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Outcomes

By the end of this module, you should be able to:

· explain what is meant by learner autonomy;

· identify autonomous language learners;

· devise ways of fostering learner autonomy;

· identify different language learning strategies;

· provoke strategy use through your choice of teaching activities; 

· recognize your own preferred language-learning strategies;

· recognize different learning channels, learning styles, and cognitive styles;

· explain how they relate to language learning strategies and learner autonomy;
· develop language-learning activities that accommodate different learning styles.
Author of this module

Jeannette Littlemore lectures in English for Academic Purposes at the University of Birmingham. She has taught English as a Foreign Language at schools and universities in Spain, Japan, the UK and Belgium. She has an MA in Applied Linguistics and a PhD in individual differences in second language acquisition. She is currently carrying out research into learner autonomy, self-access, language learning styles and metaphor. 

12.0  Introduction

The aims of this module are to give you a deep understanding of the concept of learner autonomy and to encourage you to think about whether and how you might try to encourage it in your students. The module is divided into three main sections, each of which contains information on the particular topic, useful links and short tasks.

Part 1 looks at the concept of learner autonomy, and at the different ways in which it has been defined. It then examines some ways in which learner autonomy can be fostered in the language classroom. By the end of this first section you should know what is meant by learner autonomy, and have thought about how and why you might promote it amongst your students.

Part 2 looks at language learning strategies. By the end of this section, you should be aware of the different types of strategies that are thought to promote successful language learning. You should have some ideas concerning the types of language learning activities that promote the use of such strategies. You should also have thought of ways to encourage your students to reflect on their own strategy usage.

Part 3 focuses on language learning styles. After having completed this section, you should have some idea of different types of learning styles, and the different language learning preferences that they might lead to. You should find it easier to discuss learning styles with your students with a view to identifying their best way of learning.

12.1  Defining and Fostering Learner autonomy

12.1.1  What is learner autonomy?

Task 1

How might you define the concept of learner autonomy?

To what extent does the following proverb help?

Give a man a fish and he eats for a day.

Teach him to fish and he eats for a lifetime.

In the context of language learning, learner autonomy consists of the capacity to take control of one’s own learning. It may take a variety of forms according to the stage of learning that one is at. However, the basic premise is that, if students have a stake in their language learning and can decide for themselves what they need to learn and how they would like to learn it, the language learning itself is likely to be more personalized and more successful.


Holec (1988) was one of the first people to write about learner autonomy in language learning. For him, the ideal learning situation is one where the student takes charge of his or her own learning, and is responsible for:

· determining the objectives of the programme;

· defining the content and progressions;

· selecting methods and techniques to be used;

· monitoring the procedure of acquisition;

· evaluating what has been acquired.

Clearly, in many language-learning contexts, this is a little too ambitious. A more useful way of perceiving autonomy is as the capacity to take charge of one’s own learning. Ideally, a student should be able to approach a language learning situation with a clear idea of what he or she wants to learn, and of how he or she best goes about learning. When this is the case, that student is likely to make the most of the learning situation, attending to those aspects that seem to be the most useful, and making a greater effort to learn. This makes the student a key agent in the learning process, as opposed to an empty vessel, into which information is poured. Such an approach is likely to result in deeper learning. 

This view is expressed succinctly by David Little, one of the most prominent researchers into learner autonomy. He describes learner autonomy as:

A capacity for detachment, critical reflection, and independent action. It presupposes that the learner will develop a strong psychological relationship with the process and content of his/her learning. 

(Little, 1991: 2).

What is particularly interesting about Little’s perspective is his view of what learner autonomy is not:
· It is not the same as self-instruction, i.e. it does not involve working without a tutor.

· It is not an excuse for the tutor to relinquish all control in the classroom.

· It is not a new methodology.

· It is not a steady state. 

· It is not a single, easily described behaviour.

Little also makes the point that learner autonomy is something that can only be acquired through practice (Little, 2000: 4). Language learners cannot simply be ‘told’ by the tutor to be autonomous but need to be presented with opportunities to develop their own autonomy. In this module, we will be looking at some of the ways in which this can be done. 


It must be borne in mind that different degrees are suitable for different situations, and that tutors should add and withdraw layers of support as and when they are necessary (Page, 1992: 2). According to Benson (2001: 79–103), learner autonomy involves three interdependent levels of control. For him effective learning requires that the student has some degree of control over:

· the psychology of learning;

· learning behaviour;

· the learning situation. 

When he talks about the psychology of learning, he is referring to the cognitive processes, or strategies, involved in learning. These include strategies that students use to help them understand and remember aspects of the language being learned. They are discussed in more depth in section 12.2. For a student to exert control over these processes or strategies he or she must be aware of what they are, which ones are most applicable to which aspects of learning, and which ones he or she tends to favour because of his or her learning style (see 12.3). 


Control over learning behaviour refers to students’ ability to manage their own learning process. In other words, students should be able to decide how much time they need to devote to their learning each week, and how they are going to learn (by writing essays, learning vocabulary, listening to tape recordings, and so on). 


Having control over the learning situation means making decisions concerning the content of the course and prioritizing those aspects of the language that students feel to be most important. For example, one student may want to increase conversational fluency, whereas another may prefer to concentrate on grammar and course-related vocabulary, with a view to writing essays in the target language.

Although there are some clear overlaps between Benson’s levels of control, his categorization is useful in that it highlights the three main areas in which autonomy can be exercised. 


The amount of control that a student is able and/or is allowed to exercise will obviously vary according to his or her language-learning situation. For example, school students who are working towards a national exam will have very little control over the learning situation, but should, in theory, be able to exert some control over their psychology of learning and learning behaviour. However, lack of knowledge about their own language learning processes may limit their ability to do so. A tutor can do much to empower such students by encouraging them to discuss their learning goals, approaches to learning and ways of managing the learning process. In order to do so, he or she would need to introduce them to concepts such as language learning strategies [12.2] and learning styles [12.3]. University students, on the other hand, may be in a position to exert more control over the learning situation. One might envisage situations where they are able to collaborate with their course tutor in order to set some of the course goals, therefore influencing course content and mode of delivery. Before they can do this, learner training may well be required to alert learners to the various possibilities that are available to them, and the rationale behind the teaching methods adopted.


Finally, it is important to mention that different types of learner autonomy are likely to be appropriate in different cultural contexts (Sinclair, 2000: 14). For example, Littlewood (1999: 89) suggests that, for cultural reasons, East Asian learners are more likely to see themselves as interdependent with other students. This means that they may well have a strong inclination to work in groups and work towards common goals. Such students are perhaps more likely than their western counterparts to develop a certain ‘group autonomy’ in which the students devise appropriate goals and working methods for the group as a whole.  Littlewood’s suggestions have received support from Hart (2002: 40), who found that his Japanese learners responded particularly well to a group task in which they were asked to use Internet-based resources to prepare poster presentations on a chosen topic.

12.1.2  Fostering learner autonomy in the language classroom

Having considered the reasons why learner autonomy should be encouraged, we can look at some ways in which it can be fostered in the language classroom. Before doing so, we must first ask, in practical terms, what it means for the students, and what it means for the tutors. In order to foster more autonomous learning, both tutors and students need to acquire new sets of skills, some of which are outlined below:


Students should:

· be aware of their own learning needs;

· be aware of their strengths and weaknesses;

· be aware of the types of language learners they are;

· make and test their own hypotheses;

· decide how they are going to meet their learning needs;

· decide which aspects of the course to attend to;

· express their needs to the tutor.

Tutors should be able to:

· ensure that the lesson content is meaningful to their students;

· place high respect and value on the learner;

· help their students to view learning as a form of self-discovery;

· give learners a considerable say in the decision-making process;

· act as a facilitator to develop and maintain a supportive class atmosphere;

· stress the role of other learners as a support group.

Nunan (1997: 200) believes that learner autonomy can be encouraged through task design at five levels:

· Level 1. ‘Awareness’: The most superficial level. Learners are made aware of the pedagogical goals of the task and are encouraged to identify appropriate strategies for its completion. 

· Level 2. ‘Involvement’: Learners are involved in making choices from a variety of possible course content, goals and tasks. 

· Level 3. ‘Intervention’: Learners are involved in modifying and adapting course content, goals and tasks. 

· Level 4. ‘Creation’: Learners are encouraged to create their own content, goals and tasks. 

· Level 5. ‘Transcendence’: Learners ‘transcend the classroom, making links between the content of the classroom and the world beyond the classroom’. 

The level of autonomy at which students are asked to work can be selected according to a range of factors such as age, ability, previous learning experiences, the way teaching is organized, and so on. In the next section, five classroom activities are described, each of which reflects one of these five levels of autonomy.

12.1.2.1  Sample teaching activities


1. Rephrasing ideas

Students working at the ‘awareness’ level might be given tasks whose pedagogical goals are very easy to work out. For example, Scharle and Szabo (2000: 63) describe an activity that is designed to practise the strategy of rephrasing an idea, to make it clearer to the audience. Students are put in pairs and Student A in each pair must convey a short piece of information to Student B. Student B must then keep saying ‘pardon’ or ‘I don’t see what you mean’ again and again, forcing student A to rephrase the idea. Having carried out this activity, the students could be asked to say what the purpose of the activity was, and what strategies student A had needed to use in order to respond to student B’s demands. 

Pair up with another student.

1. Decide who will be student ‘A’ and who will be student ‘B’.


2. Student ‘A’ tells student ‘B’ how the British voting system works.


3. Student ‘B’ keeps interrupting by saying ‘pardon’ and ‘I don’t understand’.


4. Student ‘A’ responds by rephrasing the ideas.


5. After the activity, both students should guess what the purpose of the activity was.


6. List the strategies used by student A to respond to student B’s demands.


Figure 12.1  Sample student work card for ‘Rephrasing ideas’

2. Designing questionnaires

Students working at the ‘involvement’ level might be given a task in which they are asked to design questionnaires to find out more about their classmates. It would be up to the students to decide what kinds of questions they included in their questionnaires. They could be given a range of possibilities for administering their questionnaires and be asked to choose their favourite approach. They could then be asked to decide whether they would like to present their findings in the form of an oral presentation, a written report or a poster presentation. 

1.  Think of eight things that you would like to know about your classmates.


2.  Write eight appropriate questions.


3.  Discuss how you would like to get them answered (orally or on paper).


4.  Administer the questionnaires either orally or in their written form.


5.  Decide how you would like to present your findings (oral or poster presentation).


6.  Prepare and give the presentation.



Figure 12.2  Sample student work card for ‘Designing questionnaires’

3. Grammar quiz

Students working at the ‘intervention’ level might be encouraged to prepare exercises for each other. For example, Tudor (1996: 210) suggests an activity where, after presenting a new grammar point, the tutor divides the class into groups. Each group is then asked to prepare a short quiz for one of the other groups, based on this grammar point. The tutor may need to provide a couple of example questions, and circulate during the quiz preparation. The groups then complete the quizzes and give each other feedback at the end. This activity is likely to develop students’ awareness of their strengths and weaknesses. It should also help them to acquire the necessary skills to make and test their own hypotheses, and make decisions about what aspects of the lesson to pay particular attention to. 

1. Listen to the tutor’s explanation of the difference between ‘ser’ and ‘estar’.


2. You are going to work in groups of three to make a short quiz.


3. Look at the example questions given by the tutor.


4. Write five of your own questions.


5. Give your questions to another group.


6. When they have finished, mark and discuss their answers.



Figure 12.3  Sample student work card for a Spanish ‘Grammar quiz’

4. Peer vocabulary teaching

Students working at the ‘creation’ level could be involved in peer-teaching. Assinder (1991: 220) describes a lesson in which a group of students was divided into two and each group regularly prepared video-based lessons and teaching materials for the other group.  Peer-teaching could also be used to encourage the use of vocabulary learning strategies. For example, many textbooks ask tutors to pre-teach difficult vocabulary before a reading or a listening task. A tutor could delegate this task to the students themselves by dividing the class into groups, and giving each group the reading text and a dictionary. Each group could then be asked to scan a section of the text for unknown words and look them up in the dictionary, checking their meaning in the context of the text. They could then use a range of techniques (for example, onomatopoeia; repetition; showing pictures; contextualization; metaphor; mnemonics) to teach these words to their peers. Peer-teaching should encourage learners to see learning as a process of self-discovery as well as stressing the role of other learners as a support group.

