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Chapter 2 Learners’ Individual Differences

Introduction

Irritations get into the oyster's shell, and the oyster doesn't like them. But
when it accepts their reality, it settles down to make one of the most beautiful
things in the world - a pearl. When people are fundamentally different from us,
it can cause irritation. But these very differences, when appreciated, can be used
to benefit all.

(Guild & Garger, 1988, p. 27)

Rationale

As a teacher, you have probably noticed that children are different from one
another. Some seem to learn languages more quickly while others seem to
struggle. But what is it that makes some children successful and others less
so0? A great deal of research has dealt with this topic. Such research examines
the individual differences among learners and how such differences affect
language acquisition

These differences are often divided into cognitive variables and affective
variables. Gardner and MacIntyre are two researchers who are most commonly
associated with the work that has been done in this area. In a seminal article
published in 1992, they identify twelve variables categorized as follows:

Cognitive Variables

Aptitude

Affective Variables
Attitude

Miscellaneous

Sex

Intelligence

Motivation

Age

Language Learning
Strategies

Language Anxiety

Socio-cultural
experiences

Self-confidence

Personality

Learning styles

We will look at the most important of these in turn, in a slightly different

order.




Miscellaneous Variables
Age
Age and Language Acquisition.

We have all observed that immigrant children usually acquire native-like
proficiency in their new language while their parents often struggle and fail
to attain high language levels. Yet, the relationship between age and acquisition
of a second language is far from clear and simple. Theorists such as Lenneberg
(1967) have proposed a critical period hypothesis (CPH) that asserts that
there isa critical period in a child's development during which some cognitive
abilities can be acquired very quickly. Before and after that period, according
to this hypothesis, these abilities, including language, do not develop or
develop at a slower rate. Lenneberg suggested that the critical period for L2
acquisition ends around puberty. Patkowski's (1980) research showed that
immigrant learners who began to learn English before puberty were more
successful than those who did not. Snow and Hoefnagel-Hdéhle (1978) studied
English speakers learning Dutch and compared children, adolescents and
adults over a period of one year. The researchers found that though adults
were ahead of the other two groups on the short term, adolescents were by
far the most successful learners. Children began to catch up by the end of the
year but did not attain the performance level of the adolescents. Children,
they propose, will eventually surpass older learners if they are surrounded
by the new language on a daily basis, but adolescents and adults can also
make rapid progress in situations where they use the language frequently in
social, professional or academic interaction.

Recent studies that use Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) and Positron
Emission Tomography (PET) technology, which actually show brain activity,
support aspects of the critical period hypothesis (Kim, et al., 1997). Researchers
have found that when a foreign language is learned at a very early age, use of
the L2 activates the same area of the brain as use of the L1 but when the
foreign language is learned later, different areas of the brain are active during
the use of L1 and L2.

When should foreign language instruction begin? Although children may be
more likely to acquire native-like mastery of a language given much exposure
at an early age, other variables such as the effect on first language acquisition
and the practicality and efficiency of the language instruction must be
considered. However, there is little advantage to beginning instruction early
when young learners have only a few hours of instruction a week. In cases
like this, learners who start later (at ages 10-12) often catch up with those
who began earlier (Lightbown & Spada, 1999).

Because of the conflicting research and because of the fact that children do
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end up with a better pronunciation if they begin early enough, a number of
countries worldwide, including Egypt, have introduced foreign languages at
primary level.

Sex

A number of studies appear to show that girls are better at languages than
boys although exactly why this is so is unclear. Some studies suggest that
girls seem to have more positive attitudes towards learning, while other studies
suggest that, in fact, girls actually go about learning in a different way to boys
(Cajkler and Thornton, 1997).

The fact that girls do better has caused a great deal of concern to teachersin
countries such as the UK where teachers try to give boys special attention to
make sure they do not lag behind girls. However, it should be mentioned that
most of the research that has been carried out in this area has been carried
out in countries such as England and the United States. No study that we
know of has been carried out in Egypt.

