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INTRODUCTION

Why a book on psychology?

Language teachers are busy people. In addition to the day-to-day task of teaching,
they need to keep up with developments in language teaching methodology.
There are also a number of other disciplines that can usefully inform and even
transform the practices of those working in the area of language learning and
teaching; these include linguistics and the study of how the language functions,
as well as the vast disciplines of educational and social psychology, which look at
how people learn and the social interactions between people. However, the sheer
enormity of these fields of psychology and their rapid pace of development makes
it difficult for many teachers caught up in the daily work of teaching students to
keep abreast of them.

A good language teacher already instinctively knows a considerable amount about
psychology. The everyday classroom decisions that teachers make—such as the
activities they use, how they organize and interact with the learners in their classes,
and how they pace their lessons—are often informed by their understandings of
psychological issues such as learner motivation, group dynamics, and emotions.

In this book, we would like to suggest that developing a deeper understanding of
psychology will help teachers to feel better equipped to teach with empathy and
sensitivity to the needs, drives, and emotions of their learners. Such knowledge is
invaluable in helping us to generate the best possible learning conditions in our
language classrooms.

What this book is about

This book aims to provide an overview of some of the key areas of educational

and social psychology that have particular insights to offer language teachers, and
to draw out the implications for teachers’ pedagogical practices. We are obviously
unable to cover the whole discipline and so we have carefully selected areas that
have particular relevance for language teachers. Our goal has been to make the
book accessible to teachers with little or no previous knowledge of psychology

and we have therefore tried to write it in a reader-friendly style, using concrete
examples to help to make the concepts clear to readers who are unfamiliar with
the field. We have aimed this book at language teachers, master’s students, and
doctoral students seeking an overview of the discipline. We also see teacher trainers
as readers and they could use the activities provided in teacher training sessions.
Additionally, the book will be of interest to those lecturing in other areas of applied
linguistics who would like an overview of recent theorizing in the area.
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How this book came about

The three of us have, for a long time, shared an interest in how educational
psychology can help language teachers. We all hold the same deep conviction
that a knowledge of psychological issues is important for those teaching language
to learners who may lack confidence, question their ability, or be anxious

about speaking in the foreign language. We have found that language learning
experiences can be greatly enhanced when we attend to such issues as positive
group dynamics, enhanced learner motivation, and a sense of well-being in class.
Over the years, the three of us have collaborated on various publications in this
area and this has proved to be a fruitful and fulfilling experience. Before this
collaboration, in 1997, Williams and Burden published their book Psychology
for Language Teachers, which was at the time one of the few books that aimed to
explore the links between educational psychology and language teaching. With the
rapid developments in educational psychology since then, we realized that it was
now time to write a new book incorporating recent advances and theorizing in
psychology, and so this book was conceived.

Organization of this book

We have divided the book into eight chapters. Each of the main chapters explores a
separate concept from psychology. However, we would like to stress the importance
of secing the links and interconnections between the different concepts discussed.
In Chapter 1, we present an overview of major psychological approaches and show
how these have developed historically. This is intended to help readers see how
these different perspectives have influenced language teaching methodologies, and
to provide readers with a background against which to consider their own teaching
- practices. The chapter also serves as a framework for understanding the concepts
addressed in the rest of the book. We start by briefly reviewing behaviourism and
cognitive approaches to psychology, and then move on to look at humanistic

and sociocultural approaches. After that, we consider ecological and complexity
approaches, and discuss the implications of these for education broadly and
language teaching specifically.

Chapter 2 considers the importance of groups of people, including cultural groups.
It discusses how, as individuals, we are all situated within a number of different
groups and contexts which influence how we think, feel, and behave. We have
positioned this chapter at the beginning as all the other chapters need to be read
with the social groups and contexts of individuals in mind. Chapter 3 then focuses
on the individual and the many different facets of the self. It considers what is
meant by various aspects of the self, such as identity and self-concept. We discuss
how individuals can have many different understandings of their sense of self in
different contexts and across time. It concludes by discussing ways in which we can
seek to promote a healthy sense of self in our learners in respect to their language
learning. In Chapter 4, we look at beliefs and how they influence the ways people
approach learning. We explore some of the key beliefs learners have about learning



Introduction 3

a foreign language and we also discuss the value for teachers of understanding
their own beliefs about the language learning process and how they impact

upon learning. In Chapter 5, we examine the role of affect in language learning.
Language learning is more than the mental acquisition of linguistic knowledge,
and the various emotions learners experience are integral to the learning process.
We consider the ways in which emotions can impede learning, but we also
highlight the way they can enhance learning and the positive part they can play.
Chapter 6 considers what is surely the most widely discussed psychological variable
in foreign language learning: motivation. We look at how conceptualizations of
motivation to learn a foreign language have changed over time and we stress the
importance for teachers of developing their own understandings of the motivations
of learners in their classrooms. In Chapter 7, we explore the ways in which learners
can act and control their actions. We discuss the skills, strategies, and also the
attitudes learners need to take control of their learning and thus learn effectively
and autonomously. We also consider how learners regulate their own learning.
Finally, Chapter 8 brings together the different aspects discussed to present a
framework for looking at the psychology of language learning holistically.

Each chapter contains a set of activities for the reader to engage in. We consider
these to be an integral part of the chapter. The aim of the activities is to encourage
readers to explore the various concepts discussed and to reflect on the relevance of
these for their own educational settings. In this way, we hope the activities will help
readers to develop their own unique understandings of the issues discussed, and feel
empowered and confident to make informed decisions about classroom issues that
take account of the psychology involved. Most of all, we hope you enjoy reading
this book and that you find something that is meaningful to you. We have enjoyed
writing it. If it enriches your teaching in some way, we have achieved our purpose.



PSYCHOLOGY IN EDUCATION

Introduction

Imagine you are preparing to teach a class. The summer break is almost here, but
you are already experiencing an early heatwave, and to make marters worse, noisy
construction work has just begun outside your classroom. The students in the class
recently took a high-stakes examination that is likely to have a significant effect on
their futures, and you are aware that the stress associated with this examination has
caused friction between some of the students in the class. To complicate the picture
even further, there is some tension and excitement relating to the upcoming
end-of-term social event. Personally, you have been looking forward to these classes
after the examination. You have more freedom in what you can teach and you
know that a group of students who are going abroad in the summer are keen to
improve their language skills in the remaining few classes before they go away.

Such is the reality of day-to-day teaching. All of the conditions described in the
opening paragraph are likely to have an impact on how you approach this class

as a teacher. No single factor will account for your thoughts or actions. In the
same way, the learners in that class will be affected in different and sometimes
unpredictable ways by events within, but also beyond, the classroom setting.
Teaching and learning any subject is a complex process that involves many
different interactions between learners, teachers, the social environment, and the
groups within the class, all of which are influenced by many other factors such as
the time of day, the weather, or the class that took place beforehand. Everything
learners bring to the classroom—including their beliefs, personalities, sense of self,
and relationships with the people around them—will influence their actions in
the class. Similarly, what teachers bring with them in these terms will impact on
the way they behave and interact in class. In order to support their learners and
empower them to succeed in their language learning endeavours, teachers need

to understand how these multiple interacting factors affect learning. While most
language teachers have knowledge of language and language teaching methodology,
there are many other domains which can also inform our pedagogical decisions.
One rich source of knowledge lies in the different branches of educational and
social psychology, and it is to these that we turn in this book.
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The discipline of psychology has seen a number of different approaches over the
years and each one has had a significant impact on educational practices. In this
chapter, we aim to provide an overview of some major psychological approaches
and show how these have developed over the years. This will help readers to see
how they have impacted at different times on different practices in education and,
more specifically, in language teaching. It will also help readers to consider which
psychological perspectives have influenced their own approaches to language
teaching. As teachers, we constantly make decisions about what to do in our classes,
and these decisions will be underpinned by our own views of what learning is all
about. We will also outline some more recent approaches to psychology that are
enabling us to look at educational processes in new ways and suggest how these
might inform our practices as language teachers. This overview will provide an
important foundation from which to understand aspects of psychology presented in
other chapters, and we will refer back to this chapter at several points in the book.

Positivist approaches to learning

We will start with the positivist approach to psychology and look at the
considerable influence this has had on education systems round the world, and
in particular on language teaching. In the eatly part of the twentieth century, the
discipline of psychology was seen strictly as a science and, as such, research in the
field made use of rigorous scientific experimental methods. Experiments tended
to be based on a scientific approach called logical positivism, which seeks to
discover facts through carefully controlled experiments. The term ‘control’ in these
experiments essentially means isolating a particular ‘variable’ in order to study its
effects. For example, in a chemistry experiment it is possible to observe the effects
of, say, temperature on a particular substance by simply raising the temperature
applied to that substance while all other conditions remain unchanged. It was
this approach that dominated early studies of human behaviour. So researchers
might attempt to study the effect of praise on student response, or the effect of
different methods of correction on student achievement. In order to do so, they
would, in the latter case, measure student proficiency using some form of language
test before ‘treating’ the students with different methods of correction. At the

end of the experiment, proficiency would be measured again using the same test,
and differences in changes in proficiency would be attributed to the method of
correction applied during the experiment. This is the scientific, experimental
approach to psychology, based around the formation and testing of hypotheses in
tightly controlled conditions.

Another important feature of the positivist approach in psychology was the belief
that the human mind was not accessible to scientific investigation, and this was
therefore not investigated. Research instead focused only on behaviour, which
could be observed and recorded. This, in turn, led to a plethora of experiments on
different types of animals, observing, for instance, how rats learned to run through
mazes to find food, how pigeons could be trained to turn circles to the left, or how
rats learned to pull levers to obtain food. It was thought that the results of such
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experiments would help us to understand the way humans learned and behaved
and therefore how best to teach. Thus, many commonly accepted educational
practices, such as the use of rewards and punishments, have been largely based on
the findings from experiments with animals, as we shall see in the next section.

Behaviourism

Behaviourism is an approach to psychology which arises from the positivist
tradition of enquiry, and has arguably been the most influential positivist theory
within the field of education. Basically, behaviourist psychologists explain learning
in terms of conditioning. The Russian psychologist Pavlov showed that animals
would respond, for example by salivation, to a stimulus, for example food, and that
this response could be triggered by a secondary stimulus, such as a bell ringing.
Thus, when the bell sounded, the animal would salivate, linking the sound with
food. This is known as conditioning.

Skinner (1987) extended the theory of behaviourism by explaining learning

in terms of responding to a stimulus, and emphasized the importance of
reinforcement. If the behaviour is reinforced—for instance, by being rewarded

or punished—then the likelihood of that behaviour occurring again is increased
or decreased. Thus, it was thought that any behaviour could be encouraged by
reinforcing the required behaviour. Skinner (1957) even believed that language
development could be explained in this way. He identified a number of principles
of instruction, including breaking tasks down into small, sequential steps, and
programming learning by providing positive reinforcement for each stage.

Behaviourist views have had a powerful influence on language teaching
methodology. In many parts of the world, that influence lingers to this day, and it
led to the widespread adoption of the audiolingual method of language teaching.
In this method, a structure is first presented to students as a stimulus. The learners
respond in some way—perhaps by repetition or substitution—and this behaviour
is reinforced by the teacher indicating whether the response is right or wrong.

An example of behaviourist teaching is the use of substitution drills, which

can be completed correctly with no comprehension of what the words mean.
Typically, a teacher presents a structure, asks students to repeat the sentence, and
then substitutes other items within the sentence. Perhaps the most conspicuous
manifestation of the influence of behaviourism within language education was the
widespread use of language laboratories, which again presented language learning
in terms of acquiring a set of correct habits or behaviours through repetition and
substitution. A further defining characteristic of a behaviourist perspective on
language learning is that errors are not acceptable, as they are seen as reinforcing

bad habits.

Such an approach has obvious limitations. Firstly, learners are not cognitively
engaged in the learning activity; they simply respond correctly to stimuli. In
other words, they are not using their minds. There is no analysis of language, or
engagement in discourse, or development of learning strategies, or choice of what
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to do. The outcome can be to turn something as potentially exciting as language
learning into a dull chore, as many people who have spent hours with a set of
headphones performing repetitive drills will testify. Secondly, such learning can be
carried out with no attention to the meaning of the language used, as many drills
can be performed without understanding what the words mean. In addition, there
is no room for interaction or negotiation of meaning. Most significantly, in an
audiolingual approach there is no scope for making mistakes, which is, in fact, a
crucial part of the learning process.

Behaviourist approaches to learning have played a central role in educational
systems round the world. One reason for this is that they can be highly attractive
to institutions, teachers, parents, and even learners themselves. A behaviourist
model of learning offers simplicity and certainty—the promise that someone is in
control and that we know where we are going and how to get there. However, this
is only to be achieved by simplifying what are highly complex processes, especially
in a long-term, unpredictable endeavour such as learning a foreign language. In
focusing only on observable behaviour, behaviourism does not allow for the sense
that learners themselves make of the learning process, the cognitive processes that
they use, or the feelings and emotions that are integral to learning. It was only
when cognitive approaches to psychology began to be recognized that education,
including language education, was able to take an entirely different direction.

Cognitive approaches to learning

Cognitive psychologists are basically interested in the way the mind works and the
mental processes involved in learning. A cognitive approach to learning involves
encouraging learners to use mental learning strategies to analyze, hypothesize, and
deduce information so their minds are actively engaged in the learning process. In
learning a language, a learner will use such strategies as analyzing language, seeing
patterns, working out rules, and experimenting with using the language. Making
mistakes is also seen as an important part of this process, as learners are able to
notice the discrepancies between their own output and that of others. This allows
them to develop by trying out new things with language. Such a view is in sharp
contrast to the behaviourist approaches to learning discussed earlier, which focus
only on observable behaviour rather than on what happens inside learners’ minds
and the personal sense they make of their learning. Typically, in a lesson informed
by cognitive approaches, a teacher might ask learners to observe certain language
structures in a text and analyze how they are used, or to listen to the way in which
a speaker asks for information, disagrees with something, or expresses an opinion.

Cognitive psychology has, however, taken different routes which can be thought
of as stretching along a continuum. At one end is information processing, whose
advocates see the human mind as being like a complex machine working out rules
and models. At the other end is constructivism, which is concerned with the ways
in which individuals make their own sense of the world.
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Information processing

Information processing is concerned with how we take in information and the
various mental processes involved in learning. Recent developments in technology
have facilitated huge advances in our knowledge of the workings of the human
brain. There is a considerable amount of optimism that this progress will continue
to a degree where we will one day be able to offer a satisfactory explanation of how
the brain processes language.

One of the most productive areas of enquiry for researchers in investigating
information processing has been the idea of working memory, the capacity to
simultaneously store and process information. Research into working memory
has become so dominant that there is a tendency for some to equate working
memory with the brain’s capacity to learn a language—in other words, the
greater an individual’s working memory capacity, the better the learner’s ability to
learn a language.

Activity 1.1

How does your memory work?

| Read the following set of words to yourself once only. Now close your eyes and try to
recall the words in the correct order. How many could you remember?
girl flag wall dance play heart

2 Now read the next set of words and do the same. How many could you remember
this time? Which set of words was easier for you to remember? VWhat explanation
could you offer for this?

weight gate late mate great state

Most people, regardless of the mnemonic strategies they employ, find it easier to
remember the first set of words and this is because all the words have different
sounds. The second set of words is all based around the same vowel sound, making
it more difficult for our working memory to process them. This is regarded

by some as evidence of a phonological loop in our working memory, and this
phonological loop is a key component in the best-known model of working
memory (Baddeley, 2007). Put simply, our brains use sounds—or approximations
of sounds—to process and temporarily store information. This clearly has huge
implications for our understandings of the relationship between the human

brain and language, and, ultimately, of how we learn language. The research into
working memory also points to important implications for language learning. It
suggests that it is productive for teachers to encourage learners to develop their
memory skills through the use of different strategies, such as rehearsing, using
mnemonics, forming mental images, or linking new information like a new

word to something familiar. It also indicates that it is useful to engage learners

in discussions about which strategies they use and encourage them to try out
alternatives. (See also Chapter 7 for a discussion of learning strategies.)

Traditionally, information processing psychologists have inhabited a very
different world from social and educational psychologists, with little interaction
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between the fields. However, in recent years, there has been a growing interest in
exploring some of the connections, with research finding that working memory
can play a significant role in how we regulate emotions, in our levels of interest,
and in how we maintain attention (Hofmann, Schmeichel, Friese, & Baddeley,
2011). Attention is of particular interest to language teachers as it explains how
individuals select what is important to attend to, filter out distractions, and
concentrate their mental efforts. In his book Zeaching Children to Think, Robert
Fisher (1995) stresses that focusing attention is one of the most basic skills that
children need to learn and one that should be encouraged. Language teachers
could develop activities which guide learners to focus attention on the structure of
the language, the use of words, or the way language is used in particular contexts.

Constructivism

An entirely different cognitive approach to psychology and education is
constructivism, which is essentially about how individuals make personal sense of
their worlds. To a constructivist, individuals are involved throughout their lives
in ‘constructing’ their own personal understandings from their experiences. All
individuals make their own sense of the world in a unique way that is different
from the sense others make of it. For example, if you ask a class at the end of a
lesson to tell you the main thing they learned, you are likely to get a different
message from everyone.

An important early constructivist was Jean Piaget (1966, 1974), who was
interested in the ways in which people develop their understandings as they
mature from infants to adults. He identified the different stages children pass
through in their thinking and learning. Infants, for example, explore the world
through their basic senses. This is known as the sensory-motor stage of learning.
Children progress through various stages to what Piaget calls formal operational
thinking in adolescence, where they begin to use abstract reasoning to develop
their understanding of the world. Piaget’s work has important implications for

)
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language teachers. Learners are actively involved in making sense of the language
input they are given. As they are exposed to language, they seek to fit the new
information into their existing knowledge, a process Piaget terms assimilation,
and modify what they already know to accommodate this input, a process called
accommodation.

Another key proponent of constructivism was Jerome Bruner. Influenced by
Piaget’s work on the development of children’s thinking, Bruner believed that the
development of cognitive abilities, rather than the acquisition of facts, is a central
purpose of education. He saw the need to learn how to learn as essential and felt
that learners should be challenged to be absorbed in problems. He stressed the
importance of learners discovering principles and concepts for themselves, and
highlighted the need for guesswork, intuitive thinking, an ability to take risks, a
sense of curiosity, and also self-confidence (Bruner, 1960, 1966). Many of these
ideas have influenced language teaching, for example, learning how to learn a
language, discovering how the language works, and teaching problem-solving skills
(Puchta & Williams, 2011).

Another pioneer of the constructivist movement was George Kelly (1955), whose
personal construct theory has had profound implications for educators. Kelly
saw people as actively trying to understand the world by making hypotheses,
testing them out, and drawing conclusions, and then constructing personal
understandings or theories about the world around them. These personal theories
are known as constructs, and individuals constructions of the world will be
personal to them and different from those of other people.

Laurie Thomas and Sheila Harri-Augstein (1985) and Phillida Salmon (1988)
have explored the applications of personal construct theory to our understanding
of learning. They argue that learning is not concerned with absorbing information
as whole chunks or with simply adding more information to our existing body

of knowledge. Instead, what we do when we learn is ‘map’ new information onto
our existing knowledge and, in the process, our understanding becomes reshaped
to accommodate the new information. Worthwhile learning, therefore, does

not involve merely taking in new facts. Learners need to be engaged in actively
creating new personal understandings, and it is in this way that we develop our
own perception of the world and are able to change and grow. Teachers need to
remember that what they do in the classroom will be construed in different ways
by different learners, depending on each individual’s beliefs, past experiences,
thoughts, feelings, and views of the world. Even if there is one syllabus, this will be
interpreted by the teacher and the learners in individual ways.

A teacher who is informed—consciously or unconsciously—Dby a constructivist
approach might start by getting her learners to think about what the topic

means to them personally. She could, for instance, ask them to discuss what they
already know about the topic and perhaps record it in a mind map. She would
then provide opportunities for them to interact with new information and to
personalize it by incorporating the new knowledge with their existing knowledge.
She would also encourage the students to discuss what they think with each other
and to reconstruct their own understandings.
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As Salmon (1988) points out, it is important to bear in mind that although we
each construct personal meanings, we also inhabit a social world where we develop
shared understandings. The classroom is a place where shared understandings
about the context and what is acceptable or unacceptable are constructed between
the teacher and learners. Such a social constructivist perspective on language
learning and teaching is explored in Williams and Burden’s (1997) book Psychology
for Language Teachers. (See also Chapter 2.)

Our discussion so far has shown how, in moving from behaviourism to cognitive
approaches, psychologists began to place the learner’s mind at the centre of the
learning process. With constructivism, there was also greater recognition of the
agency of learners—in other words, a feeling that they can have control over their
actions, which we discuss in the next section (see also Chapter 7)—and the unique
and personal ways in which learning can take place and be meaningful. However,
cognitive approaches to learning, while focusing on the mind, do not take into
account other attributes that learners bring to the learning process, such as feelings
and emotions. In order to understand this broader view of learning and the ways in
which emotions impact on learning, we turn next to another major psychological
perspective, humanism.

Humanism

Humanistic approaches to education emerged in the 1960s and emphasize the
importance of considering the whole person (holistic learning), the uniqueness of
the individual, and the essential role of feelings and emotions in learning. As Mark
Fletcher (2001) explains, learning involves ‘body, mind, emotions and spirit’ (p. 1),
and we need to consider all of these if we are to understand and maximize learning.
Among the psychologists who pioneered the principles of humanism are Abraham
Maslow and Carl Rogers.

Maslow was interested in education as personal fulfilment. He identified what
he termed a hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1968, 1970). An individual’s more
basic needs, such as food, water, and warmth, are at the bottom of the hierarchy,
followed by needs for safety, for interpersonal closeness, and for self-esteem. If
these basic needs are satisfied, a person can fulfil needs further up the hierarchy:
cognitive needs, aesthetic needs, and, finally, a need for self-actualization,
where a person is completely fulfilled. (See Figure 1.1.) Maslow maintained that
individuals will have difficulty meeting the higher-order needs if those lower in
the hierarchy are not met. He believed that one of the main purposes of education
is to enable learners to develop as individuals and to achieve self-actualization.
Maslow’s theories point to the importance of introducing classroom activities
that help learners to realize their full potential. Teachers need to provide a secure
environment which fosters a sense of belonging, where individuality is respected,
where self-esteem can develop, and where learners are constantly challenged to
fulfil their potential.
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Self-actualization
needs
Personal fulfilment

Self-esteem needs
Achievement, recognition

Interpersonal needs
Family, love, affection, close personal relationships

Security needs
Law, order, protection, safety

Basic biological needs
Food, warmth, shelter, rest

Figure 1.1 Maslow's hierarchy of needs (adapted from Maslow, | 987)

A basic assumption of humanism is that people have free will and act intentionally
rather than their behaviour being determined by others. The concept of personal
agency is important here. Agency, as we discuss in more detail in Chapter 7, is
concerned with the individual’s will and ability to take action to achieve goals.
Linked to this notion is the belief that the aim of education is to develop
autonomous learners capable of learning independently. As Rogers (1969) explains,
learners need to initiate their own actions and learning must be personally relevant.
Maslow (1954) argues that personal growth and fulfilment is a fundamental, innate
human motive as we seek to achieve self-actualization and realize our full potential.

Central to a humanistic approach to learning is the notion that individuals are
unique and learning should be as personalized as possible. Hamachek (1987)
argues that every learning experience should help learners to develop a sense of
their own identity and to achieve their personal goals. Thus, teachers should seek
to understand their learners as unique individuals. This line of thinking was further
developed in learner-centred approaches to language teaching, which place learners
and their individuality at the centre of teaching decisions and curriculum design
(see Nunan, 1988).

A humanistic approach has particular relevance for language education, where
learning outcomes and success vary so much between individual learners. One

of the great pioneers of a humanistic approach in the field of foreign language
education, Earl Stevick, posed a riddle back in the 1970s (Underhill, 2013).

He asked why it is that two completely different teaching methods, based on
different theoretical frameworks about how languages are best learned, can lead

to the same results through two different teachers. Teacher A, using Method A,
can get comparable degtees of success to Teacher B, who may be working with a
completely different method. This is because—as Stevick suggested and increasing
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numbers of scholars have come to recognize in recent years—there is ‘no one best
method’ (Kumaravadivelu, 2006). In fact, what really makes the difference in the
success of these different teaching approaches is most likely the result of what is
going on inside the learners—their psychology—as well as between the learners
and the teacher in terms of the interpersonal relationships in a particular classroom
setting. As Stevick (1980) so aptly expressed it, ‘success depends less on materials,
techniques, and linguistic analyses, and more on what goes on inside and between
people in the classroom’ (p. 44). It is these inter- and intrapersonal processes that
are regarded as crucial to success within a humanistic perspective.

Advocates of a humanistic approach to language education, such as Earl Stevick,
Mario Rinvolucri, and Jane Arnold, have sought to find ways of taking account

of learners’ emotions and feelings in their learning. However, while Arnold and
Brown (1999) emphasize the importance of considering emotions, they also stress
that ‘the affective side of learning is not in opposition to the cognitive one’ (p. 1),
and argue the case for uniting cognitive and affective domains in order to educate
the whole person. A humanistic teacher might well start a class with an activity
involving interacting, focusing on a partner, imagining what a partner feels, closing
eyes and visualizing, exploring feelings, or building self-esteem. Interestingly, these
humanistic principles resonate with many current concerns and several chapters
of this book. In particular, Chapter 6 considers the important role of the emotions
in learning.

Sociocultural perspectives

So far, we have looked at behaviourist views of learning—which see learning

as occurring when an individual is conditioned, or shaped, to perform certain
behaviours that are determined by others; cognitive approaches—which focus on
the central role of the individual mind in learning; and humanistic perspectives—
which acknowledge the importance of an individual’s emotions and the holistic
nature of learning. Although these represent radically different views of the human
learning experience, one feature they share is that they all regard the individual as
the principal unit of analysis. In contrast, sociocultural perspectives do not separate
individuals from the context in which they are learning. A sociocultural view of
human learning sees learning as essentially a social process, where the social world
that the individual inhabits has an important impact on the development of that
individual, while, in turn, the individual—through participation—is constantly
influencing the social context.
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Activity 1.2

Learners in a social world

Throughout this book we use the term ‘language learner’, often implying that there is
such a thing as a typical language learner. However, people can learn languages for very
different reasons, in very different circumstances, and in very different ways.

| Read about the three language learners below.
Learner |
A teenager is learning a language for the very simple reason that she has to. Everybody
in full-time education in her country has to study this particular language. Therefore,
every Tuesday and Thursday she attends a language class, as she has done for several
years and will continue to do for at least another two years.

Learner 2

A recently divorced man in his late forties has moved to a new town where he hardly
knows anybody. He has started to learn Chinese in the evenings, partly as a way to
meet new people and partly because he is planning to treat himself to a big trip to
China as a fiftieth birthday present. He enjoys the classes as he has a lot in common
with some of the other students, who are mostly the same age as he is and share
similar social backgrounds.

Learner 3

A recent immigrant in her late twenties is struggling with the language in her new
home country, and she is especially worried about the consequences of this for her
two young children. She has two part-time jobs and is required by the state to attend
some free language classes held at weekends at her local community centre, She was
hoping that the language classes might also help her malke friends, but many other
students are in a similar situation to herself and find it difficult to attend regulariy.

2 Think about how the factors in these learners’ personal backgrounds and learning
environments may affect their goals, aspirations, and approaches to language learning.

3 Imagine you were teaching these individuals. In each case, what kind of measures could
you take in order to create a classroom environment that would help the learner to
set positive goals and aspirations, and facilitate that individual's learning of the language!

Countless personal and contextual factors can affect learning, and it is also
impossible to predict the impact of any single factor. (Note the contrast between
this view of learning and the controlled ‘scientific’ experiments described in

the section on positivist thinking.) It is important to stress, however, that the
relationship between the individual and the context is not unidirectional: as well
as being shaped by the learning context, learners shape that context through
their own participation in its events. For example, the efforts made by individual
learners can affect the enthusiasm of their peers and of the teacher, which, in
turn, influences the future commitment of those individual learners. Any context
is continually shaped by interactions between individuals and the context, and

a sociocultural perspective places these interactions at the centre of the learning
experience. Fundamentally, all learning is embedded in social events and occurs as
individuals interact with people and objects in their environment.
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Current views of sociocultural theory draw mainly on the work of the Russian
psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978). They have been brought to the field of second
language acquisition by a number of different writers, such as Donato (1994),
Lantolf (2000), and Lantolf and Poehner (2008), giving us potentially new ways
of looking at the language learning process. As Vygotsky developed his ideas in the
1920s and 1930s, in the aftermath of the Russian revolution, the publication of
his work was suppressed by the authorities, who favoured a behaviourist approach
to learning. It was not until the first translations of the writings of this remarkable
psychologist became available in the1960s that the Western world was able to
appreciate the contribution they made to our understandings of how people

learn. From a sociocultural viewpoint, learning anything, including a language,
occurs through social interaction between two or more participants. A child or
unskilled person carries out an activity, often under the guidance of someone more
skilled, and they engage in collaborative talk until the learner can carry out the
activity without assistance. This supportive talk with teachers or peers, along with
accompanying actions, is known as scaffolding, and it provides a support structure
that helps the learner acquire new knowledge or skills.

Sociocultural theory provides helpful insights into the development of people’s
cognitive abilities and higher-order thinking skills. Cognitive functions are first
developed socially through conversation and later become internalized and taken
over by individuals into their own consciousness. As Mitchell and Myles (1998)
explain, learning is first social and then becomes individual. Learning takes place
in the area of knowledge or skill which is just above the learner’s present level

of ability, where that individual can function with the help of scaffolding. The
distance between the present level of ability and a higher potential level that can be
achieved with scaffolding is known as the zone of proximal development (ZPD).

Another important aspect of Vygotsky’s work is the concept of tools. As Lantolf
(1994) explains, we use physical tools to organize and alter the world; these
include hammers, diggers, axes, ploughs, oars, calculators, and computers. In

the same way, humans use tools to organize and control mental processes, such

as memory, learning, solving problems, or making decisions. These are known

as symbolic tools. As an example, if we go to a supermarket to buy a number

of different things, we need to remember what to buy. We could rehearse the
items by reciting them repeatedly, or we could write the items in a list. Both are
ways of using language as a tool to help our memory to function adequately.
Language is a powerful symbolic tool; other examples are diagrams, mind maps,
plans, mnemonic devices, maps, mathematical formulae, and notes. In learning a
language, examples would be using a vocabulary notebook to organize new words,
using mnemonics to remember words, and using mind maps to organize thoughts.

Children frequently verbalize their thoughts; they use this private speech to talk
to themselves rather than to anyone else. They do this, for instance, when playing,
painting a picture, putting things away, or solving a puzzle. Mitchell and Myles
(1998) explain that, if viewed from a sociocultural perspective, this private speech
is seen as evidence of children’s developing ability to regulate their own behaviour.
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This then becomes inner speech, which is when language is used to regulate

inner thoughts without any external articulation. An autonomous individual has
developed inner speech as a tool of thought. However, when tackling a new task,
even skilled adults may use private talk to regulate their actions (Mitchell & Myles,
1998). Lantolf (2000) explains how, when learning to construct a wooden puzzle,
young children first do so under the supervision of a parent. Gradually, they take
control, as they begin to use the language that was used by the parent to regulate
their own activity and instruct themselves in selecting the right piece and placing it
in the puzzle.

Sociocultural perspectives have valuable messages for language teachers. Firstly,
they point to the importance of scaffolding in the learning process; the teacher
needs to play a part in helping the learner to move to the next level of ability.
Second, they highlight the significance of learners talking to each other as they
complete tasks, as this talk scaffolds the learning process. Communication is
essential for learners to construct knowledge together, whether this is knowledge
of grammar or knowledge of how the language is used. Learners therefore need to
be able to talk about what they are doing to construct knowledge jointly before it
becomes individual. They also need to discuss how they are learning so they can
move towards regulating their learning. Finally, sociocultural theory highlights the
influence of the context in the learning process and the importance of teachers
understanding their learners’ contexts and backgrounds in order to provide

a classroom environment where interactions can take place and learners feel
supported and valued.

Ecological and complexity perspectives

In more recent years, some strands of psychology have developed sociocultural
thinking one step further into what are known as ecological perspectives on
psychology or simply ecological psychology, as represented by the work of
scholars such as James J. Gibson. Gibson (1979) stressed that individuals must be
understood within the contexts of the environmental systems in which they live,
work, and learn, such as the home, the school, the office, or a specific country. He
argued that you cannot properly understand people and their psychology without
also understanding the contexts within which they find themselves. (See Chapter
2.) Researchers using an ecological approach therefore look at people in real-world
contexts to capture the complexity of their interactions with their settings. This

is in contrast to the laboratory or experimental studies typical in behaviourist
approaches, which sought to limit and reduce complexity for research purposes.

A particular concept that Gibson developed, and which has played a key role in
understandings of education, is that of affordances. By this, he means that an
object, such as a ruler, affords different opportunities to different people to do
different things with it, and so its use depends on the individual’s perception of the
object. So, for example, one learner may use the ruler to underline an important
passage in a book, whereas another may use it to cut paper in half, and another
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still may use it to squash a fly. All these ‘action possibilities’, or affordances, are
inherent in the ruler, but the actual action it ‘affords’ emerges only from the
interaction between the learner and the object. Thus, it is through each person’s
relationship to and interaction with an object that its purpose is determined. For
language education, this suggests the importance of making learners aware of the
latent potential that exists in tools, materials, and resources for learning (van Lier,
2004), but also the importance of understanding learners’ own perceptions of
and relationships with the objects and contexts of language learning and use. Let
us think, for instance, of students learning Spanish as a foreign language. On the
web, there are plenty of current TV news broadcasts from Spain. One learner may
choose to watch these for the rich, idiomatic language they provide; another may
watch them to attend to the pronunciation of the presenter; another may wish

to learn about local Spanish culture; and yet another may simply be interested in
watching the news for the news stories and overall listening practice.

A key scholar who brought discussions of ecological perspectives to foreign language
learning is Leo van Lier (2004). He explains that ‘the learner is immersed in an
environment full of potential meanings. These meanings become available gradually
as the learner acts and interacts within and with this environment’ (van Lier, 2008,
p. 246). He makes the point that the learners’ interactions with and perceptions of
their contexts are already, in fact, learning in action. He explains that we need to be
looking at ‘the active learner in her environment, not at the contents of her brain’
(van Lier, 2008, pp. 246~7). He sces such a perspective as a way of thinking that
ensures we keep in mind the interconnections between learners, their perceptions,
actions, and contexts. This line of thinking is central to our approach in this book.
Thus, when we discuss learners’ psychology, we always try to consider how it varies
according to individuals and their unique relationships to different contexts.

Such holistic views of learners situated within ecological systems link to another
closely related development in psychology and other areas of the social sciences and
education known as systems thinking or complexity perspectives. Basically, these
perspectives suggest that we take a holistic view of whole systems and argue that ‘the
whole is more than the sum of its parts’. This means that you cannot meaningfully
understand one part of a system without understanding the relationship of all the
parts of the system together. A system could be, for example, a learner, a teacher,

a classroom, a school, or even a national curriculum. Characteristically, a system

is composed of multiple components and the context is usually an integral part

of the system, rather than an element external to the system affecting it from the
outside (Dérnyei & Ushioda, 2011). The focus in complexity perspectives is on
the interconnectedness of all aspects of a system and the ways in which a system is
dynamic and thus constantly undergoing changes both big and small.

In respect to foreign language learning, Diane Larsen-Freeman has been central

in encouraging professionals in the field to think of various aspects of language
learning, such as learners, classrooms, and indeed the language itself, as complex
dynamic systems (Larsen-Freeman, 2012; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008). She
has emphasized that such a view is vitally important in engaging with the real-world
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complexity that teachers face in their daily lives in actual classrooms. In this way,
complexity perspectives can be seen as paying attention to and engaging more deeply
with reality, and recognizing the ‘messiness’ of real classrooms, learners, and teachers.

At present, work from complexity perspectives in language learning is in its infancy
and thus implications for practice have been somewhat limited so far. However,
one of the insights provided by such a view is that there can be no recipes for
pedagogy as there are no easily predictable cause-and-effect relationships between
the various aspects of classroom life and learning. According to a complexity
perspective, it is more appropriate to think in terms of contingencies—in other
words, possible outcomes—acknowledging that each system, whether a learner, a
teacher, a classroom, or a school, is unique in its complexity and that the system
itself is in a constant state of flux. Complexity perspectives imply that we need to
understand what happens in actual classrooms rather than in neat experimental
settings. Insights about real situations will then help us to make principled
decisions in ways appropriate to our unique settings, rather than relying on
uniform prescriptions which ignore the particularity of teachers, learners, and
language learning contexts. It is this recognition of diversity and the fudlity of
prescriptions and supposed easy recipes that also informs the approach we take
in this book. We hope that rather than prescribing how teachers should teach,
this book will offer useful insights about psychology that enable them to make
decisions appropriate to their own unique classroom lives.

Activity 1.3

Analyzing classroom activities

Let us now explore in more depth how some of our common classroom practices
reflect different psychological perspectives on learning and teaching. Below are some
typical examples of classroom activities carried out by different language teachers.
Whether the teachers realize it or not, their different practices will be underpinned by
their views of learning and of how best to help their students to learn.

As you read each example, make a note of the key features. Then try to identify which
psychological perspective each activity reflects.

Imagine you are the teacher of the class carrying out the activities described. Which
activities would you feel comfortable with? Are there any you would not feel comfortable
using in a classroom?! What factors would inform these feelings?

Classroom A

The teacher wants to teach the difference between 'since’ and ‘for’. She writes this
sentence on the board:

I've been here SINCE three o'clock!

She asks the class to repeat the sentence. Next, she gives the class some more prompts.
She says ‘nine o'clock this morning’ and the class completes the sentence ‘I've been here
since nine o'clock this morning’.

She then supplies the following prompts:
2012''the day before yesterday', ‘sunrise’,'my birthday','March’
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The class duly completes the sentences.
Now she writes the following sentence:
‘'ve been here FOR three hours!

She continues to give prompts until the class is repeating the structure correctly.

Classroom B

Teacher B wants to teach the order of adverbs in a sentence. He writes some sentences
on the board:

‘| went there yesterday!

‘Come here at once!

1 worked in the garden at the weekend!
‘They played in the playground this morning.

He asks the students to underline any adverbs of place (that show where) in red, and
adverbs of time (that show when) in blue. He then asks them to examine the sentences
to see if they can see any pattern or rule, before comparing what they find with a
partner. Finally, he asks individual students to tell him what they discovered and explain
their findings to the class.