1. You are going to work in groups of three.


2. Listen to the tutor’s description of the different ways of learning new vocabulary.


3. The tutor will hand out a new reading text.


4. Each group must take one paragraph and underline all the unknown words.


5. Think of ways of teaching these words to your classmates.


6. Teach them and devise a short test to make sure that they have learned them properly.


  Remember, if you know a word properly, you can:

· recognize it;

· recall it at will;

· relate it to appropriate concepts;

· use it in its appropriate grammatical forms;

· use it with the right collocations;

· use it at the appropriate level of formality;

· recognize whether it has positive or negative connotations. 


Figure 12.4  Sample student work card for ‘Peer vocabulary teaching’

5. Project presentation

Students working at the ‘transcendence’ level might engage in group project work. Tudor (1996: 219) describes a technique used in a university-level English language course for students of Business and Economics. At the beginning of their course, students are informed that they have to work in groups to prepare a project on a subject related to their area of interest. They are required to produce a written report and make a group presentation to the rest of the class at the end of the course. This presentation forms part of their final assessment in English. This approach is likely to make students more aware of their own learning, and to help them decide how they are going to meet their learning needs. The fact that they choose their own topic means that the activity should emphasize meaningful learning. A caveat is necessary here, as research has shown that language students vary significantly in their preference for project work (Wintergerst et al, 2001).

1. You are going to work in groups of three to write and present a project in ten weeks’ time.


2. Choose a topic for your project.


3. Remember the project must be analytical, not descriptive.


4. Produce a written outline and start to gather the information (week 3).


5. Decide who will do what.


6. Produce the first draft for your tutor to comment on (week 7).


7. Produce the final draft and attend the presentation skills class (week 9).


8. Make a group oral presentation of its contents (week 10).



Figure 12.5  Sample student work card for a ‘Project presentation’

The attitude of the tutor is crucial to the successful promotion of learner autonomy (Clemente, 2001: 45). In carrying out activities such as those mentioned above, tutors may need to rethink their teaching goals, and evaluate the ways in which they teach. Allowing students more freedom to decide the content and approach to learning can, in many cases, represent a radical shift away from what tutors have always done in the classroom. This may provoke a certain amount of anxiety, and in order to cope with this it is important for tutors to analyze their beliefs about teaching, and discuss them, whenever possible, with colleagues.

12.1.3  Learner autonomy and self-access

While the existence of a self-access (or learning resources) centre is not a pre-requisite for learner autonomy, a degree of learner autonomy is necessary if such a centre is to be used successfully. Ryan (1997: 218–22) outlines a three-stage process designed to prepare students to use language-learning resources outside the classroom. This process is also applicable to students who are being prepared to use a self-access centre. 

In the first stage of the process, students are engaged in a consciousness-raising discussion of available resources. As well as those resources that are physically available in the self-access centre, it is important to make students aware of the wealth of material available on the Internet. Not only does the Internet offer a wide variety of authentic material on the World Wide Web, it also offers opportunities for students to interact with the target-language community through e-mail, discussion lists and chat rooms. 

In the second stage of the process, tutors need to present and practise techniques for exploiting the resources. Such techniques might include, for example, making predictions while watching news broadcasts, using language subtitles if they are available, summarizing key points and contributing one’s views to relevant discussion lists. 

In the third stage of the process, Ryan believes that students should be introduced to some of the theoretical principles that underlie the selection of resources and techniques. For example, they should be aware of the fact that being understood when writing and speaking is often more important than producing formally correct language. They should also be alerted to the value of preparing themselves for a given task by recalling any relevant knowledge that they already possess. 

If tutors and students believe in learner autonomy, and work together to follow this three-stage process, then the students are likely to get the most from their self-access centre. It has also been found that self-access centres work best when self-access activities form an official part of the language-teaching syllabus (Littlemore, 2001a: 50–52). 

12.1.4  Self-assessment

An important aspect of learner autonomy is having the ability to assess one’s performance against one’s learning goals. Ideally, these goals should, to some extent, have been set internally. Self-assessment is generally formative and concerned with the learning process itself. According to Dickinson (1992: 34), self-assessment may involve:

· the willingness and motivation to undertake it;

· the willingness to cure inadequate performance;

· the ability to set internal standards;

· the ability to measure one’s own performance against this standard;

· the confidence to make these assessments;

· the recognition that one’s ability to judge may be limited.

As well as having the ability to assess their language performance, students should be able to reflect on their general approach to language learning, and on the subjective factors (such as anxiety or confidence levels) that influence that approach. Several techniques have been suggested for encouraging students to self-assess. One approach is to use self-rating scales, on which students estimate their proficiency in various areas. Go to Appendix 1 to see an example of one such scale, which has been designed for use immediately after a language learning activity. 

Another technique, suggested by Benson (2001: 158), is to ask students to complete a ‘record of work’ form on a regular basis. On this form, they would have to record the activities that they have carried out (in and out of class), what they have learned through these activities, how useful they have found them to be and any future plans that they may have for their language learning. 


A more ambitious technique is to ask the students to keep a learner-diary, in which they keep a personal record of all aspects of their language learning, making note of what they have learned and how they feel about their learning. The problem with learner-diaries is that they tend to be time-consuming and enthusiasm often tails off after the first few entries. The best approach would be for the tutor and students to decide together what form of self-assessment would be the most appropriate for the particular learning context.

Task 2
Think of a language-teaching activity that you like to use and reflect on how you could adapt it to further promote learner autonomy in your students. Either discuss your ideas with other people in your institution who are following this course, or post them on the electronic bulletin board, and have a look at the ideas that are already posted there.



Need to re-read anything?

Back to the introduction (Part 0)

Back to the top of this page

Want to read more on the subject of learner autonomy?

Go to Recommended Further Reading
Moving on…
When you have completed all the tasks in part 1, and are happy with the concept of learner autonomy, please move on to part 2 of this module, in which we discuss learning strategies. 

12.2  Language-learning strategies

12.2.1  What are language-learning strategies?

Now that you are familiar with the concept of learner autonomy, it is time to take a look at some language-learning strategies. If we want language learners to adopt an independent, autonomous approach to their learning, then they need to have some insight into the techniques they can use to learn a language. In other words, it is useful if they are aware of the strategies that will help them learn the language. One of the most influential researchers into language learning strategies is Rebecca Oxford. She defines them as:

Specific actions, behaviours, steps, or techniques that students employ – often consciously – to improve their own progress in internalising, storing, retrieving, and using the second language. (Oxford, 1993: 175)


One of the best ways to promote learner autonomy is to raise students’ awareness of the strategies that they are using, and the strategies that they could be using.

12.2.2  Taxonomies of language-learning strategies

One of the earliest studies of learner strategies was made in 1976 by Wong-Fillmore. Her aim was to investigate how children increased in communicative competence in English. By investigating children learning English as a second language (L2) in American playgrounds, she identified three social strategies and five cognitive strategies that were used by the most successful learners. The social strategies were deemed to be the most important and were as follows:

· joining a group and acting as if you understand what is being said;

· giving the impression, with a few well chosen words, that you speak the language;

· counting on friends for help. 

The five cognitive strategies were:

· assuming what people were saying was relevant to the situation at hand;

· getting some expressions and starting to talk;

· looking for recurring parts in formulae that have been learned;

· making the most of whatever language they had;

· working on the big things first and saving the details for later. 

Wong-Fillmore proposed that there were links between the social strategies and some of the cognitive strategies. Although this study was fairly unsystematic and unempirical, it prepared the ground for a large amount of empirical research in the area.


Naiman et al (1978) were the first researchers to attempt a systematic, empirical observation of good language learners or ‘GLLs’. Their aim was to isolate the common characteristics, personality traits, cognitive styles and strategies of the GLL. The research was divided into two parts. In the first part, Naiman et al interviewed a group of successful language learners about the strategies they used, and in the second part they observed four classes of 10 to 14-year-olds studying French in Canada. The combination of these two approaches enabled them to achieve much greater levels of detail than those achieved by the Wong-Fillmore survey. They identified the following five ‘good language learner strategies’: 

· the ‘active task approach’ in which the learners actively involved themselves in the language learning task; 

· the ‘realization of the language as a system’ in which they saw the organizing framework behind the language; 

· the ‘realization of language as a means of communication and interaction’; 

· the ‘management of affective demands’ which meant that the students were not embarrassed to speak the language or put off by their mistakes; 

· the ‘monitoring of L2 performance’ in which learners tested their guesses and made adjustments accordingly. 

Despite identifying these attributes that were common among the good language learners, Naiman et al also observed a wide range of individual differences among the school children and the GLLs, leading them to stress the importance of the complexity and individuality of each learning situation and career. They went on to conclude that ‘the study as a whole suggests that the successful or good language learner, with predetermined overall characteristics, does not exist’ (Naiman et al, 1978: 102) and that a student should adapt his/her language learning to suit his/her personality. They did, however, feel able to conclude that GLLs are capable of honest self-assessment and flexibility.


A further attempt at a systematic observation of the strategies used by GLLs was made by Rubin in 1981. After having employed a variety of techniques, ranging from classroom observation to directed self-report, she concludes that six strategies are frequently employed by GLLs. They are:

· clarification;

· monitoring;

· memorization;

· guessing;

· deductive reasoning;

· practice. 

Rubin places emphasis on the personal and metacognitive strategies: ‘By choosing and prioritising, students set their own learning goals.’ (1981: 25)


Skehan (1989: 79–80) is critical of these early surveys into learner strategies. Firstly, he points out that the Naiman et al survey places a great deal of emphasis on self-report data and therefore should be treated with caution. The interviewee may consciously or unconsciously distort the facts. Furthermore, it is questionable whether subconscious strategies can be assessed through conscious means. Secondly, Skehan draws our attention to the possibility that the findings may reflect the nature of the survey itself, ie a communicative survey such as Wong-Fillmore's predicts social strategies, whereas an academic survey such as that of Naiman et al predicts cognitive strategies. Thirdly, he attacks their unrepresentative subject selection. Wong-Fillmore only looked at six subjects, Naiman et al only looked at good language learners (who may have identical strategies to the bad ones), and Rubin only looked at students of the University of Hawaii. Indeed, Naiman et al  themselves observe that their study contained too few subjects and too many variables, and that a longitudinal study would probably have been more productive. 


These criticisms are probably less applicable to the later learner strategy research. For example, Huang and Van Naerssen (1985) found that learner success correlated significantly with strategies such as speaking the L2 with other students, thinking in the foreign language and participating in group oral communicative activities. They named these 'functional practice strategies'. The first longitudinal study to appear was carried out by Chesterfield and Chesterfield (1985). After having studied fourteen Mexican children learning English in the USA, they found that the first strategies to be used were receptive and self-contained but that the students subsequently employed strategies that permitted interaction (for example, requests for clarification and verbal attention-getting). Both these surveys support Ellis's (1985) proposition that good language learners pass from formulaic speech (for example, pattern memorization) to creative speech (that is, speech which is creative in the Chomskian sense, where the student is able to produce entirely novel sentences) via a process of hypothesis testing.

12.2.3  O’Malley and Chamot’s taxonomy 

One of the most influential pieces of research into learning strategies was carried out by O'Malley et al (1985) and O’Malley and Chamot (1990). They interviewed groups of secondary school ESL learners in the United States and discovered a number of strategies not mentioned by Naiman et al. They classified these strategies into three groups:

· Metacognitive strategies involved thinking about the mental processes used in the learning process, monitoring learning while it is taking place, and evaluating learning after it has taken place. They included things such as organization of notes, advance preparation, etc.