Social Background

Some studies appear to show that the social background of the students is
important. If children come from families where the parents are educated
and are interested in languages and language learning, then those children
are likely to learn better. A study carried out in Egypt also confirms this view
(Ministry of Education, Egypt, 1993). As teachers we should keep this in
mind and make sure that we compensate for this disadvantage in the classroom.

Affective VVariables

The humanistic theory in psychology has placed great importance on learners'
emotions and feelings. Factors such as motivation, anxiety, self-esteem and
attitudes have been highlighted in the literature together with their positive
or negative influences on learning languages.

Motivation

A great deal of research has been conducted on motivation. Although there
is no doubt that motivated learners learn better, the question is whether one
type of motivation is stronger than another. Motivation is usually categorized
as follows:

1. Intrinsic motivation. This is motivation which arises from within the
learner. For example, learners might be instrumentally motivated: this
means they might want to learn a language in order to gain some other
benefits, e.g. a better job or good exam results, but they are not necessarily



interested in English for its own sake. A further type of intrinsic motivation
Is integrative motivation where learners wants to learn English because
they identify with the language or the culture of that language.

2. Extrinsic motivation is that which is external to the learner. Learners
might be motivated to learn English because the teacher makes it fun,
because it takes place in a relaxed environment or because they like the
course book or materials. Unfortunately there has been little research on
the effects of extrinsic motivation on achievement in language learning,
but clearly this is where you as a teacher can play a role. Children's
motivation is aroused by the stimulating and enjoyable activities they
engage in inside their classrooms. Jenson (1998) recommends five things
teachers can do in classrooms to increase intrinsic motivation in children.
These are:

* Eliminate threat

* Set goals

* Create a strongly positive climate

* Increase feedback

* Activate and engage positive emotions

Motivation has also been linked to attitudes. If children have a positive attitude
toward the English language and learning English, then they may be more
motivated to learn. However, it is unclear whether positive attitudes foster
increased motivation or whether high levels of motivation lead to positive
attitudes to language learning.

Anxiety

Anxiety is a topic within second language acquisition that has received
increasing attention lately. There are two types of anxiety: debilitating and
facilitating anxiety. When anxiety is too great, children are unable to focus
on tasks in hand: they may panic totally. In fact, some studies report that
when learners are over-anxious they cannot even hear the teacher's voice, but
hear only a loud unclear noise. On the other hand, a certain amount of anxiety
is good for learners. If they are too relaxed, they will not pay attention to the
task at hand. The secret is for the teacher to create a balance between the two.

It is interesting to note that tests, which you might think would increase

anxiety, have, in some studies, actually been shown to have a positive effect

on language learning. Although tests may increase anxiety to some extent,

good assessment, based on teaching and closely connected to teaching, can

create anxiety of the facilitating type - it can encourage children to learn. (For

more about assessment see SPEER Chapter 17: Classroom Assessment of

Younger Learners.) 17
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Cognitive Variables

An important cognitive variable is aptitude. As teachers, we have all come
across some learners who appear to learn with little effort while others struggle.
According to researchers, this is because some learners have a natural aptitude
or talent for learning languages. If we can identify learners who have little
aptitude, we can offer them extra help. Learners with a natural aptitude can
be encouraged to learn more than one foreign language or learn English more
quickly.

Attempts have also been made to link intelligence to language learning in
traditional settings, although the results here are inconclusive. Children who
are good students are often good at the academic aspects of learning language,
but other learners can be very strong in memory and functional language
learning. Wesche (1981) attempted to provide students with instruction that
matched their aptitude type and found that these students and their teachers
were highly satisfied with the instruction. In addition, there was evidence
that the students attained higher achievement levels in the matched learning
environments.

Other important variables are learning styles and learning strategies which
we will deal with below.