Classroom C

Teacher C works in an area where there has been a recent earthquake. She draws two
concentric circles on the board.

earthquakes

She asks the students to write anything they know about earthquakes in the big circle.
They can include their feelings and experiences. She then asks the students to explain
their ‘circle maps’ to their neighbours. After they have done this, she distributes four
different recent newspaper articles—one to each student so they do not all have the
same article—and asks the students to read them individually. Next, she asks a student
with Article A to explain it to the class, and she does the same with the other three
articles. Other students are invited to comment. Finally, students complete their own
circle maps individually with other things they have learned. The teacher makes it clear
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that their circles are their own and might be different from those of other students. They
then compare with others near them; if there are differences, they explain why they
thought that piece of information was important.

Classroom D

Teacher D starts his lesson by asking the students to stand facing a partnerThey imagine
there is a mirror between them. While one student performs different movements, the
other acts as a reflection and mirrors the movements. When the teacher feels the class
has relaxed, the students are asked to explain how they felt while they were doing the
activity, and the words and phrases are collected on the board.

You have probably recognized the psychological approaches underpinning these

typical classroom activities that might be found in coursebooks.You have probably also
noticed that complexity theories are not exemplified. Such approaches are new, and
the challenge to coursebook writers and teachers is to try to incorporate them in their
design of classroom tasks.

Summary

The central premise underlying this chapter is that any teacher’s practice is
informed by personal views of teaching, learning, and people, whether these are
explicit or implicit. The activities teachers plan, their interactions with learners,
and their expectations of those learners are all influenced by their fundamental
understandings of learning and psychology. We have outlined some of the major
theories of psychology that have affected the development of foreign and second
language education. We hope these will help teachers to understand their own
approaches to teaching and consider the implications for what they do in class.
We have discussed the ways in which language education has been influenced by
behaviourism, cognitive psychology, humanism, sociocultural theory, and, more
recently, ecological and complexity perspectives. Throughout the chapter we have
highlighted some important implications for teachers arising from these different
approaches. We have stressed the importance of teachers understanding their
own theories of teaching and learning, and how these influence their classroom
practices. It is important to reiterate that rather than providing any prescriptions
about how to teach, we would like to encourage teachers to evaluate their own
theories of teaching and learning, and consider what is appropriate in their own
settings. In the rest of the book, we shall refer back to this background chapter and
explain how these psychological perspectives have influenced the different topics
we discuss.
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Questions for
reflection

| Think about your own ideas about teaching and learning a language. Do you think your
ideas are influenced by or reflect—either consciously or unconsciously—any of the
psychological perspectives discussed in this chapter?

2 Can you see any influences in your own workplace, or in an institution you are familiar
with, of behaviourism, constructivism, or humanism? Do you find these influences
positive or negative!

3 As a result of reading this chapter; are there any changes that you would ideally like to
see in your classroom, your school, or your educational system?

Suggestions for further reading

Williams, M., & Burden, R. L. (1997). Psychology for language teachers: A social
constructivist approach. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

This book provides an overview of developments in educational psychology at the
time and considers their implications for language teaching, focusing in particular
on a social constructivist approach to education. No previous knowledge of
psychology is assumed and all concepts presented are carefully explained.

Buckler, S., & Castle, P. (2014). Psychology for teachers. London: Sage.

This book offers a clear, readable account of recent developments in educational
psychology, exploring how psychological theory can support effective teaching
and learning. It has a particular focus on the developing individual, and how to
empower learners and meet their needs.

Lightbown, P. M., & Spada, N. (2013). How languages are learned, fourth edition.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Written for teachers, this book provides clear explanations of key concepts

in language acquisition research. It covers areas such as how first and second
languages are learned, different psychological perspectives on second language
learning, and areas of individual difference.
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Introduction

Groups are a key component of almost all formal learning situations and while a
well formed, functioning group can be a huge asset for learning, a dysfunctional
group can represent a serious impediment. A simple way to regard groups would
be as collections of individuals, but in this chapter, we hope to show that the
group—individual relationship is not one-way. Instead, we shall demonstrate that

it is not possible to understand individual learners without understanding the
groups to which they belong, and that the influence of the group on the individual
is as significant as the influence of the individual on the group. We will also
consider the challenge we face as teachers of attending to the unique individuals in
the class while taking into account the various group structures and dynamics that
make up that class.

Any teacher knows that no two classes are the same and that each group of
learners has its own unique group ‘personality’, which often makes it difficult to
predict how an unfamiliar class will respond to activities. We regularly experience
how a group of learners can change, not only over an extended period of time
but even from lesson to lesson. In this chapter, we seck to answer some questions
about the challenges of working with different types of groups and classes. How
do groups form within a class and how does an entire class form a group identity?
How can we harness group dynamics in ways which promote learning? What
causes groups to change and in what ways? What role does the teacher play in
the group and its dynamics? And how can we bring out the best in the classroom
groups we work with?

The chapter will begin by exploring different meanings of the term ‘group’ and we
will consider how belonging to particular types of groups can influence individuals
and their approaches to learning and teaching. For the larger part of the chapter,
we will focus on the classroom as a group and consider how individuals relate to
and function as a class, as well as the ways in which all of us are fundamentally
social beings. We will also reflect on how a class functions, the kinds of
‘personalities’ a group can develop, and what interactional strategies and power
structures may exist within our classes.
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Groups, culture, and communities

As humans, we participate in a number of different social contexts, all of which
affect how we view the world, what we consider to be ‘normal’, and what we value
and esteem. As outlined in Chapter 1, ecological and complexity perspectives

on psychology have highlighted how, as individuals, we are embedded within a

set of contextual systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Davis & Sumara, 2006) which
function at different levels, such as our national cultures, our local educational
cultures, our classroom culture, and our family cultures. (See Figure 2.1 below.)

In addition, some people move back and forth across national borders, some have
friends and/or family in different countries, and all those relationships may change
over time. Learners may also transfer from one school to another, or between
classes within a school. Our membership of groups and communities is not static,
and the many different contexts—past and present—to which we are connected
have a considerable influence on us as individuals. People reflect on and interpret
their experiences with different groups and cultures in unique ways to form

their own ‘personal cultures’ (Holliday, 1994). In other words, although we may
be members of the same group as others, we are likely to form our own unique
connection to that group through the way we interpret ourselves in relation to it.
This reminds us that we must be cautious with regard to generalizing about groups
and individuals, given the very personal nature of an individual’s connection to any
particular group.

To consider the effects of these different layers of cultures and groups, we will
start by working our way through the levels of nested systems in the diagram
presented below:

~ learner

Figure 2.1 Nested systems (adapted from Davis & Sumara, 2006)
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For many people, one of the macro-levels of cultural afhiliation is related to national
culture. Clearly, this is not true for everyone; for some, other broader cultural
groups—such as ethnic or religious groups—may be more significant. However,

for the purposes of illustration, we will look here at the example of national culture.
Looking at national cultures reveals an important point about all cultures and groups:
they are not monolithic entities. For example, each individual national culture varies
in terms of social class, gender, ethnicity, and also often across regions and generations.
A young, urban, working-class male will, for instance, be different culturally from an
elderly, rural, upper-class female, even though they are members of the same national
group. A further consideration is that many people have cultural affiliations with more
than one national culture; a person may have parents from different countries and
grow up with strong links to both of those countries. It is important to understand
cultural and national ties, but not to oversimplify them, especially when we take
increasing levels of population mobility into account.

A frequently cited distinction is made between cultures which are described as
being collectivist (for example, many East Asian cultures such as Japan and
China) and those termed individualist (for example, Western Europe and the
USA), although naturally these positions are not absolute and individuals within
these cultures can vary in their orientations (Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai,
& Lucca, 1988). Generally, individualist cultures are believed to stress individual
goals and independence, which promote a sense of competition and focus on the
individual self. In contrast, collectivist cultures are thought to emphasize group
goals and values, thereby promoting a culture of cooperation and putting the
community above the individual. In the classroom context, such culturally based
orientations can influence the way we teach, the way learners behave, and what the
expected norms of behaviour might be for both teachers and learners.

As teachers, it is helpful to understand learners’ cultural values to ensure a
sensitive and empathetic approach to working within a certain cultural group and
environment. Language teachers often come into contact with a range of cultural
values; indeed, for many this is one of the great joys of the profession. However,

it is also important for teachers to be able to recognize their own cultural lens
through which they view their learners and language teaching. This lens affects

the way we see teaching and what we expect of learners. It means we may be
‘culturally biased’, making judgements and assumptions based on our own cultural
frames of reference and believing that our view is ‘normal’. Instead, we need to be
consciously sensitive to the values and cultural norms of the setting we are teaching
in and the diverse individuals we are working with. Ideally, we would seek to work
respectfully with this diversity in mind, cautious not to assume the primacy of our
own cultural frameworks. A useful strategy to sensitize us to possible differences in
understandings of learning and teaching can be to try to learn about the various
cultural groups our students are from and seek to understand why they may
approach learning in a certain way or hold certain beliefs. Within a group, we may
also create the opportunity for dialogue between students about their own cultural
perspectives in order to ensure group cohesiveness, a collective group identity, and
an atmosphere of mutual respect, tolerance, and understanding.
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Activity 2.1

Considering different cultural backgrounds

Imagine you are teaching a class of students from a range of cultural backgrounds. While
teaching the class, you notice that there are frictions in the class which may stem from
cuhtural differences. How would you deal with the following situations?

I Some students in the class appear to resent one particular student who regularly
interrupts you and asks a lot of questions.

2 One student in the class has a bad cold but does not blow his nose. His continued
sniffling noises are annoying some other students in the class.

3 A group of students complain to you that they do not like participating in group-work
or discussions with a particular student as they feel she is too quick to agree with
everybody, thereby leaving no room for debate or language practice.

4 A student comes up to you after class to tell you that he finds the class a little
intimidating because some of the students appear to be angry or quarrelling a lot of
the time.

5 You are finding it very difficult to get males and females to work together. Single-sex
groupings work well in the class, but there is strong resistance when you try to mix
sexes for an activity.

All of the situations outlined in Activity 2.1 demand an awareness of and
sensitivity to the cultural backgrounds and individuality of the learners in the
class. However, sensitivity and awareness need to be reinforced by action, and
teachers need to be aware of their role in establishing group norms within classes.
At times, teachers play a dual role of both outsider and leader to the groups within
their classes. The challenge is to manage these two roles. On the one hand, we
must be able to step back and allow learners a sense of ownership of their own
group norms. Yet on the other, we need to judge when the time is right to step

in and demonstrate effective leadership, making those norms explicit and thus
avoiding the risk of damaging misunderstandings potentially arising from cultural
differences.

As can be seen in Figure 2.1, cultures function not only at the macro-level but
also at a micro-level. Individual institutions or schools have their own ‘culture’
concerning norms of behaviour and patterns of interaction, and, again, these shape
what we do, as well as the constraints—real or perceived—on how we approach
our teaching. For example, in some secondary schools, pupils are expected to
stand up when the teacher enters the room; not to do so would be considered
impolite and could be interpreted by the teacher as an act of defiance or rudeness
on the part of the pupil. Yet, in other settings, the same act of standing up when
a teacher enters the room would be frowned upon, perhaps seen as a display of
submissiveness in a perceived teacher—pupil hierarchy, which in a strongly defined
egalitarian, open school setting would be viewed as inappropriate.

Also at a more micro-level, as teachers and learners, we are embedded in our own
personal and family cultures, which, in turn, have their own values and norms.
This means that all individuals have their unique, personal set of cultures that they
bring with them to the classroom (see Holliday, 1994). The complexity of this web
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of interacting, multifaceted individual cultures for each individual student and
teacher in any one situation illustrates the impossibility of generalizing about the
cultural characteristics of settings and learners. Instead, teachers need to be flexible
and responsive in making pedagogical decisions that are appropriate for their
particular context.

All of the above suggests that it is important to develop good interpersonal
and social skills as a teacher. Two skill areas are of particular relevance: social
and emotional competence. (See Chapter 5.) These skills are concerned with
the qualities of empathy, cooperation, social awareness, and relationships.
They highlight the importance of having an open mind to diversity, seeking to
understand others, and finding ways to cooperate with tolerance, respect, and
sensitivity. Indeed, many of the qualities needed for working in multicultural
environments can be supported with strong social skills and these are also skills
worth promoting in our learners as multicultural communicators as well as in
ourselves as teachers.

Activity 2.2

Exploring the cultures of different groups

Make a list of some of the different groups or cultures that you belong to. Next to each,
make a note of how you would describe yourself and your behaviour within that group.

Are there differences in how you see yourself and how others see you in the different
groups!

Are there ‘typical’ patterns of behaviour and to what extent do they fit for you?

A final note to this section is a caution about not unduly emphasizing differences
between individuals based on cultural backgrounds. It is true that we often find -
ourselves working in groups where each student brings a host of personal, social,
and cultural influences to class and which result in a diverse mix of learners.
However, it is important to remember that students are similar in many ways too,
and that we can also focus on these similarities in our teaching and interactional
approaches. We all wish to be respected, accepted, and given the chance to grow,
develop, and learn. Indeed, these are core principles in positive group dynamics,
and we will explore them further throughout this chapter.

The language classroom as a community and
physical space

Nested within the other systems outlined above are the actual classrooms we work
in, and these are the focus of the remainder of this chapter. Within a classroom
collective, we may also create smaller groups and use pair- or group-work. Many
of the issues relating to class-level group dynamics apply equally to different-sized
groups within a class. (We discuss cooperative working structures, addressing this
level of group, more explicitly later in the chapter.)
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One way of thinking about a classroom is to consider it as a community of
practice, a conceptual frame proposed by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991).
They highlight the social nature of learning in classrooms, where learners and
teachers work together, engaging in joint activities and sharing ‘practice’ through
their relationships, with the ultimate common aim of learning together. Along
the way, the community grows together, shares language, ideas, stories, and
values, and becomes a culture of its own with particular shared ways of doing
things and being together. Fundamentally, learning conceptualized from such a
perspective is not about taking in knowledge but about taking part, engaging, and
being able to participate in the life of the classroom and its related community.
Conceiving of our classrooms as communities can be useful in transforming how
we think of teaching—not as the imparting of knowledge in a top-down fashion,
but rather as a social process which highlights the role of communication and
interaction and the nature and quality of the relationships within the community.
Thinking of our classrooms in this way challenges us as teachers to democratize
our learning environments by enabling learners to become active participants. It
also strengthens our understanding of learning as an active process of knowledge
co-construction and of the importance of dialogue. (The concept of constructing
knowledge is discussed in Chapter 1 in respect to social constructivist approaches
to psychology.) Particularly in the language classroom, communication, dialogue,
and interaction between learners play a vital role in helping those learners develop
their linguistic, social, and cognitive skills.

The physical space in which we work can also be an important factor in

promoting learning. People are known to respond to the stimulation provided

by their environment emotionally as well as cognitively. We should not therefore
underestimate the value of creating a positive emotional climate in our physical
classroom spaces. In some teaching situations, teachers are able to do this through
simple acts such as rearranging furniture, attending to light, temperature, and
noise, or decorating the walls. Teachers may go further by empowering learners to
take ownership of the space and encouraging them to bring in their own objects
and ideas, although this will naturally depend on the institutional culture and its
accepted practices and possible constraints. Nevertheless, as a general principle, we
want to do as much as possible within our contexts to provide a facilitative physical
learning environment—one that promotes well-being in the group, reduces stress,
anxiety, and negative emotions, and allows learners ‘space’ to think, engage, and
create. Ideally, the classroom should be a space which stimulates interaction,
thinking, and engagement, but in view of the continuous high-speed stimulation in
modern society, there is perhaps a need in classrooms for calm, quiet thinking space
alongside interesting, interactive wall displays (see Dornyei & Murphey, 2003).
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The individual and the group

When discussing language learners, we often focus on individuals, discussing their
profiles, styles, and personalities—sometimes as if they exist in isolation from
others. Of course, considering the unique character of each learner is an important
aspect of teaching; however, by switching our focus to the various groups to which
the individual belongs, we can also appreciate how learners are fundamentally
social and related to contexts and people. This implies that aspects of our
psychology—such as our motivation, sense of self, beliefs, agency, or goals—are
not solely our own but are co-constructed and mediated by our relationships with
others and with the groups to which we belong.

To illustrate the social nature of learning, let us consider a topic that one might,

at first sight, think of primarily or even solely in individualistic terms: learner
autonomy. Autonomy could be seen as implying independence and the focus
would thus be on individual learners, independent of others. However, people are
socially situated and are engaged in all kinds of relationships with others which can
facilitate or hinder their degrees of autonomy. Fundamentally, autonomy need not
imply working alone, although in some instances it might. Instead, more recently,
there have been developments which emphasize group goals, collaborative working
structures, and the social and interdependent character of learner autonomy (for
example, Mutray, 2014). There has been research in a wide range of educational
contexts which suggests that working cooperatively with others on a task can

help learners to retain information more casily as well as promote motivation and
positive group dynamics. Developments in technology also mean that we can be
connected with others in a range of virtual environments, and our relationships

in these contexts may also enhance autonomous learning behaviours. Indeed, the
fundamentally social nature of foreign language learning implies an emphasis on
social roles and relations with others for communication and use of the language.
Two concepts proposed by Bandura (2000) refer to our beliefs that as a group

or team we can successfully reach specific aims (‘collective efficacy’), and feel
empowered, willing, and able to work together to achieve joint goals (‘collective
agency’). These concepts help us to reconceptualize our learners, seeing them

not as isolated individuals but as connected to other people and socially situated
resources around them in their competences, achievements, beliefs, and potential.

Scholars such as David Little (1999) have highlighted how autonomy can be
fostered through interaction and language use. Through talking, interaction,

and reflection on our language learning beliefs and processes, we can gain
metacognitive knowledge—knowledge about how we learn—and are thereby
empowered to become more autonomous. Indeed, language is, at its core, a social,
communicative undertaking which necessitates interaction; it is only through
interaction that we use and learn the language. Language plays a crucial role in

all learning, as it is through dialogue with others that we socially co-construct

our understandings of the world. Autonomy is thus closely related to the kinds of
relationships we form with others, and it can develop through the use of talk as a
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way to help us think, reflect, and gain awareness of ourselves, others, and language
itself (see Littleton & Mercer, 2013).

As humans, we are fundamentally social beings and our general well-being is
enhanced by being involved in healthy social relationships. (See also the section
on positive emotions in Chapter 5.) We are known to benefit from friendships

in which we both give and receive affection and support. This sense of security
from our friendships in turn influences our ability to form other positive
relationships. An important responsibility for teachers is to help learners in their
need for relatedness. Relatedness refers to the fundamental psychological need

to feel connected to other people, and we return to this concept once again in
Chapter 6. Although human beings are said to have a basic need to belong with
others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), this does not mean that we cannot benefit
from time alone. As inherently social beings, we need connection and supportive
relationships with others, but while still feeling connected to others, we can profit
from individual time. Indeed, in the classroom, it can also be beneficial to allow
learners some thinking time, quiet periods, and the chance to work on their own
occasionally. On the whole, we want to make learners feel included, welcomed,
able to identify with the group, and related to others in it, thereby enabling a sense
of belonging to the group. However, as teachers, we have no doubt witnessed how
this is easier for some learners than others. In particular, highly anxious, shy, or
introverted learners may be more reluctant to get deeply involved in a classroom
community. While respecting some learners’ possible needs for space and
individuality, there are still ways for everyone to feel connected to the group and to
maintain relationships to and within it.

As teachers, our relationships to the learners are perhaps the most central set

of relationships, which strongly define the overall classroom dynamics, and we
need to ensure an empathetic climate in which learners feel safe and esteemed as
individuals. We can support our learners relationships with us as teachers through
many of the social skills outlined earlier, such as attentiveness in terms of smiling,
genuinely listening, respecting their opinions, and integrating their input into
decision-making processes. Such positive teacher-learner relationships impact not
only on learners as individuals but also on us as teachers and, ultimately, on the
class as a whole. We should also remember our needs for a supportive network

of positive relationships as teachers. Nurturing our relationships with peers and
colleagues, taking time, and making an effort to promote a positive set of working
relationships based on respect, trust, and open communication are as important in
staff rooms as they are in the classroom.

To conclude, there are many ways in which we can shift our attention from
thinking of learners as isolated individuals to understanding them as social beings.
In this book, we discuss different aspects of psychology, and while we often refer
to individuals, we would like to see these different areas and individuals through
a more social lens. It is for this reason that we have chosen to begin the book with
this chapter on groups and thereby set the scene for all the remaining chapters.
Consider, for example, learner motivation, which is the focus of Chapter 6. We
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can usefully think about the ways in which different levels of cultures can affect
the development of a learner’s motivation—by examining the motivational impact
of interactions in various contexts, for example. However, we can also expand our
understandings of motivation beyond the individual by recognizing collective

and group motivation and the ways in which groups can enhance or restrict

an individual’s motivation. Further, we can reflect on how a class as a whole is
motivated to learn a language and cooperate with each other. A defining factor in
social and group motivation stems from the nature of group dynamics, which is
what we will turn our attention to next.

Group dynamics

Group dynamics in the language classroom refer to the processes, relationships,
and interactions between the learners as well as with the teacher. The importance
of positive group dynamics is widely recognized by teachers, who know that the
personality of the class and the classroom atmosphere are essential for successful
teaching (see Dérnyei & Murphey, 2003). Students in EFL classes often work in
groups or pairs, and fostering a positive atmosphere when working in such groups
is essential. Activity 2.3 illustrates this further.

Activity 2.3

Fostering positive group dynamics

Remind your students that—-given that communication is a key dimension of language
learning-—they often work in pairs or groups in their language classes. For homeworlk, ask
them to note down some short responses to the following questions anonymously.

| What are the benefits of working with other people when you learn a language?
2 What things are you afraid of when you work in a group?

3 How should we work together when we are in a group!

4 How do you want other people to treat you when working in a group?

Collect these in at the start of the next session, mix them up, and redistribute them to
the class. Ask students to reflect on the different responses they read. Put them in small
groups and ask them to summarize the different responses to each question-—including
what they wrote themselves—and write them on a big sheet of paper. They can use
mind maps, different colours, and add drawings if they wish. Each group’s poster can be
displayed in the classroom in order to help students reflect on group behaviours the next
time they work together.

Read the papers yourself and reflect on your learners’ views about working with others.
What have you learned after listening to their views? Were there any surprises! How can
you incorporate explicit discussion of group dynamics and the benefits of group-work
into your teaching? (Based on an idea in Murphey, Falout, Fukuda, & Fukada, 2014, in
which they discuss learners' perceptions about ideal classmates to work with.)
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Within a classroom group, each member has a role in defining and making up the
group; at the same time, everybody is influenced by being part of the group. It
means that everyone in the class is interdependent and we cannot understand the
personality of the whole group by just looking at its individuals. The implication
of this is that we need to attend to the quality of the relationships between
everyone in the class—teachers and learners. Ideally, we want to attain a sense of
community, harmony, and a positive set of relationships amongst the learners,

in which they respect and accept each other. Essentially, group dynamics depend
on individual learners, their relationships and forms of interaction, the social
structure of the group, and many other contextual factors as well as, crucially,

the role of the teacher. We will now consider group dynamics from all of these
petspectives by reflecting on how groups form and become cohesive, how we can
ensure positive group dynamics, and what we know about roles of leadership and
power in the language classroom. Empathy—the ability to understand the world
from the perspective of others and put yourself in their shoes—is an essential skill
for building the positive relationships that contribute to positive group dynamics.
In communicative foreign language classrooms, there are many opportunities to
enhance and promote empathy, while simultaneously practising students’ language
skills. (See Hadfield, 1992, for practical classroom activities.) As teachers, it is vital
that we empathize with our students, remembering what it was like to be learning
a foreign language and, in some contexts, what it means to be a teenager. One very
helpful strategy can be to begin learning a new foreign language again to remind
ourselves of how it feels to be limited in linguistic expression and self-presentation.

Activity 2.4

Developing empathy

For this reflective task, find a colleague with whom to meet and share experiences of
being a learner. Try to empathize as much as possible both with your former self and with
your partner’s stories and experiences. Remember that an essential element of empathy
is actively listening to the other person. This means listening carefully and consciously

to the meaning and message of what your partner is saying. These exercises can help
sensitize us to what foreign language learners are going through and also to what it
means to be empathetic as a teacher: Tell your partner about:

e atime when you learned something completely new, with no previous knowledge or
skills in that area. It could be a foreign language or some other skill. What happened?
How did you feel? How did you behave and why? How did others react towards you
and how did you respond to this?

¢ an experience from your time at school as a pupil when something positive happened
to make you feel proud, happy, or loved. What happened! How were you treated by
others, and what were your expectations, feelings, and thoughts? Why do you feel you
have remembered this incident and what was important about it for you as a learner
at that time?

¢ ateacher, colleague, or friend whom you admire and consider as being or having been
particularly empathetic. How does/did this person show empathy? How does/did talking
with the person make you feel? What specific empathetic skills and behaviours could you
emulate! How do you think that individual was feeling during particular incidents?
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Group formation processes

As teachers, we recognize how our classes develop and change over time. While
this is due in part to changes in the individuals themselves, it is also, to a large
extent, due to the maturing of the group as a whole and the establishing of a
group identity and culture. Groups never stop evolving and adapting to contextual
factors and developments. Traditionally, groups are thought to go through five
recognizable stages of development. Tuckman (1965) named these forming),
‘storming’, ‘norming’, ‘performing’, and ‘adjourning’, which are all believed to be
normal parts of group formation processes necessary for the group to function
effectively. Dérnyei and Murphey (2003) explain that, for teachers, it can be quite
comforting to know and recognize these stages within a group, firstly, in order to
enhance the group development processes and allow the group to form as it needs
to, and secondly, to anticipate future developments. Not all groups go through

all stages to the same extent or for the same length of time, and some may return
to earlier stages. Our discussion here is useful for understanding the nature of
group development, but this should not be interpreted as a rigid, fixed sequence of
events; issues in a group concerning relationships and trust, as well as modes and
forms of communication, are constantly in flux. However, these sequential patterns
of group formation are sufficiently recognized that they help us to understand
some of the issues and processes at play as our classes form into effective, positive
classroom communities.

Activity 2.5

Fostering positive group dynamics

Which of the following activities would you choose to use with a new group of students
that you will be working with for a length of time in order to foster positive group
dynamics? What would be your reasoning for and against any of these activities!

| giving a test to establish any gaps in knowledge at the outset

2 asking students to work in pairs to interview each other and then introduce their
partner to the whole class

3 working together on a learning contract consisting of rules for the whole class

singing a song about friendship

5 using the activity find someone who ..." with questions such as ‘Find someone who
was born in Brazil', in which students have to mingle and complete questionnaires

6 asking students to work on a ‘'spot the difference’ picture description activity in pairs.

N

What activities have you used successfully with a new class? What was the rationale in
terms of group dynamics of using or not using various activities?

The first stage, ‘forming’, takes place when a group forms and begins to become

a recognizable group. Most teachers are aware of how anxiety-inducing it can

be for learners in a new class and how important it is to start by creating group
bonds, positive interpersonal relationships, and alleviating learner fears. To this
end, first sessions with learners are important in establishing a positive atmosphere,
showing them there is nothing to be afraid of, establishing ground rules, and
generally setting the tone for the coming months of working and learning together.
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For these reasons, many teachers begin courses with various forms of icebreaker
activities designed to promote positive group dynamics and familiarity amongst
members. As the group is forming, it is usual to avoid controversial issues, conflict,
and situations that might feel threatening for any of the group members. This
means teachers have a vital role to play at the outset in directing and guiding
group processes and establishing a positive group climate. Given the importance
of establishing positive group dynamics, it is well worth teachers investing time
and energy at the beginning in tasks designed to promote constructive, open
communication and allow a climate of interpersonal trust to develop.

Gradually, however, the relative harmony established at the outset will naturally
give way to the ‘storming’ stage, in which people feel more familiar and confident
to start disagreeing more openly, and in which competition amongst members
for their position within the group takes place. It is also normal for the group to
establish some independence from the teacher and, indeed, possibly challenge the
teacher’s authority. Teachers can view such developments as a sign of progress and
accept them as a stage in a process that the group will ultimately be stronger for
having gone through (Dornyei & Murphey, 2003).

The ‘norming’ stage occurs when things settle and a degree of cohesion in the
group emerges based on shared goals and norms. There is a sense of openness in
the way the members of the group react towards each other, but this goes with an
established set of norms and interactional patterns. Many groups may continue to
function at this level; however, others may reach the ‘performing’ stage, in which
the group is highly motivated, cohesive, and interdependent, and in which the
teacher is able to step back and take more of a facilitatory role. The final stage

of ‘adjourning’ concerns the stage when a group comes to an end and separates.
Researchers in the area of group dynamics explain how the dissolution of a group
can be linked to anxiety for some and that it is important for people to have the
chance for closure in order to proceed to the next stage of their lives. People need
to leave groups with a favourable memory of that group, yet ready to let go, move
on, and positively interpret their time and achievements in and with the group

(Dérnyei & Murphey, 2003).

Leadership and group roles

As we touched upon eatlier in the chapter, teachers have to adopt a variety of
roles in their interactions with learners, and these roles depend very much on the
task at hand and the current stage of group development. Sometimes we need to
be in the role of the controller or director and at other times we need to become
a facilitator or participant. However, a role we never relinquish is that of group
leader, and one of our principal responsibilities remains to manage and develop the
groups of learners we work with (Harmer, 2011). As teachers, we will typically be
the central focus in our classrooms and the one most likely to affect the classroom
atmosphere and group dynamics. We do this both directly and indirectly, through
our behaviour and our attitudes to the group, to individuals, to the subject, and
to tasks themselves. Thus, there is a widely recognized acceptance that teachers
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are the leaders in the classroom and, indeed, in many cultures and settings there
is an expectation that they will behave accordingly. Our leadership role in the
classroom means we have certain functions to fulfil, such as promoting positive
group dynamics, establishing an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect, ensuring
the group functions and achieves its goals, and keeping the group productive and
on task.

There are three principal styles of leadership that were identified by Kurt Lewin
and his colleagues and which are still referred to in many leadership studies today
(Lewin, Lippitt, & White, 1939). These are autocratic, democratic and laissez-faire
leadership styles. Autocratic or authoritarian leaders make the majority of the
decisions, dictating rules and group norms with little or no discussion or input
from members of the group. An exaggerated form of this would be a dictatorial
and controlling style, removing freedom and choice from other group members.

In contrast, democratic leaders encourage the group to take responsibility and
contribute to group decisions and goal setting collectively. The third style is that

of laissez-faire leaders, who typically do not exercise their authority and offer no
guidance or support at all to the group, its development, or its decision-making
processes. Unlike the laissez-faire leader, a democratic leader does exert some degree
of authority, but this is done through democratic processes in a way which balances
the need for structures and the need for other people’s freedom and agency.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the teacher leadership style generally believed to be the
most effective is the democratic style, which ensures that the class has direction
and structure but that learners feel cmpowered, respected, and involved in the
development of the class and its contents. An excessively laissez-faire style can be
problematic in the classroom as learners may lack suthcient support, structure,
and direction to guide their learning processes and in-class behaviours. In contrast,
an overly autocratic style cripples learner engagement, creativity, and investment,
and tends to foster an unproductive, aggressive, competitive working climate.
More democratic teachers are able to embrace their responsibility as a teacher
and adopt the role of facilitator in order to promote learner autonomy and
enhance the cooperative learning potential of their classrooms. This delegating
and democratizing of power to the group is not without its challenges for the
teacher, who has to remain attentive to needs and changes in the group which
may necessitate a switch in role and more directed leadership at certain points.
Essentially, democratic teachers never completely renounce their power in the
classroom, but use it judiciously for the benefit of the entire group. The extent to
which a democratic leadership style may or may not be expected from a teacher
can depend on the local contexts and cultures; while teachers may strive for such a
democratized power structure in their classrooms, developments in that direction
may need to be introduced more gently, as a step-by-step process, depending on
the specific expectations and constraints of particular contexts (see Dornyei &

Murphey, 2003).

In addition, teachers may have an overall leadership style tendency, but they will
also need to be flexible in responding to group needs. In relation to the group
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formation processes outlined earlier in this chapter, researchers have found that
certain leadership styles are conducive to group development at certain stages.

For example, at the outset with a group, the teacher will need to be the one who
sets the tone, boundaries, and some of the rules, and during the ‘storming’ stages,
the teacher will need to retain some degree of control, while, at the same time,
allowing the group to find its own identity, structure, and boundaries. Generally,
as the group develops, the leader should be able to take on a less prominent role in
managing the group. This does not mean withdrawing and taking on a laissez-faire
approach; rather, it means that the teacher, as leader, needs to continue to monitor
and promote positive group dynamics and cohesion, but allow the group to grow

and gain independence (see Dornyei & Murphey, 2003).

Finally, not only teachers take on leadership roles; learners can also adopt these
and other roles within the group. Roles are usually thought of cither as emerging
naturally from the interactional patterns in the group—informal roles—or as
being assigned by the teacher or through a vote—formal roles. Learners need to be
encouraged to explore different roles, but a successfully functioning group benefits
from everyone having a role—formal or informal—within the group structure.
Leaders within the student body will either emerge spontaneously or be assigned
that position by others. Care must be taken that learners do not informally take
on undesired roles within the group, such as the role of scapegoat or outsider
(Dérnyei & Murphey, 2003). A particular challenge for language teachers is

that there may be certain learners in a class who, by virtue of their language
proficiency, are assigned leadership roles but who, in other domains where foreign
language proficiency is not an obvious asset, may be unfamiliar with the role of
leader. In such cases, there may be reluctance on the part of the student to accept
the leadership role, or on the part of others to acknowledge this individual in

an unfamiliar social role. Language learners bring other aspects of their social
identities into the language classroom and, as language teachers, we need to
recognize these multiple identities and how they may affect group positioning.
We need to be sensitive to the roles being adopted and enacted in the group,

and decide how to engage with them in ways that are constructive both for the
individuals and for the group as a whole.

A particularly important type of role in the language classroom is that of role model.
We especially want learners to be confronted with positive role models in terms

of language learners—not necessarily those who appear to have a natural ‘gift’ for
languages and succeed apparently effordessly (see the section on mindsets in Chapter
4), but rather those who have had to work purposefully to achieve their language
learning goals. A powerful form of modelling suggested by Murphey and colleagues
(for example, Murphey & Arao, 2001) is the use of near-peer role models. These are
peers who are close socially, in age, and/or in proficiency to the learners and whom
they can admire and respect but also see as representing realistic, attainable goals.
Encouraging learners to form an imagined relationship with such a role model can be
valuable for their motivation, agency, and sense of efficacy.
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Power in the classroom

An additional related issue in the classroom connected to leadership styles and
working structures concerns the distribution of power in the classroom. In this
respect, teachers may differ in their teaching styles, with some being more in need
of control and others tending to be more democratic in style. As Ehrman and
Dérnyei (1998) emphasize, power is not inherently a ‘dirty word’. They explain
that teachers are mandated by their jobs and institutions to exert ‘legitimate
power in the language classroom. However, as with any other tool, it can be used
positively or negatively by teachers. This means thart there will be times when
leadership is expected of the teacher—in which case they exert their authority—
but it should never be driven by their own ego needs.

Bonny Norton (2000, 2013) makes the point that a person’s position within any
group or set of relationships implies some form of power structure, which may be
explicit or implicit. Returning to the idea outlined at the beginning of this chapter
of understanding classrooms as communities of practice, Norton’s work draws our
attention to opportunities for learners to take part in classrooms and their rights
to have their contributions recognized and valued. Any community is imbued
with power structures; as teachers, we need to be aware of what these are and
consider how we can empower all of our learners to have equal opportunities to
participate in our learning community. A particularly problematic issue connected
with power and group dynamics concerns bullying in the classroom (see Forsyth,
2014). Bullying is when one person or group uses force, threat, or coercion over
another person or group of people perceived as being somehow less powerful than
themselves. Bullying is a complex problem, far beyond the scope of this book and
chapter. Nevertheless, it is an important element of classroom power structures
and learners’ networked lives beyond the immediate classroom that teachers need
to be aware of and sensitive to. It is hoped that a cohesive group environment—
with positive inter-group relations, mutual respect, trust, and an open culture of
communication—might reduce the threat of bullying However, rules of behaviour,
taking reports of bullying seriously, and mediation programmes can serve as
important measures to diminish the threat of bullying (Forsyth, 2014).

Competitions, collaborations, and cooperation

A particular form of interaction that may promote aggressive relationships and be
highly problematic in terms of power struggles emerges from competitive group
structures. Many of us will have used competitions in class to add an element of
fun or drama, to spice up games, and to energize short-term motivation. We may
also have specific pedagogical purposes depending on how we choose to define
the winner. It should not necessarily be in terms of achievement; we may seek to
highlight creativity or reward group cooperation on a task. Generally, however,
competition needs to be employed with great caution, given the risks it poses to
group cohesion, the high anxiety it can cause for some learners, and the potential
for exclusion of certain members of the class. Essentially, a competitive climate



Groups

2 75
- —— >
A Coopn_ro:é'we Qr\v\rohmer\"&

means that we are deliberately pitting the students against each other and there
can be only one winner—meaning that all the others must in some way be losers.
Competitions also tend to stress the outcomes of learning, rather than the process
of development. The potentially damaging implications of these side effects of
competition for learners’ self-esteem, self-efficacy, and beliefs about the goals of
learning are apparent. (See Chapter 3 on the self.) Additionally, such competitive
climates and activities can be detrimental to long-term motivation as they can
reduce learners intrinsic motivation by focusing their attention and goals on an
external reward. (See Chapter 6 on motivation.)

Given the rise of communicative language teaching, it is unsurprising that many
classroom tasks require cooperation and working together with others. We are
aware how beneficial this can be for the learners in terms of extending their
thinking, using the language for communicative purposes, and contributing
further to positive group dynamics. Yet working in groups might not always

be successful and it is important to consider some prerequisites for effective
collaboration. Collaboration is based on the fundamental premise that we learn
through social structures and effective working with others, and that this can be
achieved through structured cooperative activities. However, group-work does
not, in itself, necessarily mean cooperative group-work. Working on a cooperative
task means learners need to share ideas and resources, help each other, and provide
constructive feedback. Cooperation takes place when learners have a need to

work together in order to carry out the activity successfully. Learners need to
know how to collaborate effectively with others; they need to feel a shared sense
of responsibility, recognize a common goal, and feel willing to work together in a
climate of mutual respect and support. Often the general group atmosphere and
dynamics can contribute positively to ensuring that pair- or group-work within the
larger class also functions effectively. However, the teacher may wish to assign roles
and specific functions within a small group and even break down global tasks into
smaller ones in order to facilitate the smooth functioning of a cooperative group.
Teachers may also choose to deliberately highlight, discuss, and teach strategies
for working cooperatively. These may include strategies for asking for people’s
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opinions or help, listening actively and respectfully to each other, reflecting on
somebody else’s input, giving constructive feedback, negotiating, helping each
other, and coordinating the efforts of all group members towards the common
learning goal (Ehrman & Dérnyei, 1998).