· Cognitive strategies referred to the processes and behaviour that learners use to help them improve their ability to learn aspects of the language. They included processing and assimilating new information, transforming it in such a way as to associate it with the already known, organizing it to make it retrievable, rehearsing it as a skill and so on. These were manifested practically in activities such as repetition and note-taking.

· Social strategies involved putting oneself in situations where one could practise the target language.

Although all of these types of strategies appeared to contribute to language learning success, O’Malley and Chamot found ‘metacognitive strategies’ to be the most significant contributor. This suggests that it is important for language tutors to encourage their students to think about the language learning process, to identify their own goals, and to work out for themselves what kinds of language learning activities are going to help them to achieve those goals. In other words, we are back to learner autonomy. The more autonomous the student, the more successful he or she is likely to be at language learning. 

12.2.3.1  Metacognitive strategies

Planning

Making a preview of the organizing concept or principle in a learning activity. For example, when carrying out a cloze activity, the students should understand that two of the aims of the activity are to learn about the relationships between words, and to learn how to use contextual cues to guess the meaning of new vocabulary.

Directed attention

Deciding in advance to attend to specific aspects of the language input during a task. For example, when listening to a tape recording of a person recounting their experiences on holiday, a student might decide to pay attention to the speaker’s usage of different past tenses. 

Self-management

Understanding and arranging for the conditions that help one learn. For example, a student might realize he or she needs to spend ten minutes every day learning vocabulary. He or she would then make this time available every day.

Advance preparation

Planning for and rehearsing linguistic components necessary for a language task. For example, if students know that they are going to have to discuss French politics, they make sure that they know the names of the main political leaders and their parties. They might also look up words such as democracy, voting, elections, and so on.

Self-monitoring

Correcting one’s speech and writing for accuracy or for appropriateness to context. For example, after having written an essay, a student might go back through it several times, checking for spelling, verb agreement, appropriate tense usage, register, and so on.

Problem identification

Explicitly identifying the central point needing resolution in a task. For example, before beginning an information-exchange task, a student might look through his or her own worksheet to establish how many pieces of information have to be elicited, which are the most important, which are most likely to come up first, and if pieces of information are related in any way.

Self-evaluation

Checking learning outcomes against internal standards. For example, if a student’s aim is to speak with very few errors, then he or she might ask the tutor if the classes can be recorded, students can then listen to these recordings for errors. This would allow them to assess their own performance.

12.2.3.2  Cognitive strategies

Repetition

Imitating a language model, including overt practice and silent rehearsal. For example, a student might hear a useful-sounding phrase and repeat this phrase several times under his or her breath in order to remember it.

Resourcing

Using target language reference materials. For example, a student might refer to dictionaries, grammar reference books, magazines and newspapers and listen to the radio in the target language.

Translation

Using the first language to understand and produce the second language. This would involve a student looking for a direct translation of a new word.

Grouping

Reordering or reclassifying material to be learned. For example, a student may keep a vocabulary notebook in which related vocabulary items (such as items of clothing) are entered together.

Note-taking

Writing down main ideas, important points, outlines, or summaries of information. For example, a student of German might make a list of all those prepositions that take the dative case.

Deduction/induction

Conscious application of rules. Deduction refers to the process of applying the rules to the context, and induction refers to the process of inferring the rules from the context. For example, a student of Spanish may remember the rule that the adjective ‘bueno’ (meaning ‘good’) has an irregular comparative form ‘mejor’ (meaning ‘better’). If he or she applies this rule when reading or writing Spanish, then this is deduction. If, on the other hand, the student does not know the rule, but infers from a given context that ‘mejor’ means ‘better’ and that it is an irregular comparative form of ‘bueno’, then this is induction.

Compensation

Selecting alternative approaches, revised plans, or different words or phrases to accomplish a language task. For example, if a student is unable to remember the word for an acorn, he or she may explain that it is a small brown nut that squirrels like to eat.

Elaboration 

Relating new information to prior knowledge, relating different parts of new information to each other, and making meaningful personal associations to information presented. For example, students of Japanese, may think of an ‘itchy knee’ to help themselves remember the first two numbers in Japanese ‘ichi’ and ‘ni’. When trying to memorize the numbers three and four in Japanese (‘san’ and ‘shi’), the students might then use the fact that ‘chi’ rhymes with ‘ni’ and chant ‘ichi’ ‘ni’ ‘san’ ‘shi’ to themselves.

Inferring

Using available information to guess meanings of new items, predict outcomes, etc. For example, in the sentence ‘don’t grumble to me about the people next door, go and complain to them’, a student might use the proximity of the word ‘complain’ in order to guess the meaning of the word ‘grumble’.

Visualization

Picturing the written word. For example, when learning to spell the word ‘onomatopoeia’, students may find it helpful to close their eyes and picture the letters.

12.2.3.3  Social mediation

Questioning for clarification

Asking a tutor, etc, for repetition, paraphrasing, explanation, and/or examples. For example, if a student of Spanish does not understand the tutor’s explanation of the difference between ‘ser’ (to be permanently…) and ‘estar’ (to be temporarily…), then he or she might ask the tutor to provide two or three examples.

Cooperation

Working with one or more peers to obtain feedback, pool information, etc. For example, a group of students may get together on a regular basis to test each other on vocabulary.

Self-talk

Reducing anxiety by using mental techniques that make one feel competent to do the learning task. For example, when faced with a daunting activity, a student may remind himself or herself of successful instances of performance in the foreign  language.

Self-reinforcement

Providing personal motivation by arranging rewards for oneself when a language learning activity has been successfully completed. For example, when learning a list of vocabulary, a student might promise him- or herself a trip to the pub when it is finished.

Socialization

Seeking out opportunities to speak the language with native speakers. For example, students might decide to enter a chat room on the Internet and chat with native speakers about a topic in which they are interested.

Task 3

Look at O’Malley and Chamot’s (1990) taxonomy of language-learning strategies and think about the last time you learned a language. 


a. Which strategies did you employ and which did you not employ?


b. Why do you think you employed some and not others?


12.2.4  Conditions for successful strategy training 

On balance, research suggests that training learners to use these strategies can lead to improvements in learning performance. However, in order for strategy training to be effective, a number of conditions need to be met. According to Chamot and Rubin (1994: 775), five conditions for successful strategy training are:

1. Discovery and discussion of strategies that learners are already using for specific learning tasks.

2. Presentation of new strategies by explicitly naming and describing them.

3. Explanations of why and when the strategies can be used.

4. Modelling of strategies.

5. The provision of extensive practice with authentic tasks and opportunities for students to discuss their own applications of the strategies and their effectiveness.

Language tutors could meet the first three of these conditions by interviewing their students about their approaches to language learning. These interviews could be carried out either in their native language or in the language being learned, depending on their level. Through such interviews, tutors could establish what strategies their students are already using, and suggest ones that are not mentioned. An example of such an interview is given in Task 4.   

Task 4

Listen to the learner’s account of his learning experiences and answer the following:

· To what extent does he display an autonomous approach to his language learning?


· What strategies does he use?


· What advice might you give him with regard to his language-learning strategies?

Insert tape link here
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Although desirable, it is not always practical to conduct such interviews, particularly when faced with large groups of students. Furthermore, these interviews are unlikely to provide opportunities for the tutor to model the strategies or to provide extensive practice. They are therefore unlikely to meet Chamot and Rubin’s fourth and fifth conditions. 


A good way to meet their fourth condition (strategy modelling) is to use a learning strategy questionnaire. This provides an opportunity for tutors to present strategies to their students and to get their students to reflect on their own strategy usage. The most widely-used self-report strategy questionnaire is Oxford’s (1990) ‘Strategy Inventory for Language Learning’ (SILL). Oxford is one of the most prolific researchers into language learning strategies. She has found evidence of variation in patterns of learning strategy preferences in students from different cultures, with different career aims, and different kinds of motivation (see, for example, Oxford and Ehrman, 1995). Although Oxford groups language learning strategies differently from O’Malley and Chamot, there is a great deal of overlap between the two approaches. She uses six categories, namely:

· memorization;

· use of mental processes;

· compensation strategies;

· organization of emotions;

· management of learning; 

· learning with others. 

Strategies proposed by Oxford
Corresponding strategies in O’Malley and Chamot’s taxonomy

Management of learning
Metacognitive strategies

Memorization, use of mental processes and compensations strategies
Cognitive strategies

Organization of emotions and learning with others
Social mediation

Figure 12.6  A comparison of Oxford’s and O’Malley and Chamot’s learning strategy taxonomies

Task 5

Complete the SILL, [Appendix 2] basing your answers on your own language learning experiences. This should give you an idea of your own preferred language learning strategies. Try to think if this has affected your teaching in any way.


13.2.5 Activities designed to promote the use of learning 

strategies
In order to meet Chamot and Rubin’s fifth condition (providing extensive practice with authentic tasks) the design of language teaching materials should ideally include a strategy focus, as well as the usual grammatical, functional or topic focus. Once tutors have introduced the different types of language learning strategies to their students, it is easier for them to discuss the strategic rationale behind the various language-learning activities that they then use. Hurd et al (2001) recommend that students are introduced to strategies gradually through a range of activities, and that the strategies required for each activity should be made explicit. In this section, three activities are described along with a summary of the strategies that they are intended to promote. Before beginning an activity, the tutor should explain the strategic rationale to the students. This ‘meta-discussion’ could then be resumed after the activity, when students are asked to say what strategies they think that they have employed.

One activity that could be used to promote the use of strategies is peer correction of written work (Tudor, 1996: 218). In groups of about three, the students are asked to write a short paragraph on a topic they are studying in their English class. The tutor then corrects the completed paragraphs using a simple coding system to indicate errors or inappropriate usage. The coding system is explained to the learners in advance and they are provided with a key and a few examples per error type. Learners read over their paragraph and try to correct the problems identified; they then exchange their corrected paragraph with their colleague’s paragraph. At this stage, the tutor should give clues and pointers rather than simply providing the correct solution. The tutor then goes over each paragraph in detail on the overhead projector. The students note down the corrected versions. (See also Module 13, section 13.3.2.) 

1. Write a short paragraph on eating habits in France.


2. Give it to your tutor, who will code your errors.


3. Try to correct the errors.


4. Swap paragraphs with a friend and try to correct their mistakes.



Figure 12.7  Sample student work card for ‘Correcting paragraphs’

The metacognitive strategies fostered by this activity include: 

· selective attention: students’ attention is directed to the elements highlighted and coded by the tutor;

· self- (and peer-) monitoring: learners check their own and fellow students’ work; 

· self- (and peer-) evaluation: students assess their performance of the writing task. 

The cognitive strategies that it fosters include:

· resourcing: learners gather insight from the tutor and fellow students;

· transfer: learners use their existing knowledge of the target language to find appropriate forms for the highlighted errors.

As for social mediation, the strategies fostered include:

· questioning for clarification;

· co-operation: students share their knowledge of the target language.

Another activity that is likely to foster the use of learning strategies is that of ‘troubleshooting’. Towards the end of the course, the tutor asks each of the students to write down the three aspects of the course that they have found most difficult (these might be grammatical points, specific skills or areas of lexis). The students then walk round and locate another student who has experienced at least one of the three problems on their list. They then pair up with this person, discuss the nature of the problem, and work together to try and solve it. In order to do this, they use resources that have been provided by the tutor. These resources might include grammar books, textbooks, reference books, dictionaries, the Internet, or indeed the tutor.

1. Write down the aspects of the course that you have found most difficult.


2. Walk round the class and find another student who has experienced three of the same difficulties.


3. In pairs, try to solve your difficulties using the resources provided.



Figure 12.8  Sample student work card for ‘Sharing and solving problems’

The metacognitive strategies that are likely to be generated by this activity include: 

· problem identification: the students decide for themselves what problem needs to be solved in the activity; 

· self-evaluation: in order to identify their weaknesses, they need to have some idea of their own internal standards. 