Children's Learning Styles and
Strategies

Learning Styles

Categories of Learning Styles. Learning styles have been categorized in
many different ways. According to Reid (1995, p.viii), learning styles refer
to "an individual's natural, habitual and preferred way(s) of absorbing,
processing and retaining new information and skills." In other words, learning
styles are the ways an individual prefers to learn. Reid (1995, p.x) categorizes
styles of young learners as follows:

» Auditory learner: learns more effectively through the ear (hearing)
*Visual learner: learns more effectively through the eyes (seeing)
» Tactile learner: learns more effectively through hands-on experience (touch)

» Kinesthetic learner: learns more effectively through concrete body
experience (whole-body movement).

Field Dependent vs. Field Independent Learners. According to Hoffman
(1997), the field dependent/independent dimension of cognitive learning
styles has received the most attention in research. Let us discuss what is meant



by the terms field-dependent and field-independent. Field-dependent learners
are global learners. The way they perceive their environment is that they see
the whole picture rather then the individual parts, "the forest rather than the
trees” (Levine & McCloskey, 1998). On the other hand, field-independent
learners are analytic - they see the parts rather then the whole. Age and gender
have a role to play in field dependence/independence. Hansen (1984) contends
that most children until about the age of 15 are field dependent. Messick
(1976) reports on a number of studies that show the tendency of females to
be more field dependent than males.

Although this has been a common area of research, it is also one that has
come in for a great deal of criticism. Field dependence and field independence
in language education are usually determined by arbitrary measures of visual
perception that are currently no longer used by professional psychologists.
A number of studies have questioned whether this construct actually exists,
whether it is accurately measured by the tests used and if so, whether it relates
to learning styles at all (e.g. Griffiths and Sheen, 1992).

However, we can safely say that primary school children tend to rely on their
senses more than their analytic skills. As Peck (1995) confirms, analytic
learners (reflective, thinking and left-brain dominant) appear to be a minority
in primary schools. Diversifying Style Preferences. Scarcella and Oxford
(1992 p.63) are of the opinion that language learners:

...must extend themselves beyond their stylistic comfort zone to use
techniques and behaviors that might not initially feel right to them...
teachers can help their students develop beyond the comfort zone
dictated by their natural preferences. They can do this by providing
a wide range of classroom activities to cater to a variety of learning
styles and that challenge students to try new things.

What Scarcella and Oxford mean is that it is not enough for students to learn
only through their preferred styles. They should be encouraged to "style-
flex™ or to develop an ability to diversify their style preferences. This is not
as easy as it sounds. You, as a teacher, also have your own preferred learning
style. Research shows that teachers tend to teach to their own preferred
learning style, thus favoring some of the learners in the class. Other research
shows that the learners who do best in your classes are those who share your
preferred learning style.

Learning Strategies

Closely related to learning styles is the notion of learning strategies which
has attracted the attention of researchers in many parts of the world. These
can be defined as the actions or behaviors students use to try to improve their
learning.

Research efforts on this issue have focused on identifying learning strategies
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that are important for L2 acquisition, classifying these strategies and using
them to train language learners to make them more effective.

The discovery of many different effective strategies suggests that there may
be no one best way to be a successful language learner and that each successful
learner employs a number of strategies that may vary at different stages of
his or her development (Cohen, 1991; Ellis, 1997).

Classification of Learning Strategies

O'Malley and Chamot (1990 p. 196) classify learning strategies into three
main types which are:

» Metacognitive strategies : planning, monitoring and evaluating one's
learning

» Cognitive strategies : making mental or physical images, grouping, taking
notes

» Social/Affective strategies : interacting with others, cooperating, asking
guestions

In her book, Language Learner Strategies: What Every Teacher Should Know,
Oxford (1990) puts forward an all-embracing classification for learning
strategies which is now generally accepted by other researchers. She also
includes practical suggestions for teachers on how to train their students to
be more successful language learners.

Her model of language learning strategies includes six general types
(see table below).

