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BACKGROUND

In the last 40 years, there has been a concerted effort to develop a language teaching method
that would be the definitive one. Closcly influenced by various schools of linguistics, methods
came into fashion only to be replaced by others which sometimes openly condemned previous
methodology.

What particularly frustrated linguists and specialists in language methodology was that a
particular teaching method could achieve excellent results in one situation but sometimes quite
the reverse in others. In fact, common sense suggests that this must inevitably be the case, since
success in language learning depends on complex circumstances and 1t 1s inconceivable that any
single method could achieve optimum results in all situations. Where there are different kinds of
pupils, teachers, objectives and matenals, there can be no universal method.

An obsession with methodology was matched by an exaggerated idea of the teacher’s role
in the learning process. The tendency was to think that if learners were not learning the target
language, then the methodology was at fault or the teacher was to blame in some way. That may,
of course, be true but such an attitude ignores the fact that the success of the learning process
has three principal determinants:

» the learner
* the teacher
 interaction (methodology, classroom, materials)

To a very large extent the importance of the first determinant — the learner — was
1gnored.

LEARNER TRAINING

The latter part of the 1970’s and the carly 1980°s saw a change in direction and the focus
of attention turned towards the learner. Researchers began to take interest in learning strategies
and the twin concepts of learner autonomy and learner responsibility were given more impor-
tance. Motivation was seen as an important factor determining success in language learning.
Learner traiming was conceived and became a viable activity.
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Wendon'! (1986) and Ellis and Sinclair? (1989) emphasised the importance of learner
training and identified its aims as being to make learncrs aware of the factors that affect their
lcarning and discover learning strategies that might assist them.

Learner training suggests thut as an individual, each learner should follow a unique path and
develop a flexible approach that scrves his or her requirements. It also suggests it is worth involving
the learner in the learning process because then he or she will be able to play a more effective role.

Training lcarners to learn results in them being in a better position to take control of their
own learning, which means that they can continue learning outside the classroom.

In addition, becausc they are more informed about language learning in general, they will
be more critical of strategics that appear to have no relevance to their needs. They will have the
confidence and the knowledge to reject them in favour of others that do.

THE «GOOD LANGUAGE LEARNER»

Naiman® et al. (1978) had suggested that clues to effective learner training might be
obtained from studying the approach and strategies of what were called «good language
learners»: those who have managed to learn more than one language successfully. Studies were
carried out which produced information about the characteristics and learning strategies of such
Jcarners. Perhaps the most significant finding was that each learner develops strategies and
techniques which suit his or her individual needs and personality and implements these in
different ways. As a result, it is not possible to draw up a list of definitive language learning
strategies, although it ts possible to make certain gencralisations.

Good language learners are thought to be:

1) Experts on themselves

They can analyse their own attitudes towards language learning and are aware of their
strengths and weaknesses. This «self-knowledge» enables them to find a style of learning that
sutts them. It also makes them adaptable in different leaming situations.

2) Hungry for knowledge

They arc interested in working out how the target language works, by using a deductive
approach. They develop techniques that help them to memorise vocabulary and learn grammar
rules which they can apply. If they are unsure, they make guesses and then ask people to correct
them. They listen to native speakers and compare what they say with themselves. Above all, they
remain inquisitive and intellectually energetic.

3) Realistic

They know that learning a language is not easy and takes time, hard work and effort.
Therefore the personal goals they set themselves are realistic and attainable, which avoids

! Wenden, A. L. 1986a. Helping language learners think about learning, ELTJ, vol, 40, 1:3-12.

* Sinclair, B. and Ellis, G. 1989. Learning to Learn English. Cambridge.

* Naiman, N., Frohlich, M., Stern, H.H. and Todesco, A. 1978. The Good Language Learner. Research in
Education Series, 7. Ontario Institute for Siudies in Education.
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disappointment. They try to remain motivated and overcome ncgative feelings, such as frustra-
tion or a lack of confidence. They lock for and expect progress, not failure.