Cognitive strategies include:

· resourcing: students must consult grammar books as well as other resources in order to solve their problem; 

· deduction/induction: they need to learn and apply grammatical rules.

Social mediation strategies that are fostered include: 

· cooperation: with the other student in the pair;

· questioning for clarification: they should be strongly encouraged to ask the tutor for help if necessary.

A third activity that should promote the use of language learning strategies is that of an e-mail exchange project. For example, a tutor of French in a British university would locate a group of French students learning English in a British university. He or she would then pair each of her students up with a French student and give out the students’ e-mail addresses. Each pair of students must then decide on a contrastive project on which they would like to work over a period of four weeks. They might like, for example, to compare aspects of student life in their respective institutions, regional cookery, political systems, and so on. The students must then exchange relevant information by e-mail. Each student would be asked to prepare a short report in the target language. They would be expected to ask their e-mail partner to comment on written work where appropriate.

1. Write an e-mail introducing yourself to your French ‘e-pal’.


2. Decide together on a topic of mutual interest (e.g. ‘young peoples’ lifestyles’).


3. Collect information from your ‘e-pal’.


4. Prepare a short report on similarities and differences between British and French culture. 


5. Get your ‘epal’ to comment on your language before handing it in to your tutor.



Figure 12.9  Sample student work card for ‘An E-mail Project’ for students of French
The metacognitive strategies promoted through this activity include: 

· planning: the students must decide for themselves the nature of their project, a decision that they may make based on personal interest in a certain subject, or a perceived weakness in a certain area;

· directed attention: they need to work out what language they will need for the task;

· self-management: they need to arrange to have regular e-mail contact;

· self-management: they need to work out what kind of e-mail communication will be most effective;

· advance preparation: they will need to agree upon the general outline of the project before beginning. 

The cognitive strategies promoted through this activity include: 

· resourcing: using their e-mail partner as a resource;

· grouping: information may not come to them in the desired format and may therefore need to be reorganized;

· compensation: plans may need to revised as a result of unexpected information;

· transfer: they will need to add newly learned facts to their existing knowledge of the target culture;

· inferencing: they are likely to be faced with new vocabulary items, whose meanings they need to guess. 

The social mediation strategies that are likely to be involved include: 

· co-operation: with their e-mail partner; 

· questioning for clarification: when they receive information from their partner that they do not understand.

Task 6

Think of a language learning activity that you have used with your students. What learning strategies are needed to complete this activity? 

Next time you carry out the activity with your students, try drawing their attention to these strategies before you begin. 

Try to assess whether this has made any difference to their performance on the activity.



Grenfell and Harris (1999: 87–88) recommend that tutors employ a six-stage cycle of strategy instruction. The six stages in the cycle are:

1. awareness raising;

2. modelling;

3. general practice;

4. action planning;

5. focused practice and fading out of reminders;

6. evaluating strategy acquisition and recommencing the cycle.

For example, a cycle of strategy instruction designed to promote the use of memorization strategies might take the following suggested format (Grenfell and Harris, 1999: 88): 

1. During the awareness raising stage, learners would be given a number of vocabulary items to learn at home. In the next lesson, they would be encouraged to discuss the various memorization techniques that they had used. 

2. They would then move on to the modelling stage, during which the tutor might explain strategies such as word-mapping (drawing spider-diagrams, showing the semantic relationships between words) or word association (thinking of words in the students’ native language that sound like the target word, and associating the two by means of an image or a sentence). 

3. The students would then be given the opportunity for general practice during class time. The tutor might, for example, ask them to select five words to remember from a new text and give them five minutes to learn them, using the techniques suggested. 

4. The students could then be helped to devise an action plan, in which they identify which strategies are most appropriate to their learning goals and learning styles (see 12.3). 

5. Opportunities for focused practice could then be provided in subsequent lessons. Students often complete classroom activities at different rates. Grenfell and Harris suggest that as each student finishes the task, he or she should be encouraged to identify any new or difficult words that they have come across, and try to remember them, using appropriate strategies. 

6. In subsequent classes, both the tutor and the students can evaluate the students’ strategy acquisition, and the tutor can suggest and model more complex strategies where applicable. The cycle then recommences. 

13.2.6 Variables likely to affect language learning strategy 

preferences

There is no single set of strategies that significantly contributes to success. 

The effectiveness of different types of learning strategies will vary depending on the characteristics of individual learners. Oxford and Nyikos (1989: 295) found that the use of appropriate learning strategies resulted in improved proficiency and greater self-confidence. For example, they found that students who had been studying for a number of years were more likely than beginners to benefit from strategies such as imitating native speakers and initiating foreign language conversations. This is presumably because a higher level of language ability is required before students can use these strategies. 


A number of variables have been found to affect language learning strategy preferences. 

12.2.6.1  Situational variables
1) The language being learned

For example, comparison strategies can be used when the target language and the student's native language are close to each other, such as French and Spanish. Naturally these strategies cannot be the same as those used when a French student is learning, for example, Chinese. Furthermore, English-speaking students of Russian have been found to use more strategies than students of Spanish (Chamot et al, 1987). Students of Spanish have been found to employ fewer positive strategies than students of Russian (Politzer, 1983). However, there could be a population bias here as Russian is assumed to be a very difficult language for English speakers and therefore might only be chosen by highly motivated, strategy-wise students.

2) Task requirements
The type of task often determines the kinds of strategies deemed appropriate by the student.  Students tend to respond to different task requirements with different strategies (Bialystok, 1981). Some strategies were useful only for certain kinds of tasks; for example, monitoring one's own errors was more useful for writing tasks than for reading or speaking tasks. Functional practice, on the other hand, promoted language achievement on all language tasks. 

3) Stage of study
Students at advanced stages of study tend to employ more metacognitive strategies than beginners (Rivers, 2001). Oxford and Nyikos (1989) found that students who had been studying the language for at least five years used significantly more ‘functional practice strategies’ (attending foreign language films, seeking native speakers for conversation, imitating native speakers, initiating foreign language conversations and reading authentic material in the new language) than did students with less study. They also found that students who had been studying the language for at least four years used ‘conversational input elicitation strategies’ (requesting slower speech, asking for pronunciation correction and guessing what the speaker will say) more often than students with fewer years of study. The first finding corresponds to what one might expect, as these are obviously strategies that require a certain level of proficiency in the target language. The second finding seems intuitively plausible as many of the strategies mentioned here seem to be those that require more confidence in the foreign language.

12.2.6.2  Learner variables

1) Gender
Females have been found to be more socially interactive than males in the L2 classroom (Ehrman and Oxford, 1988; Oxford, Nyikos and Ehrman, 1988). It has been reported that in learning Spanish, men reported using more ‘local’ strategies and women more ‘global’ strategies when dealing with authentic input (Bacon and Finneman, 1990). They found that, when reading, men and women adjusted their strategies differently according to the complexity of the text. Men responded to more difficult passages by increasing their use of cognitive strategies and by using bottom-up processing strategies (focusing on the details first). Women responded by increasing their use of metacognitive strategies and were more likely to plan and monitor their comprehension and evaluate their strategy use. 

2) Motivation and language learning goals
In a survey designed to investigate the factors that affected learning strategy choice by university students, Oxford and Nyikos (1989) found that ‘the degree of expressed motivation to learn the language was the single most powerful influence on the choice of language learning strategies’. More motivated students used significantly more ‘formal rule-related practice strategies’, ‘functional practice strategies’, ‘general study strategies’ and ‘conversational input elicitation strategies’. They also used more ‘resourceful, independent strategies’.

3) Aptitude
Language learning aptitude refers to a person's natural ability to learn a language, not including intelligence. It is generally thought to be a combination of various abilities such as the ability to identify sound patterns in a new language, the ability to recognize the different grammatical functions of words, rote-learning ability and the ability to infer language rules (Parry and Stansfield, 1990). Oxford and Ehrman (1993) examined the effect of aptitude on language learning strategies used by adults. In order to measure aptitude they administered ‘The Modern Language Aptitude Test’ (MLAT) (Carroll and Sapon, 1959). Although this test is not considered to be flawless (see for example Parry and Stansfield, 1990), it is the standard language aptitude test. It contains 146 items and is divided into five parts. These five parts are:

1. Number learning (designed to test memory, auditory alertness).

2. Phonetic script (designed to test ability to associate sounds and symbols).

3. Spelling clues (designed to test vocabulary learning skills).

4. Words in sentences (designed to test sensitivity to grammatical structure).

5. Paired associates (designed to test memorization strategies).

Oxford and Ehrman found that students who scored highly on part 1 of the MLAT used relatively more cognitive strategies. They attributed this finding to the cognitive requirements of the associating, elaborating, and induction skills that are required by this part of the MLAT. They also observed a negative relationship between both the use of compensation strategies and the use of affective strategies and part 4 of the MLAT (grammatical sensitivity). They attributed this finding to the fact that these are strategies that are most often used by people experiencing difficulties with the language and would therefore be less likely to be employed by more successful language learners. 

4) Cultural background
Oxford and Burry-Stock (1995) compared the factorial make-up of six sets of ESL/EFL data on learning strategies and were thus able to compare patterns of strategy use in six countries: Puerto Rico, Taiwan, People's Republic of China, Japan, Egypt and The United States. They observed differences between all six countries with Egypt being the most distinct, exhibiting four factors not found elsewhere. These were named by Oxford and Burry-Stock as ‘request and repetition’, ‘memory and anxiety’, ‘memory and compensation’, and ‘compensation in reading and listening’. Puerto Rico was also atypical, exhibiting three unique factors, which were named ‘social/cognitive conversation’, ‘cognitive and relaxation’ and ‘general compensation’. Taiwan had two unique factors, which were named ‘memory and analysis’ and ‘compensation in reading’. The People's Republic of China, Japan and the US each only had one unique factor. Thus the study revealed very different patterns of strategy usage by students from these six countries but it did not provide information on specific strategy preferences of students in these countries. 

5) Extroversion/introversion
One of the most easily observable types of variation in student personality types is extroversion/introversion. Extroverts have been shown to be more likely than introverts to employ social mediation strategies (Wakamoto, 2000: 77), whereas introverts have been found to use strategies associated with the search for, and communication of, meaning (Ehrman and Oxford, 1988: 240). It has also been suggested that extroverts might prefer to ‘use the language’, valuing a meaning-based approach and creating opportunities for themselves to practise the language. Introverts on the other hand may prefer to ‘learn about the language’, favouring a more systematic, form-based approach focusing on grammar and vocabulary (Tudor, 1996: 104). 

Although it is very important for students to be able to use appropriate strategies, it is unlikely that this alone will enable them to become autonomous learners. Learner autonomy also requires the ability to reflect on the various factors that affect one’s learning (Sinclair, 2000). This includes attitudes, motivation, beliefs about learning and above all the ways in which one learns. In other ways, it is helpful if students can be aware of their learning styles. These are discussed in detail in section 12.3. 
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Now that you are familiar with the concept of language learning strategies, it is time to find out about learning styles.

12.3  Learning styles

Learning style refers to the approach that a student consistently takes to learning. It is partly a reflection of the way in which a person deals with information in general. A number of factors are likely to contribute to a student’s learning style. These include:

· the individual’s innate psychological make-up (most important);

· upbringing and socio-cultural background;

· schooling in general;

· previous educational experiences in the target language;

· the individual’s perceptions of his or her strengths and weaknesses.