Group cohesion

To end this chapter on a positive note, we want to return to considering the
characteristics of groups that function well and have an atmosphere conducive to
learning. Among the most widely cited features of such a group are strong group
cohesion and shared group identities. A cohesive group is one in which all the
members of the group are accepted and cooperate, working together towards and
committed to common goals, and when subgroups are also integrated into the
class as a whole, ensuring a group identity. Generally, in such a positive group
climate, learners are more inclined to be engaged and focused on the goal of
learning. However, group cohesion is also complex. It is dynamic, changing over
time, and a group could potentially be cohesive but still refuse to work towards a
common goal.

What brings about group cohesion? Usually it develops gradually, and many

of the stages of group formation outlined above will contribute to it. Group
cohesion is aided when the people in the group like each other, trust one another,
and generally have positive inter-group relationships, including the relationships
with the teacher. Cohesive groups can be thought of as being unified and focused
on common goals. Attending to many of the issues addressed throughout this
chapter will hopefully support the formation of a cohesive group. An additional
way to promote positive group dynamics, especially during the early stage of
group formation, concerns the establishment of group rules. Each group has its
own social structure and accepted ‘norms’ of behaviour. Sometimes teachers may
formalize these through the use of ‘learning contracts’, in which students and
teacher collaboratively codify a set of ‘rules’ for successful and effective group




40

Groups

functioning. These documents outline the rules of the group and expectations of
its members, including learners’ expectations of the teacher. Indeed, the process of
working on learning contracts as a group can, in itself, be extremely productive,
allowing issues to be discussed and agreement to be reached as a collective. On
other occasions, these rules of behaviour might not be formally written down but
everyone in the classroom culture knows what is expected and what can or cannot
be done.

Collaboration and cooperation are key features of any successful working
community of learning. However, a word of caution is needed. In groups where
the desire or need for harmony or conformity is too great, then there is a danger
of what is known as ‘groupthink’ (Dérnyei & Murphey, 2003). In overly cohesive
groups with a strong sense of group loyalty, learners may feel pressure to conform
and not express conflicting opinions, with the result that creative and critical
thinking within the class is smothered. Groups may also develop a ‘norm of
mediocrity’ (Dérnyei, 2005), which discourages group members from challenging
themselves or realizing their full potential out of the wish not to disrupt the group
cohesion or norms. Therefore, while we want to promote positive group cohesion,
this must not come at the cost of individuality and critical thinking. As teachers,
we must constantly seek to challenge our students’ thinking and opinions in order
to stimulate a healthy range of differentiated perspectives within the group.

As a final point, we ought to stress that social groups are not static; they are
constantly developing, often taking on new members while losing old ones.
Individuals’ feelings of group membership, or belonging to a group, inevitably
change over time. People rarely feel an instant sense of belonging to any group, as
these feelings take time to develop. Membership of a group often begins through
what is known as peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991)—that is to say,
new or prospective members often spend time either observing from the edges of
the group or participating in minor roles. Over time, this peripheral participation
facilitates recognition from other group members, which, in turn, encourages

a fuller sense of belonging to the group and more active participation in its
events. Individual members of a group rarely feel the same levels of belonging or
commitment to a group and its norms at the same time.

Activity 2.6

Membership of social groups

Think about some of the different social groups to which you have felt a strong

sense of belonging These can be groups from any walk of life, in either educational or
non-educational contexts. Think about some of the ways in which your feelings towards
the group changed over time. Do you remember how you felt as an outsider or peripheral
member of the group? Do you remember any key signs or events that indicated you

were recognized as a legitimate member of the group? Do you remember any particular
thoughts or feelings you had that suggested you were drifting away from the group?

From a practical perspective, the ability to recognize and understand the signs of
group membership and belonging is a valuable skill for all teachers. For language



Groups 41

teachers especially, the nature of the subject being taught places an increased
value on this skill. Social groupings of all kinds, from pairs to the whole class,
and communication between the members of those groups are essential features
of formal language instruction. Effectively managing and nurturing those groups,
recognizing when individuals identify with group norms, and encouraging this
sense of identification, are core tasks for language teachers.

Summary

Successful classroom management depends on many of the issues outlined in

this chapter and it is clear how complex and challenging it can be to effectively
manage our groups of learners while also attending to the unique individuals
within the class. If we concentrate on promoting positive group dynamics, we can
simultaneously address many of the needs of individual learners, such as their need
for belonging, positive affective climates, supportive relationships, respect, trust,
acceptance, and a purpose within safe, non-threatening learning environments.
Positive group dynamics mean positive social relations for individual learners in
the group too. We cannot take the learner out of the group, nor the group out

of the learner: attending to one means implicitly attending to the other. On the
whole, we would agree with Dérnyei and Murphey (2003, p. 170), who conclude
their book on group dynamics by saying that this topic is ‘one of the—if not the—
most useful academic subdiscipline for classroom practitioners.” All our language
classrooms need to begin with us helping to develop a positive set of interpersonal
relationships in the group, which will, in turn, generate the positive classroom
atmosphere we know is conducive to and necessary for successful language
learning and use.

In the next chapter, we will turn our attention to the individual, but we must
remember that the individual is always situated within a range of groups, cultures,
and broader contexts, which simultaneously shape and are influenced by that
individual. As John Donne said, ‘no man is an island’, and while for practical
purposes in this book, we may focus on individuals and their psychology, these can
never be truly understood as separate from the groups and cultures within which
they are situated.

Questions for
reflection

I Looking at the coursebooks or materials that you currently use in your classes, which
exercises encourage cooperation among students? Which can be completed individually?

2 Think of the various classes you have been in as either a learner or a teacher What are
the most positive elements of these groups and settings that you would like to bring
together in the classes you work in? Think in terms of the physical dimensions of the
space as well as the social and emotional components.

3 Think about the classes that you work with. How often do you consider the
‘personality’ and needs of the groups as a whole compared with those of individuals?
Which groups might need some help in developing more positive group dynamics and
how might you want to go about this?
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Suggestions for further reading

Déornyei, Z., & Murphey, T. (2003). Group dynamics in the language classroom.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

This is the only widely available book dedicated to the topic of group dynamics
and language learning, and it offers an excellent accessible overview of issues such
as group development, group norms, student roles, leadership functions, and
conflict management. The book also has a pleasingly practical orientation, having
been written for teachers by teachers and with practical considerations playing a
strong role.

Schmuck, R. A., & Schmuck, P. A. (2001). Group processes in the classroom.
Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill.

A rich, comprehensive book which takes a social psychological perspective on
classrooms and their group dynamics and considers additional vital issues such
as peer pressure, diversity, inclusion, cooperative learning, and school structures.
It also includes many excellent classroom practice activities and ideas.

Hadfield, J. (1992). Classroom dynamics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

An incredibly useful resource book for teachers with activities and tasks designed
to help teachers establish good working relationships with students in the
foreign language classroom and accompanied by a succinct summary of key
themes and issues.



THE SELF

Introduction

Imagine being asked to describe yourself as a teacher; what things would you
mention? Perhaps you would talk about your perceived strengths, weaknesses,
preferences, dislikes, pet hates, fears, ambitions, motivations, personality
characteristics, etc. You might refer to key experiences in your past as well as people
who have been influential for you along your life journey. You would perhaps also
talk about your hopes and ambitions for the future and how you imagine your
future to be. All of these (and more besides) represent your sense of self as a teacher.
Even the apparently simple task of thinking about yourself as a teacher is a complex
undertaking. Now imagine how messy things become when you start to think about
other areas of your life and expand your sense of self to incorporate how you see
yourself in other roles, for example, as a parent, partner, carer, or learner. Bringing
all these different aspects of your perception of your ‘self” together reveals just how
vast and complex any individual’s sense of self is, and how it stretches across time to
incorporate experiences in our past and our hopes for the future.

The immense scope of the self makes it a fascinating topic for researchers to
investigate; however, it also explains why research in this area has been so
fragmented and why a multitude of self-related terms has proliferated to try to
capture and describe the self. In order to make researching the self manageable,
researchers have had to set boundaries. In doing so, they have chosen to break the
self down into different components or explore specific facets, each with its own
separate term. Typically, these different aspects of the self reflect distinctions that
people are able to recognize, such as our sense of self in respect to specific areas of
our lives, or our sense of self in terms of particular types of thoughts or emotions—
such as our beliefs about our competence to perform certain tasks or actions.

In this chapter, we will look at what we know about some of these facets of the
self in respect to language learning and teaching. However, we feel it is important
to remember that these are all parts of your overall sense of self. It is the ways in
which all these different facets of the self interact that give us our overall sense of
who we believe ourselves to be. Thus, although we often refer to people as having
multiple selves, the way we experience our sense of self in our daily lives usually
feels much more coherent than this. Without this sense of coherence, we would
find ourselves confused, disoriented, and open to all kinds of mental stress.
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Activity 3.1

My sense of self as a teacher

I Think about yourself as a teacher:Write down six things that describe you as a teacher,
for example, your strengths, weaknesses, characteristics, or teaching style. Write them
in the first column. If possible, comipare your list with someone else’s.

2 In the second column, write down how you feel that aspect of your self affects your
behaviour in the language classroom. For example:'| feel that | am very social and this
perhaps means that | pay a lot of attention to social relationships in class and use more
group-based collaborative activities!

Who | am as a teacher My behaviour / what | do in class

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

These are all aspects of your self-concept as a teacher. This might not be the
same as your sense of self as a parent, as a sportsperson, as a musician, or in any
other role you play. Together, however, these aspects make up part of who you
are and guide how you behave in the classroom. In this chapter, we will begin by
explaining why the self is so important in educational settings for both teachers
and learners. We will then consider how the self can be defined and what insights
for language teaching these different perspectives have generated. Given our
interest in helping learners develop a healthy sense of self in relation to language
learning, we will then consider how individuals form their sense of self over time,
as well as particular challenges for a learner’s sense of self in everyday classroom
life. The chapter concludes by reflecting on what we can do as teachers to promote
a healthy sense of self in both our learners and ourselves.
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Why is it so important for teachers to understand

the self?

Perhaps not surprisingly, our beliefs and feelings about ourselves strongly affect
the ways we behave, how we engage with others, the goals we set ourselves, the
challenges we take on, and our willingness to persevere in the face of difficulties.
The self connects all the other chapters in this book, linking our motivations,
emotions, levels of anxiety, use of strategies, willingness to communicate, sense of
agency, and position within a group. So, in Activity 3.1, you might see yourself
as a patient teacher, which might lead you to spend time explaining things to
individuals. Alternatively, you might see yourself as an active person, which
might lead you to select activities involving movement. Our sense of self plays a
key role in how we navigate all our encounters in our daily lives, including every
educational and language-related encounter, whether as a teacher or learner.

Our perception of who we believe or feel we are also lies at the core of our ability to
self-regulate (see Chapter 7), which includes how we monitor and evaluate our own
behaviour and select appropriate strategies to help us to learn and use language. A key
component in self-regulation is our ability to judge our own competences in order to
know when and how we need to use such strategies. Further, our willingness to use
strategies and to plan and monitor our own progress is also related to our confidence
to do so. This awareness about ourselves is crucial to how we learn and is linked to
our unique capacities as humans to be able to reflect on our selves and our experiences
and then to use this knowledge to guide our subsequent behaviour and future goals.
Believing we are capable of doing something or achieving a certain objective is a vital
element of being willing and able to take control of and responsibility for our actions—
also called agency, a topic that we address in Chapter 7. It is a desirable goal for

teachers to promote this feeling of competence and empowerment in learners.

However, two things are important to note at this point and to bear in mind
throughout the chapter. Firstly, our sense of self may not necessarily be an accurate
reflection of our actual abilities or performance, but rather it consists of what we
believe to be true of ourselves. Whether we are right or wrong is, in some ways,
less important than our self-beliefs and how these beliefs guide our behaviour.
Secondly, learners need to hold a positive but, importantly, realistic sense of self.
There is no point in learners developing an overinflated or unrealistic sense of

self, as this can lead not only to problems in self-regulation but also potentially to
undesirable behaviours such as bullying and cheating.

Fundamentally, if we wish to take a learner-centred approach to our teaching, then
we must begin by understanding the individuals we work with and how they see
themselves. An appreciation of our learners’ sense of self can be vital in helping us
to empathize and form meaningful social relationships with them, in anticipating
their concerns, and in interpreting their behaviours and responses to classroom
tasks and feedback. Seeing the language learning experience through learners’ eyes
and appreciating their perception of how well they feel they are positioned to cope
is an invaluable insight to have in our pedagogical toolkit.
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Activity 3.2

Knowing your learners’ sense of self

Think of a class you teach currently and consider the following questions in relation to
the individual learners.

| Are you aware of how your learners view themselves in respect to language learning?

2 Do you know how they would describe themselves in terms of their strengths,
weaknesses, characteristics, or learning style?

3 How might you elicit this information from the learners?

4 How comfortable do you think your learners would feel about describing their views
of themselves as language learners?

Multiple ways of understanding the self

It is hard to know where to begin and which of the terms concerned with the self to
discuss, but we have chosen to concentrate on those aspects of the self which have
been the focus of research both within foreign language learning and beyond it, in
educational psychology. We have also opted to present our understandings of them
in ways we think especially useful for practice. However, before we look at individual
constructs and what we know about them, it is worth reiterating some key points
that affect any discussion of the self. As explained in Chapter 2, who we feel and
believe we are strongly reflects how we interact with and interpret the environments
and contexts in which we live and learn. Nobody becomes who they are in a vacuum,
separate and distinct from cultural and contextual influences. During our lifetime,
we learn to interpret feedback from others, especially those whose opinions we
value, as well as developing our understanding of our sense of self from various
environmental clues. The societies and communities in which we live also esteem
certain values and we use these as benchmarks to evaluate ourselves. Therefore, it is
impossible to conceive of the self without understanding how it relates to contexts
and social encounters. However, in our discussion of self constructs, it will become
apparent that some definitions of self stress the interaction of a particular aspect of
the self with the environment more than others.

Self-efficacy and second language linguistic self-confidence

The first term we will look at is self-efficacy (Mills, Pajares, & Herron, 2007).
This is a cognitive self construct in which the focus is on one’s evaluation of

one’s ability to do something successfully in a specific situation, such as a specific
language task—for example: ‘T believe I could successfully do a listening exercise
of multiple-choice questions based on an authentic Polish radio broadcast.” There
has been a considerable amount of work in this area in second language acquisition
(SLA) and self-efficacy has been shown to be tightly connected to learners’ levels
of achievement, use of strategies, levels of anxiety, and ability to self-regulate and
manage their learning.

A related construct in SLA is L2 linguistic self-confidence, which refers more
specifically to learners’ confidence in their ability to communicate in a second language
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(L2). Much of the work in this area has been conducted in the bilingual setting of
Canada (for example, Clément, 1980), in which the Francophone and Anglophone
communities coexist side by side. The research in that context has shown that a high
level of L2 linguistic self-confidence is connected to positive attitudes towards the
second-language culture, a willingness to seek opportunities to use the language, and
lower levels of anxiety in using the language. Clearly, these are all characteristics that
all teachers would seek to engender in their learners whatever the setting.

Both of these facets of the self centre on whether we believe we have the capacity
to do something specific in respect to learning or using the language. They are
often referred to as expectancy beliefs (sece Chapter 6 on expectancy—value theory)
and they link to whether we expect to be able to achieve something or carry out a
certain task. Both of these self terms generally refer to a very specific context, and
are considered to be primarily cognitive terms, reflecting people’s beliefs about
their competence in respect to a particular task rather than to a specific setting. For
teachers, it is important to understand these beliefs, as they can form the ‘building
blocks’ of other aspects of the self, such as the generally more broadly defined self-
concept (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003).

Self-concept

Self-concept tends to be a more globally defined term that can refer to people’s
cognitive beliefs about their abilities as well as to their affective evaluation of their
competence in a specific domain. However, what we mean by the term ‘specific
domain’ needs some clarification. For example, at one level we might refer to the
domain of academic learning in general, but we may also identify a more specific
domain relating to foreign language learning. Even within the domain of foreign
language learning, we can consider additional domains connected to the learning
of particular foreign languages, or learning at specific skill levels such as speaking,
writing, reading, or listening. Thus, we can talk about writing self-concept and
reading self-concept. While we can talk about our learners’ language learning
self-concept, as it does have a unique and recognizable character and content, it

is important to note that it may share elements from other domains, such as the
learners’ experiences of learning other subjects. This implies that when talking to
learners about their language learning self-concept, we need to recognize that it
cannot be isolated from other aspects of their academic self-concept, as the various
domains can influence each other and the way learners come to see themselves.
The practical implication is that in order to more fully understand learners and
help them with their learning, teachers may wish to take an interest in their
self-concept. Some teachers find that asking students to describe themselves as
language learners—in writing, speaking, or in some form of self-representation
such as a collage or blog—can provide invaluable information about the basic
picture they have of themselves as learners of language and, indeed, of other things.

An important concern for all self-beliefs is the extent to which a learner may
generalize a particular belief. Consider, for example, a learner who claims, ‘T can
never do any listening exercises.” The use of ‘never’ and ‘any’ implies that the
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learner has extended a specific belief from an experience with a particular task—
such as ‘T find it difficult to do listening exercises from live radio broadcasts with -
lots of background noise’—to a more general belief that they cannot do any
listening-related tasks in the language. Of course, people often make these kinds of
generalizations; this is perfectly normal and unavoidable. However, teachers need to
remain aware of some of the risks associated with learners generalizing beliefs to all
settings, especially since a generalized self-belief is much more difficult to challenge
and change than a more specific one. While we can think of the self as a set of
patterns that we recognize about ourselves, it is important that we remain open to
the idea of the potential for change. Activity 3.3 illustrates this point.

Activity 3.3

Responding to a learner’s self-concept

The following are statements from a female native speaker of German called Joana

(a pseudonym) studying at a university in Austria, as reported in a study by Mercer

(201 1. Some of the statements relate to Joana's academic self-concept and some to

her language self-concept. Decide what each statement tells you about her self-concept.
When you have done this, decide how you would work with her if you were her teacher.

| ...l can't study by heart, | can't even study a few pages by heart, | cant do it, | can't
do it, | just can't memorize it that well and | can't memorize word by word ...’

2 'l need that personal link by people I like ... | am not that type of student that reads
books ... studies at home, you know, in their room and just doesn't need any other
feedback ... | couldn’t study without having personal links ...’

3 'l used to be good at school and I'm just used to being good which is something like a
habit. | know | would be a lot better in writing if | had read more. I'm just not a reader
but | think | can improve on writing a lot and it has to do a lot of practice ... the more
often you write ... the easier it gets ...’

4 | can't pronounce my th anymore and that's like when I'm tired or something like that
and then | start like pronouncing things weirdly ...’

Some of the statements above relate to more general beliefs and some to her
abilities in very specific terms in a particular skill area. The main point is that if
teachers understand how their learners see themselves, we can work with individual
learners to help them to tackle perceived problems, set individual goals, and find
appropriate working strategies and styles.

Self-esteem

Self-esteem can be understood as our overall affective evaluation of ourselves—

what we feel about ourselves generally—and the term self-worth, with which it is
frequently used interchangeably, also captures this more emotional, holistic sense

of self. Although these terms are understood as referring principally to an affective
construct, it is unlikely that we can meaningfully separate cognition and affect. (See
Chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion of this point.) If we think of self-esteem

as including a cognitive dimension, it becomes very similar as a construct to more
holistic definitions of self-concept. For us, it is important to note that what individuals
feel about themselves and what they believe about themselves are closely intertwined.
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Our global self-esteem emerges from the interaction of all the many other beliefs and
feelings we hold about ourselves, such as our domain-specific self-concepts and our
self-efficacy beliefs. How influential these various beliefs are for our overall self-esteem
depends on the relative importance in our lives of the areas they represent. So if, for
example, a learner holds negative self-beliefs in respect to music but this domain is

not important or valued by the learner, then the effect on his overall self-esteem will
be limited. However, should that learner come from a family of athletes and be a keen
athlete himself, then holding negative self-beliefs about himself in respect to an area of
sport is more likely to have a bigger impact on his overall self-estecem.

Generally, understanding the composite nature of the self and the multiple domains
from which it is composed can help us in our interactions with our learners. If

we encounter learners who seem to be focusing on negative aspects of the self and
developing a negative sense of self, we can help by encouraging them to focus on the
other aspects in which they may have more positive feelings. In doing so, we can shift
their attention to also include positive dimensions of their self-concept and perhaps
find ways of connecting these areas with language Jearning. It is important for everyone
to appreciate that we all have aspects of our selves that we feel positive and negative
about and we need to try to keep these in balance in our overall self-perception.

ldentiry

Identity is another term that has been variously defined and is often used
interchangeably with the term ‘self’. For our purposes, we are going to consider
identity as the way we view ourselves in respect to specific contexts and groups—real
or imagined. Thus, we talk about learner identities as being individuals’ sense of self
in relation to specific learning settings and roles. In the case of language learners,

we are interested in this sense of self in relation to settings and roles concerned with
language learning and use. As with all self constructs, each learner has multiple
identities reflecting the multiple roles, social groups, and settings with which that
individual is connected. These roles may also potentially be in conflict within a single
individual; for example, a person may feel a strong, positive identity in one setting—
for example, a learner of English using the language competently in an online
gaming world—that is challenged or even contradicted in another—such as the same
learner struggling to use English effectively in an academic writing course.

Adolescents are in a particularly difficult position that requires sensitivity and
understanding, as they may need to balance conflicting roles. For instance, learners
may be keen to display to a teacher and parents their hard-working and committed
student identity. Yet, at the same time, they may feel the need to go to great
lengths to conceal such an identity from their peers in class, to whom they may
wish to display a very different identity by enacting the role of ‘cool classmate’ (see
Taylor, 2013). In addition, we must remember that our learners hold a host of
other identities and roles beyond the bounds of the language learning classroom,
for example, as a footballer, collector, gamer, or musician. It can be beneficial for
teachers to allow learners to express those identities and integrate them into their
in-class identities through activities such as writing, discussion, and presentations
in the foreign language connecting with other domains and roles in their lives.
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Activity 3.4

Multiple identities

Make a list of some different activities you commonly find yourself doing, for example,
cooking a meal at home, preparing lessons in the staffroom, driving a car in a city, or
playing football. Next to each activity, make a note of how you view yourself in respect
to that activity. For instance, when preparing lessons, one might view oneself as an
experienced professional commanding respect, while cooking in the kitchen at home, one
may see oneself as rather inept.

One way of discussing identity in the research literature has been to talk about

a learner’s sense of self in relation to ‘communities of practice’ (Lave &

Wenger, 1991; see Chapter 2). These refer to communities which share certain
characteristics and of which individuals seek to become ‘legitimate members,
such as a school staff room or an online social networking space. They can be
actual spaces and discourse communities or imagined communities of practice.
So, for example, we can think of learners as secking to become members of
classroom or institutional communities of practice in which they work at learning
the behaviours and language needed to be successful in that community. We can
also think of language learners as seeking to become members of communities

of practice in terms of target-language cultures or contexts of use. More recently,
work has focused on the role of imagination (Pavlenko & Norton, 2007)—how
learners may form identities in their imagination with imagined groups of users
and how motivating such images and imagined identities can be. As teachers, we
can help learners create an identity with an imagined L2 community and support
them in sustaining a positive, motivating relationship with that setting. This could
be achieved through projects about the setting, and imaginative tasks which might
involve them envisaging themselves in roles and situations in that context. (See

Hadfield & Dérnyei, 2014, for specific task ideas.)

Finally, research into identity has also revealed some interesting findings
concerning the role of power in classrooms and the identities learners feel they
can display and make their own (Norton, 2014). For example, a learner may

feel competent in using the language in certain social settings but feel limited in
opportunities to speak in class, which may be inhibited through perceived teacher
behaviour or peer hierarchies. As teachers, we need to ensure that classroom
structures for engagement and participation are enabling for all learners and
provide a safe setting for them to have the confidence to express and enact their
multiple identities. (See Chapter 2.)

In addition, work with bi- and multilinguals (Hemmi, 2014) has revealed
interesting insights about the extent to which having bilingual identities can be
perceived by individuals either as positive and beneficial for their lives or as negative,
leading to conflicting, insecure identities in which individuals may feel quite
literally divided. In today’s increasingly globalized multicultural and multilingual
societies, there is perhaps an assumption that bi- and multilingualism is to be
positively embraced; but in the context of education, it is worth retaining a degree
of caution about potential problems and conflicts that may accompany multiple
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identities for some individuals. Especially with increasing migration and a growing
interest in many parts of the world in Content and Language Integrated Learning
(CLIL) and other bilingual teaching approaches, it is important to understand the
challenges of a multiplicity of identities. Such challenges may be faced not only by
the learners themselves but also by their teachers, who have to deal with multiple
roles and potentially divided identities in their professional contexts.
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Activity 3.5 Me as a language learner

I Ask your students to think about how they see themselves as language learners,
for example, their strengths, their fears, and how they like to learn. Give students
the figure below or tell them to copy it from the board. Ask them to write in it
any words or add any pictures that they feel describe how they see themselves as
language learners. Depending on how advanced the learners are, they can think about
metaphors or the use of colour to convey their ideas. Ask the students to complete
the figure at home and bring it to class ready to discuss with a partner they feel
comfortable working with.
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2 In class, ask students to describe themselves to their partners. Then give them
another blank figure each and ask them to fill this in with how they would like to
see themselves as a language learner one or five years from now. Each pair should
compare their past and future figures and discuss what steps they will need to take
to become the language learners they would like to be.You can collect the figures
of their current and future selves from them and, as feedback, offer suggestions as to
steps they could take to meet their aims.

How does an individual form a sense of self?

A person’s sense of self is formed in a myriad of complex ways and the most
influential factors can differ for individuals and across age groups. Young children
go through different processes and conceptualize their self in different ways as

they mature into adults (Harter, 1999). For example, young children tend to see
themselves in more descriptive terms, rather than being able to evaluate these
self-descriptions. They also tend to describe themselves in very concrete, episodic
ways, as they are not yet able to see connections with others and make abstractions.
Given that the majority of foreign language learning takes place amongst
secondary-school-aged learners and adults, we will focus our discussion on these
age groups.

Naturally, as we get older, we form more coherent self-concepts; for language
learners, this is most notably based on how they interpret past experiences of
learning generally, and language learning in particular. This means that as teachers,
we need to appreciate what kinds of language learning and use experiences learners
may previously have had and how they have interpreted these. In order to gain this
kind of insight about each learner’s sense of self, it can be useful to ask the class to
write their language learning history. This can be done in writing, orally, through
multimedia such as photo collages, or by bringing items of meaning to class. Such
activities can open pathways of communication to challenge any inhibitive beliefs
and help learners reconsider their evaluations of and relationships to any perceived
negative past experiences.

Cultural factors

Wee also use social and environmental clues to make sense of who we feel we are.
These can be macro-level clues, such as the characteristics that a certain culture or
educational setting values and whether we feel we have these or not. It is important
for language teachers to appreciate that different cultures may esteem different
personality traits and values, and this can affect the learner’s sense of self. One
distinction featured prominently in the research (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) is
between the values esteemed by collectivist cultures and how they may differ from
those appreciated in more individualist cultures. (See also Chapter 2.) A pattern

that appears to reoccur in research conducted in different cultural settings concerns
differences in learners’ self-concepts according to academic subjects and gender. Boys
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have typically been found to have higher self-concepts in maths, sciences, and related
subjects, whereas girls tend to have more positive self-concepts in other areas, one

of these being language-related domains. These widespread differences have been
attributed to socialization patterns in which the general discourse in a culture tends to
‘label’ and position a subject as a girls’ or a boys’ subject. The implication for language
teaching is a need to be especially attentive to the self-related needs of boys, given that
they may commence their language learning careers from a deficit position.

Experiences of success and failure

Naturally, a person’s sense of self can also be influenced by experiences of success
or failure in a particular setting. However, it is important to note that success

need not necessarily be defined in standardized terms: it is the learners’ own
interpretations of experiences as being successes or failures that influence their
sense of self. For some learners, receiving a B on a test may be a great success, while
for others, it could be perceived as a failure. Therefore, it is how individuals process
particular events that affects their sense of self, and not just an external standard.
In language learning, it is especially important to note the potential influence of
perceived successful or failed attempts at using the language in the world outside
the classroom and the role these experiences play in learners’ sense of self in

respect to the language. (See Chapter 4 for a more detailed discussion of learner
perceptions of success and failure.)

Internal comparisons

Another related self-formation process stems from comparisons learners make
internally about their abilities across domains (Marsh, 1986). This is when
learners compare themselves across subjects and draw conclusions about their
abilities in one domain through comparison with their experiences in another. In
respect to language learning, it is highly likely that if learners are learning more
than one foreign language, they will compare their experiences across languages.
An interesting effect of this internal comparison is that the self-concept in one
language is often enhanced and the other weakened as a consequence of this
cross-domain comparison, even if their proficiency and test scores are the same.
Similarly, this same internal comparison can take place across skill areas within

a language, thus potentially leading learners to strengthen their sense of self in
respect to one skill, such as speaking, while simultaneously weakening it in respect
to, say, writing (Mercer, 2011). Once again, it can be useful to ask learners how
they see themselves in different skill areas and encourage them to reflect on how
and on what basis they form their respective evaluations.

Feedback

Another major source of information in forming our sense of self stems from
how we judge the feedback—both explicit and implicit—that we get from others.
Obviously, feedback can have a considerable impact on a learner’s sense of self and
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this means that teachers need to take great care with the feedback that they offer.
For one thing, learners tend to be highly astute at evaluating the ‘authenticity” of
feedback; they can discern whether praise from teachers is ‘genuine’ or not and
they tend to ignore or devalue what they perceive as being ‘empty’ praise (Hyland
& Hyland, 2006). Therefore, teachers need to ensure that all feedback and praise
is credible. Learners also need to respect and value the person from whom they
receive feedback. Interestingly, parents can be very influential as feedback-givers
while children are growing up, but as they get older, children start to depend on
feedback from those they feel more qualified to judge—in academic fields, usually
teachers. In the field of foreign languages, encounters with native speakers can also
have a considerable impact on a learner’s sense of self, in some cases overriding or
undermining feedback from teachers (Mercer, 2011).

A source of indirect feedback is what are known as ‘reflected appraisals’ (Mead,
1934; Cooley, 1902). These refer to how learners interpret clues from other people
and their environment about what they believe others think of them. This indirect
form of feedback can be a challenge for educators. How learners interpret our
behaviour as teachers may not reflect our intentions, which, indeed, may be quite
the opposite. While it is difficult to fully anticipate what meaning learners may
assign to our behaviours and the subsequent implications for their sense of self,

an awareness of these processes cautions us to be more conscious of the implicit
messages that we may convey to learners through our in-class behaviour. For
example, praising one particular learner may lead others in the same class to feel
less competent when they notice that they did not receive any praise.

Our use of language can also indirectly convey important messages about ability.
Consider the different messages if you say to a learner, ‘Anna, you are really

good at learning vocabulary’ compared with ‘Anna, you did a great job on this
vocabulary test’. The first conveys the impression of an overall general competence,
whereas the second concentrates on the learner’s performance on a specific task.
While the first may seem like effective feedback at first sight, in the long run, it
can have detrimental effects. Imagine that Anna encounters difficulties with her
next vocabulary test; she may then start to question her ability, believing that

it is something she either has or does not have, rather than something that can

be worked on and improved (see Dweck, 2006). The area of implicit messages
conveyed by teachers though their behaviours and use of language is also related
to possible self-fulfilling prophecies (Weinstein, 2002). This theory suggests
that when we, as educators, believe something abour a learner—such as a belief
about a learner’s ability or temperament—we are likely to start treating and
interacting with that individual in a way that directly or indirectly conveys that
evaluation. This may, in turn, influence that individual’s self-beliefs, approaches
to learning, and, eventually, actual learning outcomes. In some cases, this can lead
to very positive outcomes—the so-called Pygmalion effect—where a teacher’s
strong belief in the potential of a learner encourages that individual towards high
achievement (Babad, Inbar, & Rosenthal, 1982). However, this is not always

the case and teachers’ negative evaluations and the ways in which they implicitly
communicate these evaluations to learners can function as strong impediments to
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learning in the opposite process known as the Golem effect (Babad et al., 1982).
Of course, it is unrealistic to expect all learners to be successful all the time, but
we would suggest that a wise strategy for teachers may be to believe that the best is
possible from all students. This hope may not be realized in all cases, but it reduces
the risk of teachers hindering learners through their own negative assessments of
certain individuals. Furthermore, such an approach is likely to create a much more
positive and encouraging environment for learning to take place.

Social comparisons

Another key influence in forming our sense of self stems from social comparison
processes (Festinger, 1954). These comparisons are external and involve
individuals comparing themselves to others in order to gain a sense of their
competence and abilities—effectively, measuring themselves against the people
around them. Sometimes these comparisons may be imposed by the learning
environment, such as in competitive classrooms where the standing or rating

of the individual learners is made visible. Naturally, for those doing less well,

this can be extremely dispiriting and detrimental to their sense of self. However,
social comparisons can also be driven by the learners themselves in two possible
directions, in what are known as either upward or downward social comparisons.
Upward social comparisons are when learners consciously or unconsciously
compare themselves to those they perceive as being more competent than
themselves. Depending on whether they believe they can attain that same level

(see Chapter 4 on beliefs), such a comparison can be motivating and positively
reinforcing for their sense of self. However, if the other person seems to represent
an unattainable goal, then the effect can be negative for their self-concept and
ultimately demotivating. Downward social comparisons are when learners compare
themselves to those they perceive as being less competent than themselves.
Learners can be driven to engage in downward social comparisons in order to make
themselves feel better and enhance their sense of self by feeling more competent
than others. In both cases, we need to exercise caution as we want all our learners
to continually strive to improve and yet maintain a realistic but positive sense of
self. This suggests the importance of encouraging learners to focus on their own
sense of progress, rather than on outward social comparisons.

An interesting related effect of social comparison processes that has particular
implications for education is what is referred to as the ‘big-fish-little-pond’ effect
(Marsh & Craven, 2002). Learners in streamed or ability-grouped classes, or even
in selective schools, may develop a lower or higher self-concept respectively than
those in more heterogeneous groups, given that the peers to compare themselves
with are naturally a selected population. In other words, a child in a high-ability
group may develop a lower self-concept than another with similar abilities in a
mixed-ability group due to the high level of all the child’s peers. Similarly, a child in
a low-ability group may develop a relatively high self-concept surrounded by peers
of similar ability. However, to complicate matters, there is also an effect known

as ‘basking in reflected glory’, by which individuals may enhance their own sense
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of self by associating with the success of other individuals, educational groups,
or institutions (Cialdini et al., 1976). Although the area is clearly complex, it has
important implications worth considering for selective or streamed language classes.
Activity 3.6 Comparing your sense of self to others

Imagine that in your free time you were a keen tennis player: Do you think you would
prefer to play tennis mostly against weaker opponents so you could show how good

you were? Or would you prefer the challenge of facing stronger opponents, even though
regular defeat would be the most likely outcome? In which environment do you think you
would improve as a tennis player? How about in other areas of your life? Do you think
you tend to prefer being a 'big fish or a 'little fish’, and how consistent is this tendency
across areas of your life? How would you feel as a language learner? Would you prefer to
be in a class with people mainly of a higher or lower proficiency than you?

Finally, to understand how learners view themselves in relation to language
learning, we also need to appreciate what other beliefs those individuals may hold
about the nature and processes of language learning. These can impact strongly on
how they interpret their sense of self and whether they feel they have the potential
to change and improve. For example, the area of mindsets is closely related to

self. (See Chapter 4 for a discussion of beliefs and mindsets.) Clearly, if learners
have a negative sense of self as language learners but feel that their abilities can
fundamentally be changed, then they are more likely to be open to interpreting
new experiences of success positively and seeking chances to improve. However,
those who hold a negative sense of self as language learners and do not believe
that their abilities are something that can be changed are likely to show a helpless
response and be difficult to help improve.

Self-driven behavioural styles

Forming our sense of self is an ongoing, lifelong process. Essentially, we never
have a completed sense of self but, throughout our lifetime, remain a ‘work

in progress’ (van Lier, 2004). An interesting dimension to understand in self-
formation—introduced above in the section on social comparisons—is the idea
that how we evaluate ourselves can be driven by different forms of self-related
motives (Mruk, 2006). Firstly, we can act in order to get an accurate sense of self,
referred to as self-evaluation. We can also seck simply to maintain a view we hold
of ourselves—self-protection. This may reinforce either a negative or positive

set of self-beliefs—in other words, we simply wish to confirm that we are as we
thought we were. Alternatively, we can be driven to act in ways that improve

our sense of self and make us feel better about ourselves—self-enhancement.
Appreciating the drives underlying learner behaviours can help us to view more
critically behaviours that at first sight may not be easy to comprehend.

Consider, for example, the learner who, despite having poor grades, refuses to
do homework and consistently forgets worksheets, etc. This learner may have a
host of reasons for this behaviour, but one may be a form of self-protection. If
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learners believe that they are not good at languages and this is not something
they can change, they may deliberately set up hindrances to their success, as it
would be easier and more comfortable to blame these for their anticipated failings
than to blame themselves. Such actions are called self-handicapping behaviours
(Rhodewalt & Vohs, 2005). These refer to obstacles that people may deliberately
put in their own way so that they can blame any perceived and usually expected
failure on those obstacles, rather than risk any further threat to their sense of self.

Promoting a healthy sense of self in learners

To conclude this chapter, we would like to consider what we can do as teachers
to promote a healthy sense of self amongst all our learners in respect to language
learning. At this point in the chapter, we are deliberately using the term ‘healthy’
as opposed to ‘high’ or ‘low’, or ‘positive” or ‘negative’, in order to stress the
importance of a learner’s sense of self being realistic—and therefore healthy for
optimum learning (Branch & Wilson, 2009). Obviously, the first caveat that
needs to be raised is that, as this chapter has shown, the selfis so complex that it
would be naive to think that we can easily influence or change how learners view
themselves. Yet there are things we can do that are known to promote, or at least
facilitate, the development of a healthy sense of self in learners.