A4) Anxious to communicate

In the early stages they do not worry about making mistakes. Their priority is to commu-
nicatc and get as much practice as possible. They push themselves to take risks and do not view
failure as a setback. Above all, they try to think in the language and not translate.

5) Confident

They have the confidence to tolerate differences between their native tongue and the
target language. Feelings of uncertainty or confusion are seen as a natural part of lcarning and
do not hinder progress.

6) Actively involved

Their mnvolvement in lcarning the language extends beyond the classroom. They sec
learning as being an on-going activity that occupies them fully, all the time. Practice activities
are chosen as a means to an end because they will help them with a pasticular problem, rather
than as an end in themselves.

7) Organised

Time and materials are organised to suit the learner and in such a way that the best use is
made of them.

STUDENT AUTONOMY

It is obvious that the success or failure of a learner-centred approach is dependent on
certain factors. One of these is the willingness of the teacher to provide the initiative and. when
necessary, to train students so that they are in a position to be autonomous learners. Equally,
student profile and acceptance of their newly-defined role is crucial, if the teacher’s efforts arc
to be rewarded. Learner autonomy, by its very nature, demands a sense of responsibility, and a
high level of motivation und maturity. Young children at secondary school level are less likely
to be ready to accept the role of autonomous learner than university students. Young, immature
learners could be in danger of misinterpreting the new-found frecdom offered by student autonomy
as an invitation to make less effort in their language learning. University students, on the other
hand, should theoretically be ideal candidates to react favourably to the demands placed upon
them by learner autonomy.

ORIENTATION COURSE

For the past four yecars 1 have conducted an orientation course for first year students
lasting 1-2 weeks at the start of the Academic Year. During initial discussions with students, it
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soon became apparent that such concepls as learner responsibility or autonomy were completely
new to them. During the four years 1 have been running the orientation week, I have never found
a student who had previously reccived any training as a language learner. Indeed, nonc had had
any formal training whatsoever in study skills. On being asked what is the best way to learn
English. a common reply was «lo go and live in the country where the language is spoken» or
alternatively «to watch television programmes and films spoken in the target language». If it was
as simple as that, 1 pointed out, there would be no Portuguese immigrants in London who had
failed to master the language of their host country. Equally, most of the Portuguese population
would be flucnt in English, judging by the number of English language films and television
programmes they are exposed to.

The majority of students had not given any thought to the problem of lecarning a
langnage in a formal situation, such as a classroom. They confused the process of acquiring
a mother tongue with the task of learning a foreign language, often in less than ideal
circumstances. For many of them, the orientation course was the first time in their language
learning careers that they had given serious thought to what they did. Ironically, seven or more
years of learning English had already passed and, considering they were university students,
they had been relatively successful at something they had never analysed or thought about
before.

Topics and discussions during the orientation period can be summarised as follows:

1) Analysis of a student’s own perceived approach.

This was difficult because many students were not able to analyse their own approach to
language learning. Most admitted to having been heavily tcacher-dependent in the past and ready
to follow the teacher’s lead. This was natural after having come straight from secondary school,
where the teacher is traditionally scen as a figure of authority and the centre of attention. Many
had unconsciously become more autonomous in their learning when they had had a «bad» teacher,
whom they felt was not teaching in a way that coincided with an approach acceptable to them. In
other words, in the past they had been happy to be teacher-dependent but only so long as the
methodology chosen by the teacher was felt to be producing results.

2) Alternative language leurning methods.

It was only after discussions about different methods that students realised there is no
single. definitive answer to the problem of how to learn a foreign language. Instead. they learnt
that there are alternative «approaches» and it s up 1o the learner to identify which onc i1s most
likely to work for him or her. This requires an awareness of mecthodology but perhaps more
important, an ability to analyse oneself as a language learner. The correct approach is intrinsi-
cally bound up with personality, attitude and instinct for what one feels comfortable with: it is a
personal thing.

Language leaming methods discussed were:

+ Audio-lingual method

* Direct method

« Eclectic method

« Grammar translation method
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3) Language learning compared to other learning experiences.