Types of Learning Strategies

Strategy Type Examples

Memory-related Using imagery, movement, rhyming to enhance
memory

Coaniti Any information processing strategy such as

gnitive . : , .

practicing, reasoning, analyzing, taking notes

Compensatory Using gestures, mime, or guessing to get meaning
across

Metacognitive Planning, organizing, monitoring, evaluation

Affective Reducing anxiety strategies such as encouraging/
rewarding yourself

Social Asking questions, cooperating with peers




Levine and McCloskey (1998) identify four strategies that children use in
learning a foreign language. They are:

» Generalization. Children perceive patterns in L2 and make guesses /
hypotheses about the rules of the language

* Inductive reasoning. Children look at examples from the language and
then induce a general rule that govern these examples

* Transfer. Children use the rules of L1 and extend them to L2, e.g. when
our learners here in Egypt say:
This is the girl 1 saw her last week.

» Avoidance. Children avoid words and structures not yet learned, and
Instead use one-word utterances, gestures, or "circumlocution” (talking
around the topic using the closest words they can) to convey meaning,
e.g., saying electric stair for escalator.

Implications

 Teachers should bear in mind that no particular learning style is better
than another style. That is why they should ‘honor" all their students'
learning styles.

» Teachers must provide their students with equal opportunities to learn
not only utilizing their dominant learning styles but also with a view to
developing their style flexibility.

» Students can be taught to use better strategies that mirror the performance
of good language learners

» Teachers can train their students in the use of better strategies through
modeling and ample practice.

Multiple Intelligences Theory

My experiences as an educator were teaching me that intelligence was not just
one form of cognition that cut across all human thinking. Rather, intelligence
comprised quite possible different intelligences. It took me almost 20 years to find
the theory that supported my beliefs and experiences.

Christison (1998, 2)

The theory of multiple intelligences (MI) was introduced by Howard Gardener
in his book Frames of Mind: the Theory of Multiple Intelligences (1983).
Rejecting the view that there is only one form of intelligence (1Q), Gardener
proposes a "multi-faceted"” picture of intelligence. Some learners are gifted
in music - they have a high musical intelligence; some people are gifted
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mathematically - they have a high mathematical intelligence, etc. This
viewpoint has since been instrumental in expanding our awareness as well as
our understanding of learners' individual differences. Initially, Gardener's
model began with seven intelligences; in 1995 he added an eighth intelligence.
The eight intelligences are:

1. Bodily-Kinesthetic: the ability to use the body to express ideas, feelings,
and to solve problems.
2. Linguistic: the ability to use oral and written language effectively

3. Logical-Mathematical: the ability to use numbers effectively, to reason,
and to ask questions in a logical manner

4. Intrapersonal: the ability to understand yourself, your feelings,
motivation, strengths and weaknesses

5. Interpersonal: the ability to understand another person's feelings,
motivation and intentions

6. Spatial: the ability to graphically represent visual or spatial ideas
7. Musical: the ability to sense rhythm, pitch and melody
8. Naturalistic: the ability to recognize and classify plants, animals

Multiple Intelligences

Picture Smart

Music Smart | Body Smart

22



Ml theory has had a real impact on the teaching/learning situation. Teachers
design and use various activities to meet their learners' multiple intelligences.
The following activities are proposed by Kagan (1997):

Matching Activities to Intelligence Types

Intelligence Activities

Bodilv- Creative dramatics, role-playing, hands-on activities,

Kines){hetic action songs, Simon says, classroom chores such as
tidying, cleaning board, collecting copybooks

Linguistic Reading/writing activities such as book sharing,
dialogue writing, newspaper writing

Logical- Problem-solving activities, computer instruction,

mathematical

graphic organizers, number sequences and games

Writing in a personal journal/diary, discuss thinking
strategies and metacognitive techniques, independent

Intrapersonal 3 X - : 4
projects, discuss feelings about topics, express likes &
dislikes

Interpersonal Group work, plays, discussions, debates, cooperative
learning, interview each other, plan an event

Spatial Maps, charts, diagrams, puzzles, use colors

Musical Sing along, clap to the rhythm, tape-record story books,

usica use music in the classroom as background

Naturalistic Field trips, visits to museums, collecting leaves, flowers,

rocks and classifying them

23
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Below are suggestions for lesson plan adaptations of the Animal Fun Unit
of Hello 1! The plans are designed to cater to the wide range of intelligence

24

types in primary classrooms.

