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Beliefs of ability to learn are identified as a key dimension of 

students’ epistemological beliefs. These beliefs can range from the 

ability to learn is innate, unchanging to the ability to learn is not 

innate, changing and improvable. These beliefs are acknowledged 

as the principal predictor for students’ effort to learn, learning 

strategies and motivational behaviour in school learning. The 

current study discovered the nature of Pakistani science students’ 

beliefs about ability to learn. The qualitative approach was chosen 

and students were purposefully selected from two sections of 9th 

grade of a public secondary school for focus group interviews. 

These students were identified as above average and below average 

performing students. Students’ excerpts about their beliefs of ability 

to learn revealed noticeable differences in students’ beliefs of ability 

to learn with regard to their association with above average and 

below average performing students’ groups. The patterns visible in 

opinions of students from below average performing group were 

naive beliefs of ability to learn. The results are discussed in 

perspective of sampling characteristics and there are 

recommendations suggested to improve teaching learning situations 

in Pakistani schools.  
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1. Introduction 

Our beliefs are reflected in our various life routines. Equally, our beliefs about the nature, development 

and structure of knowledge, speed and ability of learning called epistemological beliefs resonate in our 
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learning behaviour (Schommer-Aikins, 2004). A learner’s learning behaviour and learning outcomes 

depend on learner’s epistemological beliefs (Chen & Pajares, 2010; Lodewyk, 2007; McBeth, 2010) 

regardless it is formal, informal or non-formal learning situation (Hofer, 2002). It is established that 

epistemological beliefs direct and regulate students’ academic performance, learning goals of a learning 

task (Harris, 2003), effort to learn, decision to allocate time for learning (Corte et al., 2002), text 

comprehension (Schommer, 1989), cognitive development (Bird, 2005), and use of cognitive processing 

strategies (Almahasneh, 2006; Buehl, 2003). In short, epistemological beliefs steer and direct learners’ 

cognitive and affective learning resources, which result in display of certain learning behaviours and 

learning approaches (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004).  

 

Although, there exists an evidence that epistemological beliefs are general, context free and 

domain/discipline independent (Schommer-Aikins et al., 2003). The students of different disciplines and 

contexts are reported to have differences in epistemological beliefs (Hofer, 2000; Muis et al., 2006). As a 

result, it is deducible that students might have domain general epistemological beliefs beside the domain 

specific beliefs (Buehl et al., 2002). Conspicuously, it is the duration or length of students’ educational 

experience in a specific field of study that inculcates domain specific epistemological beliefs (Schommer-

Aikins et al., 2003). The domain specific teaching practices in classrooms and the nature of that 

discipline’s content might root the domain specific epistemological beliefs among students (Hofer, 2002; 

Hofer, 2006; Schommer-Aikins et al., 2003). 

 

A learner’s epistemological beliefs consist different dimensions. Schommer-Aikins (2004) proposed six 

dimensions of epistemological beliefs, which are the beliefs about stability of knowledge (knowledge is 

unchanging to knowledge is evolving), structure of knowledge (knowledge is found as isolated parts to 

knowledge is organized, and interlinked), source of knowledge (the source of knowledge is authority to 

logic and empirical evidence is the source of knowledge), speed of knowledge development (knowledge 

is suddenly acquired to knowledge acquisition is gradual) and the ability to learn (ability to learn is fixed, 

innate to ability to learn is improvable). Among these beliefs, the belief about ability to learn is a general 

and domain independent belief (Schommer-Aikins, 2004). Ability to learn beliefs are important and 

crucial in the sense that these beliefs provide substance for the development of other dimensions of 

epistemological beliefs. Students’ beliefs about knowledge stability, structure, source, and speed develop 

after the development of beliefs about the ability of learning (Schommer-Aikins et al., 2000).  

 

Therefore, the comprehensive understanding of students’ beliefs of ability to learn is pertinent for 

understanding of their epistemological beliefs and the quality of their learning outcomes (Schommer-

Aikins et al., 2010). In another way, one’s beliefs of ability to learn and beliefs of knowledge complement 

each other (Kienhues & Bromme, 2011). In an integrated fashion, a learner’s beliefs of knowledge and 

ability to learn and other aspects of learner’s cognitive learning reconcile each other. For that reason, it is 

relevant to understand students’ beliefs of knowledge and beliefs of learning to fathom the way students 

use different cognitive resources (De-Corte et al., 2010).   