There are numerous ways in which learning styles are defined and classified. At this point, it is useful to draw a distinction between cognitive styles and learning styles. A person’s cognitive style refers to the way in which they habitually go about processing information, and a person’s learning style refers to the way in which they habitually go about acquiring and retaining information. In this part of the module, we focus first of all on the field dependent/independent and holistic/analytic cognitive style dimensions. We then move on to consider learning style models that apply specifically to language learning. First we examine Willing’s (1988) study of adult migrant learners of English in Australia. This study revealed four distinct types of language learner (analytical, concrete, communicative and authority-oriented). We then look at Skehan’s (1998) more theoretical model of memory-based versus analysis-based learners. Finally, we examine O’Brien’s (1985) three learning channel preferences (these refer to the different ways in which the language can be absorbed). 


It is important to remember with all these style classifications that the aim is not to categorize our students. Learning style theory aims to explain aspects of student behaviour that we, as tutors, may find difficult to understand. There will clearly be overlaps between the different style types. Throughout the section, activities are suggested that should accommodate the different learning styles. At the end of the module, participants are invited to reflect on the extent to which different learning styles are accommodated in their own language classrooms.

12.3.1  Cognitive style

As we saw above, a person’s cognitive style refers to the way in which they habitually process information. It helps determine the cognitive-psychological aspects of the student's learning style and this in turn helps determine the learning strategies chosen by the student. Cognitive styles have been found to be highly stable traits, a fact that led Brooks et al (1985: 230) to claim that: ‘differences in cognitive style are potentially as important as differences in abilities to the formulation of a reasonable model of strategic information processing’.


In this section, we look at one of the most influential cognitive style dimensions (field dependence/independence). We then look at another dimension, namely the holistic/analytic cognitive style, which appears to be more balanced.

12.3.1.1  Field dependent/independent and holistic/analytic styles

The cognitive style dimension that has received the most attention, particularly in language learning, is that of field dependence/independence (FD/I) which was proposed by Herman Witkin (see, for example, Witkin et al, 1977). This is a measure of a person’s ability to separate or disembed a single item from a larger context. While a more field-independent person will find it easier to overcome the influence of the larger context, a more field-dependent subject will have greater difficulty in doing so. The definition of FD/I has been extended to include a social dimension (Witkin and Goodenough, 1977). FD subjects are alleged to perform better in social contexts given their superior interpersonal orientation. The technique generally used for measuring FD/I is the Group Embedded Figures Test (GEFT). This test consists of approximately fifty items, in which the participants must locate a simple figure within a much more complex one. Those participants who are able to complete the task quickly and successfully are labelled Field Independent (FI) and those who are less successful are labelled Field Dependent (FD). 


A tendency towards FI is thought to be beneficial to the development of cognitive restructuring abilities. This type of cognitive analysis involves changing or using the ‘field’ of available information rather than accepting it and learning it ‘as it is’. Restructuring can take various forms, such as breaking up an organized field so that its parts can be viewed as separate from the background, providing structure in a field that lacks it, or imposing new organization on a field. FI has been found to correlate with success on tasks in the subjects' native language. For example, Berent and Silverman (1973: 1328) found FI students outperformed FD subjects on the verbal part of a paired-associate learning task. Kagan (1980) found a correlation between FI and greater syntactic complexity of language used by children speaking their native language. 


In recent years, a number of aspects of FD/I have been heavily criticized (see Chapelle, 1992; Chapelle and Green, 1992; Skehan, 1998; Littlemore, 2001b). Firstly, the Group Embedded Figures Test (GEFT) does not deal adequately with the cognitive attributes of the field dependent subjects. In this test, the field independent subject is able to find a simple figure embedded in a more complex one and the field dependent subject is simply unable to complete the task. FD individuals are simply those who are unable to organize and impose structure upon ambiguous stimuli. This implies a mental deficiency rather than a style of thinking. Secondly, the GEFT does not offer the subject a choice to see how he or she prefers to deal with a situation. Rather, it requires the individual to perform in a particular way and assess how able he or she is to meet the task requirements. Again, what is being most directly assessed by the test of FD/I is not so much a style of functioning as an ability to function well in a certain type of task.


In the light of the above criticisms, it has been suggested that FD/I should be replaced by a ‘holistic/analytic’ cognitive style dimension, (see, for example, Riding and Cheema, 1991). This style dimension, which can be measured by means of the computer-based Cognitive Styles Analysis (CSA) (Riding, 1991) is very similar to FD/I, except for one thing: What the holistic/analytic distinction offers that is not offered by the FD/I distinction, is a cognitive element to the equivalent of the ‘FD’ end of the continuum. Holistic processing consists of drawing together pieces of information and treating them as a whole, or of perceiving similarity and togetherness, whereas analytic processing emphasizes the perception of difference and separateness. Thus it can be said to be a true bi-polar measure of cognitive style and is not simply a test of intelligence. The fact that there are cognitive skills associated with the holistic end of the scale might give researchers clues as to the kinds of cognitive tasks these individuals might be capable of, whereas before researchers had only looked for social skills. In the following section, we discuss the impact of both FD/I and the holistic/analytic cognitive styles on foreign language learning. 

13.3.1.2 Field dependent/independent, holistic/analytic cognitive styles 

and foreign language learning

Relationships have been hypothesized between various areas of language learning success and FD/I at both ends of the continuum. It has been suggested (see, for example, Chapelle and Roberts, 1986) that in foreign language learning, FI students will be better at learning the L2 through the study of grammar rules and vocabulary, whereas FD students will be better at learning through interaction with native speakers. However, most of the studies of FD/I in foreign language learning to date have focused on the relationship between FD/I and foreign language aptitude or success. Many of these studies have found FI to be a predictor of success in foreign language learning, especially when that success has been measured by discrete tests such as structure tests, cloze tests and dictations.


For example, Naiman et al (1978) found that FI is an important predictor of success in the later stages of language learning, but not the early stages. FI students have also been found to be better than FD students at imposing structure on their work (Genesee and Hamayan, 1980), performing well in discrete language multiple-choice tests, cloze tests and dictations (Chapelle, 1988) and achievement-oriented final exams (Fuller-Carter, 1988).


Although the correlation between FI and success at foreign language learning has been well documented, links between the FD cognitive style and any kind of language learning success, though postulated, have rarely been demonstrated. It is often suggested that FD might relate to communicative competence because of the alleged superior interpersonal skills of the FD individual, but this has rarely been proven to be the case. 


Chapelle and Roberts (1986) found communicative competence to be strongly and significantly correlated not with FD but with FI. Johnson and Rosano (1993) did find that FD correlated with tutors' ratings of students' communicative competence. However, they admit that out of a population of 45 students, data was only available for five of the students, as most tutors felt that they had had insufficient opportunity to observe their students' proficiency. This fact significantly weakens the strength of their findings. Abraham (1985) looked at the language learning preferences of students with FI and FD cognitive styles. She found that when learning L2 grammar, FI students performed better with a deductive lesson and FD students performed better with an inductive lesson. Thus it seems that, as one might predict, some relationships have been found between FI and language learning strengths and preferences, but very few links have been found between FD and language learning strengths or preferences.


Findings with respect to the holistic/analytic cognitive style dimension do seem to be more balanced, from the point of view of students at the holistic end of the continuum. Holistic students have been found to benefit from the presence of ‘advance organizers’, such as subtitles (Douglas and Riding, 1993), and to prefer group work and closed tasks (Riding and Read, 1996). The holistic/analytic cognitive style has been found to be a significant predictor of the choice of language made by undergraduates when selecting a language subsidiary. For example, in a study carried out at a British university, Littlemore (in press) found that, when choosing a subsidiary language, analytic students were more likely to opt for Japanese, whereas holistic students were more likely to choose to study Spanish. This suggests that analytic students may be drawn towards more apparently ‘complex’ languages than holistic students. The holistic/analytic style dimension has also been found to affect the choice of communication strategies made by language students (Littlemore, 2001b) when faced with gaps in their target language lexis. For example, if he or she does not know the word ‘acorn’ a holistic student is more likely to compare it to a similar object (eg ‘a small pipe’), whereas an analytic student is more likely to break it down into parts (eg ‘small and brown, with one part inside another’). Holistic students have also been found to be better at interpreting and producing novel metaphors in the target language (Littlemore, 2001c).

12.3.1.3  Accommodating different cognitive styles in your teaching

The language learning activity ‘Change the sentence’ should suit learners with different cognitive styles. In this activity, the tutor begins by writing the sentence ‘I am a student’ on the board. He or she then tells the students they can change the meaning of the sentence by adding or changing one word only. The students are invited to come up to the board, one by one, to write up their suggestions. For example:

I am a language student

I am not a language student

I am not a good language student

I was not a good language student

I was not a good Greek student

I was not a good Greek citizen

He was not a good Greek citizen


The tutor then writes the sentence ‘He told the tutor’ on the board. The students are informed they can add two words to this sentence, either separately or together. They must work on their own and write as many different sentences as they can. The tutor does not correct them as they write. Finally, the tutor gets the students to pin their sentences (as anonymously as possible) to the wall and asks the students to walk round in pairs reading them. While they are doing this, the tutor puts a cross next to any sentences that are grammatically incorrect. The students then take down their sentences and work, either individually or in pairs, to correct the wrong sentences. This activity should appeal to field independent (or analytic) learners as they have an opportunity to focus on detail, and apply grammatical rules. It should also appeal to field dependent (or holistic) learners, who will appreciate the overall changes that result from the minor alterations, and who should enjoy the social interaction involved in the exercise.

12.3.2  Language learning styles

In this section, we look at three learning style models that were designed specifically for language learners. These are Willing’s (1988) four-part model of language learning styles, Skehan’s (1998) model of analysis-based and memory-based learning, and O’Brien’s (1985) three-part model of learning channels.

12.3.2.1  Willing’s four types of language learner

One of the largest surveys into language learning styles is that carried out by Willing (1988). Willing carried out an extensive survey of the learning patterns of over 800 Australian immigrants. The findings from this survey led him to discover four distinct learning styles. These are outlined in the boxes below.

Task 7

1. By looking at the examples in the boxes below, try to give a definition of each type of learner. Then look at the answers page and see how closely your definitions match those suggested by Willing.  Remember, Willing’s definitions are as subjective as your own – it is not a question of there being a right or wrong answer. 


2. When you have done this, see if you can add any more likely strategies to each category.


(Click on Commentary for feedback) 



‘______Type A_______’

I like to study grammar.

At home, I like to learn by studying books.

I like the tutor to let me find my own mistakes.

I like to work on problems independently.


‘_______Type B______’

I like to learn the language by talking in pairs.

In class I like to learn by playing games.

I like to do practical tasks in the language classroom. 



‘______Type C______’

I like to learn the language by talking to native speakers.

I like to learn by watching TV in the foreign language.

In class, I like to learn by having conversations.

I like to learn small aspects of vocabulary and grammar then look for opportunities to try them out.

‘_______Type D_______’

I like the tutor to explain everything.

I like to have a textbook to follow.

I like to study grammar with the tutor.


Figure 12.10  Willing’s four learner types

Willing found that approximately 25% of his learners were type A learners, 25% were type B learners, 40% were type C learners, and 10% were type D learners. Type C learners tended to be the most successful learners, whereas Type D learners were usually the least successful. This finding lends support to the idea that students who can exert a degree of autonomy over their learning tend to be more effective learners.


A language learning activity that is likely to accommodate Willing’s four different language learning styles is ‘Describing Pictures’. 

Describing Pictures

In this activity, the tutor begins by eliciting and pre-teaching language that can be used for describing objects. He or she should introduce different types of phrases, such as ‘it looks like…’ or ‘there is a …’ ‘it is larger than…’, etc. These phrases should be left on the board throughout the activity. The tutor might also introduce a few ‘compensation strategies’ such as circumlocution and word coinage. The students are then divided into pairs and one student in each pair is given a picture. This student must hide the picture from the other student and describe it slowly so that the latter can draw it for him- or herself. The person drawing the picture is allowed to ask as many questions as he or she likes in order to clarify things. After five minutes, the students put their pictures on the wall to make a ‘picture gallery’. They then walk round the gallery in pairs, comparing the pictures, and decide which is best. After the activity, the tutor lists on the board any inappropriate expressions that he or she overheard. The students should try to guess what is wrong with the expressions.