Firstly, it is important to revisit our understandings of different facets of the self.
Research suggests that some facets are more open to change, and to different
degrees of change, than others. Generally, the more global sense of self, that which
is developed over the course of a lifespan, is the most resistant to change. In
contrast, the more specific, less holistic components of the self can change more
readily and these, in turn, can potentially affect the more global aspects of the self
over time. Another useful distinction is between core beliefs about the self and
more peripheral beliefs (Markus 8 Wurf, 1987). Self-beliefs which are central to
how learners view themselves—possibly across different domains—are typically less
open to change, whereas beliefs that are less fundamental to the self-belief system
and may be specific to one context are potentially more dynamic. Therefore, in
order to effectively help learners to develop a healthy sense of self in respect to
language learning, we are advised not to seek to change a learner’s global sense of
self-worth. Instead, it is likely to be more effective to work on specific facets of
the self and seek to enhance these smaller segments, which ultimately can lead to
bigger changes in the overall self. This means helping learners to develop positive
self-efficacy by empowering them with a sense of control, for example, through
strategy training (see Chapter 7) and also through fostering positive mindsets and
attributions for success and failure (see Chapter 4). In doing so, we may promote a
positive sense of expectation and agency in relation to specific tasks and aspects of
language learning.

Another important way of engendering a positive sense of expectation in respect

to a set of skills or tasks is through experiences of success. However, these need to
represent genuine, believable experiences of success in order to be positive for the
learners’ sense of self. Scaffolding activities (see Chapter 1)—by providing differing
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degrees of support, offering multiple grades of difficulty for tasks and activities,
and allowing for different paces of working—can be vital in enabling all of our
learners to experience success. A recent development linked to the autonomy
movement has been the use of ‘can do’ statements, which are particularly helpful in
making salient a sense of progress and helping learners to focus on what they can
do, rather than on what they cannot do.

A further element of our teaching that we can attend to is creating a positive class
atmosphere to reduce anxiety; we can pay attention to how we deal with mistakes,
the kinds of praise and feedback we offer, and the way we generally interact with
learners and show them respect and support. Such a climate is crucial if we are

to enable learners to experience success, take risks and push themselves to greater
achievements and higher levels, feel valued and respected for who they are, and
ultimately, gain confidence.

Summary

Although the focus in this discussion has so far been on learners, it is important to
remember that our own sense of self as teachers is equally powerful in influencing
how we choose to teach and present ourselves in the language classroom; how

we manage our daily encounters in the school setting with both colleagues and
learners; and how we cope with challenges to our familiar routines and modes of
teaching. To be effective and progressive teachers, we need to feel competent but
also willing and able to take new steps in our approaches to language teaching
and for this, we need a healthy but realistic sense of self as language teachers. The
various ways in which we deal with our own mistakes and challenges can serve as
a positive role model for our learners. We can show them how to be open to new
ways of learning; how mistakes are opportunities for learning; and how we should
challenge ourselves to pursue higher goals. Similarly, in our interactions with our
learners we can demonstrate our openness to, respect for, and acceptance of learner
diversity. Essentially, in this chapter, we hope to have shown how complex our
sense of self is, as well as how central it is to all that we think, feel, and do. Its role
in our motivation is examined in more detail in the next chapter.

Questions for
reflection

| What differences—and consistencies—have you observed in yourself across academic
domains? How about in respect to any foreign languages you have learned? Do you
feel differently about yourself when, say, speaking and when writing in the language?
Do you feel more confident in respect to certain writing tasks than you do to others!

2 Imagine a learner in your class who seems to be working very hard but not really
making much progress and is consequently starting to doubt his abilities. \What kind
of feedback would you give this learner? What kind of factors would influence your
choice of words and actions?

3 Think about your own life. Have you ever acted in a self-handicapping way? What
kinds of things did you do and why? Have you ever witnessed any learner behaviours
that you feel could perhaps be interpreted as a form of self-handicapping? What steps
could you take to intervene and help such learners?
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Suggestions for further reading

Mercer, S. (2011). Towards an understanding of language learner self-concept.
Dordrecht: Springer.

This book presents qualitative research conducted with tertiary-level EFL learners.
It describes general understandings of self-concept amongst foreign language
learners at all levels, covering many of the points made in this chapter, and is useful
for gaining a greater understanding of learners’ self-concepts and their formation.

Mercer, S., & Williams, M. (Eds.). (2014). Multiple perspectives on the self in SLA.
Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

This collection of papers presents a variety of ways of looking at the self in SLA.
Each chapter outlines the particular perspective taken and also considers the
implications for practice, although the book is primarily aimed at academics with
an interest in the self.

Taylor, E (2013). Self and identity in adolescent foreign language learning. Bristol:
Multilingual Matters.

This is a highly interesting book looking at how learners balance their private
and public selves in the context of learning a foreign language. It links together
various aspects of psychology and relates these to issues of the self. It is especially
useful for teachers working with teenagers who want to develop an empathetic
understanding of their learners” sense of self.



BELIEFS

Introduction

This chapter examines the nature of beliefs, illustrating ways in which our beliefs
influence our actions, and, more specifically, our approach to learning and
teaching. We will sce that some beliefs are helpful to learning, while others can

be unhelpful; thus, teachers can play an important role in fostering beliefs that
facilitate learning. Our beliefs can change; they evolve over time and are influenced
by context and culture, including the culture of the classroom. We begin the
chapter by thinking a little more carefully about what we mean when we use

the term ‘beliefs’ in connection to learning. We then move on to focus on three
different types of beliefs that are important in classroom settings and that teachers
need to understand and work on in order to facilitate learning:

1 the beliefs individuals hold regarding the nature of knowledge and learning

2 various powerful beliefs that people hold but may not be aware of or able
to articulate

3 the beliefs learners develop in order to explain their own personal successes
and failures.

In the final part of the chapter, we turn our attention to specific manifestations
of beliefs in language classrooms, and here we look at not only learner beliefs but
also those of teachers. We hope to encourage teachers firstly to develop a greater
awareness of their own beliefs about language learning and language learners, and
ultimately to understand their own role in influencing the beliefs of the learners
with whom they regularly interact.

What are beliefs?

All of us have beliefs about who we are, the world we live in, and how we should
act within that world. Some of these beliefs are deeply held and central to how we
regard ourselves, while others may be altogether more peripheral. Similarly, those
of us involved in language learning have beliefs about the nature of and processes
involved in teaching and learning a foreign language, as well as about our own
capabilities. These beliefs affect how we approach learning or teaching, and it is the
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nature of these beliefs—and the ways in which they can influence our actions—
that we explore in this chapter. Before going further, let us look at some beliefs that
teachers hold and consider how these might influence their actions.

Activity 4.1

Exploring teachers’ beliefs

Here are statements collected from teachers in schools in Thailand (Maiklad, 2001). What
do you infer about the beliefs of each teacher from the statements? In each case, how
would you expect that teacher to act in the classroom?

Statement

Belief

understanding it.

‘Learning ... is ... receiving knowledge and

will occur soon after’

‘If you ask me which one students should master
first, it must be correct grammar. Then they will
have confidence. With this confidence, their fluency

or to see/

‘They can learn well if they have a chance to touch

language.

‘| think the best and most efficient [method] is to
teach them to speak .
to speak ... | think that | should let them try out the

.. to teach them to listen and

‘Children are like white clothes. Nothing is painted
on them. Language is a new thing in their life. So
in the beginning, they just try and test things. They
may speak correctly or incorrectly.

‘[W]hen students speak, | stop them immediately
after they make mistakes. And | correct them by
saying the right thing and tell them that the right
one should be like this.

to use it

‘In the classroom | expect [the children] just to
understand the knowledge | transmit to them and

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

We can see from this activity how teachers’ beliefs can have a profound inflyence on
their classroom actions. If, for example, teachers believe that knowledge is transmitted
from teacher to students, they are likely to teach by presenting and practising language
forms. If, on the other hand, they believe that learning involves actively constructing
knowledge, they are likely to put learners in situations that involve using the language.



Beliefs 63

A common-sense definition of a belief is that it represents an acceptance or
conviction that something is true. Nevertheless, if we unpack this definition a little,
we can see that it is somewhat unsatisfactory since it suggests that beliefs are binary:
we either believe something or we do not. Of course, this is not the case, as we
believe some things more strongly than others. It is more accurate to think of beliefs
as existing on a continuum from ‘slight hunch’ to ‘firm conviction’.

Believing or knowing?

Since researchers began taking a serious interest in the role of beliefs in language
education in the mid-1990s, numerous terms have been used to discuss and examine
beliefs in SLA. The literature contains terms such as (meta)cognitions, personal
theories, philosophies, and perceptions (Kalaja & Barcelos, 2003). In their influential
book investigating beliefs within the field of language learning, Paula Kalaja and Ana
Maria Barcelos describe beliefs as being the opinions and ideas that teachers and learners
have about the process of learning a foreign language.

If we think a little about this description of beliefs—about the opinions and ideas that
teachers and learners hold—then one key distinction that needs to be made is that
between belief and knowledge; we may know that the Earth orbits the sun, but some
people may also believe that some form of intelligent life exists elsewhere in the universe.
This is a relatively clear-cut example. However, there are cases when the borders between
belief and knowledge are not so clearly demarcated. There may be certain beliefs that

we hold so strongly that we cease to recognize them as being beliefs, regarding them as
incontrovertible facts. When individuals fail to identify their beliefs as such, they are less
likely to reconsider them or to be receptive to challenges to those beliefs (Woods, 2003).

In respect to language learning, individuals are likely to be more certain about some
beliefs than others. For example, consider an adult learner who believes strongly that
adults are unable to improve their pronunciation skills no matter how hard they try.
How might this belief affect his attitude to improving pronunciation? How willing
might he be to engage in conscious strategic efforts to improve his pronunciation and
how open to techniques suggested by the teacher? In contrast, another learner may hold
a similar belief about the inability of adults to improve their pronunciation in a foreign
language but without the same degree of certainty. Such a learner may be more open

to suggestions from the teacher about working on her pronunciation skills and more
willing to try alternative approaches. Those beliefs that are deeply entrenched and that
we feel most certain about are less susceptible to change than beliefs which we hold
with less conviction. More often than not, these strongly held beliefs are those which are
central to our self-concept or to which we feel some form of emotional attachment. (See
Chapters 3 and 5.) It is clear that when individuals hold very firm beliefs about language

learning; it can be hard for teachers to encourage those students to reconsider them.

In addition to the strength of a belief, we should also address the issue of
how helpful, or otherwise, different beliefs can be; some beliefs are conducive
to successful learning—facilitative beliefs—while others hinder learning—
debilitative beliefs. However, deciding what constitutes a facilitative or a
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debilitative belief can be problematic. It is difficult to make generalizations as there
is considerable variation across individuals, and even within an individual: what

is facilitative for one person may not be for another and what is facilitative for
somebody in one context or at a certain time may not be in another. Nevertheless,
for us as teachers, it can be helpful to consider what beliefs our learners hold and
how these beliefs may be affecting their learning in positive or negative ways.
Activity 4.2 illustrates this point.

Activity 4.2 Analyzing facilitative and debilitative beliefs

Consider the following statements made by fearners of English in Malaysia (Choy, 2003).
What underlying beliefs do they reflect and do you believe that these are likely to be
facilitative (F) or debilitative (D) beliefs for the learners you typically work with?

Statement Belief F/D

‘When | learn English | usually wait for my teachers,
who are expert and authority in English, to teach me
and help me learn the language.

‘| depend on my teachers to give me model essays to
memorize so that | can use these to help me write my
own essays.

"I have difficulty understanding English in school. |

do not understand my lessons and | do not like the
language because it is very difficult to become good in
it

4| like to learn English because it is an international
language and | can use it to communicate with people
from other countries.

'l am afraid of using the wrong words when speaking
English ... | am afraid of making mistakes. | often repeat
to myself or write down on a piece of paper what |
want to say to avoid mistakes.’

‘| look up to people who speak English well and | think
others will look up to me if | spoke the language well
also. Therefore | want to learn the language well!

I am willing to practise until | am better in the
language. | usually try to watch more English videos to
help me understand and speak better’

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

As a teacher; how would you respond to learners in your class holding beliefs that appear
to be hindering their learning?
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As teachers, we are constantly evaluating the actions of learners and, by extension,
the beliefs that underpin those actions. This is an integral part of the teaching
process. Nevertheless, these evaluations are, to a great extent, shaped by our

own beliefs about language learning. This suggests that we need not only to pay
attention to the beliefs of learners in our classrooms but also to develop a greater
awareness of our own beliefs and how they are affecting the decisions we make. Of
course, it makes sense to intervene and help in cases where we feel that a specific
belief is having a debilitating effect on an individual’s learning. However, we need
to take care that we do not simply impose our own beliefs on all our learners; there
may be specific beliefs that work for certain learners in certain situations but not
for others.

Beliefs in context

In the past, beliefs were often characterized as residing in the mind of the
individual. Within this framework, beliefs were regarded as static, discrete
cognitive entities. However, since the mid-1990s (see Benson & Lor, 1999; Kalaja,
1995; Kalaja, Menezes, & Barcelos, 2008), there has been a shift towards more
contextualized understandings of beliefs. This means that different aspects of the
context or situation are acknowledged as playing a role in how individuals form

their beliefs.

Contextual factors affect our beliefs in different ways. It can be useful to think
of these contextual influences as occurring at a number of levels. As we discussed
in Chapter 2, it is possible to distinguish between different levels of context. In
the current discussion, we will focus on three basic levels: macro, micro, and
interactional. At the macro-level, we would include national or educational
cultures that affect individuals’ beliefs. At the micro-level are aspects of the
immediate situation, such as the lesson, teacher, and peers. At the interactional
level, there are particular experiences or interactions with specific individuals. Of
course, in real life, things are likely to be considerably more complex, with overlap
between levels of beliefs. Nevertheless, this basic three-level distinction may serve
as a useful guide for teachers trying to understand the various factors influencing
the formation and development of beliefs inside their classrooms.

Beliefs and cultural background

As members of any society, we all learn tacitly through our continual, lifelong
interactions which particular beliefs are valued within that society—a process
known as socialization. Since we are exposed to such beliefs from an early age

and they are being constantly reinforced throughout the lifespan, they tend to be
the most stable and resistant to change. Of course, some people move between
different societies and cultural settings and in such cases beliefs may be challenged
and evolve in response to these challenges. The implication for language teaching is
a need to recognize and accommodate the various beliefs about language learning
that may be ‘typical for a given culture. In particular, in cases where teachers
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and learners do not share the same cultural background, some degree of mutual
understanding and respect is required, and attempts by teachers to ‘impose’ their
culturally based beliefs on learners holding other beliefs are likely to encounter
resistance. This conflict between different cultural beliefs about education can
also manifest itself when teachers in one socio-educational context attempt to use
educational materials developed in, and perhaps for, another.

Situational and interactional factors

As we discussed in Chapter 2, it is important not to oversimplify the impact of
cultural factors. Individuals within a particular culture do not all hold identical
beliefs. We are also influenced by factors in our family settings and in our various
social relationships, as well as by specific situations or interactions. A situational
view of beliefs implies that schools and classrooms play a significant role in
influencing the beliefs of the individuals within them, and that a key role for
teachers is to work towards creating a classroom culture that generates a facilitative
set of beliefs about language learning among learners. Let us consider a teacher
dealing with a group of young learners taking their first steps in foreign language
learning. As with any group, some individuals are likely to be more successful than
others. How does the teacher choose to respond to that success? Some teachers
may highlight the successful outcome and the speed with which those successful
learners ‘picked up’ the language, implying that these learners have some form of
natural aptitude or talent. In such an environment, learners may come to believe
in a strong link between innate talent and successful outcomes. On the other hand,
in cases where the teacher chooses to focus on the process rather than the outcome,
or on efforts as opposed to notions of talent, learners are more likely to develop a
belief that their own efforts can lead to success.

The individual choices teachers make are subjective judgements based on their own
beliefs and understandings of language and learning. As such, teacher beliefs are

a major contributory factor to the culture of any classroom and, by extension, to
the beliefs of learners within it. This presents teachers with three crucial challenges:
firstly, to be aware of their own beliefs; secondly, to understand how these beliefs
impact upon their teaching and students’ learning; and thirdly, to consider ways to
promote the beliefs they consider most helpful to learners.

At another level, learners’ belief systems are also affected by their own unique
experiences and their interactions with other people around them. Let us imagine
a learner with a family member, say a sister, who has married someone from a
different linguistic background and has successfully made efforts to learn that
language. Conversations and interaction with this sister may prove to be a
significant influence on this particular learner’s beliefs about language learning.
In this case, these beliefs would be unique to this individual, not shared by the
whole class.
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Emotional factors

A further important aspect of beliefs is their emotional nature (Frijda & Mesquita,
2000). Individuals can feel strong emotional attachments to their beliefs and this
has powerful practical implications. (The connections between beliefs, emotions,
and behaviour is a topic we return to in Chapter 5.) The essential underlying
theme of this chapter is that learners’ beliefs about the nature of language learning
influence their approaches to learning; therefore, teachers need to be both aware
of these beliefs and equipped to help learners re-evaluate any beliefs that may

be impeding learning. In order to achieve this, teachers need to understand the
emotional significance of some beliefs.

From a practical point of view, teachers ought to be aware that learners can be

more emotionally atrached to some beliefs than to others; this connects back to the
distinction between core and peripheral beliefs that we made at the beginning of
the chapter. A strong emotional attachment to a particular belief can be problematic
when the teacher judges that belief to be harmful to learning. For example, let us
think of an adult learner who has always done things in a certain way and strongly
believes that this is the best—even the only—way. However, you, as the teacher,
disagree; you have been watching patiently as this learner makes no progress at all,
offering gentle suggestions, all of which seem to be ignored. What can you do in
such a situation? You cannot simply ignore the belief and its damaging effects. It
may well be the case that the more the learner persists with this belief—and the

less successful the learning efforts—the greater the emotional investment. This may
be highly irrational and, in such cases, a purely rational approach from the teacher
encouraging the learner to reappraise these beliefs may, in fact, be counterproductive
if not handled skilfully. Simply pointing out the flaws in the current approach and
suggesting an alternative may cause the learner to resist and become even more
invested in the belief. [n order to help learners reappraise their beliefs, teachers need
not only to be aware of the specific beliefs that learners hold but also to understand
something of the emotional significance those beliefs have for learners, and to
develop non-threatening strategies that encourage learners to re-examine them.

Beliefs across time

In the previous section, we discussed how beliefs are liable to change across different
contexts. Beliefs may also evolve over time. At one level, changes in beliefs reflect
various changes in cognitions that occur across the lifespan; these tend to be
predictable and are common to most people. At the same time, changes in beliefs are
also shaped by our own particular experiences and social interactions that occur over
time; these changes are unique and individual. Beliefs are not static, but neither do we
suddenly come to believe or disbelieve something. There is likely to be a questioning
process, with doubts gradually creeping in as to the veracity of certain beliefs, or a
gradual strengthening of other beliefs occurring as a result of confirmatory experiences
or interactions with others. In fact, it is possible to argue that all our beliefs are, to
some extent, in a state of flux and that the major difference is one of degree, with
beliefs at the ‘strongly held” end of the continuum being more stable.
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The recognition that beliefs are situated and dynamic represents positive news
for teachers, as it suggests that learner beliefs can change and are influenced by
the learning environment. As teachers, we have a role to play in the development
of positive learner beliefs. We are in a position to monitor and assess the various
beliefs that our learners hold in our teaching situations and use these assessments
to encourage both the questioning of what we regard as unhelpful beliefs and the
strengthening of facilitative beliefs.

Types of beliefs

We can hold beliefs about any aspect of learning and teaching processes, the
language itself, how it is best learned, and ourselves in relation to these processes.
However, certain beliefs appear to be more influential than others in enhancing or
hindering learning. We have chosen here to focus on three central sets of beliefs:
epistemological beliefs, mindsets, and attributions.

Epistemological beliefs

We all have beliefs about the nature of knowledge and learning: what knowledge
is and how it is acquired. These are known as epistemological beliefs. To a certain
extent, these beliefs are a reflection of the particular time and place in which

we live. In different periods of history and in different cultural settings, various
theories of knowledge have tended to dominate. The issues of what constitutes
knowledge and how knowledge is transmitted are complex. For the purposes of
our current discussion, it is helpful to provide an outline of some of the main
principles regarding epistemology.

The fundamental epistemological question underpinning language education
concerns what it means to learn or to know a language. One key distinction that
has been made is between learning how and learning about. When we learn or
know how to do something, this means that we develop an ability to perform a
certain skill. For example, we learn how to drive a car without necessarily knowing
the detailed workings of a four-stroke engine. On the other hand, when we learn

or know about, we develop an understanding of how something operates or how

a skill is performed, without necessarily being able to perform it. So, staying with
the driving illustration, it is possible for somebody to understand when and how

to change gears on a manual car but not actually to be able to perform the task in
real time. In the case of language learning and teaching, if we believe that knowing
a language means understanding its formal properties, then we may favour an
approach to teaching that stresses knowledge of formal aspects of the language, such
as its syntax. However, if we believe that actually being able to use this language is
central to knowing it, then we are more likely to be inclined towards approaches to
teaching and learning that stress the communicative nature of language. Indeed, this
distinction has informed a major shift in formal language education, from a focus on
form and structure to more of an emphasis on language as a communicative skill.
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Following on from the fundamental question of what constitutes knowledge of

a language is the other half of the epistemology equation: how is this knowledge
transmitted? This question concerns beliefs about how best to teach and learn a
language. One such belief relates to whether language is transmitted from teacher
to learner. Individuals who believe in a unidirectional transmission of knowledge
are more likely to believe in the authority of the language teacher and the
legitimacy of that teacher as a model for learning or source of the target language.
Meanwhile, someone who regards language proficiency as something that emerges
through interaction will probably have very different expectations of both teachers
and learners.

People tend not to have a single overarching set of beliefs that spans all domains

of learning; our beliefs may differ greatly across domains. For example, a student
may approach the study of literature in a very critical fashion, ready and eager to
challenge the teacher’s pronouncements. Yet the same individual may approach
language learning in a very uncritical manner, accepting the teacher’s expertise and
authority. The finding that beliefs can differ across domains and that even within a
single domain, such as language learning, beliefs may vary across sub-domains, such
as writing and speaking, is an important one. Another feature of epistemological
beliefs we need to take into account is that their effects are not always direct or
obvious. For example, a greater trust in authority figures can lead language learners
to display a greater reliance on L1 when learning a foreign language (Mori, 1999).
As epistemological beliefs essentially deal with the nature of knowledge and how

we learn, they are central to how we see ourselves and the world around us. Like all
beliefs, they can be facilitative and debilitative, but as they are so central, it is unlikely
that they can be immediately modified. However, there is a distinct possibility that
learners’ epistemological beliefs might be modifiable in the longer term.

Implicit beliefs and mindsets

A further key issue concerning beliefs and learning is individuals’ awareness of their
own beliefs. Sometimes we are conscious of our beliefs and able to articulate them;
these are known as explicit beliefs. For example, an individual may have a strong
belief in the dangers of global warming and the need to take action to prevent

it. Such an individual is likely to have some awareness that this is not universally
accepted and that others may not share the belief. However, it is often the case that
people are unaware of some of their most deeply held beliefs; these are known as
implicit beliefs. For example, consider an individual who strongly believes that luck
plays a significant role in the outcome of human endeavours and that there are lucky
days and unlucky days. This belief may be a key factor in behavioural decisions; this
person may be more willing to take risks on a lucky day. Yet the individual may not
be aware that this is a belief at all, instead assuming it to be knowledge shared by
everyone. As such, this belief is likely to remain impervious to counter-arguments.

We all hold implicit beliefs in various areas of life, including language learning, and
these beliefs can have far-reaching effects on how we approach learning tasks. Within
educational psychology, the work of Carol Dweck (1999, 2006), along with various
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colleagues, has played a leading role in exploring the relationships between implicit
beliefs and learning. Dweck identifies two core sets of beliefs about learning: an
entity theory and an incremental theory. Individuals holding an entity theory tend
to believe that human qualities, including intelligence and the capacity to learn, are
fixed within the individual. They believe that we are endowed with the talents that
we are born with and there is little we can do to change this. In contrast, incremental
theorists believe that human nature is malleable, and, in the case of intelligence

and learning, this means that people are capable of developing their intelligence

and talents through focused practice and effort. A more accessible terminology for
these implicit beliefs is mindsets: we refer to an entity theory as a fixed mindset and
an incremental theory as a growth mindset. It is generally believed that a growth
mindset is more likely to facilitate learning since it helps individuals to see that with
effort they can improve and become more competent.

There are several factors that contribute to the formation of mindsets of language
learners (see Mercer & Ryan, 2010). One of these is the notion that the capacity
to successfully learn a language is dependent on an innate talent. A person with

a strongly fixed language learning mindset may believe in a ‘gift for languages'—
that some people are simply naturally good at learning languages, and that those
who do not possess this gift are unlikely ever to succeed. However, language
learning mindsets are not solely dependent on beliefs relating to a natural talent
for languages. We also hold beliefs about other factors we feel play a role in
successful language learning. For instance, a person may believe that personality
plays a significant role. If this is accompanied by the belief that our personalities
are essentially fixed, then that individual is likely to tend towards a fixed language
learning mindset. Language learning mindsets result from learners’ beliefs about
what qualities are desirable in successful language learning combined with a
further set of beliefs concerning the malleability of these qualities (see Ryan &
Mercer, 2012).
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Mindsets are both complex and powerful, and their significance in language
learning is only just being recognized. Mindsets link to a range of other issues,
such as goal-setting and motivation, providing an underlying framework for
approaches to learning. For example, someone holding a fixed mindset is likely
to set goals that avoid risks and possible failure, as such failure would expose the
limits of any innate talent. Meanwhile, someone with a growth mindset is more
likely to set challenging goals, as this presents an opportunity for learning.

Clearly, mindsets can both help and hinder learning, and perhaps the most exciting
finding from research into mindsets is that, despite their deeply held nature, they
can change, and teachers have a role to play in encouraging growth mindsets.

A fixed mindset may impede learning, but a growth mindset can function as a
powerful resource, influencing learner motivation, the setting of goals, and how
learners respond to the setbacks and ‘failures’ that are an essential part of language
learning. In the educational psychology literature, there is evidence that pedagogic
interventions can encourage growth mindsets in learners, which are, in turn, likely
to lead to more successful learning outcomes. For example, Lisa Blackwell, Kali
Trzesniewski, and Carol Dweck (2007) designed a series of activities to encourage
a group of New York children to regard the brain as a muscle like any other that
could become stronger the more it was exercised, and to believe that intellectual
growth was something they could influence and control through their own

efforts. The research showed that these children subsequently showed a marked
improvement in both their grades and their motivation. Although the concept

of mindsets has yet to be fully explored within the field of language learning, the
research conducted in mainstream educational psychology suggests that nurturing
growth mindsets may be a particularly productive strategy for teachers looking to
foster more facilitative language learning beliefs.

Attributions

Closely linked to mindsets is the way in which we perceive our successes and
failures. On winning a silver medal at the 2012 Olympics, rower Mark Hunter
said, “We gave everything, we tried everything. We wanted to win so badly ...
we just feel we let everyone down by not winning.’” This quotation is interesting
in that it provides some insight into how the mind of a dedicated athlete works
and it also reveals how the concept of success and failure is relative. For most
of us, participating in the Olympics would represent a huge achievement, yet
this athlete feels he has let people down by coming second, and he sees this as a
failure. Success and failure are highly subjective terms; one individual’s success
may be another’s failure.

Individuals’ perceptions of their own successes or failures and the reasons they
provide for those successes and failures are known as attributions. Attribution
theory is concerned with the question “To what do individuals attribute their
perceived successes and failures?” The word ‘perceived’ is important here; as the
above example shows, we all perceive success and failure differently. This can be
due to our different expectations of success (see Chapter 6 on expectancy—value
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theory); different opinions of our ability to succeed in a task (our self-efficacy, as
discussed in Chapter 3); our interpretation of our previous experiences; and our
sense of how important achieving the task is.

Attribution theory originated in the work of Fritz Heider in the 1940s. Heider
claimed that it was how people perceived events, rather than the events themselves,
that influenced behaviour (Heider, 1958). Later, Bernard Weiner (1980, 1986)
developed this theory further. Weiner was particularly concerned with reasons
people gave for their successes and failures in academic and other achievement
situations. He originally suggested that people saw their successes or failures as
being due to one of four possible causes: effort, ability, task difficulty, or luck. He
further suggested that these could be seen on two dimensions, which he termed
attributional dimensions. The first is the internal/external dimension, which
Weiner referred to as locus of causality. Ability and effort are normally seen as
internal—they are believed to come from within us—while task difficulty and luck
are usually seen as being external to us. A second dimension is that of stability,
that is, whether the factor is seen as fixed or changeable—in other words, can it
change or is it something fixed? So effort would normally be seen as changeable,
while ability can be seen as fixed or as changeable, depending on whether we
believe ability to be something static (a fixed mindset) or something that can
change (a growth mindset). Weiner, however, put it in the stable category. The
relationship between these four attributions is shown in Table 4.1.

Locus of causality

internal external
Stability stable ability task difficulty
—
unstable effort luck

Table 4.1 Matrix of the four main attributions (adapted from Weiner, | 986)

A third dimension is that of controllability, that is, whether we feel the element is
within our control or not. For example, most people would feel that the amount
of effort they put in is within their control, but there are considerable differences
in views about whether ability is controllable. In school situations, the difficulty of
the task tends to be seen as being out of one’s control; however, if we see ourselves
as capable of breaking a task down into manageable subtasks, we might view it as
within our control.

The important point is that individuals perceive success and failure differently, they
give different reasons for their perceived successes and failures, and they view these
reasons in different ways. Thus, it is how individuals see these aspects that leads

to different behaviours among learners. This has considerable implications for
teachers in the way they interact with their students. For example, if students
firmly believe they are doing badly because they are no good at languages, and

see this as a fixed factor that is not within their control, they are unlikely to

make any effort to improve, believing this will make no difference. It is then
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important for the teacher to help these individuals to see that they can, in fact,
get better at languages, and that they can take control of their progress by using
appropriate strategies and putting in effort. Students who believe they are doing
badly because the teacher has it in for them—an external locus—and feel that
there is nothing they can do about the situation, seeing it as uncontrollable, are
unlikely to make any effort to learn. However, students who believe that they
are doing badly because their friends distract them—also an external locus—
could see the situation as controllable, and sit in a different place or ignore

the distractions.

It is important to note that attributions are situation-specific, so one’s attributions
in language learning might be very different from those in sport or music.
Similarly, one’s attributions for speaking in an L2 might be different from those for
reading or writing in the L2. People also tend to develop different attributions for
success and failure, often to protect their sense of self-worth (Covington, 1992).
Many people attribute failure to external sources. For example, not getting a job
might be attributed to unfairness or a preference for an internal candidate, rather
than to not being good enough. Research has shown that men tend to externalize
failure more than women. This tendency to attribute success to oneself and failure
to external factors is known as a self-serving bias. It scems that women are likely
to have lower expectations of themselves and tend to attribute their successes to
external factors more than men do.

Although research into attributions has mainly focused on sport psychology, a few
studies have been carried out in the domain of language learning. For example,
Williams and Burden (1999) found evidence that as primary school children

get older, they become more internal in judging how well they are doing in a
language task. However, this trend appears to reverse in secondary school, with
pupils judging their successes mainly by external factors such as marks or grades.
A far broader range of attributions for perceived successes and failures in language
learning is given by older children. These include peer influence (‘Friends distract
me’, ‘My friends help me’); task difhculty (“The work’s too hard’); ability (‘T'm no
good’); and poor teaching, as well as mood, circumstances, and materials. Clearly,
attribution theory is broader than Weiner’s original four reasons, and there is
evidence of developmental pathways in the types of attributions learners make as
they mature (Williams & Burden, 1999).

Other attributions for success that have been reported include the use of the
right strategies, the teacher, interest in the subject, and liking the tasks—for
example, computers, videos, or games. Reasons for failures tend to include lack
of interest, bad behaviour, and the teacher. In addition, girls appear to be more
internal in their attributions for failure than boys (Williams, Burden, Poulet, &
Maun, 2004).
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Activity 4.3 Exploring reasons for failure
Below are some reasons learners gave for not doing well in a language activity in a
secondary school setting in the UK (Williams et al,, 2004). Give each statement a label
such as ‘ability’, ‘effort’, 'interest’, ‘the teacher’, or ‘behaviour’. Then say whether each of the
attributions is more internal (1) or external (E).

Statement Label IVE

‘The teacher doesn't like me!

I'm thick.

‘| don't do my homework.

‘I can't be bothered!

‘I mess about.’

I'm lazy.

‘The teacher doesn’t control the class.

‘I'm rubbish at German.

‘I don't concentrate.

‘Learning German is more boring than watching paint dry.

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

As a teacher, how would you interact with your class if they gave these attributions? What
strategies would you use for dealing with these kinds of attributions?

Working with beliefs in the classroom

Beliefs about how to teach and learn

It is important to point out that many individuals are not simply either teachers
or learners; it is possible—and indeed relatively common—for a person to be
both a teacher in one context and a learner in another. When we speak of teacher
and learner beliefs, we are referring to the beliefs individuals hold in their roles

as teachers or learners. In fact, recalling our earlier discussion about the highly
situated nature of beliefs, it is conceivable that the same individual may subscribe
to different, even apparently incompatible, sets of beliefs as a teacher and as a
learner. As an illustration, Jo McDonough (2002) provides a fascinating account
of the internal conflicts she experienced learning Greek while working as a teacher
of English. For example, a teacher may encourage learners to tolerate variation
and to discover answers for themselves in the classroom during the day, and then,
in the evening, while attempting to learn another language, implore the teacher
to give simple and unambiguous answers. Such an example highlights one of
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the most intriguing aspects of human belief systems: our beliefs are not always
consistent and it is not uncommon for individuals to subscribe simultaneously to
incompatible or even contradictory beliefs.

Several studies (for example, White, 1999; Loewen, 2007) have examined the
potential mismatch between what learners and teachers believe about the processes
of language learning and teaching. A broad conclusion of those studies is that
differing expectations brought about by these beliefs can cause considerable
problems for the effective management of the classroom and the rapport between
the teacher and learners. One commonly cited example of a conflict of beliefs
concerns the broader educational culture in which language learning is taking
place. Teachers believing in more communicative versions of language education
often experience difficulties when attempting to implement these beliefs in
contexts where learners are either not familiar with or do not value such a
communicative approach.

Activity 4.4

Reflecting on success and failure in the classroom

I Ask your students to get together in groups. First, ask them to think individually of
something specific in language learning that they did well recently and to write it down.
it could be doing a role play, completing an activity successfully, or communicating with
someone successfully, for example. Under this, ask them to write the reasons they did
well. The group then collects the reasons together and tries to sort them into groups.
Assemble these reasons on the board, grouping those that are similar together. Some
examples might be working hard, feeling confident, liking the teacher, or finding the
topic interesting. Ask which of these aspects they think are important for success. Ask
the students to choose an aspect to work on developing and to write it as an aim in
their journals, for example: ‘in the next two weeks | shall try to work on/improve ...".

2 Ask your students to think of something they did not do well in respect to language
learning. Again, ask them to write this down, along with reasons they did not do well,
and then collect and group these reasons on the board. Then ask them which of these
reasons they could do something about—in other words, control—and how they
would do this. For example: ‘| could spend half an hour more on my homework' or
I could get to class on time’. If there are any that the students do not think they can
do something about, then ask them to consider how they could control these aspects.
Once again, ask the students to choose an area to work on and write it as an aim:

'In the next two weeks, [ shall ... !
3 Record all the reasons your students gave for doing well and not doing well.
What sort of differences can you see! What do these tell you about your class?
For example, do they lack confidence?! Do they tend to see themselves as no good?
Do they lack interest?

4 After two weeks, put them in groups so that students each report on their progress.
Ask groups to prepare a summary of their discussion and plan how to present it orally
to the class. What have you learned? How can you work with the class to help them
develop more positive attributions?
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The various beliefs that teachers hold can be considered a part of what are
known as teacher cognitions (Borg 1999, 2006). Teacher cognitions refer to the
unobservable mental side of teaching—what teachers think, know, and believe—
and research in this area has explored how all of these impact upon teaching
practice. What is particularly interesting about this view of teaching is that it
shifts the focus away from teachers’ actions to the various beliefs, theories, and
assumptions that inform those actions. Conventional educational research has
tended to focus on the behaviour of teachers, with the implicit assumption that
this behaviour in itself constitutes teaching and ‘produces’ learning. Furthermore,
the assumption was that these behaviours and practices were interchangeable
between individual teachers; when one teacher used a particular activity, it was
essentially the same as when it was carried out by another teacher. Thinking
about teacher cognitions and how they affect teaching suggests that it is really the
personal beliefs underlying our practices that make us unique as teachers.

Beliefs about each other

Some of the most fascinating beliefs in any classroom are those that teachers and
students have about each other. A teacher may come to believe that a particular
learner is fundamentally lazy and that any efforts spent helping this individual are
likely to be in vain. Learners also have beliefs about teachers. For instance, they
may feel that a certain language teacher lacks mastery of the target language and
this may make them less receptive to input from that particular teacher. Others
might feel that a teacher does not actually like them and this might make them
reluctant to make any effort. The beliefs we hold about each other can have a
profound effect on how we interact in the classroom.

As teachers, it is important that we strive to generate in our classrooms a culture
of beliefs that are as facilitating as possible for language learning. We can influence
the beliefs that our learners come to hold by our actions and interactions in

the classroom. Essentially, we serve as role models and send messages about the
nature of language learning through our own behaviour and especially the ways in
which we talk about language learning. One way in which teachers transmit their
values about learning is through their use of feedback in the classroom. One type
of feedback is praise and it is possible to identify two broad categories of praise:
ability praise and effort praise. Ability praise highlights both the end product—a
successfully accomplished task—and the abilities of the individual, whereas

effort praise emphasizes the process of achieving success and the efforts made

by the individual learner. There is a broad consensus in the literature (Dweck,
2007; Kamins & Dweck, 1999) that effort praise tends to be more conducive to
successful learning because it helps learners to see progress as within their control.

The example of praise in the classroom illustrates how teachers may indirectly or
unintentionally influence the beliefs of learners through their use of language or
behaviours. However, there may be times when teachers wish to focus on learner
beliefs in a more explicit fashion. A key first stage in achieving this is to engage in
awareness-raising tasks involving explicit reflection on and discussion of beliefs.
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This can be achieved through journal writing, group discussion, or the use of
mind maps, for example. Through reflection, beliefs need to be brought to the
surface, articulated, and recognized as beliefs before any processes of change can be
contemplated. We can also keep an eye out for instances of dissonance in beliefs
within the classroom—such as when elements of doubt or differences in opinion
emerge—and exploit the potential in these opportunities for discussing beliefs
explicitly in the group.

