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The factors that influence the acquisition of a second language
Learner Beliefs and Language Learning
1. Introduction
· What is your learner belief? How should language be learned?

· Virtually all learners, particularly older learners, have strong beliefs about how their language instruction should be delivered.

· Learner beliefs are usually based on previous learning experiences and the assumption that a particular type of instruction is better than others.

· Learner beliefs can be strong mediating factors in learners’ experience in the classroom.

2. Language learners’ mini-theories
Language learners form ‘mini theories’ of L2 learning (Hosenfeld 1978) which shape they way they set about the learning task.  These theories are made up of beliefs about language and language learning. Such beliefs are dynamic and situated rather than stable and trait-like. 

3. Defining ‘beliefs’
    When we say a learner has a belief about language learning we mean:

1. (s)he has identified different attributes about  language learning and their ability to learn languages – for example:

· the language they are learning

· how best to learn a language

· the importance of learning about the culture of the second language

· whether they expect to be successful

2. (S)he has evaluated these attributes as positive or negative.
4. Examples of learner beliefs
· I think I can learn to speak English well.

· It is very important to have a firm understanding of the grammar of English.

· I can learn best if I am in an English-speaking country.

· It is helpful if the teacher corrects any errors I make.

· It is essential to draw up lists of word to memorize.

5. Relationship between beliefs and language learning
1.  The relationship is a strong one (i.e. beliefs have a direct effect on what is learned)

2.  The relationship is a relatively weak one (i.e. beliefs are mediated by learning strategies)


Beliefs (  Learning strategies (actions) (  language learning 


e.g. 
It is important for me to learn grammar ( I try to memorize  rules ( I  do well in grammar

3. The relationship can be a strong of weak one depending on mediating factors (e.g. the learner’s motivation and/ or situational factors)
6. Why learner beliefs are important
How learners learn will reflect (to some extent at least) their beliefs about language learning.

Learners need to:

· Be made aware of their beliefs and how these affect their learning.

· Be able to change their beliefs to make learning more effective.
7. Four approaches to investigating learners’ beliefs
· The normative approach - beliefs are seen as general and fixed - e.g. the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (Horwitz 1987).

· The metacognitive approach - views learners’ belief systems as ‘theories in action’ - content analysis of learner self-reports in semi-structured interviews (Wenden 1999). 

· The indirect approach – views beliefs as ‘covert’ and best identified by means of metaphor analysis (Ellis 2002).
· The contextual approach - learner beliefs seen as varying according to context -  involves a variety of data types and diverse means of data analysis. 

8. Ellis’ (2002) study of metaphors
Metaphor analysis
· Metaphor is not ‘special’ or ‘rare’ but quite commonplace (Lakoff and Johnson 1980).

· Metaphor is a conceptual phenomenon as well as a linguistic one. (Note: the extent to which highly conventionalized metaphors still function conceptually as metaphors is controversial).

· Conceptual metaphors can function as windows to view belief systems – they both construct and constrain thought.

· Metaphor analysis is an accepted tool in educational and applied linguistic enquiry (see Cameron and Low 1999).
9. The participants
· 6 adult learners of German enrolled in beginner German course in two tertiary institutions in London.

· 4 of the learners were aged 18 years and were native English speakers.

· 1 learner was aged 25 and Spanish speaking.

· 1 learners was aged 20 and French speaking.
10. The diaries
The learners kept diaries for approximately 7 months.

_________________________________
Learner


No. of Words

___________________________________  

1.  Maria


  84,992

2.  Monique


137,216

3.  Debbie


  40,960

4.  Robert


  91,136

5.  Caroline


  50,176

6.  Manuel


  69,632

______________________________________ 
11. Methodology
The metaphorical expressions in the texts were identified.

The source and target domains of the metaphors were identified.

On the basis of this analysis 'main metaphors'  were identified.  These metaphors are considered to be ‘conceptual’ (i.e. reflect ways in which the subjects view and interpret their world).

The entailments of each main metaphor were identified.
Two other procedures were used:

· Use of a concordancing programme (Scott and Oxford University Press 1999) to identify linguistic realisations of conceptual metaphors based on key words.