Initial discussions on this topic centred on trying (o analyse the nature of language
learning. Questions came up such as:

= Is language learning an academic subject?
* Do you have to be intelligent 10 learn languages?
* How similar is learning a language fo:

a) Learning linguistics (an academic subject).
b) Riding a bicycle.

c) Programming a computer.

d) Learning to play a musical instrument.

In most cases, discussions were inconclusive, in that they provided no clear answer to the
questions above. However, the real reason for discussing them was to focus students’ attention
on the language learning process itself. If any conclusion could be drawn, it was that we might
learn different activities or subjects in different ways and as such, learning 4 language is not exactly
the same as learning anything else. Therefore it deserves individual attention.

4) The profile of the «good language learner».

The profilc is described in detail in the earlier part of this paper. Initial student reaction
to it was of amusement. Nevertheless, after discussing the qualities in greater detail, students
grudgingly admitted that most of it made good sense. The point they made, which is valid, 1s
that many of the qualities described by the profile of the «good language iearner» are innate and
cannot be acquired. In short, good language learners are born, not made.

5) The importance of personal factors.

Personal factors affecting a learner’s progress were discussed under the following main
headings:

a) Ability 10 learn a language

Virtually cveryone is born with an inherent «language acquisition device» (LAD) and
unless severely handicapped in some wity, manages to learn his or her mother tonguc.
There is still some debate about whether this LAD atrophies in later life or changes
in some way but it remains a fact that human beings retain the capacity to learn a
new language until they die, although this capacity may be scverely limited. Obviously
many other important factors play a part, such as environmental conditioning, opportu-
nity, education, culture and so on. The relationship between the LAD and the ability to
learn a second language is little understood, but it would be reasonable to assume that
some people are born with a talent for languages. just as they are born with musical or
artistic talent.

b) Age

Advancing age is sometimes considered to be one of the main reasons for failure to
make progress. «Languages should be learnt young» is commonly heard advice and one
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that general experience seems to bear out. Nevertheless, maturity and intellectual
powers, experience and emotional development, play an increasingly important part
at advanced levels and it can happen that young students are at a disadvantage. The
mechanics of language [earning may be the province of the young but when 1t comes
to communicative and analytical skills, the older student may be more effective.

Previous linguistic experience

Common experience suggests that each additional foreign language learnt prescnts a
lighter learning load than the previous one. This is particularly the case where languages
share similarities. Certainly, learning several languages provides valuable learning
experience which can be brought to bear on the learning of each new language.

d) Personal learning rates

e)

g)

Individuals perform tasks at different speeds and there is no reason to suppose that
language learning is any different. Learners may also be relatively fast or slow at
different points in their language leamning careers.

DPreferred learning strategies

Students differ in their qualities of temperament, preference and interest. Some like
learning by participating, particularly in oral work; others prefer to remain silent
obscrvers. Some write everything down; others try to commit to memory. Where
those preferred strategies do not coincide with the approach adopted by the teacher,
then progress may be impeded and the student feels tense,

Personal circumstances

Language learners have their own share of personal problems and worries and when
they enter the classroom they may be already under stress for a varying number of
reasons. Given that learning a foreign language is in itself stressful, then it is not
surprising that some students are unable to concentrate or participate fully during a class.
Progress is inevitably affected.

Relations with teachers and fellow-learners

Perhaps more than i any other classroom situation, it is important that the learner should
feel relaxed and not threatened in any way. There is always the fear of making a fool of
yourself or being held up to ridicule. Obviously no competent teacher would allow this
to happen but it remains a fact that some students may feel ill at case and out of place.

6) Extending the learning experience to outside the classroom.

The point was made that students should be aware that the learning process does not begin
when they enter the classroom and end when they walk out. They should be prepared to study at
home in their own time and reflect on the work done in the classrcom. Also, their exposure to
the English language is not restricted to the 120 hours they spend in the company of the teacher
and fellow students, On television there are many English programmes, so instead of reading the
subtitles, students can concentrate on listening to the English. Again, they should be prepared to
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read English books, magazines and newspapers and take the trouble to note down and Jook up
any new vocabulary they may encounter.