Summary

We all hold beliefs about teaching and learning, and these influence our actions

as teachers or learners. Our beliefs are influenced by contexts and cultures, and
also evolve over time. We hold some beliefs more strongly than others, and these
strongly held beliefs can be difficult to change. Some beliefs facilitate learning,
while others do not. The messages that teachers convey to their learners through
praise, feedback, and methods used will influence the beliefs of those learners, and
strong differences between the beliefs of teachers and learners can lead to conflict.
We are aware of some of our beliefs, while unaware of others. We can have beliefs
about whether our abilities as a language learner or teacher are fixed or changeable;
these are known as fixed mindsets and growth mindsets. In addition, the reasons
we attribute to our perceived successes and failures will have a profound influence
on our learning and motivation.

Questions for
reflection

I What beliefs do you think your choice of materials, methodology, and activities are
conveying to your learners!

2 What kind of feedback do you give your learners! What messages does your feedback
convey to your learners! What sort of feedback do you think you should ideally give?

3 How can you help your learners see their attributions for success and failure as within
their controf?

Suggestions for further reading

Kalaja, P, & Barcelos A. M. E. (2003). Beliefs abour SLA: New research approaches.
Dordrecht: Kluwer.

An essential volume for anyone with a serious interest in beliefs and language
learning. The collection of chapters here matks a clear break with past thinking on
the role of beliefs in language learning, and ten years after its initial publication, it
still sets the theoretical and research agenda in the field.

White, C. (2008). Beliefs and good language learners. In C. Griffiths (Ed.),
Lessons from good language learners (pp. 121-130). Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

An accessible yet comprehensive discussion of some of the concepts discussed in
this chapter. It provides a concise historical overview of how thinking about the
role of beliefs in language learning has developed, and this serves as a background
to considering some of the implications for practice.
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Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. New York, NY:
Random House.

Although not directly related to language learning, this book discusses some of the
concepts covered in this chapter in a highly accessible and informative manner.
Theoretical concepts are illustrated throughout by examples of well-known public
figures or discussions of the author’s personal experience in a way that makes for a
both powerful and enjoyable read.
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Introduction

In this chapter, we consider how feelings and emotions connect to language
learning. In the past, discussions of language teaching tended to be dominated by
concerns relating to cognitive knowledge of the target language, specific techniques
involved in teaching the language, and the mental processes and capacities required
to learn it. While these remain important issues, the field has begun to recognize
how all aspects of learning are also coloured by the complex web of emotions

and feelings involved in learning and using a foreign language. As LeDoux

(1998) explains in his book 7he Emotional Brain, ‘Minds have thoughts as well as
emotions and the study of either without the other will never be fully satistying’

(p- 39). In this chapter, we will use the umbrella term affect to cover all the
emotionally related aspects of language learning, whereas cognition will be the
term used to refer to a range of mental processes such as memory, attention, or
thinking. Although we have separated emotional aspects of language learning

in this chapter, these are, of course, intimately connected with our cognitions,
beliefs, sense of self, motivations, etc. In reality, it is impossible to truly separate
the affective elements of our psychology from other facets of our minds and from
interactions with contexts and other people. Therefore, throughout this chapter, we
will seek to highlight the links with other themes described in this book and show
how our feelings and emotions influence the whole of our psychology.

We will begin the chapter by considering what we understand by affect, emotions,
feelings, and moods, as well as why these are so very important for successful
learning. The next section will explore the work that has already been carried

out on the role of emotions and affective states in language learning. We will

then turn our focus to the specific affective factor that has perhaps received the
most attention, namely anxiety. In this chapter, one of our primary aims is to
illustrate that emotions also have a facilitatory role to play in language learning;
while negative emotions can impede learning, positive emotions can promote and
enhance learning. In order to discuss the constructive role of emotions, we will
consider aspects of psychology that have been less frequently examined in respect
to language learning, such as positive emotions, positive psychology, and the role
of emotional intelligence in teaching.
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Activity 5.1 Positive and negative language learning experiences

Think about some of your own positive and negative experiences of learning and using
a foreign language. Can you remember how you felt at the time and how you feel about
the experience now! Make a note of the first words that come to mind.

Positive experiences of learning and Negative experiences of learning and
using a foreign language using a foreign language

Then

Now

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

It is likely that many of the words that you wrote down in this activity reflect a
range of emotional responses. You may have come up with words like ‘frustrating,
‘boring’, or ‘stressful’ for your negative experiences, or you may have thought of
words such as ‘fun’, ‘exciting’, or ‘pleasurable’ to describe your positive experiences.
This shows us that language learning, and also language use, can be an emotionally
charged experience. It also draws our attention to the fact that emotions are more
than just a response to an event at a single moment in time; the emotional tone of
an experience can stay with us for some time and can also change.

What is affect?

Affect is an abstract concept and an umbrella term that covers emotions, feelings,
and moods. The distinction between these particular terms is rather fine-grained
and has been the cause of much debate within the psychology literature. We have
taken the view that emotions refer to conscious emotional responses to an event.
Typically, we can recognize and often even label emotions such as ‘happiness,
‘anger’, ‘joy’, or ‘remorse’. Feelings are different from emotions as they tend to

be more specific and refer to our private and subjective reactions to events; so,
for example, feelings of disappointment in ourselves for not performing well in a
class are likely to be different from our feelings of disappointment when learners
similarly fail to live up to expectations in class. There are a limited number of
recognized emotions, but the number of ways in which we can feel is infinite.

An emotion can be the product of several different feelings. If we think of love

as an emotion, then it may comprise feelings of companionship, trust, physical
desire, and excitement. Moods are understood as being emotional states that last
for longer periods of time and which are generally believed to be less intense than
feelings or specific emotional responses to events. Sometimes we may not be able
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to identify what has caused our mood. For the purposes of this chapter and our
emphasis on pedagogy, it is sufficient to note that affective states can vary in terms
of their intensity, duration, identifiable cause, and whether they are more private or
public in their expression.

Why are emotions so important?

One of the pioneers of modern psychology, William James, described a world
without emotions as one where

[n]o portion of the universe would then have more importance than another;
and the whole character of its things and series of its events would be without
significance, character, expression, or perspective.

(James, 1902, p. 150)

Very few of us would want to live in such a world. A world without any emotion
would be cold and coloutless. Think about emotions in relation to the experience
of learning a language. Everybody who attempts to learn a language experiences
feelings of embarrassment at making basic errors in front of other people; and

yet the same language learners can also encounter tremendous feelings of elation
at successfully performing even the simplest tasks in the target language. These
emotional reactions are integral to the learning experience. At a most fundamental
level, emotions mediate our learning, our use of language, and our behaviours and
attitudes towards the language, the class, the materials, and even ourselves.

[t can be difficult to predict how individual learners may respond emotionally

to tasks, materials, and events in class; however, knowing something about our
learners as individuals and their interests and motivations can make this a little
easier. We know that emotional reactions occur when individuals are involved in
situations or activities that they feel have relevance to themselves. For example,
somebody with a keen interest in Formula One Grand Prix racing may experience
an intense roller-coaster ride of emotions while watching a race, but another
individual—one with no such interest—is likely to feel indifference watching the
same event. The nature of the emotional reaction, the intensity of that emotion,
and, indeed, whether there is any response at all, depends on the meaning a
particular situation or event has for an individual (Gross, 2007).

Activity 5.2

How learners react to classroom activities

Look at this list of activities from a language classroom. Imagine you are a teacher
announcing each activity to the class.What emotional reactions might you anticipate from
different learners? Why might learners respond differently to these activities?

singing a song in the target language

a short vocabulary quiz about fashion-related language

watching a clip from a news programme in the target language

individual presentations on famous actors

a role play about a business meeting

reading poetry in the target language.

oN U W —
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Most teachers would have produced quite an extensive list of possible reactions
for each activity. In the case of the song, for example, some students may feel a
sense of excitement or anticipation about an activity that seems fun or a little
different, whereas other students—those with no interest in music—may feel a
sense of anxiety, embarrassment, or even resentment. The news programme might
be seen by some as challenging, real-world relevant, and interesting, while others
might regard it as intimidating, daunting, or boring. A teaching activity does not
itself produce an emotional reaction; the nature of any emotional response to our
materials and activities is dependent upon the interactions between an individual,
the task, the setting, and the meaning of the situation for the individual.

The nature of emotions

For teachers who want to get to know their learners better, it can be helpful to
understand the nature of emotions. An emotional reaction is often described as
having three essential components: a physiological element, expressive behaviour,
and subjective feeling. Subjective feelings refer to how an individual interprets a
particular event. For example, two language learners may do an activity together
that they both find enjoyable and rewarding. Yet although they share the same
emotional response, their personal experience of that emotion is unlikely to be the
same. Expressive behaviour refers to how we externally express our emotions; an
illustration of this could be a learner in a classroom blushing with embarrassment
after making a mistake in front of others. In simple terms, we are talking about the
body language that communicates our emotions. The physiological aspect of an
emotional reaction refers to those physically measurable changes in the body, such
as an increased heart rate, that occur when we are in a particular emotional state.
As a teacher, it can be useful to become aware of and attentive to learners’ facial
expressions and body language in order to interpret their emotional responses to
classroom life (Gregersen, 2003).
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Activity 5.3

Positive and negative emotions in the classroom

Take a look at this list of emotions commonly encountered in language classrooms.

moredom joy excitement frustration anger amusement irritation anxietyJ

Where would you rank them on the continuum below from ‘positive’ (facilitative) to
‘negative’ (inhibitive)?

<+ I I ! % ; I —>
Negative Positive
- +

Are there any emotions that you found especially difficult to place on the continuum?
Are there any that you thought could be both positive and negative?

Learners’ emotional responses can be better understood through an examination
of some of the workings of the brain and how it processes emotions. In recent
years, greatly assisted by technological advances, we have come to know a lot
more about the functioning of the brain through an academic discipline known
as neuroscience. This refers to the scientific investigation of the brain and the
nervous system. We would like to offer a very brief discussion here of some

of the key insights from this field and show how they may support teachers’
understandings and observations of their learners.

John Schumann has long been a pioneer of research into the neuroscience of
second language learning (1997, 1999). Some especially interesting findings in
this area relate to how the brain processes affect in language learning situations
and how language learners’ brains evaluate external stimuli leading to emotional
responses. These evaluations are known as appraisals and it is possible to identify
five broad dimensions in which our brains evaluate events. (See Table 5.1.) An
understanding of these appraisals can offer teachers a systematic framework that
may help them both anticipate and understand learners’ emotional reactions.

Novelty the extent to which something is familiar or unfamiliar

Pleasantness the extent to which something is appealing or otherwise

Goal conduciveness | the extent to which something is in harmony with one's
current purpose or objectives

Coping potential the extent to which one feels able to cope in a
particular situation

Self-compatibility the extent to which something is in harmony with
social and cultural norms, or with one's current or ideal
self-concept

Table 5.1 Framework for understanding stimulus appraisals and emotional responses
(adapted from Schumann, 1999)
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If we look at the first appraisal dimension, novelty, it is not simply the case that
novel equals good while familiar equals bad; the emotional response stems from the
individual’s appraisal of something, whether one sees it as positive or negative. So, for
example, a teacher may come into the class armed with a new activity that none of
the learners have encountered before. Some learners may feel stimulated or refreshed
by the change, while others may feel threatened or overwhelmed by it. When we add
the other appraisal dimensions, then the picture becomes even more complex and
interesting. Let us go back to the teacher’s exciting new activity and look at it in the
light of the framework above. The vast majority of the students in the class may be
attracted by its novelty and they may also regard it as fun and appealing. However,
the timing of the activity may be problematic if some of the students have a very
important test the next day. If they see this fun’ activity as incompatible with their
immediate goals, it may lead to feelings of frustration or even anger. This framework
can thus be a useful tool for understanding the various—and often unpredictable—
emotional reactions we may encounter in the classroom.

Understanding emotions is especially important for teachers because the brain
prioritizes emotional reactions. By this, we mean that when we experience a strong
emotional reaction, it can often override other cognitive processes as the brain
allocates its resources to this reaction. Emotions can both facilitate and inhibit
learning, It is possible, for example, for a highly motivated student to be in a class
immediately after having had a fierce quarrel with a classmate. In such a case, despite
normally displaying high levels of motivation, the student may be continually
distracted by feelings of anger and resentment, and thus be unable to focus on the
activity at hand. This example shows us that it is impossible to describe motivation

in a truly meaningful manner without acknowledging an emotional component and
the context in which it arises. In fact, the same applies to most of the constructs we
discuss in this book. If we think about beliefs, a language learner may subscribe to

a particular belief and usually act in a manner consistent with that belief. Yet there
may be occasions when certain emotional reactions override that belief, resulting in
very different behaviour. Imagine a language learner who holds a strong explicit belief
in the value of taking risks and not being afraid of making errors, but who makes a
mistake while speaking and encounters an unexpectedly strong negative reaction from
someone she esteems. This experience, and its attendant emotional resonance, may
make this individual reluctant to take further risks in respect to making mistakes.

Just as emotions are complex in their formation, they tend to be complex in their
effects. Imagine a young man learning Spanish after falling in love with a girl from
Spain when visiting the country. He makes great efforts to learn the language,
hoping to impress her and gain her approval. Unfortunately, one day they quarrel
and she decides to end the relationship. What happens to his motivation to learn?
We might expect him to lose interest in the language, but it is also conceivable
that his anger and resentment may, in fact, fuel a desire to learn the language, to
somehow prove her wrong. Although understanding our learners’ emotional states
can help us to anticipate some of the behavioural consequences, we also need to
take care not to apply an overly simplistic, cause-and-effect relationship between
emotion and behaviour. Emotion and affect are a significant part of all learning
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processes, but there is an argument that they play an especially prominent role in
language learning, a long-term endeavour consisting of numerous emotional highs
and lows. In the next section, we focus our attention on how emotion and affect
have been considered in connection to foreign language learning and teaching.

Activity 5.4

Exploring learners’ feelings about using the language

| Draw the following diagram on the board, with one big circle in the middle and six
circles branching from it.

2 In the central circle, write down an activity the class did recently. Ask the students to
reflect on what their feelings were when they did the activity, for example,‘anxious’, bored,
or‘excited. In each of the adjoining circles, write one of the feelings the students reported.

3 Ask your students to copy the circle diagram four times. Ask them to think of four things
they have done recently in the foreign language and write the name of the task or activity
in the central circles. In the adjoining circles, they should write the feelings they had while
doing the activity. Explain that they do not need to fill in all the outer circles but should try
to think of at least two feelings they had while completing the task. Get them into groups
and ask them to explain why they had those feelings. Ask for some feedback from the
groups about the types of feelings people experienced during specific activities and why.

4 Collect in the circles, which students can give you anonymously if they like. What have
you learned about your students? What have you learned about the activities you give
them? What surprised you, if anything? Does this suggest you need to change anything
about how you teach? How can you incorporate a consideration of students’ feelings
into your teaching?
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Affect in language learning

As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the field of second language
education—ijust like most other areas of education—has been dominated by a
concentration on the cognitive side to learning. One of the earliest and most influential
acknowledgements of the central role of affect in language learning was Stephen
Krashen’s affective filter (Krashen, 1985). Krashen was interested in the distinctions
between language learning in formal educational settings and natural acquisition of
the language by being immersed in a setting which uses it. His basic position was

that natural acquisition processes, especially those used by children learning their first
language, were the ideal way to acquire a language. Thus, the aim was to replicate such
processes in the classroom by maximizing the amount of comprehensible input—
input of language that can be understood—available to learners. This was known as
the input hypothesis: the more comprehensible input learners were exposed to, the
more effectively they could acquire language. He generated a model to describe these
processes and one component of his model of relevance to this chapter was called the
affective filter. According to Krashen, when the language learning/use situation contains
a lot of negative emotions or feelings, the affective filter is raised. This means learners
are blocked mentally through the negative emotions, which reduces the amount of
comprehensible input reaching the learner. Conversely, with a high degree of positive
emotions, the affective filter would be lowered and so learners would be more open

to receiving and engaging with comprehensible input. Although this is naturally a
somewhat simplistic model of language learning, it is also valuable in recognizing

that emotions matter. Essentially, the model provides us with a useful rule of thumb:
negative affect tends to impede language learning, while positive affect can facilitate ir.

Activity 5.5

Exploring language learners’ emotions

Read the following statements made by secondary school pupils about their experiences
of studying foreign languages in England (Atherton, 2005). Which do you think express
the most negative emotional reactions and which the most positive! Why do you think
each learner responded in this way?! How would you, as their teacher; try to help these
pupils overcome their negative emotional responses?

[ think it's interesting, it's fun ... a little hard now and again.

2 ‘It gives me a sense of self-esteem and sense of achievement. | really enjoy learning
another language; it's different!

3 'It's getting harder now, but it's enjoyable and satisfying when you feel that you have
achieved something/

4 ‘When | get it wrong | used to get embarrassed because everyone used to listen. So it
feels like you get a bit gutted! ,

5 '‘Sometimes it’s quite fun to learn; it's different, and sometimes it's boring ... . It kind of
just drags on and on and | just don't get it/

6 ‘[Slometimes | think “Oh no, French is next”, and | think “Oh, it's really difficult and I'm
not going to be able to do it”!

7 'It's a completely new subject; you've never done anything like it, and it's really, really scary!

8 ‘| was dreading it before | started but now | enjoy it!
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Anxiety

One specific affective factor which has received a lot of attention within SLA is
anxiety. Anxiety is a negative emotion associated with worry and nervousness.
Imagine a situation in which you have felt highly anxious. Would the people
around you have known that you were anxious? How did you know that you
were anxious? Often anxiety is accompanied by physical reactions such as a racing
heartbeat, tension, sweating, and increased blood pressure. We may find ourselves
pacing around, furrowing our brow, wringing our hands, and tensing our muscles
and shoulders. While some people may tend towards being generally anxious
individuals, there is a specific form of anxiety known as foreign language anxiety,
which is related to using or learning a foreign language (Horwitz, Horwitz, &
Cope, 1986). Even though a person might not otherwise be especially prone to
anxiety, it is possible that in the context of learning or using a foreign language,
that individual suddenly becomes highly anxious.

So why does learning a language induce so much anxiety in some people? Using a
foreign language is closely connected with self-expression and if we feel limited in

our ability to communicate personally meaningful messages, then we may feel that
we are not projecting what we consider to be an accurate reflection of ourselves.

This limited and restricted form of self-expression and the ensuing frustration can

be extremely face-threatening and can undermine our sense of self, confidence,

and feelings of security. Imagine someone using a foreign language in a business
environment. Despite being a confident, respected, and authoritative figure in his first
language (L1), this individual may struggle to articulate ideas adequately in the L2
and therefore feel frustrated, uncertain, and anxious. At a more basic level, even the
most apparently trivial aspects of language learning can cause anxiety, such as a learner
feeling embarrassed about using an unfamiliar word or sound in front of classmates.
The fear of being laughed at and judged negatively by others can cause a high degree
of anxiety, especially for teenagers, who are often especially sensitive to threats to their
identity, self-esteem, and social standing. Williams and colleagues, for example, found
that secondary school boys were embarrassed to speak in a French accent in class for
fear of sounding feminine and being laughed at. As one participant explained, ‘French
is the language of love and stuff’ (Williams, Burden, & Lanvers, 2002, p. 520).

Obviously, as teachers, we do not want our learners to be in the position of
feeling such negative emotions and discomfort, and we are intuitively aware

of the detrimental effect this can have on their motivation and willingness to

use the language. However, anxiety is also problematic in terms of language
acquisition and achievement, as it can cause learners difficulties in language
comprehension, processing, and production. In other words, it can prevent
learners from understanding what other people are saying; it can limit their ability
to store and retrieve language from memory; and it can inhibit their capacity to
communicate their own ideas in both speech and writing. Even in the most stress-
free environments, communicating in a foreign language can put an enormous
strain on our mental resources as we work hard to decipher utterances, process
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their meaning, and formulate our responses. The problem is that when learners feel
anxious, they expend too much of their mental energy on worrying about their
own performance or how they are being perceived by others, carefully evaluating
their own output and monitoring the reactions of the people around them. The
unfortunate consequence of this is that they are often left with insufficient mental
capacity to carry out the communicative task at hand and their performance suffers
accordingly. In such situations, even the most basic, formulaic utterances become
potential minefields. Of course, a perceived poor performance can also produce
even higher levels of anxiety, anxiety being both a cause and a result of poor
performance and perceived failure. As a teacher, other learner behaviours that you
may recognize as symptomatic of anxiety include suffering from mental blocks,
freezing up during an activity, withdrawing from class participation, or offering
limited, monosyllabic responses. In some cases, learners may also act the fool or
deliberately disengage by using self-handicapping strategies (see Chapter 3) to
protect their sense of self, hiding their anxiety behind disruptive behaviours.

A specific form of anxiety that has also been the focus of a large body of research is
test anxiety, which is the form of anxiety closely associated with test-taking, such as
before and/or during a test. There are few of us who relish taking a test or an exam,
but for some learners, it is an exceptionally anxiety-inducing experience. This anxiety
can lead them to perform badly on tests as they struggle to recall items of language,
understand instructions, or produce text of any kind. It is perhaps unsurprising
that those who anticipate a poor result and who may be weaker learners suffer most
frequently from test anxiety. However, even learners who typically perform well on
tests may put themselves under excessive pressure, especially if they tend towards
perfectionism, and suffer from anxiety in test situations (Gregersen & Horwitz,
2002). Meanwhile, for other learners, tests may bring out the best in them, and

in the test situation they may perform at their peak, bringing off one of their best
performances just at the critical moment.

All this points to a vital distinction in discussions of anxiety, namely, the
distinction between debilitative and facilitative anxiety. All of our discussion so
far has focused on debilitative anxiety—in other words, the negative anxiety that
hinders and debilitates language learning and performance. However, researchers
have found that a certain degree of anxiety can actually facilitate or even improve
performance, and this is referred to as facilitative anxiety. Consider a learner who,
for part of his final grade for the school year, has to do an oral presentation in class
about his favourite singer. He may be anxious—especially given the importance
of the presentation for his overall grade—but he works hard, prepares well, and is
interested and motivated to talk about the topic. Before the talk, he may ‘psych’
himself up using positive self-talk and envisaging a successful run-through of

his performance. It is, of course, likely that this learner will be anxious, but it is
possible that this anxiety may work together with the other factors to help him
give his best performance. What this example also shows is that anxiety depends
on a range of other contributing factors, such as self-confidence, personality,
beliefs, expectations about tasks, and motivation, as well as the stakes involved in a
particular activity.
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While different levels of anxiety may be facilitative for some and debilitative for
others, it is nevertheless important for us, as teachers, to seek to reduce anxiety
for all learners in order to ensure that there is as little impediment as possible

to successful language learning and use. Many of us know from experience how
important it is to foster a positive group atmosphere and a sense of trust, security,
and community in the classroom. (See also Chapter 2.) Learners need to feel at
case, comfortable, safe, and unthreatened, and to be in a group setting in which
peers support rather than judge and evaluate each another. One factor that can
contribute greatly to the group atmosphere is how we deal with mistakes and the
kind of feedback we offer to learners, as well as the manner and tone in which we
give that feedback. We can work consciously at modelling a positive attitude of
growth and learning in which mistakes are seen as a healthy, normal part of the
process of language learning. We can also encourage learners to take risks and push
themselves and their language use to the next level. (See also Chapter 4.)

Another problematic behaviour that can cause anxiety is when learners focus on
their flaws and the inherent risks of failure, rather than on their strengths and their
potential for growth and achievement (Gregersen & Maclntyre, 2014a). Therefore,
we need to help learners focus on the positives and consider their progress and
achievements. Ideally, we want to help them to develop positive mindsets and
beliefs about learning, and to make facilitative attributions. (See Chapter 4.) 1t
may be useful to discuss anxiety explicitly with learners, getting them to consider
the roots of their anxiety and what they can do to overcome it. We can explore
strategies for learning and using the language to help them to feel empowered

to cope with language learning and thereby alleviate feelings of anxiety. We can
also work with explicit strategies for regulating emotions, such as breathing and
relaxation techniques or discussing anxieties with others and seeking support from
them. Regarding goals, learners need to feel that these are realistic and potentially
attainable. This means we need to work at scaffolding tasks to ensure the right
degree of challenge and at helping learners develop their sense of agency and their
ability to manage a task. (See Chapter 7.)

In respect to tests, we can work with learners beforehand to help them to feel
prepared for the test and ensure that they know what to expect. Where possible,
we can prepare a test at the right level of difficulty, with instructions that are clear
and easy to understand and with explicit assessment criteria. We can also teach our
learners about test-taking strategies, for example:

o getting sufficient sleep beforehand

e learning to manage and plan their time in the run-up to and during the test
e concentrating on their own exam and not what others in the room are doing
e using breathing exercises

¢ cmploying calming self-talk

e using techniques such as taking sips of water, sucking sweets, or wriggling
fingers and toes to energize themselves and keep calm.
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Finally, should we, as teachers, be present during a test, we can offer our learners
a genuine smile. We know that our emotions can be contagious and so sharing
a supportive smile with a learner at a critical moment can inspire some positive
emotions to hopefully help counterbalance any negative feelings the learner may
be experiencing.

Activity 5.6

Anxiety in language learning

In 2007, Han-Min Tsai interviewed college students in Taiwan to see if they feft anxious
when writing in English and, if so, what caused this anxiety. His interviewees gave some
powerful responses, showing the complexity of the causes of anxiety. Here are the words
of four of his students, each with a very different story. For each student, decide what the
causes of anxiety might be, and how you, as a teacher; could help.

| ‘Some of my group members are really good at English writing. They always have
good ideas and write quickly. This makes me feel anxious. My mind is always blank. The
thought of my classmates being better than | keeps intensifying my anxiety level and
mind blankness. It is a vicious cycle. | have told myself many times that | should give up
this course!

2 ‘I'think it is related to my personality. | am a person easily getting worried. | think my
childhood experience intensified such personality. In my primary school my sister
and | were often blamed by my mother because of our poor performance in studies.
My mother always thought other kids were better than her daughters. In her eyes my
sister and | had few merits. So | have little confidence since then. Although | think my
writing ability is worse than my present co-workers’, | have a strong desire to make
my English writing better: Such a desire for getting better has further intensified my
anxiety level

3 ‘Another factor influencing my writing tests anxiety level is the importance of the
subject concerned. English writing is very important not only for our department
but also for my future, so | am greatly concerned about whether | can get good
grades in it/

4 'As an EFL student we do not write English every day, so when it comes to English
writing we will naturally feel anxious in grammar and word usage ... My past
experiences tell me that whenever | got my composition back there would be
numbers of red marks from the teacher indicating that | made numerous etrors in
these aspects!

You have probably come up with a number of suggestions for removing the
barriers to these learners’ writing. A clear practical implication of this line of
research is that by developing activities which allow learners to write or speak
about their feelings of anxiety, we may learn more about those feelings—while at
the same time providing language practice—and be able to prepare future classes in
ways which lower anxiety levels among those learners.
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Positive emotions

So what about the role of positive emotions? Much of the research into emotions
in educational psychology and in SLA has tended to focus on the negatives,
typically looking at anxiety. As a result, there has been less work examining the
positive emotions that can facilitate and promote learning. In recent years, there
has been a move within educational and social psychology towards what is known
as positive psychology. In the post-war period, psychology tended to focus on
fixing psychological problems, which, of course, remains an important goal.
However, advocates of positive psychology argue that psychology has an equally
important role to play in understanding human strengths and in promoting
positive psychological states and well-being. One of the key goals is to understand
what we can do to help people ‘fourish’ (Seligman, 2011). In SLA, only very
recently have scholars—such as Peter Maclntyre and Tammy Gregersen (Maclntyre
& Gregersen, 2012; Gregersen & Maclntyre, 2014a)—Dbegun to consciously
engage with the developments in positive psychology and consider their
implications and relevance for language learning.

We have already considered the potentially face-threatening, anxiety-inducing
situations that language learning can engender, but we must also remember that it
can provide feelings of achievement, self-worth, enjoyment, and interest, as well as
facilitating positive relationships and interactions with others. As with most things
in life, learning a language is likely to involve a mixture of both types of emotions
and neither should be denied. It is the appropriate balance between the two that

is important and positive emotions can counter some of the effects of negative
emotions, ensuring the positivity/negativity ratio is in proportion. However,
positive emotions have other benefits beyond merely redressing the effects of
negative emotions. In ways perhaps reminiscent of Krashen’s affective filter—where
negativity limited on¢’s ability to take on board the language and positivity opened
the mind to engage with new language—the psychologist Barbara Fredrickson
(2009, 2013) has proposed a ‘broaden-and-build’ theory of positive emotions.
This suggests that positive emotions broaden people’s attention and the way they
think and act, in contrast to negative emotions, which narrow down people’s
thinking and wish to act. This means that individuals with more positive emotions
are able to think in more diverse, creative ways and are more likely to actively
explore and approach a topic or area, thereby tending to have minds more open to
new experiences and learning. With this broadened range of thinking, individuals
become able to build up a repertoire of skills, enabling them to become creative,
more resilient to stress and setbacks, and also to build positive relationships with
others. All of these, in turn, act as valuable resources to help people to enjoy

more positive experiences in the future. A fundamental point here is that positive
emotions not only constitute an indicator and response of a happy existence but
can also lead to well-being and positivity. This implies what Fredrickson calls an
upward spiral of positivity, in which having positive emotions can lead to further,
increased positivity in the future.
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One of the key issues that positive psychology has addressed is the concept

of happiness. This is a surprisingly complex term as used in the literature

and it involves multiple dimensions. Firstly, it refers to the more traditional
understanding of the word in terms of positive emotions such as joy, love,

and contentment—in other words, the ‘pleasant life’. This involves happiness
gained from pleasure at maybe brief moments in time, a form of happiness

that is potentially the most short-lived. But happiness can also refer to leading

a purposeful and meaningful life. It has two dimensions. Firstly, there is the
‘engaged life’, when you use your strengths to engage deeply with challenges

in a way that helps you grow and develop. This is exemplified by the concept

of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Flow can occur when people become utterly
absorbed in tasks that are not too easy but involve the perfect degree of challenge
for their current abilities. The second dimension of happiness is understood as
the ‘meaningful life’ (Seligman, Gillham, Reivich, Linkins, & Ernst, 2009). This
is when people engage in activities and actions that have a greater meaning than
personal gratification, serving a purpose beyond the individual and contributing to
something larger than themselves, such as the environment, social organizations,
or future generations. Clearly, teachers are potentially in a position to have such
meaning in their lives, given their inherent role in supporting the learning and
growth of future generations and of others.

For teaching, it becomes apparent that if we wish to have ‘happy’ learners, we
must go beyond simplistic views equating happiness with momentary joy and
fun. While these remain important dimensions to incorporate into our classroom
lives—such as through the use of learning games, cooperative tasks, and humour—
happiness also stems from being sufficiently challenged and able to develop

one’s strengths. This means we need to support learners in becoming aware of
their strengths and finding ways to employ them meaningfully in the pursuit of
language learning. For example, learners whose strength is their sense of humour
and playfulness can be encouraged to write a humorous story, act out a comedy
version of a role play, or transform gap-fill sentences with humorous additions.

It also suggests learners may reap benefits from approaches in which they use the
foreign language through projects for social good. An example might be working
on a project about a particular social cause and creating a magazine about the
topic, which is then sold and the proceeds donated to a relevant charity.

The notion that happiness is associated with feeling challenged or able to realize
one’s potential suggests that it stems from a purposeful life. This means that
happiness is not gained from owning things, such as an expensive car or the latest
smartphone—although they certainly bring momentary pleasure for many—

but that real, lasting happiness comes from spending time wisely on positive
experiences, positive social relationships, and in acts of kindness to others. The
implication for the classroom is that we need to focus on language learning

in terms of the positive experiences associated with it and the positive social
relationships surrounding those experiences—inside and outside of class—as well
as through a cooperative, positive community within a group. (See Chapter 2.)
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One more dimension of the positive psychology movement that we wish to draw
attention to is the concept of optimism. This links to our discussion of mindsets
and attributions in Chapter 4. Optimism is concerned with positive expectations
for the future and confidence about one’s goals and future outcomes. In contrast,
pessimists are often full of doubt and uncertainty, tending to anticipate negative
outcomes. As optimists expect positive future outcomes, they generally work
harder, are less likely to give up in the face of challenges, and are more resilient to
setbacks. The idea that we can change our position on the optimism/pessimism
scale is reflected in the title of a book by one of the leading figures of the positive
psychology movement, Martin Seligman (1990): Learned Optimism. Although we
do not wish learners to be unrealistically optimistic, we would certainly want to
promote a positive outlook and set of expectations while acknowledging that these
must also remain realistic.

Let us think for a moment about two learners preparing to go on an exchange

trip to a foreign country. One of the learners, Luis, is full of fear and anxiety,
anticipating failure, embarrassment, and frustration at all the language challenges
he is about to face. Ideally, he would like to avoid the trip, and he feels daunted

by the prospect of using the language in any circumstances. On the other hand,
Sami is full of excitement, curiosity, and interest, anticipating opportunities to
have new experiences, meet new people, and try out his language skills. Naturally,
Sami is also aware of the possible problems he might encounter in expressing
himself, but, as an optimist, he tends to be aware that the consequences of making
language mistakes in this setting are unimportant and that somehow he will get by.
Ultimately, Sami might envisage being able to laugh about such instances, instead
of dreading them and seeing them as major stumbling blocks. While Luis may
hopefully change his feelings and attitudes during his stay, it is clear that Sami is in
a better position at the outset to benefit from the experience.

So, as teachers, how can we work at helping our learners to be optimistic about
their language learning while remaining realistic? Certainly, it can be beneficial

to have some explicit discussion about learners” anxieties, putting them into
perspective. Seligman (2011) presents a three-stage model for thinking about
feared negative events. He suggests thinking about the worst, best, and most likely
scenarios and then considering how to manage the most likely scenario. Another
way of promoting optimism is by having learners reflect on their explanatory
styles—in other words, how they explain their experiences in language learning.
Pessimists tend to blame negative events on permanent aspects of the self and any
positive events on temporary factors not related to themselves. If we find learners
using such explanatory styles, we can challenge their thinking, asking them what
other ways this experience could be explained and how they can influence future
events in a positive way. (See also Chapter 4.) We can also prompt learners to
reflect on their positive experiences in using and learning the language, and to
identify their personal strengths. We all have strengths and weaknesses (see the
discussion later in this chapter on self-knowledge) and while it is important to be
aware of our weaknesses and to work on improving them, it is vital also to reflect
on our strengths, considering how we can build on them and use them wisely
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for positive future outcomes. As teachers, we need to remember to comment on
learners’ strengths, rather than solely focusing on weaknesses, in order to model a
culture of positivity.

Each learner is unique and what will help our students to feel positive and flourish
in our classes is likely to be diverse and highly personal, varying across cultural and
contextual settings. Yet, while we cannot easily prescribe what individual learners
need to do to promote their well-being in class, we can seek to lead by example.

If we work at developing our own positive attitudes, emotions, and behaviours in
respect to language learning and use, then we can expect that our own optimism
and happiness will promote similar positivity in our learners.

Activity 5.7

Raising awareness of individual strengths and weaknesses

Consider the various learners in the classes you teach. Think about some of the strengths
and weaknesses you perceive in those learners. For example, one learner may tend to
lower his voice or mumble unclearly when he is unsure of the language he is using. In
contrast, another learner may be particularly good at using the language she already knows
to compensate for unfamiliar items of vocabulary. Now consider the following peints:

| How aware are your learners of their own weaknesses in respect to language learning?

2 Can you specify which weaknesses they are aware of?

3 Now think about how aware they are of their strengths and identify which strengths
they might be aware of,

4 Finally, think about how you can get your learners to play more to their strengths in
your classes.

Emotional intelligence

We have stressed that one of the roles of teachers is to promote a supportive
learning environment in which learners flourish and feel positive. An important
skill for teachers is how to interpret the emotional reactions of the learners in
their classrooms. One useful concept that is now beginning to attract attention
within the field of language education is that of emotional intelligence. In

this discussion, we will be guided by Goleman’s (1998) definition of emotional
intelligence as ‘the capacity for recognizing our own feelings and those of
others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing emotions well in ourselves
and in our relationships’ (p. 318). In this section, we will highlight some of the
defining aspects of emotional intelligence, while considering what it has to offer
language teachers.

The first element of the definition above is important, though often overlooked.
This refers to what is known as self-knowledge. In order to understand and
interact with others, we need to understand ourselves, realize our strengths

and weaknesses, and feel comfortable within ourselves. This is something that

is very difficult to achieve alone, so for teachers, it requires actively seeking
candid feedback from both colleagues and learners. Self-knowledge requires
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both listening to direct and indirect feedback from others and being honest
with ourselves. Without adequate self-knowledge, none of the other aspects of
emotional intelligence we discuss are possible. (See Chapters 3 and 7 on the self
and self-regulation.)

The second feature of emotional intelligence is known as self-management.
Self-management is essentially concerned with how we manage and control our
emotions. A unique trait of humans is that they are able to control their emotional
responses to various external stimuli. People have the ability to assess a particular
situation, manage reactions, and control their behaviour in accord with their
immediate goals. So, when we are anxious, we may decide that the best strategy
is to conceal the anxiety and act confidently—such as during a job interview.
Humans are, to some extent, always evaluating and managing their emotional
reactions. Emotionally intelligent self-management occurs when individuals are
able to manage their emotions in a way that takes into account the concerns of
others.

Many language teachers have, at times, felt undervalued by their institution and
frustrated or even angry with students. It is important that teachers consider how
they process their emotions and manage them in the classroom. As teachers, we
tend to exercise caution in our choice of words in front of students, but sometimes
our body language can be revealing in ways we do not intend. It is possible to
imagine a language teacher experiencing great frustration at a particular learner
who continues to make the same error and does not appear to be learning from
those mistakes. The teacher may go to great efforts to conceal the frustration
through supportive words, but those feelings may be betrayed by an inopportune
sigh or shake of the head. In such a case, all the teacher’s words of support are
likely to be undermined by the non-verbal communication. Correspondingly,
teachers need to be able to interpret the various means of non-verbal
communication used by learners (Gregersen, 2003), such as eye contact, facial
expressions, and hand movements.

Related to this is the next element of emotional intelligence: social awareness.
Social awareness is concerned with our ability to interpret what other people are
experiencing and thinking—our capacity to ‘read’ people. To a certain extent,
reading others involves entering their world, seeing the world through their eyes.
Sometimes this requires teachers to look at themselves from the point of view
of their learners. A particular challenge that many language teachers face is that
they are often dealing with learners from different cultural backgrounds, who
hold different core values. Language teachers need to be sensitive to these values
and reflect upon how their own behaviour or values may be in conflict with the
expectations of the learners in their classes. (See Chapter 2.)