 

Dweck (2002) found that beliefs of ability to learn demarcate student’s level of effort, performance, and 

notably, these beliefs delineate students’ motivation for a learning tasks. The beliefs of ability to learn 

influence students’ learning goals in a learning task, and consequently, students try to understand the 

learning text to secure their anticipated level of understanding (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). It is credible to 

accept that students’ beliefs of ability to learn regulate students’ expectations from themselves, and the 

learning task during their interactions to learning situations. The students’ belief that ability to learn is 

fixed negatively impact their motivation, however, students’ belief that ability to learn is improvable is 

positively linked to students’ intrinsic motivation, confidence, valuing a learning task and control over 

learning (Paulsen & Feldman, 2005). Likewise, beliefs of ability to learn have shown an association with 

the way we process any knowledge and information (Kienhues & Bromme, 2011).  
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The students who perceive that their level of ability to learn is low, and they hold the belief that human 

ability to learn is innate, and fixed, such students found themselves helpless, avoid challenges and have 

low persistence for academic tasks (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). These all consequence in their poor 

academic performance (Schommer-Aikins et al., 2000). These students if get negative feedback about 

their performance, they become demotivated (Dweck, 2002). Thus, negative feedback detrimentally 

impact their future performance. In this scenario, the individual implicit ability or attribution theories are 

capable to help us to understand by what means two individuals understand the learning text differently in 

a same learning situation, although they have the same ability (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). It seems that 

students’ beliefs of ability to learn influence all aspects of students’ learning behavior at schools. These 

beliefs of ability to learn offer a way to understand students’ academic performance, motivation, 

regulation of learning and strategies to learn etc. However, these beliefs depend on the culture 

(Schommer-Aikins et al., 2010), parents’ attitude towards their children (Schommer, 1993), and education 

system of a society (De Corte et al., 2010; Muis, 2004).  

 

There is limited research on Asian students’ epistemological beliefs and learning. There exists no 

empirical evidence about Pakistani students’ beliefs of learning and knowledge. Because the beliefs of 

learning and knowledge depend on the culture and education system of any nation, it is pertinent to study 

beliefs of learning of Pakistani students so that it becomes possible to understand Pakistani students’ high 

failing rate, poor academic performance, inadequate learning behaviors and rote learning. Moreover, 

conceptions of learning and beliefs of learning are interrelated. Hence, the naive, less developed and less 

advanced conceptions of learning of Pakistani students (Ali et al., 2018) can be best understood through 

exploring their epistemological beliefs. Additionally, there is no suitable questionnaire of epistemological 

beliefs in Urdu language. Therefore, it was apropos to use the qualitative approach in current study to 

probe Pakistani students’ epistemological beliefs related to learning.   

 

2. Materials and Method 

2.1 Population and Sample Selection 

The current study explored the secondary school science students’ beliefs of ability to learn. In the non-

probability sampling method, the purposive sampling technique was used and volunteers were selected to 

probe their beliefs of ability to learn. The focus group interviews were used to collect information about 

students’ beliefs of ability to learn. All selected students were from one public school and all students 

were male. Eight groups of students were selected for focus group interviews. Each group of students 

comprised six students. These groups were from two sections of the school; the English medium section 

and the Urdu medium section. According to school policy, the students who performed above average in 

the last examination were allowed to be enrolled in the English medium section. However, the students 

who performed below average in their last examination were permitted to be enrolled in the Urdu medium 

section. Four focus group interviews were from the students of  above average performing English 

medium section of the school. As well, there were four focus group interviews from the below average 

performing Urdu medium section of the school. Both groups were of science students. 

  

2.2 Data Collection  

The focus group interviews were conducted in Urdu language. Initially, these interviews were transcribed 

in Urdu language. Later on, these interview transcriptions were translated into the English language for 

the international audience. The following questions were enquired to explore students’ thoughtfulness of 

their beliefs of ability to learn: 

 Do you think one’s ability to learn science is fixed or improvable? 

 Why do you think that ability to learn science is/is not fixed? 

 How can one’s ability to learn science can or cannot improve? 

 Why someone is/is not able to learn certain things in certain periods of life? 

 

2.3 Data Analysis 
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The interview transcripts were analyzed with the help of NVivo 10. The qualitative data were read again 

and again to understand and construe students’ verbatim into themes and subthemes. The researchers used 

the data driven approach in thematic analysis. The themes emerged were classified into appropriate 

categories. The researchers discussed the themes that emerged with each other, and with their other peers. 

This is called peer debriefing (Ely, 1991), which can assure that the research findings and the process is 

unbiased and trustworthy. The researchers included suggestions by their peers in different phases of this 

study such as during the process of data collection, interview schedule development and theme 

development.  

 

3. Results 

The students’ views related to the ability to learn befall into two basic themes. These themes have obvious 

differences in their intensity across students from above average performing students’ groups and below 

average performing students’ groups (Figure 1).  