Figure 12.11  ‘Describing Pictures’ activity

Here, analytical learners should benefit from the first part of the lesson, where they focus on form, and the last part of the lesson, where they try to identify mistakes. Concrete learners are likely to enjoy drawing, and discussing the pictures as they walk around the ‘gallery’. Communicative learners should appreciate the fact that the language is first introduced, and that this introduction is followed immediately by meaningful practice. Finally, authority-oriented learners should feel reassured by the initial introduction, and by the presence of the language structures on the board throughout the activity. 

12.3.2.2  Skehan’s memory-oriented and analysis-oriented learners

A different perspective on the issue of language learning styles is given by Skehan (1998: 251). He believes that successful language learning relies on both memory and analysis. Some learners tend to rely more on memory (for example, by memorizing chunks of language), whereas others prefer to rely more on analysis (for example, by learning and applying grammatical rules). According to Skehan, the optimal way to learn a language involves the application of both these approaches in equal measure. Learners who rely too much on only one approach tend to be slow learners. This means that language-learning activities should, ideally, foster both approaches. 


An activity that might foster both Skehan’s memory-based and analysis-based learning uses the concept of ‘lexical phrases’. 

Lexical Phrases

The tutor begins by discussing the concept of ‘lexical phrases’ in the target language, and asks the students if they are aware of any. He or she then gives out cards containing popular lexical phrases, such as ‘I might have known’, ‘when I put two and two together…’, ‘isn’t it just typical?’, ‘I couldn’t believe it when…’ and so on. Ideally, the students should be unfamiliar with the expressions. Each student receives three such cards and the tutor explains the meaning of the expressions. The students are given half a minute to memorize the expressions on their cards. The students are then divided into small groups (3–5 students) and each group is seated round a table. In these groups, the students must engage in a three-minute discussion on a very mundane topic (what they were doing at the weekend, the last trip they went on, etc). They have to find a way of inserting each of the expressions on their cards into the discussion. As they do so, they place the card in the middle of the table. All students must try to place their cards before the end of the discussion. The discussion is followed by a short de-briefing session, where the tutor goes over any language errors that he or she overheard.



Figure 12.12  ‘Lexical phrases’ activity

Lexical phrases are ideal subject matter for a memory-based approach to learning. The above activity forces students to employ their short-term memory, as they have to remember the expressions long enough to get them into the discussion. On the other hand, they must also use an analytical approach, as they need to get the discussion round to an appropriate subject to allow them to insert their phrases.

12.3.3  Language learning channels

According to O’Brien (1985), there are three main channels through which information can be absorbed. These are the visual channel, the auditory channel and the haptic channel. In other words, students can absorb new information by seeing it, hearing it, or touching it.

12.3.3.1  Visual learners

These learners will learn better when they read or see information. Learning from a lecture may not be as easy. They tend to find the following strategies useful:

· writing things down as this makes them easier to remember (eg quotes, lists etc);

· looking at the person while they are talking as it helps them stay focused;

· working in a quiet place;

· studying by themselves;

· taking lots of notes, leaving extra space if some details were missed;

· copying out notes, as rewriting helps recall;

· using colour to highlight main ideas in notes, textbooks, handouts, etc;

· before reading an assignment setting a specific study goal, writing it down and posting it in front of them, for example: ‘from 7.00 to 7.30 I will read the first chapter’;

· previewing a chapter before reading by first looking at all the pictures, section headings, etc.

Recommended strategies:

· selecting a seat furthest from the door and window and toward the front of the class, if possible;

· writing vocabulary words in colour on index cards with short definitions on the back; 

· looking through vocabulary lists frequently, writing out the definitions again;

· asking a tutor to explain something again when they don’t understand a point being made.

12.3.3.2  Auditory learners

Auditory learners learn better when information comes through their ears. They need to hear it. Lecture situations will probably work well for them. They may not learn as well by just reading a book. Typical strategies include:

· studying with a friend so they can talk out loud and hear the information;

· reciting out loud the thing they want to remember (quotes, lists, dates, etc);

· talking out loud and saying what they think the chapter will be about;

· before beginning an assignment, setting out a specific goal and saying it out loud, for example: ‘first, I will read Chapter 1 of my book’;

· reading aloud whenever possible;

· ‘hearing the words in their head’. 

Recommended strategies:

· asking their tutors if they can hand in a tape and give an oral report instead of written work;

· making tape cassettes of classroom lectures, or reading class notes onto a tape;

· summarizing notes.

12.3.3.3  Haptic learners

Haptic learners learn best by doing, moving, or hands-on experiences. Getting information from a textbook (visually) or a lecture (auditorily) is not easy for them. Typical strategies would include:

· memorizing by pacing or walking around while at the same time reciting to themselves or looking at a list or index card;

· when reading a textbook chapter, they first look at the pictures, then read the summary or end of chapter questions, then look over the section headings and bold-faced words;  

· getting a feel for the whole chapter by reading the end sections first, and then working their way to the front of the chapter; this is working ‘whole to part’;

· studying while lying on their stomach or back (when at home) or with music on in the background;

· taking frequent breaks when studying. 

Recommended strategies:

· When trying to memorize information, closing their eyes and writing the information in the air or on a desk or carpet with their finger. Picturing the words in their heads as they do this. If possible, hearing them too. Later, when trying to recall this information, closing their eyes and seeing it with their ‘mind’s eye’, and ‘hearing’ it in their head.

· Using a bright piece of paper as a desk blotter. This is called colour grounding. Experimenting with different colours and different ways of using colour.

· Keeping to a schedule of 20–30 minutes of study and five minutes break. 

Task 8

Which are you?

In order to work out which learning channel you yourself tend to favour, have a go at O’Brien’s (1985) Learning Channel Preference Checklist below.


Read each sentence carefully and think about how it applies to you. On each line, write the number that best describes your reaction to each sentence. 

5 – Almost always   4 – Often   3 – Sometimes   2 – Rarely   1 – Almost never

Sentences
1 - 5

1. I can remember something better if I write it down.


2. When reading, I listen to the words in my head or read aloud.


3. I need to discuss things to understand them better.


4. I don’t like to read or to listen to directions; I’d rather just start doing.


5. I am able to visualize pictures in my head.


6. I can study better when music is playing.


7. I need frequent breaks while studying.


8. I think better when I have the freedom to move around; studying at a desk is not for me.


9. I take lots of notes on what I read and hear.


10. It helps me to LOOK at a person speaking. It keeps me focused.


11. It’s hard for me to understand what a person is saying when there is background noise.


12. I prefer having someone tell me how to do something rather than having to read directions myself.


13. I prefer hearing a lecture or tape rather than reading a textbook.


14. When I can’t think of a specific word, I use my hands a lot and call something a “what-cha-ma-call-it” or a “thing-a-me-jig”.


15.  I can easily follow a speaker even when my head is down or I’m staring out of the window.


16. It’s easier for me to get work done in a quiet place.


17. I find it easy to study maps, charts, and graphs.


18. When beginning an article or a book, I prefer to take a look at the ending.


19. I remember what people say better than what they look like.


20. I remember things better if I study aloud with someone.


21. I take notes, but I never go back and read them.


22. When I am concentrating on reading or writing, the radio bothers me.


23. It’s hard for me to picture things in my head.


24. I find it helpful to talk myself through my homework assignments.


25. My notebook and desk look messy, but I know where things are.


26. When taking a test, I can “see” the textbook page and the correct answer to it.


27. I cannot remember a joke long enough to tell it later.


28. When learning something new, I prefer to listen to information on it, then read about it, then do it.


29. I like to complete one task before starting another.


30. I use my fingers to count and I move my lips when I read.


31. I dislike proofreading my work.


32. When I am trying to remember something new, for example, a telephone number, it helps me to form a picture in my head.


33. For extra credit, I prefer to do a report on tape rather than write it.


34. I daydream in class.


35. For extra credit, I’d rather create a project than write a report.


36. When I get a great idea, I must write it down straight away or I’ll forget it.


Scoring the Learning Channel Preference Checklist

Carefully transfer your score onto each line:

1
2
4

5
3
6

9
12
7

10
13
8

11
15
14

16
19
18

17
20
21

22
23
25

26
24
30

27
28
31

32
29
34

36
33
35

Visual total:
Auditory total:
Haptic total:

Now convert each category into a percentage:

Visual total:

Auditory total:

Haptic total:

13.3.3.4 Accommodating O’Brien’s three learning channel preferences in 

your teaching

Many language-learning activities tend to be aimed at just one or two learning channels. Here is an example of a short activity that should be suitable for all three types of learner:

Personal Summaries

Students are asked to draw pictures of, or to describe in a few sentences, a place they would like to visit, something they hate, and something they find frightening. They are then given three minutes to share with the group anything they like about the pictures. Each student then chooses one person in the group, and writes a brief summary of what they said. The students then swap summaries and check them for factual accuracy. While they are doing this, the tutor circulates and checks for grammatical, lexical and spelling mistakes.



Figure 12.13   ‘Personal summaries’ activity

Although there will be some overlap, haptic learners should enjoy the parts of the activity where they draw pictures and swap summaries, visual learners may use the pictures and the written summaries to help them remember the language points, and auditory learners will probably benefit most from the discussion.
Task 9

Choose one of the learning style or channel models that have been discussed in this part of the course. Think of a teaching activity that you have used with your students. What learning channels or styles does this activity accommodate best? Is there any correlation with your own preferred learning channels or learning styles?

How could the activity be adapted to suit a wider variety of learners?


12.3.4  Teaching techniques for a more balanced curriculum

In the light of what you have read in 12.3.1–12.3.3, you may feel that you would like to appeal to a wider variety of learning styles in your teaching. Here are some ideas on how you might do this:

· Use visual aids: illustrations, photographs, maps, diagrams, videos, films.

· Encourage visualization: generating and manipulating mental imagery.

· Provide concrete examples reinforced by student-generated examples.

· Make use of metaphor, analogy, and paradox.

· Employ language that makes a topic ‘come alive’.

· Help students to make connections between ideas.

· Link the material to students’ lives and interests.

· Provide opportunities for experiential, ‘hands-on’ learning.

· Make use of graphic organizers (flow charts, time lines, etc).

· Provide opportunities for multi-sensory learning.

· Encourage creative writing.

· Use music. 

· Employ creative dramatics: simulation and role-playing.

· Use video interactively (prediction, empathy, etc).

· Use Total Physical Response (physically acting out language).

Task 10

Assess the extent to which you accommodate different learning styles in your day-to-day language teaching by completing Kate Kinsella’s (1990) ‘Learning Style Accommodation Form’ below.


Rate yourself for each teaching behaviour using the following scale:

3 - Excellent   

2 – Good   

1 – Needs improvement   

0 – Have never considered doing this

Teaching behaviour
0 – 3

1. I have identified my own learning style preferences, and make an effort not to bias my teaching in favour of students with similar learning styles.


2. I help my students identify their learning style strengths, and suggest specific strategies they can use to cope with incompatible teaching styles and learning environments.


3. I encourage my students to inform me of any reasonable modifications I can make in my instructional practices that will help them become more comfortable and confident learners in my class.


4. I make a conscious effort to diversify my instructional strategies to enhance learning for students with different perceptual strengths.


5. My voice can be heard everywhere in the classroom.


6. I enunciate clearly and exaggerate intonation to emphasize key words and phrases.


7. I pause adequately between phrases and statements to allow time for reflective thought-processing.


8. I emphasize and clarify ideas through gesture, facial expression, and dramatization.


9. complement information relayed orally with visual aids (eg illustrations, charts, graphs, concept maps, outlines, graphic organizers).