The final component of emotional intelligence we need to consider is relationship
management. For teachers, this is a huge consideration because our role in the
classroom is pivotal; teachers can be the focal point, setting the general mood

and influencing the emotional reactions of others. Successful learning is greatly
dependent upon how we manage the various social relationships that occur in the
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classroom. Key amongst these are the relationships between the teacher and the
class as a whole, and the teacher’s various relationships with the individuals that
make up that class.

We have probably all, at some time in our lives, had negative experiences with a
teacher, perhaps a teacher who seemed cold, intimidating, and uninterested in
the lives of learners. The chances are that such teachers were lacking in emotional
intelligence, unaware of how others perceived them, the effects of their presence,
and the importance of social relationships in the teaching context. On the other
hand, most of us have encountered teachers who appeared able to manage
people and events efficiently without resorting to overt displays of authority and
who showed empathy for and interest in their learners. This is usually the sign
of a teacher with high levels of emotional intelligence, and the product of this
emotional intelligence is that teachers and learners are able to work together in a
pleasant and productive learning environment.

Summary

In this chapter, we have tried to show the importance of the emotional side of
learning and teaching, and, indeed, that the emotional side at times overrides
logical cognition. Our thoughts and actions are just as much a function of

our emotions as they are of logical reasoning. We have shown that negative
emotions—such as anxiety—can, at times, have a debilitating effect on language
learning and use. In contrast, we have also discussed how positive emotions can
enhance learning. Understanding and managing emotions in the classroom is a
fundamental, though sometimes overlooked, responsibility for teachers. The basic
guidelines for teachers have not changed since the time of Krashen's affective filter:
negative emotion generally inhibits learning, while positive emotion facilitates it.
The clear task for teachers is to create a classroom environment in which positive
emotions may flourish. Of course, this is far more easily said than done. We have
carefully avoided providing any form of prescriptive list of activities or strategies
for encouraging positive emotions in the classroom because we remain acutely
aware that everyone is different and that what works for one student or teacher in a
particular context may not work for another.

Questions for | Think of an activity you have done with a class recently. What emoticnal responses
reflection to this task did you encounter from learners? What was your own response? What
cues did you use to evaluate learners’ emotional reactions? How can you use this
information in an emotionally intelligent way in the future?
2 In what ways would you consider yourself an emotionally intelligent teacher? In what
areas are your strengths and what areas do you perhaps need to work on?
3 Have you had any teaching experiences in which you have experienced anxiety! Can
you think of incidents when your anxiety was debilitative and when it was facilitative?
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Suggestions for further reading

Seligman, M. (2011). Flourish. London: Nicholas Brealey Publishing.

In this book, the man who is widely considered to be the founder of the positive
psychology movement offers a highly accessible overview of what positive
psychology has to offer. Of particular interest to teachers may be the stories of
positive psychology in action in educational contexts.

Arnold. J. (Ed.). (1999). Affect in language learning. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

This edited volume may be regarded as essential reading for anybody with an
interest in the area of affect in second or foreign language learning. Though written
over 15 years ago, the wide range of scholarly papers in the book still feel highly

relevant to a present-day audience.

Gabrys-Barker, D., & Bielska, J. (Eds.). (2013). The affective dimension in second
language acquisition. Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

This book provides an up-to-date perspective on theory and research relating to
affect and emotion in language learning. It may be of particular interest to teachers
because not only does it discuss learner affect but considerable attention is also
given to how teachers experience affect in their own professional contexts.



MOTIVATION

Introduction

Of all the concepts discussed in this book, motivation is perhaps the most familiar
and the one that has attracted the most interest from both researchers and teachers.
We encounter discussions of motivation in various walks of life, from sport to
education to the business world, and we all feel we have some understanding of
what the term means. Across the psychology literature, descriptions of motivation
have been varied and the focus of inquiry has inevitably shifted over time. The
diverse nature of the various conceptualizations of motivation can be partially
explained by the sheer scope of the topic; the study of motivation seeks to explain
nothing less than why people behave as they do. In this chapter, we do not have
space to cover the whole spectrum of motivation theory; instead, we will limic our
discussion to those theories of motivation that have been most closely connected
with foreign language learning.

What is motivation?

In this section, we will look at some of the main theories of motivation that have
appeared in the psychology literature. We do this primarily because although we
often discuss motivation, it is not always clear what we mean when we use the
term, nor do we always share a common understanding of what motivation is. To
give an example, consider what might be meant when a teacher says “This student
is motivated’. To some teachers, this might mean that the student carries out
activities and achieves outcomes that the teacher selects. For others, it might mean
that the learner has identified specific goals and makes efforts to realize them.
These differing views can be explained by different theories of motivation.

Before moving on to the next section, take some time to think about Activity 6.1,
below. After you have completed the activity, keep your answers in mind as you
read on through the chapter.
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Activity 6.1

Different approaches to ‘motivating’

Let us step back a little from language fearning for a moment and consider motivation
more generally. Imagine, for example, a young child tearning to play the piano.Which of
the following do you think would motivate the child?

offering a reward or treat each time the child performs well

not allowing the child out to play with friends until he has completed his daily practice
adopting a policy of constant praise and encouragement, regardless of actual performance
scolding the child when he makes a mistake

allowing the child the freedom to choose when and how long to practise

setting clear goals for the child

regularly discussing progress and future goals with the child

making a fixed schedule so that the child practises regularly at the same time every day
asking the child to make a schedule for his practice

encouraging the child to believe that he is more gifted than those around him.
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Think about the strategies that you thought were motivating. Why did you think so? How
about those you did not consider motivating? What were your reasons?

Teachers have different ideas about their role in motivating students and the best
ways to go about doing this. If we look at the various strategies listed in Activity 6.1,
we see a diverse range of approaches, and individual teachers would probably have
different opinions as to their relative effectiveness and appropriateness. However,
these strategies share a common characteristic: they all assume that motivation

is externally directed—that a teacher has the power to motivate a student. What

we regard as motivating greatly depends on how we understand the concept of
motivation. And a fundamental aspect of this is where we see the origin of this
motivation: does it come from outside the learner or from within?

Without a clear understanding of what we mean by motivation, we cannot say
whether a particular strategy is motivating or not. Teachers readily acknowledge
the importance of motivation in language learning, but there is often little

explicit consensus as to what is meant by the term. A robust working definition of
motivation is surely an essential in any language teacher’s toolbox.

Defining motivation

Before we explore some of the descriptions of motivation found in the psychology
literature, we need to think a little about everyday, lay understandings of the

term, as these have a significant effect on how teachers regard motivation in the
classroom. The word ‘motivate’ itself can be unhelpful. If you pick up a dictionary,
you are likely to find a definition that categorizes the word as a transitive verb,
accompanied by an illustration referring to somebody or something ‘motivating’
another person to do something. For example, the New Oxford English Dictionary
(1998) offers the following:

Stimulate (someone’s) interest in or enthusiasm for doing something: it is the
teacher’s job to motivate the child at school.
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The verb ‘motivate’ suggests that motivation is very much an external entity and
this is reflected in many of the strategies that teachers have conventionally adopted
to ‘motivate’ their students. Many familiar educational practices, such as rewarding
or punishing behaviour, are based on this premise that motivation is linked to
the teacher controlling learners or guiding them in a particular direction. Such
practices are often informed by the behaviourist theories we discussed in Chapter
1, which regard human behaviour as a consequence of external stimuli and imply
that the teacher’s role is to provide the appropriate stimuli. In the motivation
literature, there is a closely related concept known as push-pull. According to
push-pull theories of motivation, individuals are either pulled by external stimuli,
such as rewards and incentives, or pushed by subconscious forces or drives within
themselves. For many, basic understandings of motivation are a combination of
behaviourism and push-pull theories of motivation; thus, they come to regard the
role of a teacher as navigating the learner towards learning outcomes through the
provision of various stimuli.
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Early descriptions of motivation focused on the human tendency to either
approach pleasure or avoid pain—in other words, on basic needs. In the field of
education, Hull’s (1943) drive theory, for example, attempted to explain learning
and motivation in terms of precise scientific formulae, where certain needs or
deficits create drives which, in turn, direct human behaviour. Such an approach
was typical of its time, but from these simple beginnings the study of motivation
gradually became more sophisticated; Eccles, Wigheld, and Schiefele (1998) trace
the development of motivational theory as moving away from a needs base towards
the cognitive perspective which dominated the latter part of the twentieth century.
This move represented a major shift in conceptualization as we moved from

seeing motivation as externally controlled to viewing it as something that comes
from within the individual. This shift has considerable implications for language
teachers. A view of motivation that emphasizes its external nature places the
teacher in a central, controlling role. However, a view that focuses on the internal
nature of motivation—as a cognitive perspective does—puts the learner in that
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central role and thus suggests a whole different set of challenges for the teacher.
Since the cognitive perspective is the one that has had the greatest influence

on how we understand language learning motivation, we will now focus our
discussion on it. (See also Chapter 1.)

Cognitive theories of motivation

Cognitive theories of motivation are concerned with how our thinking shapes
our behaviour. In the field of education, they refer to the mental processes that
direct learning. In other words, learners make decisions about their own learning,
Central to this theoretical framework are what are known as expectancy-value
theories. These describe how behaviour results from whether a person expects
success in a particular activity and the perceived value for that person of success
in that activity. Imagine, for example, that a tall adult tempts a small child by
holding out some treat. The child is unlikely to make a sustained effort to obtain
that treat if it is held at an impossible height for her. The child will soon realize
that effort is futile and give up, as she does not expect to succeed. Similarly, if

the child regards the actual treat as not especially desirable, then she is unlikely

to devote much time or energy to the task of getting her hands on it—the child
does not value the object that would result from her efforts. On the other hand, if
the child sees that treat as highly desirable and it is placed at an attainable height,
then we are likely to observe an intense and probably sustained burst of activity
in pursuit of that treat. Expectancy-value theories describe behaviour in terms

of ongoing mental cost-benefit calculations and, over the years, researchers have
theorized motivation in many different ways based around the expectancy-value
framework. This is something language teachers, or even educational institutions,
need to take into account when they promote the pragmatic or material benefits of
learning a language. For example, if learners are being encouraged by the prospect
of economic rewards associated with successfully learning a language, then those
learners may make the calculation that the actual likelihood of success and the
amount of effort required are not justified by the scale of those rewards. Learners
may have a low expectancy of success and place little value on that success.
Teachers and institutions may need to find other ways to encourage learners, ways
that acknowledge the expectancies and values of learners. It is important that
teachers make efforts to understand the particular value learners place on learning
language and help them to see long-term purpose in the venture. Additionally,
teachers can play a role in enhancing motivation by encouraging learners to
understand their own abilities in a way that increases the expectation of success.

Achievement and competence

An influential early model of motivation was known as achievement theory
(Atkinson & Birch, 1978; McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, & Lowell, 1953).

In its earliest forms, achievement theory described motivation in terms of a
personality characteristic resulting from a basic human need to improve and strive
for excellence. However, in more recent years, the focus has shifted away from
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achievement to the idea of competence. In areas such as music and sport—where
so much of the motivational psychology originates—it makes sense to think of
effort being directed in the pursuit of excellence. Yet for the majority of us, as

we go about our normal, everyday lives, excellence is not usually our primary
consideration; we are typically much more concerned with simply getting by,
hence the term ‘competence’ (Elliot & Dweck, 2007). Competence is considered
a basic psychological need and is essentially concerned with feeling capable at

a given activity. From a motivational perspective, it is important for teachers to
foster in learners a sense of competence and also challenge them to develop it
further; doing this requires a skilful balancing act when planning and designing
learning activities. If learning tasks are beyond current competence, then learners
may become demotivated or give up altogether; however, when learning tasks do
not push the limits of competence, then learners are unlikely to feel challenged or
motivated to improve.

Goals

A central concept within cognitive-based theories of motivation is that of goals.
We all have goals and make efforts to achieve them, but we make greater efforts

to realize some goals than others. The term ‘goals’ can refer to anything from a
simple to-do list pinned on a desk at the start of the working day to something
more significant, such as a deeply held long-term ambition. Understandably,

goals have been discussed in many different ways, but one highly influential
contribution to our understanding of how people create goals for themselves and
work towards those goals was Locke and Latham’s (1994) goal-setting theory.
Goal-setting theory considers three key aspects to the goals we set ourselves: their
specificity, their perceived difficulty, and our degree of commitment. Individuals
are more likely to commit to a particular action when the likelihood of successfully
achieving a goal is high—which means the level of difficulty of a particular task

is appropriate to the abilities of the individual in question—and when the goal

is clearly expressed in specific, concrete terms. Echoing the earlier discussion of
competence, all of this indicates a clear motivational role for teachers in the tasks
that they set learners. In order to be motivating, tasks must be appropriate to the
current proficiency of the learner—meaning that the goals must include some
element of challenge—while the nature and aims of the task must also be clear. If
learners do not feel capable of carrying out a particular task or if they are not sure
what they are supposed to do or why, then they are unlikely to invest much time or
effort in that task. In addition, it is important that teachers encourage learners to
set their own goals in language learning, both long-term and short-term. This can
be an interesting activity and one which can be carried out in the target language.
Learners could be asked to identify their long-term goals of learning the language
and discuss these in groups. They could also be asked to set more short-term goals
such as: how many words they will learn this week; how many books in the target
language they will read; how they will practise speaking the language; or how many
television programmes they will watch in the language.
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A further important distinction in the nature of goals concerns what is known

as the orientation of the goals people set for themselves: the distinction between
mastery and performance goals (see Ames, 1992; Dweck, 1999; Woodrow, 2012).
Learners with a mastery goal orientation are motivated by the satisfaction

of successfully learning to perform specific tasks, whereas individuals with a
performance goal orientation engage in tasks to show their worth in relation to
others. As an illustration, imagine two amateur musicians who belong to a local
orchestra. They are both accomplished and dedicated musicians who practise
diligently. However, the reasons they practise are very different. One of them does
so because she genuinely loves playing the cello and wants to become the best
cellist she possibly can, while the other practises hard because he derives great
pleasure from performing on stage in front of an audience. Although their actual
behaviour is the same, one of them is motivated by a mastery goal—simply to
become a better cellist—while the other is motivated by a performance goal—to
be respected and admired by an audience. The performance-oriented musician is
principally concerned with how he looks in front of other people, so he is unlikely
to make efforts without the threat, or promise, of evaluation by others.

Additionally, referring back to the discussion of self-esteem in Chapter 3,
self-esteem can, for some people, become contingent on the praise they receive.
The evaluations of others can therefore assume a significant role in how we feel
about ourselves and, as a consequence, how we behave. What is particularly
interesting about the second musician in the example above is that he is not
especially concerned with his proficiency as a cellist; he would be happy so long
as other people thought he was good. In contrast, the evaluations of others are
not the main concern of the first musician, the mastery-oriented person. She is
more focused on improving her ability to play the cello, and it is for this reason
that mastery goals are generally considered to have more beneficial long-term
motivational effects and, in turn, be more likely to lead to improved performance.
The crucial practical implication for language teachers is that learners should

be encouraged to aim to master the language rather than merely to score higher
grades than their peers or impress others. In environments where learners have
little opportunity to use the target language outside the classroom, language
education can become strongly associated with competitive testing and, in such
environments, students may tend to measure their language development in
terms of test scores and how they perform in relation to others. Teachers need to
encourage learners to value mastery of the language. However, in doing so, they
may find themselves in conflict with the values of their institution or even the
broader societal educational values. (See Chapter 7 for further discussion of goals.)
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Activity 6.2

Thinking about performance-oriented and mastery-oriented behaviour

Read the following descriptions. Which do you think suggest more performance-oriented
behaviour and which more mastery-oriented?

I a committed gamer who often forgets the time while absorbed in playing online
games late into the night

2 somebody who plays online games casually but is determined to get the top score
visible on the scoreboard for a particular game

3 arunner determined to beat his own personal best time

4 a student working hard in order to become top of the class in a test

5 a business traveller in a foreign country engaging in conversations with locals to
practise the language

6 a person practising the guitar, wanting to play it just like a particular musical hero

7 an ambitious student signing up for a summer workshop because some of the high-
performing students in the class have also signed up

8 a child practising reading a poem for a poetry-reading competition the next day

9 an amateur tennis player trying to perfect her serve.

One consideration in distinguishing between mastery and performance goals is the
role of other people. If, as in the second example above, the individual is primarily
concerned with how he performs in relation to others, then this is performance-
oriented behaviour. On the other hand, when there is no concern with how others
perform or may evaluate the individual, as in the third example in the activity, then
this is mastery-oriented behaviour. When we talk of evaluations by others, we need
to be careful not to oversimplify what we mean. These evaluations are not only
about competition or receiving praise; considerations such as the desire not to feel
foolish in front of others can also be factors. Imagine a group of language learners
meeting for a short intensive course with people they have mostly not met before.
At the beginning of the course, the learners are streamed into classes according

to scores on a placement test. One learner is placed in the high-proficiency class
and is worried that his classmates will be much better than him, making him look
foolish. These concerns may inhibit his behaviour so that he becomes focused on
avoiding making embarrassing mistakes in front of others; this is known as an
avoidance orientation. Meanwhile, another learner may be placed in a lower-
proficiency class and may feel that this is a great chance to show everybody how
good she is, even though she is not actually learning much; this is known as an
approach orientation. When learners are overly concerned with their performance
in relation to others or with how other people are evaluating their performance,
this can steer their approach to learning in an unhelpful direction.

Of course, an essential aspect of being a good language learner/user is developing
an awareness of others and their proficiency. However, teachers need to take

care that this awareness does not lead them to overemphasize competition in the
classroom, which could encourage performance-oriented behaviour. (See also
Chapter 2 for other effects of competition on group dynamics.)
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Self-determination theory

At the beginning of this section, we referred to a behaviourist view of motivation as
a function of external threats and rewards. However, as we have seen, motivation is
also internally driven, and self-determination theory (Deci & Moller, 2007; Deci
& Ryan, 2002) seeks to explain how people manage both external and internal
factors. Key to self-determination theory is the idea that people are constantly trying
to manage three core psychological needs: autonomy, a need to feel in control of
one’s own actions; relatedness, a need to belong or feel connected to other people;
and competence, a need to feel capable or accomplished. People do not simply act in
response to external stimuli like animals in laboratory experiments; they make and
sustain efforts more successfully when they feel competent, when they feel in control
of their actions, and when they feel valued by and connected to others.

Self-determination theory is often understood in terms of a simplistic dichotomy
between intrinsic and extrinsic motives. However, this would be a misrepresentation
of self-determination theory, and one reason behind this misunderstanding is the
slightly confusing terminology involved. The terms ‘intrinsic’ and ‘extrinsic’ are often
conflated with ‘internal’ and ‘external’; however, it is important to understand the
distinction between these terms. Basically, one is intrinsically motivated if one carries
out an activity for the enjoyment or satisfaction it provides. One is extrinsically
motivated if one does something in order to achieve another goal that is not related
to the activity itself. An example would be someone studying for an exam to gain

a promotion or more money; if the promotion or the money were not there, then
the individual would not want to study for the exam. As another example, think

of someone who strongly dislikes running but who decides to run a long distance

to raise money for a charitable cause that has deep personal significance for him.
How would we explain the motivation to run in such a case? It is extrinsic, since

the individual actively dislikes running; in this case, the effort is directed by his own
belief in the value of the charitable cause, which is an internal factor. So, we can say
that the motivation is extrinsic and internal. However, over time, this person may
come to enjoy the physical sensations associated with running and look forward to
the feelings of satisfaction or even exhilaration that come from a long run. Now the
motivation is both internally directed and intrinsic.

The internal/external distinction can be a very useful one in helping us to better
understand the motivation of learners. However, we need to exercise great care not to
apply the distinction too broadly or rigidly. What may be an internal factor for one
learner may be an external factor for another, and what may be an external factor for
an individual learner at one point in time may become internal at another, and vice
versa. Nevertheless, as a useful rule of thumb, we can say that motivated behaviour
tends to be more focused and sustained when the motives are internal to the learner.

Although self-determination theory is often understood as a dichotomy, it is much
more accurate to think of a continuum from the strongly extrinsic to the strongly
intrinsic. Unfortunately, in the real world, discussions of extrinsic/intrinsic motivation
tend to be oversimplified, often portraying extrinsic as ‘bad’ motivation while intrinsic
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is seen as the ‘good’ kind. The reality is more complex and for teachers, the important
thing to realize is that the distinctions between the internal and the external, and the
intrinsic and the extrinsic, are not always clear, and neither are they static. People

are constantly changing, and central to self-determination theory is the idea of
internalization—the degree to which someone comes to feel that a perhaps once
external motive belongs to them in the sense that it now feels internal.
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For a language teacher, it can be helpful to acknowledge that there may be certain
activities that very few learners ever find intrinsically rewarding, and it may be

very difficult for teachers to change this. However, teachers are able to influence
how learners understand the purpose of these activities. If learners understand
these activities as being connected to outcomes that they value, that are internally
valid, then they are more likely to make sustained efforts towards such ends. It is
important, therefore, that teachers explain the purpose of the activities they present
so that rather than simply carrying out tasks because the teacher tells them to,
learners approach tasks with clear aims in mind.

In the field of language education, perhaps the clearest manifestation of self-
determination theory has come in the area of learner autonomy. (See also Chapter
7.) Language learner autonomy is concerned with how language learners are able
to take charge of and direct their own learning (see Benson, 2011; Murray, Gao, &
Lamb, 2011; Ushioda, 2011). Somewhat coincidentally, self-determination theory
was emerging at the same time that the field of language education was beginning
to expand the provision of independent learning facilities and self-access learning
centres (Dérnyei & Ushioda, 2011). As a consequence, the notion of autonomy
has, perhaps a little unfairly, become associated with the notion of learners
studying independently in self-access centres. This is a narrow and unhelpful view
of learner autonomy, which is an altogether much richer concept that attempts to
explain how learners take responsibility for setting their own learning goals, how
they assess their successes and failures, and how they attribute those successes and
failures to their own strategies and efforts.
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Activity 6.3 Investigating what motivates your learners

I Ask your class to consider the following questionnaire.

Which of the following factors do you think make you work harder at
something or make a big effort? Which don’t make you work hard?
Give each one a score of |, 2, or 3.

| =This demotivates me.
2 = | don't have any feelings about this/This doesn't affect how | work.

3 = This motivates me to work hard.

getting a high mark for some work

liking the teacher

being with classmates | like

being interested in the topic of the lesson
receiving praise

feeling happy

seeing other people doing better than me
working in groups

working in pairs

finding the work easy

feeling uncomfortable, such as too hot or cold
feeling confident that | can do something
thinking the teacher is interested in me

having clear goals for the lesson

having clear rules about how we work together in class
sitting still for a long time

being in a bad mood

N

feeling that | have some choice in what | do

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

2 Ask students to compare their answers with two other students and see if there are
any similarities or differences.

3 Collect the questionnaires and examine them.What have you learned about your
class? What can you do differently in the future?
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Emotions and context

Cognitive theories of motivation provide a solid framework for understanding
behaviour, but they do not tell the full story. Although we may like to think of
ourselves as logical, rational beings, there are many occasions when our actions
are informed by more than cold, cognitive calculations. We have all done things
in our lives that have been difficult to explain—things that may not have made
sense from a purely rational perspective and that may even have been considered
bad for us. Emotional responses to a situation can be immediate, powerful, and
often unpredictable. As an illustration, think of an ostensibly highly motivated
learner making efforts to use the target language outside the classroom. Instead of
the anticipated supportive reaction, the learner encounters indifference and even
a little hostility as the people she tries to use the target language with ignore her
efforts and reply to her in her first language. The implication is that she is just not
good enough to communicate in the targer language. She finds this experience
very frustrating and a little embarrassing. Rationally, she understands the value of
practising the language outside the classroom, but the accumulation of frustration
means she just cannot put herself in that situation again, and, even worse, it is
affecting her approach to learning the language in general. As teachers, we need to
take this emotional dimension of motivation into account.

Activity 6.4

Exploring irrational decision-making

Consider the following three cases, familiar from everyday life. In each scenario, the
individual chooses a course of action that cannot be simply explained by rational thought.
Think about each case and consider some of the reasons why the different individuals
choose to act in the way they do.

Case |

This individual lives in the centre of a busy and congested city. The roads are in semi-
permanent gridlock and cars are taxed very highly in order to discourage ownership.
Additionally, parking is almost impossible at times and, even when it is possible, it can

be prohibitively expensive. Fortunately, the city has an excellent and affordable public
transport system. It simply makes no sense to own a car here, yet this particular individual
chooses to do so despite not being especially wealthy.

Case 2

This individual is in early middle age and has been experiencing a few worrying health
issues—nothing major yet, but the kind of thing that is regularly publicized in awareness
campaigns as being a possible indicator of something very serious. He is aware of this
and a few people close to him have encouraged him to see a doctor, yet he stubbornly
refuses to do so.



Motivation

Case 3

This individual is a secondary school teacher who recently had to take some time off due
to personal and stress-related issues. Her school and all her colleagues have been both
understanding and highly supportive, doing their best to help her through a difficult time.
Nevertheless, she has developed a tendency to be the first in school every morning and
one of the last to leave in the evening.

Now think about your own experiences as either a teacher or a learner. Can you recall
any occasions when you took a course of action that was difficult to explain by simple
logical reasoning? Can you remember some of the factors that influenced your actions?

One characteristic of thinking about motivation in the twenty-first century is a
growing awareness of the need to develop multi-level models of motivation that
take into account more than cognitive factors (Ryan, 2007). Our physical and
emotional states can often override cognitive processes. (See Chapter 5.) The
particular context in which an activity is taking place is also a crucial factor in
determining how people act. If we think about a contextual factor as apparently
trivial as the weather, this can have a huge impact on our eagerness to learn.
Imagine being a student in a class in a hot, humid climate, where everybody
around you seems to be drained of energy and the sound of the constant heavy rain
makes it almost impossible to hear what the teacher is saying. These considerations
are probably a much more significant factor in your immediate motivation to
learn than any higher-level motives. Eatlier theories of motivation regarded

these unpredictable emotional or contextual factors almost as inconveniences or
distractions, but these factors can play a huge role in shaping our behaviour and
teachers cannot afford to ignore them.

Review

In this section, we have presented a brief overview of developments in motivation
theory with the aim of encouraging teachers to work towards their own working
definitions of motivation in language learning. We have seen that motivation is a
term we all know and use, but it can be understood in different ways and there are
numerous different facets of motivation. As teachers, we influence learner motivation
both directly and indirectly, through obvious means—such as the types of goals we
present or the learning tasks we set—and through less obvious means—such as how
we interact with students in a class. Motivation is complex and difficult to pin down;
learners can be motivated by deeply held internal goals or by seemingly unimportant
contextual factors. The huge challenge for teachers is to understand how all of these
factors come together within the motivation of a learner.
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Key developments in foreign language learning
motivation theory

Historical origins

Let us now turn our attention to how motivation has been discussed within the
specific context of foreign language education. In order to do this, we briefly need
to consider the historical development of theories of foreign language learning
motivation, as it is difficult to understand current discussions of language learner
motivation without some knowledge of previous controversies.

There has long been a belief that foreign language learning is essentially different
from other educational pursuits, and this has certainly influenced how the
motivation to learn a foreign language has been discussed (Ushioda, 2012).

For a very long time, prior to the 1990s, L2 motivation theory was dominated
not by theories from educational psychology but by the ideas of two Canadian
social psychologists, Robert Gardner and Wallace Lambert (1972). Starting in

the late 1950s, Gardner and Lambert pioneered the systematic investigation of
language learning motivation and, in many respects, the focus of their research
was influenced by a uniquely Canadian perspective on learner attitudes to a target
language, its culture, and its people.

The socio-educational model, as it later became known (Gardner, 1985),

posited two key orientations that shaped the motivation of language learners:

an integrative orientation, concerned with feelings of identification with the
speakers of the target language, and an instrumental orientation, connected to
the material rewards associated with acquiring the target language. The socio-
educational model of L2 motivation hypothesized that an integrative orientation—
the desire to be liked and accepted by speakers of the L2—was more likely to lead
to sustained motivated language learning behaviour. This model proved intuitively
appealing to both rescarchers and teachers, with its apparently clear dichotomy
between those learners who felt some kind of connection with the target culture
and those who were learning for pragmatic, material reasons.

From a twenty-first-century perspective, it is easy to underestimate the significance
of Gardner and Lambert’s work. Prior to Gardner and Lambert, language learning
success was seen very much as a function of learner aptitude allied to teaching
methods. Little attention was paid to learners or the effects of some of the attitudes
they may have held; recognizing the role of learner attitudes towards the language
and learning was a major breakthrough that we now take for granted. However,
the social psychological approach to language learning motivation was primarily
concerned with understanding broad trends across large population groups.
Although this approach offered some genuinely fascinating insights, it had little to
say to teachers about what was happening with a particular student in a particular
class at a particular time (Ushioda, 2008).
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Moving away from social psychology

From the 1990s, the focus of language learning motivation research began to shift
towards the actual events occurring in the classroom (see Crookes & Schmidt,
1991; Dérnyei, 1994; Oxford & Shearin, 1994). The general trend within L2
motivation research over the last twenty years or so has been to move away from
the kind of investigations favoured by social psychologists that describe broad
patterns across large populations towards interpretations of motivation that are
situated more within education. This growth in ‘education-friendly’ accounts of
language learner motivation has served to make research in the area more relevant
and accessible to practising teachers.

Motivation over time

An approach that was deliberately and clearly education-friendly was the model
of learner motivation proposed by Williams and Burden (1997), which describes
how social and contextual factors influence the development of motivation
within language learners. Williams and Burden recognized the importance of the
distinction between internal factors and external factors that we discussed earlier
in this chapter and argue that motivation needs to come from within if it is to be
meaningful. They take an essentially constructivist approach, seeing motivation as
involving learners making their own decisions about what to do and how much
effort to expend based on their own understanding of a situation. (See Chapter 1
for a discussion of constructivism.)

A further important aspect of Williams and Burden’s model is that it introduced a
specific temporal dimension that distinguishes between initiating motivation and
sustaining it. Motivation is often seen as initiating—getting learners interested or
turning them on. However, motivation is also concerned with sustaining effort
over time. The reasons a student embarks on a particular activity should not be
confused with how that student sustains efforts. For example, a young person
may be attracted to a particular language out of admiration for a certain figure
from popular culture, but this admiration is unlikely to sustain efforts to learn the
language over an extended period of time. In fact, the young person’s admiration
for that figure may soon fade while the efforts to learn the language persist,
influenced by considerations other than those that stimulated the initial efforts

to learn. Williams and Burden point out the dangers of conflating these separate
stages. For language teachers, there is a clear need to be aware of this distinction
when trying to understand the motivation of their students and to pay attention to
sustaining motivation in what is a long endeavour.

Motivation as a process

Dérnyei & Otto (1998) further explored the temporal dimension to L2 learning
motivation in their Process Model of L2 Motivation. This model identifies three
stages of motivation: the preactional stage, the actional stage, and the postactional
stage. The preactional stage corresponds to initiating motivated behaviour
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and relates to the choices individuals make when setting particular goals. The
actional stage explains how motivation is sustained in the pursuit of those goals
set at the preactional stage. The postactional stage relates to how people evaluate
their execution of a particular task and this evaluation, in turn, feeds into the
preactional stage of a subsequent action. So the process described in this model

is one of making choices to act in a particular way, acting on those choices, and
then evaluating those actions in a way that informs future behavioural choices.
As an illustration, let us consider a recently retired person who decides that she
would like to use some of her new free time to study a language. Since she also
greatly enjoys reading, she decides to begin by reading some graded readers in
order to improve her vocabulary. At the outset, the preactional stage, she makes a
plan of how many books to read and decides to keep an accompanying vocabulary
notebook. She later goes to the library full of enthusiasm and borrows as many
books as possible. She starts to read some of the books; we can consider this

the actional stage. After some time has passed, she realizes that her vocabulary
notebook entries are a little inconsistent, with some books requiring almost every
other word to be entered and others none at all. She also feels a noticeable drop in
her enthusiasm for the project. She reflects on why this may be: the postactional
stage. As a result of this reflection, she concludes that she initially took out too
many randomly selected books and decides that a better future course of action
would be to borrow fewer books and limit the books she chooses to particular
reading levels. She then goes to the library again, with her initial enthusiasm
retuned, thus starting the next round in the process.

The process model acknowledges that actions do not occur in isolation; they

have both antecedents and consequences. Language learning is a long-term
endeavour usually characterized by many ups and downs, and over the course of
learning a forcign language, any learner is likely to encounter many fluctuations

in enthusiasm and commitment. For a model of motivation to be educationally
meaningful, it needs to help teachers and learners themselves understand some

of these motivational ebbs and flows. Importantly, it makes clear that we must

be careful not to simplistically label learners as being either motivated or not.
Motivation can change over time and is a more complex set of emotions, thoughts,
and behaviours than such binary thinking would suggest.

Considering context

One of the greatest recent changes in thinking about foreign language learner
motivation is that we no longer consider motivation as an individual trai, i.e. a
fixed attribute a person possesses. We no longer think of motivated or unmotivated
learners; we prefer to think of learners who are motivated at a particular time or
place to do a particular thing:

Motivation is less a trait than a fluid play, an ever-changing one that emerges
from the processes of many agents, internal and external, in the ever-changing
complex world of the learner

(Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 563)
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Of course, people have individual goals and aspirations, but they are also
motivated through their relationships with others and their environment. They can
be demotivated by these too. Think of a young person joining a new school and
being full of enthusiasm for learning a foreign language for the first time. In the
first few lessons, this individual is brimming with excitement and curiosity, but he
gradually begins to notice that few of the forty other people in the classroom share
this enthusiasm, and that this is not helped by the fact that the teacher is barely
audible above the general buzz of conversation. If we were to isolate such a person
from this particular context in order to investigate his motivation, we may come
up with a very positive picture. However, this would be almost meaningless given
the actual context in which learning is taking place.

When we think of the learning context, it is necessary also to think beyond the
walls of the language classroom. As a language teacher, it is easy to forget that
language learners do other things in addition to learning languages. They have
other interests, roles, and responsibilities, and they do not simply abandon these
other aspects of their identity when they enter the language classroom. Motivation
to learn a language is connected to other ongoing behaviours. For example, teenage
language learners have other social identities—they may be sons or daughters,
musicians, athletes, or countless other possibilities—and these are not entirely
separate from the language learning experience. At times, these other identities
may be competing with identities as language learners. For example, a learner

may feel that too much effort in the cause of learning a foreign language threatens
her identity as a dedicated athlete. And, at other times, these other identities may
reinforce language learning behaviour. Consider how the prospect of an overseas
trip connected to the sport at which this individual excels may serve to inspire and
energize her language learning. In order for language teachers to fully understand
the motivation of their students, it is necessary for them to look not only at the
‘language learner’ but at the person as a whole (Ushioda, 2009). This implies that
it can be useful for teachers to get learners to write or talk about their lives outside
of the language classroom. In doing so, learners may discover various links between
competing identities and ways of connecting or harmonizing them.

Motivation as self-realization
Dirnyei’s L2 Motivational Self System

At the present time, the dominant model of language learning motivation is
Zoltin Dérnyei’'s L2 Motivational Self System (Dérnyei, 2005, 2009). This

is a conceptualization of motivation that accommodates contextual, personal,

and temporal dynamics, and considers motivation as a part of self-realization,

as a part of becoming the person we would like to be. The L2 Motivational Self
System is based upon the concept of possible selves (see Markus & Nurius, 1986;
Opyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006), which refer to the various images we have of
who we might become. These may be positive, aspirational images—hoped-for
selves'—or negative images of the person we hope to avoid becoming— feared
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selves’. This conceptualization provides a framework for understanding how we
all have some idea of the person we are, the type of person we would like to be
at some point in the future, and the kind of person we are afraid of becoming.
Within this framework, we are guided to make efforts to move from our current
state towards becoming the person we hope to be and to protect ourselves from
becoming the feared self.

We all have visions of ourselves in some possible future state and these visions
reflect assessments of our potential, our expectations, our hopes, and our fears.
The L2 Motivational Self System is concerned with the L2-specific dimension to
these visions and how they direct efforts to learn a language. The model proposes
two principal sets of self-guides: the ideal L2 self and the ought-to L2 self. The
ideal L2 self represents the person we would like to become if we could use the
L2. The learner also develops an ought-to L2 self, which emerges from perceived
obligations and responsibilities to others as a language learner. These can come
from a variety of sources, such as parents, teachers, and even peer pressure. A
third, experiential, component, the L2 learning experience, is included and
this dimension of motivation stems from our interaction with the learning
environment as well as from our perceptions of past language learning successes
and failures.

The main driving force in the motivation to learn a language comes from the
perceived discrepancies between one’s current sense of self in the L2 and one’s
ideal L2 self, and it is the strength and intensity of these visions that are crucial in
initiating and sustaining learning. These visions derive much of their motivational
power from the unique human capacity to ‘experience’ events in our imagination.
Possible selves are more than simple goals or mete internal representations of
ourselves in some future state; they contain some degree of experienced meaning
and relevance to the current self-concept. An illustration of this might be a young
graduate student whose ideal L2 self-concept involves giving presentations at
academic conferences in English. For this individual, visions of the future self
might include some of the nervousness experienced at the beginning of the
presentation, feeling lost for words or intimidated by the large audience, as well

as some of the elation felt when the audience bursts into applause at the end.

The nervousness shows that the vision is realistic and sufficiently close to the
individual’s current self-concept; a vision in which the individual gives a perfect
presentation smoothly and without any difficulty is likely to be implausible fantasy
having no motivational effect. Mental imagery enables the learner to ‘experience’
through the power of the imagination the emotional highs and lows associated
with achieving the ideal state, feeling competent, and preparing the coping
strategies necessary to achieve this ideal. Since the human brain processes imagined
events in the same way that it processes actual events, learners are able to feel that
they have already lived the experience through their ideal L2 self visions, and thus
feel prepared, competent, and motivated.
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Activity 6.5

Considering mental imagery in context

Look at the following cases of language learners and their mental imagery. In which cases
do you think the mental images are likely to lead to motivated learning behaviour? Can
you think of reasons why any of these visions might not result in sustained learning effort?

Case |

A man in his mid-twenties sometimes imagines working in a section of his company

that does a lot of business overseas. The transfer will probably happen one day anyway, but
it would be a good idea for him to learn a foreign language in order to speed up that move,

Case 2

A wornan in her early thirties is enthusiastically attending language classes, at her employer's
expense. The deal with her employer is that she must achieve a certain score on a
standardized test within a fixed period of time. At home, she sometimes finds herself
dreaming about using the language to travel around the world by herself. However, these
thoughts are usually interrupted by one, or both, of her two young children.

Case 3

A young woman is in her final year at school and is currently considering her options for
university. She has always wanted to learn English and see the world working as a flight
attendant and this is a big factor in her thinking. However, although her English is not bad,
she is aware that it may be difficult for her to find her dream job because she has always
been quite a short person.