7) Motivation as a factor determining progress.

Apart from the absolute level of motivation, which, in some cases, may be completely lack-
ing, the type of motivation (sentimental or integrative) may negatively affect a student’s progress
where he or she perceives that the approach adopted by the teacher does not coincide with ex-
pectations.

Associated with motivation is the willingness to make an effort and work. Many students
have the idea that learning a language requires little effort beyond attending classes and doing
the necessary homework. They hold the view that a language lesson is like getting on a bus —
when the ride is over, you get off.

8) The role of the teacher.

By the end of the orientation course, many of the students had medificd their perception of the
role of the teacher. They realised that the teacher could not be the only one responsible for progress
in their learning and that it is sometimes a convenient excuse to blame past failure on having had
a «bad teacher». If anything, having a «bad teacher» dramatically increases the need for learner
training and responsibility.

Nevertheless, they still expected their teacher to be an expert on the language as well as
having the ability to make classes interesting and therefore motivating. Class management skills
were also given a high priority by students.

9) How language classes relate 1o other subjects on the course.

This was a part of the orientation course that provided interesting discussion. Most
students could see a direct relationship between Language, Literature and Linguistics. The
connection between socio-cultural subjects and language was less obvious. The important
thing that came out of the discussions was that relationships betwecn subjects should be a
two-way affair, with language making a contribution to other subjects, which is nevertheless
reciprocated. In particular, students could sec the potential for this with Literature and
Linguistics.

10) Study skills.

Discussion revolved around the following topics, which students were required to
answer:

a) How do you use your dictionary?

b) Which grammar book{s) should you use and how?

¢) What other resources have you got?

d) How do you organise your material? (grammar, vocabulary, reading)
¢) How do you organise your time?



FOLLOW-UP

After the orientation period was concluded. [ made repeated references to the concepts that
had been discussed whenever the opportunity arose during the remainder of the Academic Year.
This was to remind students that they should remain critical, alert and still in charge of their
own lcarning. Without constant reminders, there is a tendency to drift along and take a passive
approach because this requires less effort from the learner.

One month before the end of the Academic Year I asked students to complete a question-
naire, a copy of which can be seen in Appendix I. The questionnaires remained anonymous, as |
did not want the response to be influenced by students trying not to upset me, the teacher, who
was to be responsible for their final assessment. As far as possible, I wanted the answers to be
genuine and accurate, although in practice this is impossible to achieve, as so many election
pollsters have found to their cost and embarrassment.

Forty-three students completed questionnaires and as can be seen in Table | Appendix 11,
the overwhelming response to discussions during the orientation period was positive. The vast
majority of students found them to have been «quite useful» or «very useful». Even when
discounting a student’s natural desice to please the teacher, this is an cncouraging result.

Significantly, 72.0% admitted that discussions had changed their approach to learning
English, which is another way of saying that their awareness had been increased and they were
no longer blindly following the teacher’s lead without giving some thought to what they were
doing. This, in itself, represents a radical change of approach.

Two opposing language Icamer profiles (Description 1 and Description 2) were presented
and students were asked to identify with onc of them. These profiles describe and identify the
split between the instinctive approach and the cognitive one. As can be seen in Table 3 Appendix
11, students were almost equally divided, with 51.2% choosing Description | (instinctive) and
48.8% Description 2 (cognitive). This is contrary to what one might have cxpected, given that
the sample was made up of University students.

Table 4 in Appendix Il shows the correlation between «score» in Section A (how useful
students found discussions) and answers to Section B and C. The «score» in Section A was
calculated in the following way: | mark was awarded for a not useful/ reply, 2 marks for a
quite useful and 3 marks for a very useful. The sample was divided into two groups: those with
scores in the range 20-24 und thosc with scores in the range 17-19.

Not surprisingly, more in the 20-24 group (80.7%) admitted that they had changed their
approach as compared to 64.7% in the 17-19 group. Yet 5 students (19.3%) had found the discus-
sions useful but had not changed their approach to lunguage learning.