· Raters (two applied linguistics) used to determine if the expressions relating to each conceptual metaphor were metaphorical.
12. An example
Main metaphor:  LEARNING AS A JOURNEY


Key word
Citation example



direction
I shot off in the wrong direction



keep up
No matter how hard I try I just seem unable to keep up



stuck

I find myself really stuck.



lost

I got hopelessly lost.



advancing
I feel I am advancing in German little by little.
13. The main metaphors

1. LEARNING AS A JOURNEY

2. LEARNING AS A PUZZLE

3. LEARNING AS SUFFERING

4. LEARNING AS A STRUGGLE

5. LEARNING AS WORK
A. LEARNING AS A JOURNEY
· most common metaphor (cf. LIFE IS A JOURNEY)

· learning seen as a kind of ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’ (i.e. involving difficulties to be overcome)

· metaphor used to refer to progress overall and to progress in particular lessons

· metaphor allows learners to discuss both their sense of success and failure

· used to indicate both affective and cognitive beliefs about language

· learners may be using this metaphor to distance themselves from the learning experience (= metacognitive strategy)
B. LEARNING AS A PUZZLE

· second most frequently used metaphor

· reference to both problems and their solutions

· grammar seen as main source of problems

· relates exclusively to cognitive aspects of language learning
C. LEARNING AS SUFFERING

· learners appeared to believe that some degree of suffering was necessary

· some learners expressed very intense suffering

· source of suffering could be teachers (e.g. questioning)  or learners’ sense of failure

· relates to affective side of learning
D. LEARNING AS A STRUGGLE
· employed by just 3 of the learners

· some metaphors referred to learners-as-fighters

· other metaphors viewed learners as victims of a struggle
E. LEARNING AS WORK

· numerous references to ‘work’ and ‘working’ but many probably not metaphorical

· used to refer to idea of self-directed effort

· the metaphor is not fully exploited by learners
14. General Points
· All learners found learning German problematic – both cognitively and affectively.

· Most of the metaphors characterized learners as both agents of their own learning and as patients who undergo experiences they cannot control (i.e. they saw themselves as both self- and other-directed).

· Metaphor analysis shown to be a promising tool for examining learners’ beliefs but identification of metaphor still problematic.

· Nature of learner beliefs revealed by the metaphor analysis does not accord closely with the beliefs measured by learner-belief questionnaires (e.g. latter include no reference to ‘hardship’, ‘suffering’ or ‘long-term effort’).
15. Tanaka’s (2004) study of Japanese learners
Purpose of the study
· The study aimed to examine the changes in Japanese learners’ of English belief systems over a 12 week period from the time they first arrived in New Zealand in the context of a study abroad programme.

· It also sought to examine the relationship between beliefs and language proficiency.
· The learners
· 132 Japanese learners of English divided into two groups:

· The New Zealand Group – 63 Japanese students studying English in an Auckland tertiary institute for 12 weeks

· The Japanese Group – 69 Japanese students who were studying English in a Japanese university in Tokyo.

16. Data collection
· Beliefs questionnaire consisting of 27 Likert scale items designed to measure beliefs relating to analytic learning, experiential learning and affective factors.

· Interview – completed at the end of the 12 weeks.

· Diary – five students kept a diary about their English learning experiences

· Oxford Placement Test – listening and grammar.

· Oral narrative task – analyzed for fluency, complexity and accuracy

17. The Beliefs Questionnaire
Analytic items:


In order to speak English well, it is important for me to learn grammar.


I would like my English teacher to correct all my mistakes.

Experiential items:


I can learn well by speaking with others in English.


I can learn well be listening to the radio or watching TV

Affective items:


I am satisfied with my progress so far.


It is possible for me not to get nervous when speaking English.
18.Changes in Beliefs 
No statistically significant changes evident in the questionnaire responses – the learners differed in the direction of change in their responses so positive and negative shifts cancelled each other out.

Most of the students were very dissatisfied with their English proficiency at the beginning of the study, which they attributed to the poor English language education they had received in Japan.

The qualitative analysis of the interviews and diaries identified some  notable shifts in beliefs:

· The learners became more balanced (i.e. they identified the need for both experiential and analytic approaches) – their attitudes to grammar changed.

· They also became more realistic learners (i.e. they realised that living in an English-speaking country did not lead to automatic proficiency) and came to see that learning English was a long and difficult process.

· They recognised the importance of their own efforts and aptitude for learning English
19. Changes in proficiency

· The gain in general proficiency was significantly higher in the NZ group than in the Japan group over the 12 week period

· The NZ group gained in fluency but not in complexity or accuracy; even the gain in fluency was not statistically different from that of the Japan group.

20. The relationship between beliefs and language proficiency
· Overall the relationships between beliefs and proficiency measures were very weak

· The NZ Japanese students who reinforced their beliefs relating to experiential learning during study abroad tended to advance more in general proficiency but not in speaking ability.