Case 4

A group of three friends start their own small company shortly after university. For most
of the time, it has been more of a labour of love than a successful business, based around
a shared interest. However, they recently received a large order from China that has the
potential to make the business very successful. One of the three partners visited China
and found that he enjoyed trying to use the language. He also realized that the ability to
use the language may be essential to the future success of their company. Since returning,
he often finds himself imagining using Chinese in both business and social situations.

Visions on their own are not sufficient to generate motivated behaviour and
certain conditions need to be met to enable the motivating power of these self-
guides. We all have visions of our future selves, but not all of these visions lead

to motivated behaviour. If we look at Case 1, we can see that his vision does not
seem radically different from his current self and is likely to happen at some point
anyway, without the extra effort. In such cases, it is unlikely that an individual
will exert much effort to realize something that does not represent a suflicient
contrast to the existing situation. Furthermore, both his imagery and his future
prospects appear rather vague, yet in order for mental imagery to be motivating, it
needs to be highly specific and detailed. In Case 2, we can see that the visions of
travelling around the world alone are likely to conflict with her ought-to L2 self
as represented by the demands of her employer and also with other elements of
her self-concept, such as her responsibilities as a mother of two young children.
Additionally, in this case, since her thoughts are often interrupted by her children,
these mental images are unlikely to be either vivid or regularly activated within
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the current working self-concept. In Case 3, there is an issue of plausibility. She

is unlikely to get much taller, and since there is a height requirement for her
dream job, she knows that there is very little possibility of her ever meeting this
requirement. An ideal 1.2 self must be plausible in order to energize learning.
Visions in isolation may simply lead to daydreaming or fantasies, which can be
very pleasant but which do not energize learning. It is the visions operating under
certain facilitating conditions that create a motivating ideal L2 self. We see this
best illustrated in Case 4, where the individual’s visions of being a successful
language user exist in harmony with other aspects of his life, and his professional
activities are, in fact, likely to activate and develop those visions. Importantly, there
are also negative consequences associated with a failure to realize these visions.

Motivation in the classroom

Motivation and successful language learning

So what do any of these theories of motivation have to say to teachers in language
classrooms? One thing we need to be wary of is oversimplifying the relationship
between motivation and language learning success. There are many studies that
show strong correlations between motivation and proficiency, but this is far from
saying that motivation necessarily leads to high proficiency. It may simply be

the case that proficient learners feel more motivated because they are engaged in
something they are good at. Although we cannot claim that motivation directly
leads to proficiency, we can be more confident in putting forward the argument
that low levels of motivation impede successful learning. For this reason alone, an
awareness and understanding of motivation must be a priority for teachers.

Motivation, unpredictable learners, and unpredictable
learning

One of the joys—and sometimes one of the frustrations—of being a teacher

is how unpredictable the job can be. For example, a certain activity may work
wonderfully well with one group of learners, but when we try it again with
another, perhaps even very similar, group it may fall flat. At the beginning of

the chapter, we discussed the early attempts of psychologists to describe learning
behaviour in terms of precise formulae, but teachers soon find out that learners
and their learning do not follow exact, linear patterns. Sometimes people can
behave in the most unexpected ways and this is something teachers must bear in
mind when thinking about how students motivate themselves and about their own
role in that process. Teachers need to be wary of settling upon a one-size-fits-all
approach to motivational strategies. Activities that work in one case may not work
in another, something one learner may find motivating may demotivate another,
and something that may motivate an individual learner at one time may have the
reverse effect at another.



118

Motivation

Activity 6.6

Exploring the unpredictable side of motivation

Look at the following list of episodes that may happen to a language learner. Try to think
of ways in which the episode may be motivating for the learner. Next, think of ways in
which the same episode may be demotivating,

getting a surprisingly high score on an important test

getting a disappointingly low score on an important test

finding an authentic listening activity surprisingly easy

seeing a classmate do something impressive in the target language

falling in love with a speaker of the target language

breaking up after a serious relationship with a speaker of the target language
being praised by the teacher for excellent pronunciation

being moved by a film in the target language

being in a class where very few people seem interested in learning the language.
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No event is inherently motivating in itself; learners are primarily motivated
through their own interpretations of an experience. So if we look at one of

the episodes mentioned in Activity 6.6—say, the case of seeing a classmate do
something impressive in the target language—a possible outcome is that the other
learners would feel inspired by witnessing this, believing it is also within their
potential to achieve such a feat. Another possibility is that some of the learners
may feel disheartened by or even resentful of their classmate’s success. The result
in this case could be demotivation, frustration, and a subsequent resistance to
learning the language. We simply do not know how any individual is going to
react to a particular experience, and this suggests that it makes more sense for
teachers to think in terms of motivational contingencies. By this, we mean that
teachers should think more about a range of possible or typical outcomes. A
further practical illustration of this idea could be a teacher planning to introduce
a musical activity into a class with younger learners. There is a sound and coherent
rationale behind this choice of activity, as young learners tend to be stimulated

by musical activities. However, there are some young people who intensely dislike
such activities, and if these individuals are influential within a particular class,
then attempting to force such an activity on unwilling learners could meet with
disaster. Motivation comes not only from the activity itself but also from the group
of learners, the particular context in which it is taking place, and the personal
interpretations of that activity by the individuals involved.

Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter 2, the learning group and the various sub-
groups operating within it constitute a crucial element of the Jearning context. In
order for teachers to understand the motivation of individual learners, they also need
to be aware of and understand how the group dynamics work within their classes.
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Motivation and the teacher

One of the issues recurring throughout this chapter is that of the role of the teacher
in motivating learners. However, we also need to consider the motivation of teachers
themselves. Many of the general principles of motivation—such as the fundamental
psychological need to feel competent and autonomous that we described carlier in
this chapter—apply as much to teachers as they do to learners. Nevertheless, it is
still possible to identify particular motivational characteristics of being a teacher.
We can point to two broad areas in which teachers derive pleasure and satisfaction
from their work: one is their interest in the subject matter and the other is the
appeal of the educational process itself, interacting with learners and feeling a part
of their development. Obviously, individual teachers differ in the degree to which
they feel satisfied or motivated by these aspects of the teaching process, but there is
a clear implication that factors threatening opportunities either to engage with the
subject or to feel a part of learners’ development may demotivate teachers. Since
language learning can be a long and arduous process, many teachers are not around
by the time their learners develop into proficient L2 users. A particular motivational
challenge for language teachers is therefore to stay positive and enthusiastic without
having immediate access to the rewards of their efforts.

A further factor to consider is the context in which teaching is taking place. Like
learners, teachers are affected by the immediate physical environment; they may
approach a lesson full of energy and enthusiasm on a beautiful spring day, but very
differently when the weather is less inspiring. Teachers are also motivated—and
demotivated—by groups; they often look forward to and make extra efforts for
teaching certain groups of learners yet feel apprehensive about teaching others.
Finally, we need to recognize the huge influence the institutional context can have
on the motivation of teachers. When teachers are working in a context that does
not reflect their own values and aspirations as educators—at the micro-level of a
particular institution, the macro-level of the broader educational system, or both—
then they are likely to become demotivated. On the other hand, teachers working
in a supportive context tend to make greater and more sustained efforts to help
their learners.

Teacher motivation is an important issue in itself, but a particular interest for us

is the connection between teacher motivation and learner motivation. Perhaps the
most important motivational task for teachers is that of serving as a role model for
learners. Teachers are constantly sending motivational messages through their own
behaviour and interactions with learners. When teachers show enthusiasm and
passion, students pick up on this and it can be contagious. Expertise in a subject
and pedagogic ‘technique’ can be great assets in the classroom but, according to
Csikszentmihalyi (1997), it is a passion for teaching and commitment to a class
that learners really pick up on. When teachers are passionate and enthusiastic, and
when they demonstrate this to their classes, students are encouraged to develop a
similar passion for learning,
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Summary

Understanding the motivation of students and playing a part in enhancing that
motivation is surely one of the most rewarding aspects of being a teacher. The first
step towards achieving this must be to understand motivation itself, and a crucial
part of this is acknowledging that teachers can only do so much. Teachers do not
motivate learners by trying to control them or direct them towards particular
outcomes; motivation comes from within learners themselves. Attempting to force
learners into directions they do not wish to go in is an approach doomed to failure
and one that can only result in stress and disaffection all round. On the other hand,
working with learners, getting to know them and their dreams, and helping them to
realize those dreams must surely be one of the most rewarding occupations available.

Questions for
reflection

| ‘What role, if any, can teachers play in motivating students to learn a language?

2 What can you do as a teacher to help learners set goals and develop motivating
visions?

3 As a teacher, your own motivation will fluctuate over time.What are the specific
things that cause you to feel demotivated? What can you do to combat these feelings
of demotivation? :

Suggestions for further reading

Dérnyei, Z., & Ushioda, E. (2011). Teaching and researching motivation, second
edition. Harlow: Pearson Education.

This is the second edition of the standard work in the field. This book provides a
general overview of theories of motivation from educational psychology, a detailed
account of the various approaches to understanding the motivation of language
learners, and a discussion of some of the practical considerations for teachers.

Dérnyei, Z., & Kubanyiova, M. (2014). Motivating learners, motivating teachers:
Building vision in the language classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
This is a teacher-friendly summary of new perspectives on motivation, with a
particular focus on vision and its motivational role. What is noteworthy about this
book is that it pays attention to the motivation of both learners and teachers.

Schunk, D. H., Meece, J. R., & Pintrich, P. R. (2014). Motivation in education:
Theory, research, and applications, fourth edition. Boston, MA: Pearson Education.
The latest edition of this classic text offers a comprehensive yet accessible summary
of some of the key themes discussed in this chapter. The book does not address
any of the specifics relating to the motivation to learn a language, but it should
still be considered one of the most authoritative, and most readable, accounts of
motivation in educational contexts.
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Introduction

So far in this book, we have focused on what learners bring to the learning
process—their perceptions of themselves, their beliefs, feelings, and motivations,
and the significant influences these have on language learning. We now move on
to consider how learners actually carry out their learning—the actions they engage
in as they navigate their way through learning a language, and the ways in which
they regulate these processes and develop a sense of agency. As we have seen in
previous chapters, agency is the feeling that one can act and have control over one’s
actions. We first focus on the strategies learners need in order to learn effectively
and autonomously, and then discuss other aspects of self-regulation, such as

goal setting and achieving. Finally, we examine the area of metacognition, which
involves the processes used to plan and regulate our learning.

Agency

Successful language learning does not depend solely on the teacher, although
teachers play a central role in creating the conditions conducive to learning. What
is also needed is the activity, initiative, and engagement of the learner (van Lier,
2008). In this respect, learners need to feel a personal sense of agency—a belief
that their behaviour can make a difference to their learning in that setting. This
feeling of agency emerges from the interaction of many of the psychological facets
covered in the book so far.

Firstly, in order to develop feelings of agency, learners actually need to believe that
they are capable of learning a foreign language. They need to believe that they have
the ability to do it and that this ability can be developed. They also need to see that
their attributions for their past successes and failures are within their control. This
takes us back to the key role of beliefs, in particular self-beliefs, and how optimistic
learners feel in respect to their language learning. (See Chapters 3 and 4.) Secondly,
learners need to be willing and motivated to take action to develop their language
skills. If learners are motivated to work on their language skills, they need to feel
able to do this and view it as a worthwhile undertaking, anticipating some kind of
improvement or outcome worth pursuing.



122

Agency and self-requlation

A useful concept here is that of engagement. We talk about learners being engaged
when they are passionate and enthusiastic about their learning; when they are
invested personally in the process; and when they show an inner drive to learn and
improve, taking pride and interest in what they do. We all recognize learners who
are visibly engaged in their learning, but we must remember that not all learners
will ‘display’ their engagement in the same way. Some may be shyer and more
reticent to speak up in class, but this is not to say that they are not interested or
do not feel engaged or a sense of agency—they may simply choose not to play

an active role in certain tasks or activities. Nevertheless, in language learning, we
acknowledge that in general learners improve through practice and using the 1.2,
and so we would clearly want to encourage learners to actively use the language.
As teachers, we need to find the balance between pushing all learners to the
boundaries of their comfort zones so that new learning can take place but also
permitting them a sense of security and comfort by allowing them to take a less
visibly active role where appropriate. Fundamentally, we wish to avoid having
learners who are disengaged—who, in other words, lack a connection to language
learning and are apathetic, overly passive, anxious, or bored.

Agency and engagement are also interconnected with contextual factors, as already
outlined in Chapter 2. Being engaged or feeling a sense of agency ate not solitary,
individual experiences; rather, they are social and contextually situated. This

means our sense of agency can stem from feelings within a group or from our
relationships with peers or teachers. We can become more engaged when sharing
ideas and working with others, ‘catching’ their enthusiasm and motivation through
processes of contagion. The setting we learn in, both physical and psychological,
can also promote or inhibit our sense of agency and engagement. Some settings
may be perceived as offering more resources and more opportunities for personal
choice and freedom than others.

The idea of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (see Chapter 1, page 13) is helpful in
understanding how learners” agency and engagement can be promoted. Learners
are most likely to feel a sense of agency when they are able to reach their full
potential or a state of self-actualization—finding meaning in what they do and
expressing their sense of self. Certain settings and teaching approaches are more
likely than others to arouse learners’ curiosity and interest, prompting them to
become more engaged, think more deeply, and relate more personally to the
learning experience. Key pedagogical strategies here include ensuring that learners
experience a variety of input and activities, but without overdoing this and causing
sensory overload. For example, as teachers, we can vary resources, media, task
types, language skills practised, thinking skills required, topics, pace of tasks,
working formats of classes, etc.
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In this context, an additional concept from Chapters 1 and 2 worth revisiting

is that of affordances. Van Lier (2004) explains that contexts represent latent
potential until learners interact with them—in other words, it is how learners
interpret and relate to contextual factors and resources that generates their
potential for learning. This is a perspective which emphasizes the idea that learners
make their own sense out of what they encounter and use affordances in ways that
are personally meaningful and relevant to them as individuals. Therefore, learner
agency depends on learners’ individual psychology and how they bring this to
bear in interpreting affordances in their contexts, within and outside of class. It

is learners’ perceptions of resources and contexts—as opposed to any inherent
characteristic of a particular resource—that contribute most to their agency.

Activity 7.1

Interacting with resources in the environment

Think about the following foreign language learning resources. You may like to focus on
those that are available in your own setting. Think also of a class of learners you have
worked with, Can you imagine how two or three different types of learners might engage
differently with each of these resources? What aspects of their psychology might explain
these differences? How might you help learners to broaden their range of potential
resources for language learning?

blogging

the teacher

a school library

index cards for vocabulary

a collection of foreign-language music

peers in class

a social networking site for those learning the language

a vocabulary app for a mobile phone

an online grammar quiz

a foreign-language drama group.
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So, for example, one student might use the school library to read a lot of fiction,
another might use it as a quiet place to do homework, while another might look
up references on the dangers of water pollution for a project. However, others
might see it as a place to keep warm in the school break, a place to escape, or
somewhere to go to think quietly. It all depends on learners” preferences, styles,
mindsets, confidence, motivation, interests, etc. as to what resources they use and
in what ways.
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Strategies

If learners believe they have the capacity to learn the language, and assuming

they are motivated and willing to take an active role in learning, they then need
to know what action to take to learn that language. Among other things, this
requires a knowledge of strategies. Strategies are the conscious actions that learners
use to help them to learn or use a language. A strategy might be a technique a
student uses to learn a word, structure, useful phrase, or how to ask the way. Let
us illustrate this by looking at the actions taken by some different learners in

their endeavours to learn a language. The first learner tries to remember a word

by finding a word that sounds similar in her first language and linking the two.
Another rehearses ways of asking for items in a shop in his head so that he can buy
what he needs. Yet another notices how something is expressed by a native speaker
and tries to remember this in case she finds a chance to use the same phrase later.
These are examples of cognitive strategies, which are mental processes learners
use to memorize and retain information, rehearse what will be said, analyze how
language works, and retrieve information from memory when needed. However,
learners also need other types of strategies. When the second learner enters the
shop, he might also need to use social strategies to help him to communicate
with the shopkeeper. These might include asking for clarification of something
said—such as the price or the weight of an item. In addition, he might need to
use strategies to make up for a lack of language he needs to express himself—such
as asking the shopkeeper to tell him the name of an item, or using mime, gesture,
ot pointing to get a meaning across. Such actions are known as compensation
strategies, as they compensate for a lack of knowledge of the language. Another
group of strategies are called affective strategies. These are strategies that learners
can use to regulate their emotions, such as breathing deeply to lower their anxiety
or encouraging themselves through positive self-talk to make an effort to initiate
conversation with a stranger. A final important group of strategies are known

as metacognitive strategies, and are used to regulate and control the learning
process. These might involve learners planning what to do, monitoring their
progress, and noticing how they are coping with the process of learning.

The appropriate use of strategies can enhance both learning and using a language.
Strategies for learning would include such actions as noticing and analyzing how a
language works or memorizing words and chunks of language to retrieve for use in
the future. Strategies for use involve learners in using the language that they have

at their command—however limited this might be—to achieve a particular goal.
Of course, the strategies for use can also result in learning; they may lead to further
input of language from the interlocutor, who may provide a missing word or
phrase. Thus, there can be considerable overlap between use and learning, although
the distinction can be helpful in developing our understanding of different types of
strategies.
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So what is a strategy? One helpful definition is that strategies are
gy p g

thoughts and actions consciously chosen and operationalized by language
learners, to assist them in carrying out a multiplicity of tasks from the very onset
of learning to the most advanced levels of target-language performance.

(Cohen, 2012, p. 136)

This definition is useful in a number of ways. First, for action to be strategic,
Cohen feels that it must involve the conscious use of strategies, although there

is some controversy in the literature as to how conscious actions need to be in
order to be classified as strategies. It is perhaps helpful to think about behaviours
being ‘deliberate’, which is the term Oxford (2011) uses instead of ‘conscious’.
Secondly, Cohen’s definition focuses on choice, because, as he says, ‘this is what
gives a strategy its special character’ (p. 136). Individuals choose strategies that suit
them and their particular purposes. Thirdly, Cohen suggests that we use strategies
at all levels of proficiency, meaning that it is not just beginner learners who need
strategies; advanced learners still employ strategies, albeit perhaps different ones.

The strategies individuals use are personal to them, and the ways in which they are
used can be creative. If you think about the strategies that you employ to learn and
use a language, they are probably personal to you and consciously chosen by you.
Moreover, they are probably different from someone else’s strategies; they may be
linked to your culture, your reason for learning, your personality, or your learning
style. Hakki Erten’s data from students in the UK memorizing English words
illustrate the personal nature of strategy choice. Erten (1998) gave his participants
several words to remember, and asked them to tell him what they did to remember
them. He asked a student to memorize the word ‘sibling’, and the student found

a strategy that linked the meaning of the word to its spelling: ‘Sibling, yeah, SIB
the beginning of sister S/ and B in brother, sibling, brothers and sisters.” Another
participant was asked to memorize the word ‘immerse’ and said: ‘ITmmerse I

think of the sea because in German it is mere so diving into the sea.” The student
was using a strategy which involved linking the new word to a word he knew in
another language that sounded similar and then creating a mental picture to link
the two.

Berry (1998) provides a striking example of the individual nature of strategies in
describing how Hong Kong Chinese children struggled to adapt to a UK boarding
school environment. A student describes using the following strategy:

I remember once I learnt how to use the word ‘pardon’. After my teacher had
said something I said ‘Pardon’ to see her reaction. She repeated what she had
said. I said ‘Pardon’ again. This time I was told off because she had already
repeated herself and explained things very cleatly. By seeing her reaction I knew
I had used ‘Pardon’ correctly.

(Berry, 1998, p. 260)
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Activity 7.2

Analyzing strategies

The following statements were made by Hong Kong Chinese children studying at a
school in the UK (Berry, 1998). Decide whether they are cognitive, social, affective,
or compensation strategies. ‘

[l tried to analyse what people said.

2 ‘lintroduced Chinese food in front of many people. | started speaking in a trembling
voice ... | looked at the teachers | knew, which was something | always did in the
lessons. | didn't look at the students. | would be very afraid if | did so.| didn't want
to see their facial expressions!

3 I could point to the objects and say this or that to make people understand what
| wanted!

4 ‘| tried to be with the English boys as often as possible. | didn't stay with the Chinese
students at all!

5 'l started to notice that the K sound is not necessarily represented by the letter K
Ch may take the K sound as well. All in all, the K sound can be represented by
different letters.

6 ‘When | got stuck in expressing myself | explained it to them in other words. They
guessed what | wanted and supplied the missing words for me!

7 'l sometimes asked the English girl sitting next to me for help. For example, | would say
“What's going on now?!”

8 ‘I would recall these words.When | succeeded in recalling them from my memory |
told myself | could remember them!

What types of strategies do you notice your learners using? How could you engage your
learners in reflecting on the range of strategies that they use and in exchanging ideas
with each other?

However, strategies do not always fall neatly into these categories and there is
considerable overlap between them. For example, you may have labelled the

last statement as affective, as it is concerned with telling oneself that one has
succeeded, but there is also a cognitive aspect to it, as it is also to do with recalling
words. When discussing strategies with learners, it is worth remembering that the
strategies they use are likely to involve elements of different types as well as being
highly personal.

Another way in which strategies have been classified is as direct or indirect. In

her book Language Learning Strategies: What Every Teacher Should Know, Rebecca
Oxford (1990) includes memory strategies, cognitive strategies, and compensation
strategies under direct strategies. These strategies deal directly with the language
itself, such as remembering, retrieving information, understanding and producing
the language, and using the language when there are knowledge gaps. Indirect
strategies include affective, social, and metacognitive strategies, and are thus
concerned with controlling the emotions, maintaining social relations, and
regulating the learning process rather than relating directly to the language itself.
Once again, it is worth pointing out that there is a substantial amount of overlap
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between these groups, but the distinctions help us to become aware of the wide
range of strategies that learners can use when learning a language.

Studies on learners’ use of strategies show that they rarely use individual strategies
in isolation but generally combinations of strategies. Erten (1998) provides an
example of a Swiss student trying to learn the word ‘bulk’, having been given a
definition and an example of its use in the sentence ‘T've finished analysing the
bulk of my data’. She explains her thought processes:

... the most, the most things ... bulk, bulk, bulk. The bulk, the ball, bulk, ball,
sounds similar. It means it is not finished all, but mostly, most of the things but
not all of them.

(Erten, 1998, p. 219)

First, she defined the word for herself, saying ‘the most, the most things’. Next,
she repeated the word, ‘bulk, bulk, bulk’, and then found a phonemic association
between ‘bulk’ and ‘ball’. Finally, she modified her definition as ‘most of the things
but not all’. Thus, this learner combines several strategies in attempting to learn
the word.

Unbelpful strategies

It is important to point out that not all strategies that students use are benehcial
to learning. People develop strategies in order to manage a particular situation or
cope with a specific problem. Students soon assess the characteristics of a setting
and work out ways to survive in it. So, for example, in education systems where
passing tests is important, learners will learn to use strategies to pass tests, rather
than strategies to learn; these are strategies that are appropriate for ‘surviving’ in
this setting. In a class where correct answers are valued at the expense of critical
thinking, children will develop strategies to help give the right answer, racher than
strategies of thinking and working things out. In his influential and thought-
provoking book How Children Fail, John Holt (1982) provides striking examples
of the ways in which school children become skilled at employing strategies that
are important to their survival in a classroom situation. He calls these ‘narrow and
defensive strategies’. These are brought into play by pupils to try to make sense of
what is going on in the classroom and meet the demands that are made of them.
An example is the ‘mumble an answer’ strategy that he observed children using:
believing that teachers are tuned in to hearing the correct answer, pupils mumble
a response in the hope that the teacher will think it is correct. Another strategy he
observed was children waving hands in the air to make the teacher think they knew
the answer even if they did not, since the teacher would pick on those who did
not have their hands up. Holt argues that children will often use coping strategies
to complete the daily tasks they are given and notes that the really able thinkers in
our classes are those who do not feel a strong need to please grown-ups at all costs
but who work to improve their skills and abilities. In our teaching, we clearly wish
to encourage critically reflective learners who are driven by the desire to learn for
themselves and for the pleasure of improving and becoming more competent.
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The role of context

As has been stressed throughout the book, the contexts in which learners find
themselves influence many different aspects of the learning process, and these
include the learning strategies that they use. Teachers therefore need to establish

an environment in which there is an emphasis on learning rather than on correct
answers—where learners are encouraged to work things out for themselves, ask
questions, take risks, and learn from errors. We need to emphasize the importance
of analyzing how the language works; of understanding what is behind a text rather
than simply being able to answer factual comprehension questions; and of secking
ways of using the language even with limited competence. In this way, learners will
be encouraged to employ strategies that foster learning. The choice of strategy will
also be influenced by the social setting of the learners. For example, if they are in a
country where there are many speakers of the target language, they might be able
to use many more social strategies, whereas in an environment offering few such
opportunities, they might tend to use social media, films, newspapers, or television.

Pedagogical implications

We have stressed that strategies should be selected and used appropriately.
Learners need to choose strategies that are suitable for tackling the task at hand
and that suit them as individuals, and they need to use these strategies effectively
in combination. Learners who are unsuccessful may use many strategies but not
select the most appropriate ones or be flexible in their use. If learners employ
strategies appropriately, they can take more control of their own learning and
greatly enhance the process in an independent way. Teachers can play an active role
in helping learners to become aware of and experiment with a range of strategies.
They can engage learners in discussions about the strategies they use, encouraging
them to share these with classmates and try out new ones. This can lead to further
discussion about how using the new strategies went. Learners can also observe the
strategies their peers or teachers use and discuss each other’s experiences.
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One useful way of getting students to reflect on and discuss their strategy use is
to give them a questionnaire that lists different strategies and ask them to reflect
on how often they use certain strategies. Examples of this type of questionnaire
are provided in Oxford (1990) and Cohen and Chi (2002). Questionnaires such
as these serve as a good starting point for discussions about different strategies,
learners’ own preferences, and other strategies and types of strategies they may
wish to explore. As language educators, one of our goals is to help our learners to
know how to learn a language and to become independent in doing so. It is in this
respect that some form of ‘strategy training’ can be useful in empowering learners
by equipping them with a range of strategies for tackling the complex task of
learning a foreign language.

An area related to this is the growing field of teaching thinking skills. If people

are taught to think critically, analytically, and creatively, to make decisions, and

to solve problems, this will equip them to face the demands of the workplace in
an ever-changing world and, more immediately, to learn more effectively. Herbert
Puchta and Marion Williams (2011) have explored the teaching of thinking
through the second language. Through learning to solve problems, make decisions,
or recognize cause and effect, learners develop their second language ability ar the
same time as their thinking ability.

Activity 7.3

Reflecting on your strategies

Reflect on your preferred strategies for Jearning a language. If possible, compare your
own responses with someone else’s.

| How do you go about learning and memorizing new words? For example, do you use
index cards, imagery, sound combinations, or memory associations?

2 How do you mentally approach language learning tasks? Do you use repetition, look
for patterns, compare languages you know, etc.?

3 How do you compensate in a conversation when you don't know a word?! Do you
paraphrase, use gestures, find a synonym, explore other languages for related words, or
use other strategies?

4 How do you organize your learning? For example, do you set specific goals, use a
notebook, use online organizers, or evaluate your progress!

5 How do you manage your emations in learning? Do you try to reduce your anxiety,
reward yourself for goals achieved, or talk with others about your feelings when
learning a language?

6 How do you engage with other people to help you learn? Do you enjoy working with
others? Do you seek out opportunities to use the language? Do you ask others to
correct you?
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Learning styles

Although there is some controversy surrounding the question of whether we really
have individual learning styles, it does seem likely that we each have a broad set
of preferences as to how we learn, even if these are not rigidly fixed. For ourselves
as teachers, having a learning style preference affects the way we teach and we
must consciously remind ourselves that others may approach language learning in
quite different ways. This means that we need to consciously seek to accommodate
different learning styles in the teaching methods that we employ. No learner style
is inherently better than any other; they merely represent different ways of going
about language learning. Naturally, styles are closely linked to the strategies we
tend to use. Depending on our style preferences, we are likely to select specific
strategies for particular tasks.

The number of possible ways of categorizing style preferences is considerable.
Many different inventories for classifying styles have been developed, generating
a ‘quagmire’ of style constructs (Dérnyei, 2005). For example, style preferences
can be organized according to whether learners prefer visual, auditory, tactile, or
more kinaesthetic input; whether they tend to be more active or passive, or more
analytic or holistic in their approach; or whether they prefer to use their intuition
or depend more on highly organized approaches (for example, Oxford, 1993;
Reid, 1987; Willing, 1987). While it can be useful to be aware of our own and
our learners” preferences, we must take care not to ‘pigeon-hole’ learners tightly
into fixed categories. Instead, as with strategies, we should seek to encourage
learners to remain flexible in adopting different styles for different purposes and
experimenting with styles beyond their traditional comfort zones.

Self-regulation

Self-regulation is the overarching focus of this chapter and refers to the processes
whereby learners control and regulate their own learning. It involves setting goals;
taking actions such as using strategies; monitoring and evaluating learning actions
and behaviours; and taking the necessary steps to keep ourselves on course to our
goals. Self-regulatory learners are aware of themselves as learners. They know their
own strengths and weaknesses as well as their preferred modes of learning. They
are aware of what goals they wish to achieve, are motivated to work towards these,
and have a plan of how to do it. They are able to observe and evaluate themselves
as they go about the job of learning a language. Importantly, they feel a sense of
control in their ability to regulate their own learning processes.

As teachers, we can support our students in becoming self-regulated learners by
attending to these different stages. This means ensuring that they feel engaged
and empowered to take control through feelings of agency and competence. As
far as possible, we can encourage students to set their own goals, choose tasks and
topics, and manage their own time. We can help them to set appropriate goals by
raising their awareness of different types of goals, goal-setting strategies, and ways
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of monitoring progress towards goals. We can provide opportunities for conscious
reflection on various learning behaviours and actions. We can encourage students
to reflect on the strategies they use and how these contribute to their own goals.
We can promote self-assessment rather than reliance on the teacher’s assessment.
We can also ask students to think about other behaviour, such as how they engage
with and respond to peers, resources, feedback, and tasks.

Activity 7.4

Exploring learning strategies

| Ask your students to tell you some of the strategies they use to learn a language.
Then ask them to make a list of the ways in which they personally learn and use the
language in three columns:

Ways | learn new Ways | communicate | Ways | control my
language in the language anxieties

2 When they have finished their personal lists, put students into groups to look at each
other’s lists. Ask everyone to choose one or two strategies from other people’s lists to
try out during the next two weeks. Ask them to make notes in a journal about their
experiences and bring the journals to class after two weeks.

3 In this next class, ask the students to report back on their experiences to their groups,
explaining which strategies they may continue to use and which strategies didn't work
for them and why. Ask them to make notes of their group discussion in their journals
and submit these journals to you at the end of class.

4 Look through the journals of individual learners' experiences and their discussions.
What have you learned about your students and their strategy preferences? Were
there any surprises! How can you help them to develop their strategy use further?

Goals

Learners tend to have many goals, of which some may be set by the learners
themselves and some by others. They may wish to be popular in school; they

may wish to work on a task with a specific peer with whom they want to become
friends; they may wish to do well in exams to get a place on a prestigious training
programme; or they may wish to conquer a specific challenge such as being able to
order a meal in a restaurant on their own. Goals may be more short-term in nature,
for example, ‘I want to read my first full-length novel in the foreign language’, or
they may be more long-term, for example, ‘I want to become a foreign language
teacher working in another country’. As teachers, we want to encourage our learners
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to achieve their language-related goals; however, it is important to understand that
not all goals are desirable. Clearly, we do not wish to support learners towards goals
such as failing an exam to spite a parent or cutting one of their peers out of a group
activity. Attending to positive, constructive, forward-looking goals is vital. Social
goals can be promoted through group cohesion activities, and language goals can be
discussed and worked towards with supportive frameworks. A popular acronym used
in goal setting is ‘SMART goals’, which refers to goals which are specific, measurable,
achievable, realistic and relevant, and time-bound (Doran, 1981). Attending to

these characteristics of goals makes it more likely that we will achieve them and we
can work with learners in helping them to explicitly express their specific goals for a
course or academic year in these terms.

p - A
Specific — Set a specific goal, rather than
a vague one—the more concrete, the better. J
Measurable — Set measures so you will know
when you have achieved your goal. )

Achievable — Ensure the goal is achievable for you
and think of the steps you need to take towards it.

T . - )
Realistic & relevant — Make sure the goal is realistic
and relevant for your needs, interests, and capabilities. )

B (P (I W

Time-bound — Set deadlines by when you wish
T to achieve your goals.

Figure 7.1 SMART goals

An important distinction between different types of goals concerns what are known
as mastery goals and performance goals, as we discussed in Chapter 6 in respect to
motivation. Mastery goals refer to the types of goals in which a learner wants to
‘master’ some new skills or knowledge. An example would be a student who wants to
be able to understand a favourite TV show in the foreign language and who is willing
to work to achieve the idiomatic language frequently used in the show. In fact, this
reflects what is known as a mastery-approach goal, in which the aim is to ‘master’
the content for one’s own growth and learning. Mastery-avoidance goals refer to a
learner’s desire to master the subject but driven by a need to avoid a possible negative
outcome. An example would be a student who wants to learn all the vocabulary

in a unit so as not to misunderstand the teacher or the texts and exercises set for
homework. Performance goals refer to the kinds of goals in which a learner wants

to ‘perform’ to others. A student who wants to impress her friends on a school trip
with how much she can say in an encounter in a coffee shop would be one example.
This would also be an illustration of a performance-approach goal, in which the
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aim is to make a good impression on others and show how good one is to one’s peers.
The other type of performance goal is a performance-avoidance goal, in which the
emphasis is on the learner not wanting to look bad in front of others. An example
could be a learner who wants to learn to speak in a club so as not to make a fool of
himself in front of his friends. Naturally, learners’ goals can involve a combination of
these goal orientations, which are not mutually exclusive.

Metacognition

Another vital component of self-regulatory behaviour is an ability to plan and
control how we learn and think about our own learning, and it is this aspect

that we turn to next. Let us consider a student trying to read a document about
global warming in a foreign language to gain information in preparation for a
presentation on the subject. The student gets her vocabulary notebook and her
dictionary and sits by a computer so she can look things up if necessary. She thinks
about what she already knows about the subject and makes some notes on a mind
map as well as writing down some questions she would like answered. She decides
first to read the text quickly to try to understand the gist of the passage and see

if the text is suitable for her purpose before she reads it more carefully. She writes
some of the new words that she might want to use in her presentation in her
vocabulary notebook, looks for ways of remembering their meanings, and looks
up the pronunciation of some of the words so she can use them correctly. She
then writes some more notes on her mind map, ready to prepare her presentation,
and thinks of ways to put her message across convincingly to her audience. This
student is engaging in what is known as metacognitive behaviour, a crucial aspect
of effective learning,.

Metacognition is, in essence, an awareness of one’s own cognitive processes in
learning. It involves thinking about and understanding how we learn, as well

as regulating and controlling our learning. Both of these aspects are important
features of metacognition. While cognitive strategies are mental processes
concerned with processing information in order to learn, metacognitive strategies
involve learners looking at their learning from outside, as it were, in order to

see how they are approaching it and plan the strategies they will use to learn. It
also involves reflecting on and understanding what we know. In other words,
metacognition is concerned with thinking about one’s thinking and knowing about
one’s knowing. Our thinking is cognition, while thinking about our thinking is
metacognition. This is a vital distinction. If we use our thinking strategically to
complete a task, we are acting cognitively. If we understand, regulate, and control
our use of learning strategies, we are acting metacognitively.

Metacognition involves different types of knowing. As Flavell—one of the pioneers
of the metacognitive movement—identified, it includes knowing about oneself as
a learner, knowing about the task, and knowing about the strategies one can use to
carry out the task (Flavell, 1979). These three types of knowledge are essential for
acting strategically on a task. So, for example, I know I am nervous as a language
user and I like to get things right. My task is to buy a train ticket at a busy station
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in a language I am not very familiar with. There is a queue, so I know I need to be
fairly quick about my purchase. I first look up the word ‘ticket’ in my dictionary,
and then select the strategy of rehearsing ‘Please can I have a ticket to X2 Next, I
go through numbers so that I might understand the price. Finally, I take a deep
breath to control my nerves, and ask for my ticket.

Anderson (2012) explains that ‘metacognition is the ability to make one’s thinking
visible. It is the ability to reflect on what one knows and does and what one does
not know and does not do’ (p.170). He sees metacognition as involving different
components or stages. These include planning for learning, deciding when to

use strategies, monitoring their use, combining strategies where appropriate, and
evaluating their effectiveness. These stages are not linear, but a shifting pattern—
moving backwards and forwards from one stage to another—and more than

one process might be operating at one time. Metacognition also involves self-
assessment and the ability to make changes in how one learns when appropriate. In
the example above, the student planned how she was going to work, used different
strategies to understand and to learn, and finally reviewed what she had learned.
Her mind was engaged in planning and regulating the learning process itself.

There have been many different ways of categorizing metacognitive strategies.
Basically, learners first need to focus their attention on the task and the skills
required to carry out the task. This involves linking new material with what

is already known, a constructivist concept. (See Chapter 1 for a discussion of
constructivism.) Next, they need to plan their learning. This includes identifying
the purpose of a learning task, organizing their learning, and setting goals. Learners
then need to select and use strategies, and for this, they need to understand the
range of strategies available. They then monitor their progress and evaluate how
effective this strategy was for them.

Clearly, metacognition is a vital component of self-regulation. The evidence from
the literature strongly suggests that individuals who use metacognitive strategies
are more effective learners, and that training in metacognitive strategies facilitares
language learning, as well as developing learner autonomy and agency. It is clear
from this discussion that the teacher needs to play a role in helping learners

to develop their metacognitive abilities in order to become effective learners.

We would argue that empowering learners to know how to learn is every bit as
important as imparting subject knowledge. In discussing the role of the teacher,
Anderson (2012) stresses that teaching learners to understand and control their
cognitive processes is one of the most important skills that teachers can develop in
their students. He explains that

[r]ather than focusing students” attention only on issues related to learning
content, effective teachers structure a learning atmosphere where thinking about
what happens in the learning process leads to stronger learning skills.

(Anderson, 2012, p. 172)

Teachers and coursebook writers can integrate a metacognitive component into
their language lessons in many different ways. One way is to engage learners
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in reflecting on how they learn. They can keep learning diaries, where, after
completing an activity, they reflect on what strategies they used. They can compare
their strategy use with others through discussion and decide whether there are

any new strategies they would like to try out and add to their repertoires. They

can also assess themselves after an activity; teachers can give students the grading
criteria that they will later use themselves. In this way, teachers can get an insight
into whether learners overestimate or underestimate their abilities and also into
learners’ perceived strengths and weaknesses. Such reflections lead to greater learner
autonomy and control, and, ultimately, to more effective learning.