 

1. Ability to learn is innate 

2. Ability to learn in not fixed 

 

The students’ views about the ability to learn is not innate were further classified into the following sub-

themes 

 

2.1  Ability to learn is improvable by an increase in subject knowledge and knowledge of learning           

strategies 

2.2  Ability to learn changes automatically with change in age and time 

2..3  Interest, hard work and willpower can change ability to learn. 

 

The excerpt’s source indicated as AAPS means that the student is from above average performing groups. 

On the other hand, the abbreviation BAPS means the student is from below average performing groups of 

students.    

 

 

Figure 1: Beliefs of Ability to Learn in High and Below Average Performing Students 

 

3.1 Ability to Learn is Innate 

The theme about belief that ability to learn is innate was evident in passages from both above average 

performing students and below average performing students. However, the number of students who 

believed that ability to learn is fixed were minimum from above average performing English medium 
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section as compared to below average performing Urdu medium section. These students hold the belief 

that the ability to learn is innate and is fixed. They believe that it is not possible for someone to control or 

change their ability of learning. These students  tried to justified their beliefs by arguing examples from 

the surrounding world and from their other beliefs. In the following excerpt, a student argues that what 

someone can learn is by destiny, and humans take and acquire which is in their destiny.  

 

“The ability, which God bestow to humans, remains same, and a man thinks with his mind which is 

bestowed to him (BAPS).” 

 

Moreover, these students have a belief that ability to learn is different among individuals, however, 

someone’s individual ability to learn is fixed and static. This belief set the foundation of students’ excuse 

of their failure to learn. 

  

“Everyone learns according to his or her own ability, and some learn more and some learn less (AAPS).” 

 

The belief that ability to learn is innate might have different consequences for students who are high 

achievers and the low achievers. The high achievers might have a higher level of their perceived ability to 

learn as compared to the low achievers who might perceive their  ability to learn of low level.  

 

3.2 Ability to Learn in not Fixed 

The belief that ability to learn is not innate was the most conspicuous belief about learnability in most 

above average performing students and below average performing students. However, the deeper 

investigation to distinguish students’ beliefs about the reasons for unfixed and changing ability to learn 

exposed different views among students of above average performing English medium section and below 

average performing Urdu medium section (Figure 1). These views can be grouped under three sub-themes 

as below:  

 

2.1. Ability to learn is improvable by an increase in subject knowledge and knowledge of learning  

strategies 

2.2. Ability to learn changes automatically with change in age and time 

2.3. Interest, hard work and willpower can change ability to learn  

 

2.1 Ability to learn is improvable by an increase in subject knowledge and knowledge of 

learning strategies  

 

The belief  ‘ability to learn is improvable by an increase in subject knowledge and knowledge of learning 

strategies’ was the belief only present in above average performing students of English medium groups 

(Figure 1). This belief is important in a sense that these students appreciate that by an increase in 

knowledge of subject and learning, someone can control his/her learning. These students tackle and face 

challenges that they think can increase their ability to learn. These students appear to have mastery goal 

orientation.  

 

“Everyone can learn, but they should know how to learn it? (AAPS).” 

“Some use this (ability to learn), and some do not use this because of lack of 

subject knowledge and ways to learn. This ability to learn changes with the 

passage of time (AAPS).” 

 

These students’ thoughts about their beliefs in ability to learn have traces of discussion about the role of 

nature and nurture in learning. One student appreciated the role of parents and resources to improve 

students’ ability to learn.  
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“It (the ability to learn) is not stable. However, parents and teachers have a 

much more important role in this ability. If parents and teachers help us to 

learn in a good way, then we will not have any difficulty in learning 

anything (AAPS).” 

 

2.2. Ability to learn changes automatically with change in age and time 

There existed a belief that there is a self-change in ability to learn because of age and time. The holders of 

this belief were from both the above average performing English medium section as well as from the 

below average performing Urdu medium section. However, the students who hold this belief were more 

from the below average performing Urdu medium section. These students look like to hold  a belief that a 

person will be able to learn anything after he/she will reach a certain age. According to them ability to 

learn was uncontrollable or un-improvable, and an individual cannot control or improve it by themselves. 

Although, human ability to learn increases with an increase in age, however, for these students it might be 

an excuse for their poor performance. This point of view appears non-humanistic view, In which humans 

appear helpless and unable to control their ability to learn.   

 

“It (ability to learn) changes with time. As much as time changes, it also 

changes (BAPS).” 

“Just take the example of a child, when he is young, then he cannot even 

walk, when grow older, he learns to walk and soon he starts to run. The 

ability to learn likewise changes (AAPS).”  

