, may not be only a job but good
scores on |ELTS or TOEFL.
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Nature of disconfirmation

Learning a language is a complex educational process
as students have to deal with the linguistic and
cultural aspects of the target language. The
complexities are further accentuated by monetary-,
time- and effort-related involvements in the process.
Students’ psychological states will vary widely
depending on how settled they feel in a new culture
and what their educational and employment
prospects may be. Westbrook (1980) claimed that for
less complex products (e.g. shoes) satisfaction
depends only on confirmation or disconfirmation of
expectations, but other affective influences play a part
in evaluating complex products (e.g. automobiles).
Factors such as positive attitudes to life and
favourability towards the market:place also affected
satisfaction.

TESOL students will make a subjective comparison
between what they expected and what they perceive
to have actually learned from a course (based on their
ability to perform satisfactory in certain
communication acts or reach a certain level of
linguistic competency). They will give priority to items
that they need to use in order to meet critical
linguistic, educational; professional or social goals.
Fulfilment of expectations that are high-priority should
lead to positive outcomes even if other expectations
are not met. The effectiveness of focussing on
subjective as opposed to subtractive disconfirmation
in relation to satisfaction has been stressed in
consumer psychology (Tse & Wilton, 1988).

Motivation and substantial input of effort is a
significant factor in language learning where students
undoubtedly expend time and intellectual ability. It is
therefore possible that learners will feel that they have
learnt something from the course even if specific
expectations are negatively disconfirmed. Drawing
upon Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive
dissonance, Cardozo (1965) stated that consumers
exaggerate negative disconfirmation of expectations
when involvement is low. However, when more effort
is put in, consumers modify their evaluation of the
product for the better so as to feel that their efforts
have not been wasted.

Students could be accepting of existing curriculum if
they see the benefit in learning what is being taught

even if their expectations are negatively disconfirmed.
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As students sum up their experiences with the course,
they will realize that they have indeed learnt
important aspects of the language even if they were
not the ones they expected. A flexible approach to the
learning environment will help in creating a positive
experience for the student and counter some of the
negative outcomes lack of fulfillment of expectations
may generate. Acceptance of existing performance of
a product modifies the perception of disconfirmation
of expectation (Oliver, 1980; Oliver & Bearden, 1985).
Sometimes students, perhaps in their hurry to master
the language within a short time frame, have wildly
unrealistic expectations. Some understanding of the
students’ thinking behind such expectations and
counselling by the teachers to form realistic
expectations may help students accept the benefits of
the existing curriculum leading to positive affective
and learning outcomes.

Students will have a zone of tolerance for expectation
disconfirmation. They will be willing to disregard
unfulfilled expectations if the general content of the
course meets critical needs. The zone of tolerance will
be dependent on learners’ educational or professional
backgrounds. Language learners who are also
teachers may have a lower zone of tolerance than
others. A choice of educational providers will also
reduce the zone of tolerance. However, if a TESOL
institution has the reputation of offering better or,
conversely, substantially cheaper courses than others,
the zone of tolerance may increase substantially.
Word-of-mouth recommendations and previous
language learning experiences will also impact the
zone of tolerance. Research (Parasuraman et al.,
1985; Zeithaml et al., 1993) stated that even if
expectations are not met, consumers will accept a
service if it performs within the zone of tolerance.
Consumers who are also service providers themselves
have higher expectations than other consumers. The
presence of alternative options and recommendations
influences the zone of tolerance.

Conclusion

As stated earlier, global changes have highlighted the
need to conduct research on student expectations in
TESOL. However, in today’s volatile economy, learners
have less flexibility in terms of the money and time
they can spend on learning English. This is a very
important causal factor for expectation formation and
will result in specific outcomes of disconfirmation. The
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model presented in this paper has significant
theoretical and practical implications for TESOL.
Empirical research based on this model will lead to
findings that will assist in developing a comprehensive
body of knowledge on a range of antecedents
contributing to development of student expectations
and consequences of their fulfillment. Such findings
will also assist in the development of strategies for
managing negative consequences of unmet
expectations. Some student expectations may be
beyond the scope of teachers or educational providers
and others may be unrealistic for students to achieve
based on linguistic level or time constraints. However,
understanding students’ expectations and giving them
context specific advice on meeting or modifying these
expectations is beneficial for students, teachers and
educational providers in TESOL.
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