Activity 7.5

Managing language learning

The following statements were made by different children from Hong Kong who were
settling into a school environment in the UK (Berry, 1998). They all spoke English as a
second language. These are descriptions of how they tried to manage their studies in
English.What does each statement tell us about the child's metacognitive behaviour?
What differences can you see between these children?

| ‘listened a lot. | also read a lot. | read anything such as leaflets, etc. | watched
English films.

2 ‘'l talked a lot with my room-mate. | rehearsed what | wanted to say in my mind before
| spoke.!

3 'l only checked those new words which appeared frequently in the book because they
might reappear later!

4 ‘| chose story books which were only one level above my English standard. Then there
were only a few words | didn't know from the text!

5 'l talked to my room-mates. If they didn't talk to me | would take the initiative and talk
to them. | wouldn't just wait for my room-mates to talk to me. Every evening | spoke
at least a few times in English.

6 'l thought about my cousin who is now over 20 years old. | imagined myself as my
cousin and tried to see things from her point of view ... She should know things
better than | do. I could really sort things out!

7 I plan to improve my grammar by doing as many English exercises as possible!

8 'In order to help understand the book, | bought a guide book and watched the film
Romeo and Juliet!

So, for instance, the child in Example 1 liked to have language input to process;
the child in Example 2 liked to communicate and found that rehearsal was a useful
strategy; and the child in Example 7 had plans to study grammar by doing focused
exercises. These represent very different, bur effective, ways to go about learning,

Summary

In this chapter, we have explored the ways in which multiple facets of learner
psychology combine to generate Jearners’ sense of agency. This sense of capability,
engagement, and willingness is vital for them to feel empowered to take control
and self-regulate their own learning as autonomous learners. We have considered
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the importance of contextual resources for language learning and the need to
understand how learners interpret the relevance of resources, rather than seeing
the materials themselves as having inherent beneficial characteristics. We then
discussed different types of strategies that learners can employ to learn and use a
language, and considered how these strategy choices can reflect style preferences.
We also looked at other components of self-regulation, such as goal setting, and
the core skills for directing one’s own learning that stem from metacognition and
using metacognitive strategies. We conclude that teachers need not only to teach
their learners the language but also to support them in knowing how to learn
and how to manage their learning, equipping them with the skills to become
independent and potentially lifelong language learners.

Questions for
reflection

Consider the classes you teach. How much opportunity is there for learners to
exercise agency and feel in control of their learning! Could you make any
improvements in this respect within your institutional and cultural constraints?

2 Learners benefit from discussing the strategies they use and trying out and evaluating
new ones. What specific ideas do you have for doing this with your students at
different levels and ages?

3 In what ways could you help your students become more metacognitively aware in

their learning? How can you help them to plan their learning, select how they will go

about it, and monitor their progress!

Suggestions for further reading

Mercer, S., Ryan, S., & Williams, M. (Eds.). (2012). Psychology for language
learning. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

This edited volume provides an overview of current theory and research in
psychology in foreign language learning. In Chapter 10, Cohen provides a
comprehensible summary of the latest thinking on learning strategies. In Chapter
12, Anderson summarizes the subject of metacognition and provides good
examples of how to integrate metacognitive training into the curriculum.

Griffiths, C. (2013). The strategy factor in successful language learning. Bristol:
Multilingual Matters.

This readable book examines the link between strategy use and successful language
learning, considering elements such as frequency and choice of strategies. It
contains an excellent section exploring pedagogical concerns and discussing

how strategy training can be conducted, as well as factors to consider in strategy
instruction. It also includes useful questionnaires for student reflection.

Cohen, A. D., & Macaro, E. (Eds.). (2007). Language learner strategies. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

This collection of papers offers a contemporary overview of key issues in the field
of language strategy research. Although the book focuses on an agenda for strategy
research, it also indirectly generates rich insights for practice.



BRINGING IT TOGETHER

Introduction

Throughout this book, we have emphasized the importance of the connections
and interactions between the various psychological constructs, and shown ways

in which they are linked together. Nevertheless, for organizational reasons, each
chapter has inevitably focused on a specific topic area. In this final chapter, we shift
our attention to a more explicit discussion of the interactions that we have alluded
to in the carlier chapters.

Teachers know intuitively about the interconnections between different facets of
their learners’ psychologies and the ways in which these all link to the different
social groups their learners move in. Teachers also understand thar all these aspects
influence learning. Think of the ways in which you and your colleagues discuss
learners and issues in your classes. You might make statements such as this:

Omar got a bad grade on his last test and seems to think that he'll never be able
to learn a language, no matter what he does. As a result, he really seems to have
no motivation at all right now. In class, he seems bored and uninterested. He

3 . .« .
won’t make any effort or do his homework, and he has no goals or ambitions at
the moment. I'm also starting to worry that his low motivation is spreading to
his friends, and sometimes even the entire class scems to be struggling under the
influence of his negativity.

While this is a fictitious statement, many teachers will recognize the kinds of
connections we make between different psychological aspects of our learners as we
do here between attributions, motivation, emotions, effort, goals, contagion, and
group dynamics.

In this final chapter, we will attempt to bring together the different aspects of
learning that we have addressed in the various chapters of this book and to
view the psychology of language learning as a whole, rather than in terms of
its constituent parts. We show how integrating these aspects can provide a lens
through which to view and understand different areas of learning and teaching.
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Activity 8.1

Thinking about different psychological aspects

Think of a particular individual that you have taught. How would you describe that
learner in terms of the different psychological constructs covered in this book? Write
them in the table below. If possible, compare your student with a colleague's (without
revealing the name of the student). What are the reasons for these differences?

Psychological construct

Description of student

Cultural context

Ability to work in a group

Self-concept

Facilitative or debilitative beliefs
about learning

Mindsets

Attributions for success and failure

Positive and negative emations
towards language learning

Anxiety

Ability to set goals

Types of motivation

Sense of agency

Strategies used

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press
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Willingness to communicate (WTC)

We will begin by exploring the concept of willingness to communicate (WTC)
and use this as an example of how the different elements we have addressed come
together to influence our learners and ourselves as teachers at any one point in
time. In the second part of the chapter, we reflect on the book as a whole and
consider what practical lessons we can draw from a holistic consideration of

the insights from all of the chapters. We have articulated these in the form of a
set of principles, mindful of the need for teachers to critically appraise these as
appropriate to their own unique settings and needs.

Activity 8.2

Comparing activities in our first and second language

Look at the following list. Which of these things do you think you would feel comfortable
doing in your first language? Which would you feel comfortable doing in a language that
you were learning?

LI L2
Yes/No Yes/No

volunteer an opinion in front of a group of people, such as in
a class or meeting

tell a joke or funny story to a small group of people you
know reasonably well

ask for help in buying some unfamiliar item of food in a shop

offer to help a stranger who appears to be lost

say something to a child who is misbehaving in a public place

send a note of condolence to a colleague

give a presentation on your hobby to a group of strangers

make a telephone call to check precise details of an order

ask for directions when lost

compliment a colleague on what they are wearing

write a short thank-you email to a friend

order a meal in a restaurant

start up a conversation with a stranger next to you in a
public place, for example, on a bus or plane

Photocopiable © Oxford University Press

Were there any major differences between your responses for L1 and L2? How would
you explain these differences?
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L2 willingness to communicate (L2 WTC) combines various aspects of language
learning psychology. It was originally conceived of as a personality trait to

explain why some people appear to be more willing to communicate than others.
The original theory and research related to L1 communication (McCroskey &
Richmond, 1987, 1991). However, since communication is an obvious goal of
foreign language education, it was not loag before researchers began to explore
how the concept could be applied to second or foreign language learners.
According to Maclntyre (2007), WTC represents the ‘probability of initiating
communication given choice and opportunity’ (p. 567). Fundamental to the
notion of L2 WTC is an awareness that when people communicate in a second
language, the experiences and associated thoughts and feelings do not necessarily
duplicate how they would feel in respect to communicating in their first language.
At times, L2 users may feel inhibited by various factors, such as their lack of active
vocabulary or unfamiliar settings or interlocutors; however, there may be times
when communicating in the L2 can be a liberating experience and individuals
actually feel more willing to communicate.

If we reflect on some of the possible factors contributing to our L2 WTC, we can
probably think of a host of things, ranging from a simple lack of interest in the
immediate task or lesson to deep-rooted anxieties about being able to communicate
in a foreign language in front of others. Indeed, our L2 WTC may be influenced by
a combination of factors, such as a poor relationship with the interlocutor or dislike
of the topic under discussion. Clearly, any meaningful model of L2 WTC needs

to acknowledge this range of possible interacting factors. Perhaps the best-known
model of L2 WTC is the so-called pyramid model (Maclntyre, Clément, Dérnyei,
& Noels, 1998). The pyramid model describes L2 WTC in terms of an array of
interacting factors. (See Figure 8.1.) At the base of the pyramid are relatively stable
factors, such as personality and what has been called intergroup climate. Intergroup
climate refers to the position and status of the target language within the society in
which it is being learned. At the apex of the pyramid is actual L2 use in a specific
situation. In between these two extremes come a range of situational and contextual
factors that combine with learner characteristics like communicative competence

and/or L2 self-confidence.

Within this model, a host of contextual and personal factors come together

at any one moment to lead to a learner using or not using the L2. This model

has elements of the immediate situational level from the nested systems model
presented in Chapters 1 and 2, and also elements of the more global macro-

level. So, for example, a learner’s L2 WTC will be affected at a macro-level by
social norms and expectations of behaviour according to age, gender, and power
dynamics across social groups in a particular culture, as well as by societal attitudes
towards the language being learned. At a micro-level, WTC will be influenced

by how learners feel in a specific social situation, how familiar they are with

that setting, and their relationships to those they are communicating with. The
temporal dimension of the nested systems model also plays a role; other factors
determining WTC may be learners” past experiences in comparable situations,
what they would like to use the language for in the future, and how important this
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Figure 8.1 The pyramid model of L2 WTC (Macintyre et al, | 998)

interaction is for them now or in the long term. As with the nested systems model,
all of these contextual layers and temporal factors come together and interact with
learners and their characteristics at any one time.

Here we are using the example of willingness to communicate to illustrate how the
different aspects of psychology discussed in this book can be brought together to
explain a particular aspect of teaching. For example, to what do learners attribute
past successful and less successful experiences in using the language? What do
they believe about the nature of their abilities and how changeable they are?

How competent do learners feel they are? How do they compare themselves to
others? How motivated are they to interact in this setting? How motivated are
they generally to use the language given the opportunity to do so? What emotions
does the situation elicit? What mood are they in at that point in time? What
communication strategies are they aware of and how comfortable do they feel
using them?

While we can acknowledge that the interplay of all these psychological factors

at any one moment leads to specific behaviours on the part of the learner,

the challenge for us as teachers is not to feel overwhelmed by the complexity
and dynamism of all these different aspects. We need to be sensitive to and
understanding of the fact that our learners are complex individuals whose
behaviour in class will be influenced by a range of factors we may not be aware
of. It is often helpful for learners to think about and discuss things that help
them to learn or communicate in an L2 and those that inhibit them, to raise
their own awareness of these issues, and perhaps to discuss ways to overcome the
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more negative aspects. Having illustrated how the various aspects of psychology
we discuss can be brought together to examine one facet of teaching, we will now
attempt to integrate the different aspects and present a set of principles.

A guide to structuring more holistic thinking
about psychology

In this section, we suggest a set of principles to help guide our thinking about
language learning psychology in practice by clustering key insights from the
chapters together into more holistic guidelines. However, in doing so, we are
aware that there are no easy solutions to working with the complexity of learner
psychology without oversimplifying. We need to outline a few caveats first. It is,
to some degree, inevitable that we have to generalize or simplify reality to make
it manageable and comprehensible. As we saw above in the case of WTGC, it is
impossible to account for every aspect of an individual’s learning behaviour.

Here we would like to consider four main types of simplification that people
may engage in when discussing language learning psychology. The first form of
simplification is to reduce the complexity of the interrelatedness between the
diverse elements of an individual’s psychology and the contexts they act within.
As with the organization of this book, a need for clarity often leads writers and
researchers to consider individual aspects of a person’s psychology in isolation.
While this is indeed useful in making the different aspects easier to understand, it
does risk painting an incomplete or even inaccurate picture. If, for example,

we think about the emotions an individual feels at any one point in a class,

they can be influenced by a host of factors, such as the topic, peers, motivation,
self-concept, memories of things that occurred earlier in the day, anticipation

of an event later in the day, or various combinations of all of the above. We
therefore tend to focus on what we perceive as the most salient elements or those
that are easiest and most likely to change. Think of how motivated you feel to
work today; it is doubtful you can reduce this to a single factor. It is true that
one element may play a more dominant role at one time than at another, but it
is usually an accumulation or combination of several factors together. A related
form of simplification is reducing human behaviour to simplistic cause-and-
effect relationships, in which a change in one factor is portrayed as causing a
corresponding change in another. However, in reality, our behaviour is typically
much more complex than this. What we think and feel affects what we do, but, in
turn, what we do affects what we think and feel.

The second form of simplification is a tendency to consider constructs in

binary terms—in other words, we classify something as good/bad, high/low,

or positive/negative. Such dichotomies can be found in all areas of language
learning—for example, native speaker/non-native speaker, learner-centred/teacher-
centred, authentic/non-authentic. However, these dichotomies rarely reflect reality,
which is not usually so neat and categorical, and which instead tends to contain
more blurred boundaries than distinct extremes. For example, if we recall the
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discussion of mindsets (see Chapter 4), we saw how this is often couched in terms
of fixed (bad) and growth (good). The reality is that most people lie somewhere in
between the extremes on a continuum and one’s actual mindset is often a unique
blend of the two. Similarly, we often discuss self-concept in terms of having a
positive/high or negative/low self-concept. (See Chapter 3.) Instead, we suggested
that it is more appropriate to consider a healthy self-concept, which is realistic and
balanced.

A third way in which we simplify learner psychology is to perceive of constructs as
fixed and static. In this way, we avoid having to confront the way in which learners’
psychology changes across contexts and time. For example, we may talk about a
learner being motivated as if that individual were always equally and consistently
motivated. However, we know from our own experiences that our motivation may
vary within the timeframe of a single class, from day to day, and across the lifespan
of our career. Therefore, it helps to remain conscious of the potential for change

in learner psychology across micro-timescales of minutes within a class as well as
across macro-timescales, such as the course of an academic year. A useful analogy
here might be the difference between a still image and a moving picture; when
considering or describing language learners and their psychology, we should aim to
see them as a moving picture that captures change across time and situations.

The fourth thing people do to make the diversity of the real world manageable is
to make generalizations about contexts and cultures. We all make generalizations
(see Figure 8.2) and they can be very useful tools at times. However, in some cases,
generalizations can lead to the labelling of students, perhaps as a particular ‘type’
or in connection to certain groups to which they belong. These stereotypes and
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prejudices about a group or culture stem from over-simplification of a complex
entity. Groups are very rarely homogeneous and they are usually full of unique
individuals, who may vary from whatever is considered to be the group norm.
While we may usefully think about typical cultural norms and values in a setting
and how these may be influencing a learner’s psychology, we must also keep our
minds open to the notion that individuals often do not fit these patterns.

{ Y a w

Isolating constructs
and reducing
to linear
cause-and-effect

Conceiving of
constructs in
binary terms

— N
Ways in which we
simplify reality to

make it manageable

G J——T
Generalizing

about contexts
and cultures

Making constructs
fixed and static

\. J \. S

Figure 8.2 Simplifying reality

In the remainder of this chapter, we pull together the issues discussed in the book

- and suggest some guidelines which combine the insights from across the chapters

and relate them to classroom practice. We do not intend these guidelines to be
seen as definitive or prescriptive, but rather as a base from which you can reflect on
and evaluate their appropriateness for your own specific context.

Principles for practice

So what are some general principles that can help guide our practices in respect

to language learning psychology? Naturally, the guidelines we offer here represent
our own subjective and selective interpretations of the chapters, and you may take
individual points from each chapter that are of particular interest or relevance to you.
Nevertheless, we hope this set of guidelines can support you in your teaching and
help translate some of the insights from the book into useful principles for practice.

Principle 1: Remember to be group-centred as well as learner-centred.

One of the key points emerging from all the chapters is that individuals are socially
situated within groups and cannot be thought of as separate from them. While
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individual learners affect the group they are part of, the group affects the individual
within it too. Therefore, while there has been recognition of the importance of
learner-centred approaches in language teaching, we feel that there also needs

to be an awareness of the importance of the group and its dynamics. A healthy
group atmosphere is vital for effective learning and for the well-being of all in

the group, including ourselves as teachers. As outlined in Chapter 2, a positive
group atmosphere can be promoted by cultivating a sense of trust, interest, and
group belonging and identity among members. We must remember to support
positive relationships between the learners in a class and be mindful of their need
for social connection and interaction. Nevertheless, we should not lose sight of the
individuals and their uniqueness in how we work with our groups. It is important
to maintain an appropriate balance between the view of the whole group and its
individual members.

Principle 2: Learners’ lives beyond the classroom are central to who
they are.

Another theme that emerges from the chapters is that learners in our language
classrooms can never be separated from the other areas of their lives. When they
enter our classrooms, they bring a host of experiences, beliefs, values, and feelings
with them, and these can strongly affect how they behave and engage with
language learning. Their lives beyond the language classroom are a key part of
who they are and what is important to them. When learners are able to connect
language learning to other areas of their lives, it can help them to feel valued and
respected as individuals and can boost their motivation. Some ways of doing this
include asking learners to do projects on hobbies or give presentations on topics
that interest them, basing lessons around language that emerges from discussion
with learners, discussing learners’ aims and aspirations in life, or asking them to
write their language learning history. Fundamentally, we need to try to provide
ways for learners to incorporate other aspects of their lives that are important to
them into their language learning and take an interest in learners as individuals
with lives beyond the language classroom.

Principle 3: Ensure open pathways of communication with learners.

Throughout the book, we have stressed the importance of good relationships
between members of a group, and here the teacher plays a crucial role. In building
positive relationships, the teacher can engage in dialogue with learners, seck their
opinions, learn to really listen to them, and give them opportunities to talk and
share their perspectives on topics as well as classroom practices. This fosters a
sense of agency in learners, helping them to become engaged and feel that their
opinions matter. If learners misbehave, we can seek to find out why by opening a
genuine, respectful dialogue with those individuals, giving them a chance to share
with us their view of events. Being accessible as a teacher and open to dialogue
can go a long way towards providing students with a positive and communicative
environment in which to learn and use languages.
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Principle 4: Promote a belief in the potential for everyone to improve
their abilities.

This principle stems from our understandings of mindsets and self-beliefs, as
discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. However, it also underpins many other factors,
such as motivation, emotions, and self-regulation, making it a hub in learner
psychology. Fundamentally, we want all our learners to feel a sense of agency
and believe that they can improve their language skills. This does not mean that
we want learners to have unrealistic beliefs, but believing that they can improve
is central to optimism and positivity about the language learning experience.
Nobody is fixed in their abilities, which can always be expanded. This means
that all learners can develop their skills compared to where they currently are,
given an investment of time and energy together with effective strategy use and
self-regulation. We need to work consciously at ensuring learners share this belief
by discussing beliefs about language learning explicitly; promoting appropriate
attributions; showing by the feedback we give that we believe they can improve;
and examining positive role models who exemplify commitment and persistence
rather than natural, effortless talent.

Principle 5: Provide opportunities for and encourage self-regulation.

Principle 4 is a prerequisite for this next point. Learners need to feel empowered
with a sense of control over their learning. There are many ways for teachers to
support learners’ agency and self-regulation, as discussed in Chapter 7. These
include allowing them freedom and choice where possible; helping them to set
appropriate goals; raising their awareness of themselves and how best to learn
language; and ensuring they are aware of a range of strategies for language learning
and use. Not only can we provide opportunities for learners to self-regulate but
we should also be encouraging them to engage with and invest in their language
skills beyond the classroom. This can be achieved through projects and tasks that
connect with real-world opportunities to use the language, as well as by raising
awareness of language learning opportunities inside and outside of the classroom.

Principle 6: Promote positive emotions and reduce anxiety in the
language classroom.

We know that fear can inhibit participation and generate negative group dynamics.
As language learning can induce anxiety, we must take care not to add any
additional fear to the process. For example, the ways in which we respond to
learner mistakes can influence the level of anxiety in a language classroom. We all
recognize that mistakes are a healthy part of the learning process and we need to
ensure our responses, feedback, and classroom behaviour convey that message too.
In addition—rather than just focusing on reducing the negative—we also need to
promote positive emotions, such as enjoyment, pride, and curiosity. Basically, we
want our classrooms to be positive places in which to encounter and use language
with others, and working on the emotional climate is a central factor contributing



Bringing it together 147

to that positivity. With an absence of anxiety and a healthy set of positive
emotions, learners are ideally placed to be motivated and engaged, feel safe to take
risks, and push themselves to develop their skills.

Principle 7: Plan with motivation in mind.

As teachers, we intuitively recognize the centrality of learner motivation in
successful language learning—including positive attitudes towards the language
and its teaching. Many of the other principles will ultimately lead to enhanced
learner motivation when learners feel a sense of agency, competence, positive
emotions, interest, and a supportive group climate. However, we can also ensure,
when organizing our classes, that we plan with motivation in mind. This means
that when working on our lesson plans, we can explicitly consider the content,
tasks, overall goals, methods, etc. from the perspective of how motivating they
are for our specific learners in terms of interest, relevance, challenge, variation,
potential to set and evaluate goals, and scope for creative and critical thinking
and autonomy.

Principle 8: As teachers, we should seek to serve as positive role models
for learners.

Finally, we know from our discussions of mindsets, attributions, self-concepts,
group interactions, use of strategies, etc. that learners benefit considerably from
positive modelling of these and from examples to emulate. As teachers, we have
the potential-—alongside peers and parents—to serve as influential role models

for our learners. We need to be careful about the kind of language we use when
talking with students about their work, abilities, and behaviour, as well as about
language learning itself. We can work on exemplifying growth mindsets towards
language learning through the way we talk about mistakes, successes, goals, and the
processes of language learning. As we saw in Chapter 6, learners soon pick up on
their teacher’s passion and enthusiasm for teaching, and this means that we should
not be afraid to display our own enthusiasm, curiosity, and love of learning to
learners. Additionally, we can share our willingness to learn and accept mistakes as
a healthy part of the learning process.

Summary

The central message of this final chapter, and of this book as a whole, has been
that there are no one-size-fits-all recipes for successful language teaching, and that
learning is dependent upon an ever-changing, complex interaction of factors. We
are all different: what works with one student may not work with another; what
works in one class may not work in another; what works for one teacher may not
work for another. We hope you, the reader, will reflect critically on these principles
and the contents of this book, evaluating them in the light of your own beliefs,
values, and preferred teaching styles, as well as according to the particularities,
characteristics, and needs of your own setting.
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Language teaching is a complex, challenging, but hugely rewarding profession.
Clearly, as language teachers, we need knowledge of the target language itself

and we also need to know about the nature of language—how it is learned and
specific methods for teaching various aspects of language. Yet we must remember
that language learning and use are inherently social undertakings. We need to
appreciate the highly emotional nature of learning a language, which can be so
closely tied to our sense of self and to our ability to present ourselves to others. For
these reasons, we are convinced that a central skill in any language teacher’s toolkit
is an understanding of the psychology surrounding the experience in order to
ensure we acknowledge the emotional, social, and motivational, as well as cognitive
and metacognitive, dimensions of learning a language. It also means recognizing
the importance of individuals as social human beings and, consequently, the
centrality of the relationships we form with learners in the course of teaching.
Teaching languages is rarely a straightforward job, but we hope the perspective
presented in this book can offer some insights to add to your repertoire of skills
and help you to teach with an understanding of the special human and social
dimensions of the language classroom in mind. Most of all, we hope you have
enjoyed this book; we hope that you feel reading it has enhanced your teaching
and inspired you to learn more about this fascinating dimension of teaching and
learning.

Suggestions for further reading

McCombs, B. L., & Miller, L. (2007). Learner-centred classroom practices

and assessments: Maximizing student motivation, learning and achievement.
Thousand Qaks, CA: Corwin Press.

An excellent book that is based on research from educational psychology. Despite
the title, it does not only focus on individuals but presents a broad, psychology-
based approach to creating an effective and positive learning environment and
offers practical strategies for practice.

Gregersen. T., & Maclntyre, P. (2014b). Capitalizing on language learners’
individuality: From premise to practice. Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

Written in a highly accessible style, this book covers many of the same topics
addressed the current volume. The authors are ambitious in the ways that they
successfully bridge theory and practice. Each chapter provides a succinct theoretical
overview of a particular learner characteristic and this is supplemented by a related
series of practical classroom activities. -

Dérnyei, Z., & Ryan, S. (2015). The psychology of the language learner revisited.
New York, NY: Routledge.

This is the second edition of what has become a classic text in the field of language
learner psychology and would be particularly recommended for readers interested
in further explorations of the theoretical dimension. In this new edition, the
authors not only update the original text but also engage in a critical dialogue
with it. This provides a useful insight into how thinking on the psychology of the
language learner has changed in recent years, and how it continues to do so.
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accommodation: Piaget’s term for modifying existing knowledge to include
new input.

achievement theory: A theory of motivation that describes how people have
differing needs for achievement, and how these needs lead to action.

affect: An umbrella term covering emotions, moods, and feelings.

affective filter: The processes through which negative emotions can filter out
language input and thus impede language acquisition.

affective strategies: Strategies used to regulate emotions, such as breathing deeply
to lower anxiety.

affordances: The perceived resources in the environment that learners can interact
with in order to learn.

agency: A feeling held by individuals that they have control over their actions.

anxiety: Feelings of nervousness and unease that can have physical manifestations,
such as shortness of breath or increased heart rate.

appraisals: The evaluations individuals make of a particular situation, which, in
turn, lead to a particular emotional response.

approach orientation: An orientation to engage in activities as a means of
achieving a desired outcome, for example, engaging in learning a language to
develop one’s proficiency in the language or to master a task.

assimilation: Piaget’s term for combining new information with existing knowledge.
attention: Concentration of mental effort and filtering out of distractions.

attributional dimensions: A way of classifying attributions that refers to the
extent to which individuals explain outcomes as being due to factors that:

1 are within their own control

2 are internal or external

3 may change over time.

attributions: An individual’s explanations of the reasons for particular outcomes,
such as perceived success and failure experiences.

audiolingual method: An approach to language teaching based on a behaviourist
theory of learning, which views learning a language as habit-formation, typically
involving repetition or substitution.



Glossary

avoidance orientation: An orientation to engage in activities as a means of
avoiding unwanted or undesirable outcomes, for example, learning a language to
avoid miscommunication in a multilingual work environment.

behaviourism: A theory of psychology which claims that learning takes place
through habit-formation.

big-fish-little-pond effect: The effect that can occur when individuals in groups
organized according to ability develop a self-concept that reflects comparisons with
others in this restricted group, instead of with others from the bigger social group.
Typically, an individual in a group of relatively low ability (little pond) gains an
unduly high self-concept (big fish).

broaden-and-build: A theory of positive psychology which holds that positive
emotions can help individuals to develop skills and the capacity to learn.

cognitive approach: An approach to learning which focuses on mental processes
and emphasizes the value of the human mind being actively engaged in learning,

cognitive strategies: Conscious mental processes learners employ to learn and use
a language, such as memorizing words or analyzing language features.

collective agency: A belief that as a group or team we have the ability to direct and
control our actions to achieve our goals.

collective efficacy: A belief that as a group or team we have the ability to achieve
our goals.

collectivist culture: Cultures which are believed to emphasize group goals
and values.

community of practice: A group of pcople who work together, engaging in
common activities and sharing practices in a specific domain.

compensation strategies: Strategies used to compensate for a lack of knowledge of
the language, such as using mime or gesture.

competence: A fundamental psychological need to feel capable of performing a
given task or of functioning in a particular situation.

complexity perspectives: An umbrella term for a range of different perspectives
that are all based on systems thinking (see also systems thinking).

conditioning: A process of getting animals or humans to respond to a stimulus in
a desired way and reinforcing the behaviour so it happens more frequently.

constructivism: A psychological approach concerned with how individuals
develop their personal understandings of the world.

contagion: Anything that is contagious. In the psychology literature, the term
is often used in connection with emotions and describes how feelings such as
enthusiasm or motivation can be caught from others.
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debilitative anxiety: Feelings of anxiety that can impede or hinder performance or
learning.

debilitative beliefs: Beliefs that can impede or hinder successful learning.

downward social comparison: When learners compare themselves with others
they perceive as less competent.

drive theory: A theory of motivation which holds that people are ‘driven’ to meet
internal needs, such as hunger or thirst.

ecological psychology: A psychological theory which argues that individuals must
be understood within the context of their environmental systems.

emotional intelligence: The ability to recognize or understand one’s own and
other people’s emotions.

empathy: Understanding the world from someone else’s perspective and being able
to put oneself in that person’s shoes.

engagement: A personal investment in the learning process and an inner drive to
learn and improve.

entity theory: A belief that aspects of the human condition such as intelligence or
ability are fixed and therefore cannot be changed or developed.

epistemological beliefs: Beliefs about the nature of knowledge and learning.

expectancy beliefs: The belief that we have the capacity to do something specific
in respect to using or learning a language.

expectancy—value: A concept of motivation which describes how people are
motivated to act based upon the value they associate with a given act and the
perceived likelihood of success.

explicit beliefs: Beliefs we hold that we are fully aware of and able to articulate.

extrinsic motivation: Motivation to engage in a particular activity as a means to
some external outcome or reward.

facilitative anxiety: Feelings of anxiety that can enhance performance or learning.
facilitative beliefs: Beliefs that contribute to successful learning.

fixed mindset: A set of beliefs and assumptions formed around the notion that
aspects of the human condition cannot be changed or developed.

flow: A feeling of being fully immersed or involved in doing a particular activity.

foreign language anxiety: A particular form of anxiety associated with the use of a
foreign language.

formal operational thinking: One of Piaget’s stages of development, during
which individuals begin to use abstract reasoning.
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goal-setting theory: A theory which considers goals in terms of their specificity,
perceived difficulty, and our degree of commitment.

Golem effect: Where teachers’ negative evaluations of learners can function as
strong impediments to learning.

growth mindset: A set of beliefs and assumptions formed around the notion
that aspects of the human condition can be changed or developed through
focused effort.

holistic learning: Learning which considers the whole person.

humanism: An approach to psychology which emphasizes the importance of
feelings and emotions.

ideal 12 self: A possible future self deriving from an individual’s dreams and
aspirations as an 1.2 learner and user.

identity: How we view ourselves in relation to specific contexts and groups.

implicit beliefs: Beliefs that we hold but may not be fully aware of or able to
articulate (also known as implicit theories).

incremental theory: A belief that aspects of the human condition, such as
intelligence, can be developed by the individual through focused effort or practice
(see also growth mindset).

individualist culture: Cultures which are believed to emphasize individual goals
and independence.

information processing: A branch of cognitive psychology which is concerned
with how we take in information and the mental processes involved in learning.

inner speech: The speech people use in their minds without any articulation to

- regulate their thoughts.

input hypothesis: A theory of second language acquisition which holds that
learners make progress by being exposed to linguistic input slightly beyond their
current level of proficiency.

instrumental orientation: A concept from the socio-educational model of
motivation which explains how people are motivated to learn a language by the
material rewards associated with success.

integrative orientation: A concept from the socio-educational model of
motivation which explains how people are motivated to learn a language by
feelings of identification with the people and cultural values associated with a
target language.

intrinsic motivation: Motivation to engage in a particular activity deriving from
engaging in the act itself rather than from external outcomes or rewards.
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L2 learning experience: The experience of learning a language arising from our
interaction with the environment as well as from our perceptions of our successes
and failures.

L2 linguistic self-confidence: Confidence in one’s ability to communicate in a
second or foreign language.

L2 Motivational Self System: A leading framework of language learner
motivation. It is associated with concepts such as the ideal L2 self, the ought-to
L2 self, and the L2 learning experience (see also ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 self, and
L2 learning experience.). '

L2 willingness to communicate (L2 WTC): How willing individuals are
to communicate with others in their second language when they have the
opportunity to do so (see also willingness to communicate).

leadership style: The way in which those in authority exercise leadership, for
example, whether they are autocratic or laissez-faire in style.

learner autonomy: A readiness to take control of one’s learning—independently
or in cooperation with others—to achieve one’s learning purposes.

locus of causality: The extent to which an individual feels that a certain outcome
is due to internal or external causes (see also attributional dimensions).

logical positivism: A philosophical movement which views knowledge as factual
and holds that knowledge can be discovered through controlled experiments.

mastery-approach goal: A goal where the aim is to master something for one’s
own growth and learning.

mastery-avoidance goal: A goal driven by one’s desire to master something in
order to avoid getting things wrong or being misunderstood.

mastery goal orientation: An orientation to learn through a desire to develop
competence or mastery of a particular task. Within education, this usually reflects
an interest in the subject and in learning itself.

metacognition: The processes of thinking about our thinking, which are used to
plan and regulate our learning (see also self-regulation).

metacognitive knowledge: Knowledge of how we think and learn.

metacognitive strategies: Strategies used to think about our thinking and learning
in order to regulate and control the learning process.

mindset: A set of beliefs and assumptions that can exert a powerful effect on
approaches to learning (see also implicit beliefs).

near-peer role model: A peer who is close in age or proficiency and who is seen as
representing attainable goals.

nested systems: Systems embedded in other systems, each affecting the others.

neuroscience: The scientific study of the brain and nervous system.



154

Glossary

optimism: An outlook, sometimes described as a disposition, in which the most
positive outcome is expected in a particular situation.

ought-to L2 self: A possible future self deriving from an individual’s perceived
obligations as a language learner and the expectations of others, such as parents,
peers, and teachers.

perfectionism: A tendency to want to be perfect and thus to want to avoid all
mistakes or errors.

performance-approach goal: A goal where the aim is to achieve something to
impress others.

performance-avoidance goal: A goal where the aim is to achieve something so
that one does not look bad in front of others.

performance goal orientation: An orientation to engage in tasks to demonstrate
one’s competence or ability in relation to others.

peripheral participation: When a new member of a group spends time observing
the group from the edge and participating in minor roles.

personal construct theory: A theory associated with constructivism and
concerned with how we create our own understandings of the world—
constructs—that are personal to us and differ from other people’s understandings.

positive psychology: A field of psychology concerned with promoting personal
well-being, as opposed to the negative, problematic aspects of psychology.

positivist approach: An approach which maintains that knowledge can be
discovered through carefully controlled experiments (see also logical positivism).

possible selves: Visions of one’s self in future possible states. These visions can
involve both desirable and undesirable images and may direct behaviour either
towards realizing desirable visions or away from becoming the undesirable version
of one’s future self.

private speech: The speech used when people verbalize their thoughts by speaking
aloud, which helps them to regulate their behaviour.

Process Model of L2 Motivation: A language learning model that attempts to
explain the various stages of motivation, from the initial decision to act, through to
the execution of the act, and finally on to an evaluation of the act.

push-pull: A model of motivation that explains human behaviour in terms of
internal ‘pushes’ and ‘pulls’ from external factors.

Pygmalion effect: Where a teacher’s strong belief in the potential of a learner
encourages the learner towards high achievement.

relatedness: A psychological need to feel connected to people.

relationship management: The ability to maintain and develop good
interpersonal relationships.
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scaffolding: Collaborative talk that provides support for learners to carry out a
learning activity or to communicate.

self-actualization: A state in which we have reached our potential and feel
completely fulfilled.

self-concept: Our beliefs about our competence in a specific domain, including
both cognitive and affective aspects.

self-determination theory: A theory of human behaviour based around
the balancing of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, relatedness,
and competence.

self-efficacy: Our belief about our ability to succeed in specific situations.
self-esteem: Our overall evaluacion of ourselves and our worth.

self-fulfilling prophecy: When someone believes something about us, that person
may treat us in a way that conveys that evaluation to us, which, in turn, influences
both our beliefs about outselves and how we behave.

self-handicapping behaviours: Actions taken by learners—such as not revising or
not making an effort—that they can then blame for any anticipated failure rather
than having to attribute it to a lack of ability or any other personal characteristic.

self-knowledge: An understanding of our own capabilities or emotions and how
these may affect thought and behaviour.

self-management: The ability to control our own impulses and behaviour in ways
that lead to successful relationships with others.

self-regulation: The processes whereby learners control and regulate their learning,
such as setting goals, using strategies, and evaluating progress.

self-serving bias: When individuals explain their successes as being due to
internal, personal factors, while attributing failures to external factors.

self-talk: This can be considered as an inner voice, or our mind speaking to us.
Self-talk can be both positive and negative.

self-worth: Our evaluation of our worth.

sensory-motor stage: The first of Piaget’s stages of development from childhood to
adulthood, during which infants explore the world through their basic senses.

social awareness: The ability to understand the needs of others and to be able to
identify non-verbal cues and power dynamics within social situations.

social comparison process: A process whereby we compare ourselves to others to
gain a sense of our competence and abilities.

social strategies: Strategies used to communicate with someone.

socialization: The processes by which individuals become aware of and acquire the
practices of the communities to which they belong,.
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sociocultural theory: A psychological theory which sees learning as first social and
then individual. Learners first construct knowledge through communication and
this knowledge is then internalized.

socio-educational model: A model of language learning motivation in the
social psychological tradition. It is associated with integrative and instrumental
motivation and with the role of social contexts in motivational processes.

stability: The extent to which an individual believes that the causes of a particular
outcome may change over time (see also aztributional dimensions).

strategies: Conscious actions learners use to help them learn or use a language.

symbolic tools: Devices people use to organize and control their mental processes,
such as lists or mind maps.

systems thinking: A perspective which argues that in order to understand
something, we need to look at all the parts of the system to which it belongs and
their various interactions.

teacher cognitions: What teachers think, know, and believe about learning
and teaching.

test anxiety: Feelings of anxiety that are aroused by taking examinations or tests.
tools: Devices we use to organize and influence the world (see also symbolic tools.)

upward social comparison: When learners compare themselves with others they
perceive as being more competent.

variable: A factor that can be measured and studied in an experiment, such as level
of anxiety or achievement.

willingness to communicate (WTC): How willing we are to communicate with
others when we have the opportunity to do so.

working memory: The mental system that holds pieces of information while they
are processed.

zone of proximal development (ZPD): The difference between a person’s current
level of ability and the higher potential level that can be achieved with scaffolding.
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