“We were young, and then we have different kind of thinking, and different 

ability to learn. When we were young we learn to ride bicycles, and now we 

have learned to drive a motorbike. Therefore, it (ability to learn) changes 

along the change in time (BAPS).” 

 

2.3 Interest, hard work and willpower can change ability to learn 

The students’ belief that someone’s interest, hard work and willpower can change someone’s ability to 

learn seems rooted in muscular concept of intelligence, which assumes the human mind to be like a 

muscle. These students think that they can increase their ability to learn only by an increase in effort. 

Most of the students who hold this belief were from the below average performing Urdu medium section. 

It seems they were forced to choose subjects, and their parents and teachers consistently hard-press them 

for hard work and to take interest in science.  

 

“If, we try or remain trying then we can read more than our capacity or 

ability (BAPS).” 

“If, someone will do a lot of hard work, and will do good deeds throughout 

of his life, the ability to learn will increase… (BAPS).” 

“If, a man work hard and do effort, then he can understand everything 

(BAPS).” 

 

4. Discussion 

The findings of prior studies that high performing students have a belief that ability to learn is improvable 

and low performing students believe that ability to learn is fixed (Schommer-Aikins et al., 2000) were 

acknowledged in this study. High performing students are found to believe that by knowledge of learning 

strategies and the learning process they can improve their ability to learn.  

 

Similarly, the results of this study indicated the existence of naive belief about ability to learn ‘ability to 

learn is innate’ in most of the below average performing students and in few above average performing 

students. The  presence of this naive belief is not ideal for students of both groups. In case of high 

performing students if they will fail in any learning task, and they get negative feedback, it is expected 

that it will damage their self-belief, and consequently their motivation to learn will decrease (Dweck, 
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2002). However, it might be very detrimental for low performing students. Because it will affect their 

motivation, and they will avoid even to try something, which they think is beyond their ability to learn. 

These students feel helpless and fail to persist when they face difficult tasks (Schommer-Aikins, 2004). 

This naive belief is negatively associated to intrinsic and extrinsic motivational strategies, self-efficacy, 

and control of learning (Paulsen & Feldman, 2005). The harms of naive belief “ability to learn is innate” 

mount up when it teams up with other naive beliefs. The students draw simplistic and quick conclusions 

of the problems if they have naive belief that ability to learn is by birth and naive belief that knowledge is 

simple (Schommer & Dunnell, 1997).  

 

The below average performing students who believe that willpower, hard work and interest can change 

their ability to learn construed learning as the capacity which means that by an increase in the effort they 

can enhance their performance to a certain level (Nicholls, 1990). However, the willpower, and hard work 

depend on the persistence which depends on the sophisticated belief that ability to learn is improvable 

(Dweck & Leggett, 1988). If someone thinks ability is something related to hard work, and he/she doubt 

his/her ability to success in a learning task, then the hard work may turn out less attractive to him/her 

(Nicholls, 1990). These students consider ability as the effort to apply and they think students doing hard 

work are more able (Nicholls, 1990). According to Tait (2009) such students have an inexact 

understanding of their own capability and competence. This belief of ability to learn is related to shallow 

learning (Young, 2005).   

 

The students’ naive belief in ability to learn is associated to students’ naive conceptions of learning 

(Entwistle & Peterson, 2004; Schommer-Aikins et al., 2000) and use of memorization strategies 

(Schommer-Aikins et al., 2000). Likewise, the sample of the study were from low socioeconomic class. 

Consequently, the results of this study rationally explain the presence of naive conceptions of learning, 

memorization and rehearsal in Pakistani low socioeconomic class students (Ali & Abou, 2019; Ali et al., 

2018). Likewise, the sample comprised only male students in this study, and the male students are more 

likely to have naive beliefs of ability to learn (Paulsen & Wells, 1998).  

 

The role of the school is very critical in the development of epistemological beliefs. Teachers’ instruction 

is ingrained in their epistemological beliefs (Fives & Buehl, 2010). Traditional teaching methods exist in 

Pakistani secondary school education (Malik, 2012), which coerce students to quickly memorise facts, 

and structured text, and consequently, the students develop the belief that ability to learn is innate beside 

other naive epistemological beliefs (Muis, 2004).  

 

5. Recommendations 

The current study leads to the following recommendations: 

 Constructivist teaching approaches should be encouraged in Pakistani secondary schools to counter 

the disadvantages of naive epistemological beliefs.  

 There is no study about the Pakistani teachers’ epistemological beliefs. Teachers’ epistemological 

beliefs should be explored to understand epistemic climate of Pakistani classrooms.   

 Interventions should be designed to help students who have naive epistemological beliefs. 
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