· Changes in beliefs relating to analytic learning and affective states did not affect either general proficiency or speaking ability.

21. Discussion
One clear effect of the NZ experience was the change in their attributions of learning outcomes – they switched from naïve optimism about learning in a natural environment to recognizing the importance of their own efforts. 

The study abroad situation afforded them experiences that enabled them to evaluate their own progress more effectively.

There were considerable individual differences among the students – not all were able to ‘learn from failure’.
22. Zhong’s (2008) study of a migrant ESL learner
Situated case study
The study investigated the beliefs of one Chinese learner of English living in Auckland over a 10 week period.

It aimed to examine the developments that occurred in this learner’s beliefs and the relationship between her beliefs and changes in her language proficiency.
23. The learner
Lin was:

· A Chinese-speaking migrant 

· 26 years old

· Living in New Zealand about 6 months

· Fulltime student in an intermediate course for migrant learners
24. Data collection
· Two interviews (one at the beginning and one at the end of the 10 week period)

· Three classroom observations

· Stimulated recall based on the classroom observations

· Oxford Quick Placement test administered at beginning and end

· Nation’s vocabulary level tests administered at beginning and end

· An oral narrative task performed at the beginning and end to measure the learner’s fluency, complexity and accuracy
25. Changes in Lin’s Beliefs
The main change in Lin’s beliefs concerned self-efficacy – Lin gained in both her confidence to learn English and in her ability to manage her own learning.

Other changes:

· She became less convinced in the value of rote learning

· She came to see the value of working in pairs and groups with other students

· She placed less emphasis on the importance of being corrected.

· She broadened her belief in the importance of ‘using English’ to include not just practising words but actual communication.

Overall, Lin developed a strong belief in the importance of self-direction and in using language and learning experientially.

But most of Lin’s beliefs remained unchanged – e.g. her belief in the importance of vocabulary.
26. Her actions
Lin:

· Kept a vocabulary book

· Always sat next to non-Chinese students in class

· Sought out opportunities to communicate in English outside the classroom

· Constantly monitored her own progress.
27. Changes in proficiency
Vocabulary – she showed considerable gains in the 3,000 and 5,000 levels

Oxford placement test – 12% gain

Oral narrative task – big gain in fluency. Complexity remained the same, decrease in accuracy.
28. Discussion
The study suggests a relationship between Lin’s changing beliefs and her developing proficiency

· the greater importance she attached to communicating is reflected in the increase in fluency

· But this involved a trade-off with accuracy, which clearly became less important to her over time

· Her belief in the importance of vocabulary was reflected in large gains in this aspect of language.
29. Concluding comments

· Conclusions:

1) Learners’ preference for learning, whether due to their learning styles or to their beliefs about how language are learned, will influence the kinds of strategies they choose  to learn new material. 

2) Teachers can use this information to help learners expand their repertoire of learning strategies and thus develop greater flexibility in their second language learning.

30. The nature of learners’ beliefs
Beliefs relate to both:

· Cognitive aspects of language learning (e.g. whether language learning is primarily an analytic or experiential activity)

· Affective aspects (e.g. self-efficacy)

31. Where do learners’ beliefs come from?
· Past experience, both of education in general and of language learning in particular, shape learners’ beliefs.

· Cultural background – but no clear evidence that this is a major factor.

· Personality – this may affect self-efficacy beliefs.
32. The situated and dynamic nature of beliefs
· Beliefs change as a product of (a) new situational experiences and (b) the attributions that learners make for their successes and failures.

· Learners who engage deeply and seriously with language learning come to recognize that (a) learning is a slow and difficult process and (b) depends more on them than the teacher or instructional context.

33. What effect do beliefs have on learning?
Overall the relationship between beliefs and learning/proficiency does not emerge as very strong. 

This suggests that the relationship depends on the extent to which learners are able or are prepared to act on their beliefs - conflicts between beliefs, situational constraints, or personal reasons may prevent them.

What emerges as important is the extent to which learners develop beliefs related to self-efficacy and self-directed learning.

34. And what about teaching?
If beliefs influence the actions that learners perform to learn an L2, they cannot be ignored by teachers. Little learning is likely is there is a mismatch between the teacher’s and the students’ belief systems.

This suggests the need for teachers:

· to make their own beliefs about language learning explicit

· to find out about their students’ beliefs

· to help their students become aware of and to evaluate their own beliefs

· to address any mismatch in their and their students’ belief systems
------------------------------
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