10. I complement information conveyed through visual aids and assigned reading with oral explanations and elaborations.


11. I use concrete examples and anecdotes so that students can visualize new concepts within a familiar context.


12. I give a variety of explanations or examples, understanding that one may not be sufficient for all students.


13.  I also elicit relevant examples and explanations from my students to help individuals process new ideas and material.


14. I provide ample opportunities for students to verbally explore and reinforce information that has been presented first in a lecture or reading through well-orchestrated, equitable class discussions and small-group activities.


15. I activate students’ background knowledge and build in considerable context before presenting new concepts, terminology, and assignments.


16. I present new information both inductively and deductively so that students with different information-processing strengths can have easier access to new concepts.


17. I allow students to use new skills or concepts long enough so that they are retained, thus enabling future application.


18. I make explicit the rationale, goals, structure, and process for all activities and assignments.


19. I break more complicated and challenging assignments down into manageable, clearly-delineated steps and model procedures.


20. I distribute models of completed assignments that students can emulate (eg writing tasks, lecture notes, exam responses).


21. I familiarize my students with effective learning and study strategies for my subject area (eg lecture note-taking, textbook reading, test preparation, test-taking).


22. I encourage my students to be flexible, persistent learners and to experiment with different approaches to learning and studying until they find strategies that best complement their learning and work styles.


23. I attempt to personalize the curriculum by relating it when possible to my students’ cultures, communities, daily lives, and interests.


24. I engage students in active learning and direct experience whenever possible.


25. I consciously vary the activities during a class session and generally do not require students to spend the entire period on a single teacher-fronted activity (eg listening to a lengthy lecture or whole-class discussion) which is not interrupted by a writing or small-group speaking task.


26. I check for comprehension at strategic points throughout the lesson, and end the class session with some form of review of the major concepts presented that day.


27. I balance opportunities for students to work collaboratively with a partner or a small group as well as independently.


28. I provide individualized assistance when appropriate during and/or outside of class, and I encourage students who demonstrate a greater need for mentoring and one-to-one learning to avail themselves of my assistance and any campus tutoring.


29. I include a variety of exam formats in a class so that students with diverse learning and work style strengths will have more equitable opportunities to excel (eg in-class and take-home exams, subjective and objective exams, independent projects and small-group projects, written tasks/reports and oral tasks/reports).


30. I familiarize my students with my exam formats and grading criteria, and give them a chance to take a practice exam each time I introduce a new exam format.


31. I give my students many opportunities to succeed by testing them regularly on manageable doses of subject matter and by providing immediate constructive feedback.


32. I allow my students to propose viable alternatives in demonstrating their learning or in accomplishing a task (eg giving an oral report instead of a written report; submitting a concept map instead of a formal outline for a report).


Need to re-read anything?

BACK TO PART 0 (Introduction)

BACK TO PART 1 (Definitions of Learner Autonomy)

BACK TO PART 2 (Learning strategies)

BACK TO THE TOP OF THIS PAGE

12.4  Commentary on tasks

Task 4

To what extent does he display an autonomous approach to his language learning?

Firstly, he is aware of the fact that he is still learning and that, for him, the language learning process is never finished.


A number of his comments show that he is aware of his own preferred style of learning. For example, he claims that his Greek teacher ‘didn’t know about language teaching’ and threw the students in at the deep-end and that this is ‘no way to learn a language’. He is showing here that he does not respond well to this particular teaching approach. He is also aware that he is a highly visual learner, and is assertive enough to persuade the teacher to let him learn in his own way, by writing things down. 


He is aware of his purpose for learning a language. For example, he wanted to learn Chinese to see ‘whether it was learnable’. He adapts his approach to learning according to his learning purpose.

What strategies does he use?

Metacognitive strategies:

· Directed attention: He is aware of his own way of learning and uses those aspects of the lesson that correspond to this way of learning.

· Self-management: He seeks out the best ways of learning that are available in Birmingham.

· Advance preparation: He knows why he wants to learn, and what he wants to get out of his lessons. Sometimes he is learning because he is going to live in the country where the target language is spoken. At other times, he is only interested in the internal structure of the language. This awareness is reflected in the various approaches that he takes to his language learning.

· Problem identification: He knows that he is not particularly good at memorizing decontextualized lists of vocabulary, so he develops strategies (such as having notes on his knee) in order not to hold up the class. 

Cognitive strategies:

· Translation: He uses his first language to help him understand the target language.

· Visualization: He pictures the written words as he hears them.

· Transfer: When discussing how to cook noodles in Columbia, he mentioned that there were lots of points of comparison between noodle-cooking techniques in Britain and in Columbia. This provides opportunities for discussion, as well as opportunities to compare words and expressions that are used, in English and in Spanish, to describe these techniques.

Social mediation:

· Socialization: He throws himself in at the deep-end when in the target language community. In Columbia, he read newspapers, listened to the radio and watched soaps. He is particularly aware of the language learning opportunities provided by these types of media. For example, he says that the soaps provided ‘stock situations’ (presumably enabling him to guess the meaning of new words from the context), lots of repetition and emotional exposure (which, again, is a strong contextual clue).

What advice might you give him with regard to his language learning strategies?

He says that he doesn’t like learning vocabulary for the sake of it, and that it makes no sense to learn lists of vocabulary for which he has no use. Here, you might suggest that he creates his own purpose for learning vocabulary, and that he uses the vocabulary in appropriate contexts. For example, he might like to communicate with someone in the target language culture about an issue discussed in class, or he might write to a magazine in the target language. He could prepare a short comment on the issue and submit it to a discussion list in the target language, thus getting feedback from native speakers of the language.


At one point he says that he cannot immerse himself in a Chinese-speaking environment in Birmingham. Here you might suggest that he visits Chinatown, and orders a meal in one of the restaurants there, in Chinese. He could also shop in the supermarkets there, or go into one of the video shops and enquire about the availability of Chinese videos with English subtitles.


When he says that his Greek teacher ‘didn’t know about language teaching’ and threw the students in at the deep-end and that this is ‘no way to learn a language’, you might suggest to him that, for some people, this is a good way to learn a language, and that his negative reaction to the approach is a result of his own particular learning style (you will find more about learning styles in section 12.3).


There are many strategies in O’Malley and Chamot’s taxonomy that he did not mention. You might like to mention some of these strategies to him to see whether or not he finds them worthwhile.

Task 7

Type A: Analytical

The particular cognitive strengths of these learners lead them to analyze carefully and show great interest in structure, but also to put a great deal of value on showing their independence by doing these things themselves, independently.

Other strategies favoured by this type of learner might include metacognitive strategies such as planning, self-management, advance preparation and self-evaluation, cognitive strategies such as resourcing, deduction and induction, elaboration, inferencing and social mediation strategies such as self-talk and self-reinforcement.

Type B: Concrete

These learners tend to use very direct means of taking in and processing information. They are people-oriented, in a spontaneous, unpremeditated way. They prefer real conversation and may react negatively to the artificial nature of some classroom ‘conversation’. 

Other strategies favoured by this type of learner might include metacognitive strategies such as directed attention and problem identification, cognitive strategies such as grouping and note-taking, and social mediation strategies such as questioning for clarification, cooperation and socialization.

Type C: Communicative

These learners have a desire for a communicative and social learning approach, probably in part because they feel that this would be most useful for their needs in relation to language learning. They also have a certain amount of autonomy and are prepared to work at the mechanical aspects of language learning as well. Willing found communicative language learners to be the most successful. This is probably because they see the importance of both form and meaning. 

Other strategies favoured by this type of learner might include metacognitive strategies such as directed attention and problem identification, cognitive strategies such as resourcing, induction/deduction, compensation, elaboration, and social mediation strategies such as cooperation and socialization.

Type D: Authority-oriented

Because cognitively these people are not predisposed to actively organize information, they probably perceive that they need the teacher’s direction in the provision of explanations and patterns to follow. Willing found authority-oriented language learners to be the least successful. This is probably because they are somewhat lacking in focus and tend to rely too heavily on the teacher to provide direction.

Other strategies favoured by this type of learner might include cognitive strategies such as repetition, note-taking and translation. 

12.5  Appendices

Appendix 1

Oral Proficiency Self-Assessment Form

Think about your performance in the task you have just completed, then circle a number in each category.

Communicative abilities

5 I managed to participate in the activity in a natural and spontaneous manner. I helped continue the dialogue by initiating, maintaining and elaborating as necessary. The fact that I was using a foreign language did not tangibly affect my ability to interact. 

4 I was able to participate well in the dialogue, but not quite as well as I would have been able to in my own language. 

3 I was able to participate but not to a high level. My contributions were fairly unsophisticated due to my linguistic limitations.

2 I was able to contribute a bit, but was unable to develop my role to any depth. The task was slightly beyond me.

1 I was unable to contribute effectively to this activity. It was too difficult for me.

Fluency

5
I had an appropriate rate of delivery, similar to that of a native speaker.

4 My rate of delivery was globally appropriate.

3 My rate of delivery was reasonable – occasionally hesitant, or a bit too fast.

2 My rate of delivery was generally hesitant, or too fast (possibly because of nerves).

1 My rate of delivery was very hesitant or too rapid – inappropriate and/or tedious to listen to.

Range of vocabulary

5 I made appropriate use of a wide range of vocabulary.

4 I made appropriate use of an adequate range of vocabulary.

3
My use of vocabulary was generally appropriate, although I occasionally had to use a word which was not quite right.

2 I was often searching for words and even had to rely on my mother tongue at times.

1 My lack of vocabulary prevented me from getting my message across.

Appropriate use of grammatical structures

5 I was able to make correct use of a wide range of grammatical structures.

4
I was able to use a good range of structures, but had to think carefully about how to use them.

3 I used an average range of structures, but did not always use conditionals, modals and past participles correctly.

2 I used a limited range of structures.

1 I used very few structures other than the present tense and had very poor accuracy.

Pronunciation

5

I was clear and comprehensible.

4 I was generally clear.

3
I was reasonably clear. I would probably be understood by a native speaker with no knowledge of my mother tongue.

2
Strong interference from my mother tongue. I made many errors in word stress which may have caused confusion.

1 I was virtually incomprehensible.

Appendix 2

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) 
(Oxford, 1990)

Below you will find statements about learning a language.  Please read each statement.  On the separate Worksheet, write the response (1, 2, 3, 4, or 5) that tells how true of you the statement is.

1 = Never or almost never true of me

2 = Usually not true of me

3 = Somewhat true of me

4 = Usually true of me

5 = Always or almost always true of me 

‘Never or almost never true of me’ means that the statement is very rarely true of you.

‘Usually not true of me’ means that the statement is true less than half the time.

‘Somewhat true of me’ means that the statement is true of you about half the time.

‘Usually true of me ‘means that the statement is true more than half the time.

‘Always or almost always true of me’ means that the statement is true of you almost always. 

 

Answer in terms of how well the statement describes you.  Do not answer how you think you should be, or what other people do.  There are no right or wrong answers to these statements.  Put your answers on the separate Worksheet. Work as quickly as you can without being careless. This usually takes about 20–30 minutes to complete. 

Remember, answer 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 (as described above).

Part A

1. I think of relationships between what I already know and new things I learn in the target language.

2. I use new target language words in a sentence so I can remember them.

3. I connect the sound of a new target language word and an image or picture of the word to help me remember the word.

4. I remember a new target language word by making a mental picture of a situation in which the word might be used.

5. I use rhymes to remember new target language words.

6. I use flashcards to remember new target language words.

7. I physically act out new target language words.

8. I review target language lessons often.

9. I remember new target language words or phrases by remembering their location on the page, on the board, or on a street sign.