Perccived «instinctive» and «cognitive» learners divided fairly equally between the two
groups (divided according to score in Section A).

Table 3 in Appendix I shows the correlation betwecn answers to Section C (perceived
learner profile) and answers to section B (admission that discussions had changed approach).
It can be seen that more of the «instinctive» learners admitted they had changed their approach
(77.2%) us compared to «cognitive» learners (66.6%).

CONCLUSIONS

The questionnaire was not sufficiently detailed to allow any further conclusions to be drawn.
In addition, the samplc batch (43 students) is small. However, despite the scientific limitations
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of the questionnaire. it does clearly point to the validity of having a period of initial training in
language learning skills, when students are introduced to the concept of learncr responsibility.
Ideully, this is best undertaken carly in a student’s course, preferably at the beginning of the First
Year,

FURTHER READING

CrOOKALL, D. (1983) — Learner training: a neglected strategy — Parts | and 2. Modern English ‘leacher,
vol, LI, 1 and 2: 41-2. 31-3.

Dickinson, L. and Carver, D. (1980) — Learning how 1o learn: steps towurds self-direction in foreign
language learning in schools, ELT], vol. 35, [:1-7.

Lrnis, G. and SiNcLam, B,
(1986a) — A svstematic programme of learner tratning: train the tearner to learn more effectively,
in S.Helden (cd) Techniques of Teaching from Theory to Practice, pp. 71-7. London. Modern
English Publications in association with the Briush Council.
(1986h) — Learner training: a systematic approach, IXTEFL. Newsletier, 92:13-14,
(1987) — Teucher truining for learner training ?, 1ATEFL Newleuer, 96:29-30.
(1989) — Learning to Learn English. Cambnidge.

ExtwisTLg, N. I, and Ramspen, P. (1983) — Understanding Student Learning. Beckenham. Croom Helm.

FROHLICH, M. and Parisakut, T. (1984) — Can we teach onr students how to learn? in P. Allen and
M. Swain (eds.) Language Issues and Education Polictes. ELT Documents 119, London. British
Council.

Gomes pe Maros, F. (1986) — A gap in ESL pedagogy. learner’s rights, TESOL Newsletter, vol. XX, 2:9.

HarLrgarten, K. and Rostworowska. B, (1985) — Learning for Awtonomy — Learner Training Materials
for ESL and Literacy Groups in Adult Education. London. ALBSU, Independent Learning Project.

Howpen, S. (1983) — Focus on the Learner. London. Maodern English Publications.

Lrwkowicz, JLA. and Moon. 1. (1985) — Evaluation: a way af involving the learner Lancaster Practical
Papers in English Language Education, vol. 6: 45-80, J. C. Alderson (ed.).

LimkionN, A, (1985) — Learner choice in language study, ELTJ, vol. 39, 4:253-61.

MaksHaLL. L. A. and Rowtranp. F. (1983) — A Guide to Learning Independeniiy. Milion Keynes, Open
University Press,

Naiman. N, Frouticu, M., Stern, H. H. and Topesco, A. (1978) — The Good Lungnage Learner. Rescarch
in Education Scries. 7. Ontario Institute for Studics in Education.

NisBeT, 1. and Suuckssirh, 1. (1986) — Learning Strategies, London. Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Oxrorp-CARPENTER, R. (1985) — Secaond language learning strategies: What the research has to say, ERIC/
CLL News Bulletin, vol. Y. 1.

Rusin, ). and THomesox, L (1982) — How to be a Mare Successful Language Learner. Boston. Heinle &
Heinle.

SINcLAIR, B, and EvLwis, G. (1989) — Learning to Learn English. Cambridge.

Wennes, A, L.
1983a. Learner Strategies, TESOL Newsletter, vol. XIX, 5.
1985b. Factlitaring learning competence: perspectives on an expanded role for second-language
teachers, Canadian Modern Language Review, vol. 41, 6: 981-90.
1986a. Helping language learners think abour learnmg, ELT], vol. 40, 1:3-12.
19806b. Incorporaring learner training in the classroom, System, vol. 14, 3: 315-25,

WENDEN, A. L. and RuBIN, J. (1987) — Learner Straiegies in Language Learning. Englewood Cliffs, NJ.
Prentice-Hall.

WhimLiNG, D. (1982) — What sort of language learner are vou? Business Express. vol. 3.1,



74

A APLICACAO DA TEURIA A METODOLOGIA DO ENSIND DAS LINGUAS

Appendix I

During the first two weeks of this year, we discussed the importance of developing language learning skills.
This questionnaire rclates to the importance of those discussions.

A) Please answer the following questions as honestly as you can using a pen or pencil.

B)

C)

How far did you find a discussion of the following topics uscful?

not useful  quite useful very useful

1} Analysis of your own approach (o language learning 3 Q Qa
2) Discussion of afternative approaches to language learning a a a
3) Learning about the profile of the «good language learncr» o a Qa
4) Lixtending the language learning cxperience 1o outside the classroom QO g a
5) Motivation as a factor determining progress a o a
6) The role of the teacher Qa ] Qa
7} Organising your vocabulary Qa a Q
8) Organising your grammar patterns Q 0 Q

Did anything discussed change your approach to learning English? YES / NO
(please delete)

Which description best describes you? DESCRIPTION | / DESCRIPTION 2
(please delete)

DESCRIPTION |

You believe that language 1s best learncd by using it to communicate. You do nol think about language
form or the purposcs of learning but feel you should take advantage of every opportunity 1o practise
and not worry about making mistakes. As far as possible you try to avoid thinking in your native lan-
guage. For you learning a language is an unconscious process.

DESCRIPTION 2

You believe language learning should be in a logical progression, starting with grammar and vocabu-
lary. In other words, lecarning a language means learning about it — you want (o understand how
it works. Practice is important but only to help you remember the vocabulary and language you
have already learned. For you learning a language is a conscious process which requires hard work.
You advise being open to receive new language and remaining mentally active so you can mani-
pulate or transform in some way new words and structures in order to understand and remember them.
Achicving thesc tasks will result in successful communication.
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Appendix 11

Results of the questionnaire given 10 students to ascertain how useful they found the oricntation period
at the beginning of the Academic Year.

[ Question A " Notusctul Quite useful [ Very useful Total replies
1) | o T sesa% | ascave) | a8
2 0 27 (62.3%) | 16 (37.7%) 43
3) } 1 (2.3%) ‘ 29 (67.45%) 13 (30.0%} ‘ 43
4) ’ 1(2.3%) , 9(20.9%} | 33(76.9%) , 43
5) 1(2.3%) 14 (32.6%) ‘ 28 (65.14%) 43
6) ’ 0 ’ 20 (46.6%) 23 (53.4%) | 43
7) 0 18 (41.9%) J 25 (58.19%) 43
8) I 1(2.3%) I 18 (41.9%) 24 (55.9%) | 43
Table 1: Replies to questionnaire — Secton A
Question I Yes Na Total replies
B) 31 (72.09) 1208.0%) 43 5
Table 2: Replies to gquéstionnaire — Section B.
Question __ Description 1 ] Description 2 ] Total replics
C) 22 (51.2%) | 21 (48.8%) | 13
Table 3 Replies to questionnaire — Section C.
Score Range | Yes i No | Description 1 Description 2
Range: 2024 | -’g -r_— — ]
26 replics 21 (80.7%) | 5 (19.3%) | 120629) | 14(538%)
Range: 17¢219 [
17 replies | 1(647%) | 6(35.3%) ‘ 10 (58.8%) { 7(41.2%)
Table 4; Correlation between score in Section A and answers (o Sections B and C.
_ Dcs_criplinn Yes | No
Description 1 (22 replies) | 1712%) l 5 (228%) il
Description 2 (21 replies) 14 (66.69%) | 7 (33.4%)

Table 5: Correlutton between answers to Section C and answers to Section B