Part B

10. I say or write new target language words several times.

11. I try to talk like native target language speakers.

12. I practise the sounds of the target language.

13. I use the target language words I know in different ways.

14. I start conversations in the target language.

15. I watch target language TV shows spoken in the target language or go to movies spoken in the target language.

16. I read for pleasure in the target language.

17. I write notes, messages, letters, or reports in the target language.

18. I first skim a target language passage (read over the passage quickly) then go back and read carefully.

19. I look for words in my own language that are similar to new words in the target language.

20. I try to find patterns in the target language.

21. I find the meaning of the target language word by dividing it into parts that I understand.

22. I try not to translate word-for-word.

23. I make summaries of information that I hear or read in the target language.

Part C

24. To understand unfamiliar target language words, I make guesses.

25. When I can’t think of a word during a conversation in the target language, I use gestures.

26. I make up new words if I do not know the right ones in the target language.

27. I read in the target language without looking up every new word.

28. I try to guess what the other person will say next in the target language.

29. If I can’t think of a target language word, I use a word or phrase that means the same thing.

Part D

30. I try to find as many ways as I can to use the target language.

31. I notice my target language mistakes and use that information to help me do better.

32. I pay attention when someone is speaking the target language.

33. I try to find out how to be a better learner of the target language.

34. I plan my schedule so I will have enough time to study the target language.

35. I look for people I can talk to in the target language.

36. I look for opportunities to read as much as possible in the target language.

37. I have clear goals for improving my target language skills.

38. I think about my progress in learning the target language.

Part E

39. I try to relax whenever I feel afraid of using the target language.

40. I encourage myself to speak the target language even when I am afraid of making a mistake.

41. I give myself a reward or treat when I do well in the target language.

42. I notice if I am tense or nervous when I am studying or using the target language.

43. I write down my feelings in a language-learning diary.

44. I talk to someone else about how I feel when I am learning the target language.

Part F

45. If I do not understand something in the target language, I ask the other person to slow down or say it again.

46. I ask target language speakers to correct me when I talk.

47. I practise the target language with other students.

48. I ask for help from target language speakers.

49. I ask questions in the target language.

50. I try to learn about the culture of the target language speakers.

Worksheet for answers

Write your response (1, 2, 3, 4, or 5) in the spaces, next to the items below.

Part A
Part B
Part C
Part D
Part E
Part F

1.
10.
24.
30.
39.
45.

2.
11.
25. 
31.
40.
46.

3.
12.
26.
32.
41.
47.

4.
13.
27.
33.
42.
48.

5.
14.
28.
34.
43.
49.

6.
15.
29.
35.
44.
50.

7.
16.

36.



8.
17.

37.



9.
18.

38.




19.






20.






21.






22.






23.





Sum =
Sum =
Sum =
Sum =
Sum =
Sum =

In the above spaces, add the total of your responses in each column and divide by the number of your answers.  This process will tell you your average for each part of the SILL and your Overall Average.  Write your averages below:

Part
Strategies covered
Your average on this 
A.             
Remembering more effectively
__________

B.    
Using all your mental processes
__________

C.    
Compensating for missing knowledge
__________

D.     
Organizing and evaluating your learning
__________

E.    
Managing your emotions
__________

F.     
Learning with others
__________


YOUR OVERALL AVERAGE
__________

If you graph your score, you will see visually, how much potential you have remaining for learning the target language, and you can see what strategies might be more fruitful for your learning endeavours.  In an area where you have a high average, for instance, you don’t need new study methods; but in an area where you have low averages, new study methods may benefit you a lot.  

Graph Your Averages Here

5.0-

4.5-

4.0-

3.5-

3.0-

2.5-

2.0-

1.5-

1.0-

A
Remembering more effectively
B
Using all your mental processes
C
Compensating for missing knowledge
D
Organizing and evaluating your learning
E
Managing your emotions
F
Learning with others

The overall average shows how often you use strategies for learning the target language.  Each part of the SILL represents a group of learning strategies. The averages for each part of the SILL show which groups of strategies you use the most for learning English.


The best use of strategies depends on your age, personality, and purpose for learning. If you have a very low average on one or more parts of the SILL, there may be some new strategies in these groups that you might want to use.  Ask your tutor about these.

Source:  Rebecca L Oxford (1990),  Language Learning Strategies. What Every Teacher Should Know, Boston, Heinle and Heinle Publishers. Reproduced with kind permission of the publishers.
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12.7  Recommended further reading

Learner autonomy

Benson, P and Voller, P (1997) (eds) Autonomy and Independence in Language Learning, Longman, London

This edited volume contains seventeen papers on topics ranging from more theoretical concerns about the politics of autonomy to practical issues such as the running of self-access centres.

Benson, P (2001) Teaching and Researching Autonomy in Language Learning, Longman, Harlow
This book looks at resource-based, teacher-based, learner-based and classroom-based approaches to learner autonomy. It also discusses the historical context and outlines possible areas for future research in the area.

Dam, L (1995) Learner autonomy 3: From theory to classroom practice, Authentik Language Learning Resources, Dublin

Dickinson, L (1992) Learner Autonomy 2: Learner training for Language Learning, Authentik Language Learning Resources, Dublin

Little, D (1991) Learner Autonomy 1: Definitions, issues and problems, Authentik Language Learning Resources, Dublin

McGarry, D (1995) Learner Autonomy 4: The Role of Authentic Texts, Authentik Language Learning Resources, Dublin

Ridley, J (1997) Learner Autonomy 6: Developing Learners’ Thinking Skills, Authentik Language Learning Resources, Dublin

Sinclair, B, McGrath, I and Lamb, T (2000) (eds) Learner Autonomy, Teacher Autonomy: Future Directions, Longman, Harlow

This edited volume contains eleven papers, covering a range of theoretical issues related to learner autonomy. The issues discussed include teacher autonomy, the evaluation of autonomous learning, and ways in which autonomy can be promoted at the level of the curriculum.

Ushioda, E (1996) Learner Autonomy 5: The Role of Motivation, Authentik Language Learning Resources, Dublin

This series of six short guides to learner autonomy is available from Authentik Language Learning Resources at the University of Dublin. These pocket guides provide thoughtful introductions to a range of issues connected with learner autonomy.

It is also worth taking a look at the IATEFL Special Interest Group in Learner Independence (http://www.iatefl.org/newhome.asp). IATEFL stands for International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language. It has a number of ‘special interest groups’. The learner independence group is a forum designed for language teachers who are interested in encouraging their students to adopt an independent approach to language teaching.

You might also try the AILA Scientific Commission on Learner Autonomy (http://www.vuw.ac.nz/lals/div1/ailasc/). This organization publishes a regular newsletter and lists current projects on learner autonomy. 

Language learning strategies

Books about language learning strategies fall into two categories, those that are designed for use by language learners, and those that are designed for use by language teachers and researchers.

(a)  Books about language learning strategies that are intended for learners

Brown, H D (1989) A Practical Guide to Language Learning: A fifteen-week program of strategies for success, McGraw-Hill, New York

Based on empirical research, each chapter highlights strategies that students need to pay attention to while they are studying a foreign language and contains a series of practical activities. The strategies include: 

· goal-setting;

· developing self-confidence;

· calculated risk-taking; 

· cooperative learning; 

· resisting direct translation to L1. 

The book can be used to supplement a language course. 

Brown, H D (1991) Breaking the Language Barrier: Creating Your Own Pathway to Success, Intercultural Press, Yarmouth, ME

Using a series of short assessment tools, learners can begin to self-diagnose their learning style preferences, language learning attitudes, and language processing skills. The book provides real-world examples to describe the language learning process in an informal way and can be an excellent introduction to learning strategies. 

Rubin, J and Thompson, I (1994) How To Be a More Successful Language Learner, Heinle and Heinle, Boston

This popular and easy-to-read book provides numerous concrete suggestions for how learners can become more independent, effective, and successful in their attempts to learn foreign languages. Divided into two parts, the book introduces learners to the nature of the language learning process and then provides step-by-step suggestions on how to improve vocabulary, grammar, reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills. 

(b) Strategy books intended for teachers

The following books are written primarily for language teachers and researchers, but advanced or experienced language learners might also find them useful. All of the books provide summaries of research in the field and most provide practical classroom activities. 

Chamot, A U and O'Malley, J M (1994) The CALLA Handbook: Implementing the cognitive academic language learning approach, Addison-Wesley, Reading, MA 

The primary scope of this book is the incorporation of learning strategies into content-based language curricula, based on theories and research from the field of educational psychology. By including numerous examples of lesson plans and activities across many subject areas, it provides a clear and practical approach to strategies instruction and assessment.
Grenfell, M and Harris, V (1999) Modern Languages and Learning Strategies in Theory and Practice, Routledge, London

This book contains lots of useful ideas on how to carry out strategy instruction in the foreign language classroom. It has a very practical focus.

McDonough, S H (1995) Strategy and Skill in Learning a Foreign Language, Edward Arnold, London

This book reviews much of the work on communication and learning strategies, and includes implications for classroom management, materials and syllabus design, and evaluation. It is an excellent resource for strategy researchers and classroom teachers.  

O'Malley, J M and Chamot, A U (1990) Learning Strategies in Second Language Acquisition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 

In this book, the authors provide a thorough review of the literature on learning styles. They then describe, classify, and explain the rationale behind systematic strategy applications. Various instructional models are presented, providing numerous examples of how learning strategy instruction is being conducted at the national and international levels. 

Oxford, R L (1990) Language Learning Strategies: What Every Teacher Should Know, Heinle and Heinle, Boston

This is the most famous of the strategy books, containing two versions of the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL), which has been translated into several languages. It thus provides learners with a hands-on method to self-diagnose their language learning strategies. The book contains extensive examples of how different strategies can be applied across language skills and tasks. 

Wenden, A and Rubin, J (1987) Learner Strategies in Language Learning, Prentice Hall International, Cambridge

Wenden and Rubin address three main areas in their book: the conceptual frameworks of learning strategies, research-based insights into strategies and strategies instruction, and ways to promote learner autonomy. The book provides an overall perspective of the issues related to researching learning strategies in the foreign language classroom. 

Wenden, A (1991) Learner Strategies for Learner Autonomy: Planning and Implementing Learner Training for Language Learners, Prentice Hall International, Cambridge

This book provides teachers with a step-by-step approach to the systematic design of language learning curricula intended to encourage and facilitate learner autonomy. Beginning with theoretical foundations, Wenden provides the reader with practical, research-based suggestions on how to train learners to develop strategies in order to become more independent and effective learners, as well as several strategy assessment tools. 

A substantial amount of information on language learning strategies is available from the Carla Project Website. CARLA, which stands for Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition, is based at the University of Minnesota http://carla.acad.umn.edu/slstrategies.html. 

Learning styles

Reid, J M (1990) Learning Styles in the ESL/EFL Classroom, Heinle and Heinle, New York

As well as discussing a wide range of learning styles, this book contains questionnaires that can be administered to students in order to identify their particular learning style.

Scharle, A and Szabo, A (2000) Learner Autonomy. A Guide to Developing Learner Responsibility, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

This book contains a wide variety of practical classroom-based activities designed to help learners identify their own learning styles.

Skehan, P (1998) A Cognitive Approach to Language Learning, Oxford University Press, Oxford

Although the whole of this book focuses on the learner, the chapter on learning styles is particularly interesting as it synthesizes the last twenty years of learning style research. The author then gives his own original slant on the topic.

Tudor, I (1996) Learner-centredness as Language Education, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

This book contains eight chapters covering a range of issues concerned with promoting learner-centredness in the language classroom. Of these, the chapter on ‘Subjective needs’ and the chapter on ‘Fostering learner involvement’ both contain useful information about how learning styles can be dealt with by language teachers.

12.8  Assessment task

Find three substantial language teaching activities designed either for a post-GCSE or a first-year post-‘A’ level class. These could be ones you have devised yourself, they might have been suggested by a colleague or you may have found them in a textbook.

Describe the activities fully, include some illustrative material, and discuss the extent to which the activities:

1. Promote learner autonomy.

2. Encourage the use of language learning strategies.


3. Accommodate different learning styles.

Suggest how the activities might be improved in these respects, making reference to the material contained within this module and to items contained in the Recommended Further Reading section. 
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