Activities from Animal Fun for Multiple Intelligences

Spatial/Visual Intelligence
sIntroduce animals by drawing
pictures.

+ After being introduced to
the animals, students draw
animals for others to guess.

—

Box Elephant

6/2000 Mary Lou McCloskey & Barbara Thornton 1

6/2000 Mary tou McCloskey & Barbara Thornton 2

How to Draw Box Animals

Activities from Animal Fun for Multiple Intelligences

Kinesthetic Intelligence

sIntroduce the animals by acting
out their behaviors,

2Invite students to come to the
front of the class to portray one
of the animals. The class
guesses which animal they depict.

6/2000 Mory Lou McCloskey & Barbara Thornton 3

6/2000 Mary Lou McCloskey & Barbara Thornton 4

Activities from Animal Fun for Multiple Intelligences

Interpersonal Intelligence
Intrapersonal Intelligence
Each person interviews 5 peers. fi R
They ask:
* Which of these animals do you like
best?
~ monkey, elephant, bird, giraffe, lion, rat

Which animal is most like you?
monkey, elephant, bird. giraffe, lion, rat

Logical/Mathematical Intelligence
« Graph the class preferences
Analyze the results
Animals 3

e g

—

aexX=-= 0Ff e=To00V

6/2000 Mary Lou McCloskey & Barbare Thornton &

6/2000 Mary Lou McCloskey & Barbare Thornton 6




Itis clear that M1 theory as Reiff (1996, p. 164) points out "enables us to
discuss positive strengths in all children and to plan appropriate learning
strategies for a more effective classroom environment." This theory also helps
educators appreciate individual learners with their unique characteristics and
to provide them with appropriate opportunities for learning. One cannot but
agree with Mackinnon (1978, p. 171) when he says:

The wide range of individual differences surely must mean that there is no single

method for nurturing creativity...\We should remember that the same fire that

melts the butter hardens the egg.

25
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Some Final Words

The work that has been done in the area of learning strategies and M| theory
stands out in the field of individual differences as being highly usable and
practical. Although literally hundreds of studies have been concerned with
looking at other individual differences, some more recent writers have begun
to question the basis on which such studies have been conducted, particularly
as so many rely on standardized testing of populations with all the weaknesses
inherent in research of this type. Williams and Burden (1997, p. 95) sum up
the problems with this approach when they state that:

"The whole area of individual differences is fraught with unanswered
questions ...this kind of approach does not help us to deal with such
issues as how individuals make their own sense of the process of
learning a language, or how we as teachers can best help our learners,
given that they are all different.”

Williams and Burden propose that it is the learner's self-concept which is the
most important variable and that self-concept is learned and itself affected
by many variables.

If you look back to the quote at the beginning of this chapter, you will see
that we need to be careful not to "pigeon-hole” our learners. Research has
also been done on the effect of the teacher on the learner. Simply put, when
teachers expect students to do well and show intellectual growth, they do;
when teachers do not have such expectations, performance and growth are
not so encouraged and may in fact be discouraged in a variety of ways. In the
famous Oak School experiment, teachers were led to believe that certain
students (actually selected at random) were likely to be showing signs of a
spurt in intellectual growth and development. At the end of the school year,
the students of whom the teachers had these expectations showed significantly
greater gains in intellectual growth than did those in the control group
(Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992). We need to give all our children a sense of
success in learning in order that they can all be "good language learners."



Understanding Check

1. Complete the table below without referring back to the chapter if possible.
The first line has been done for you. When you finish, check your answers
by looking back in the chapter.

Variable What the research tells us

Age Younger is better under certain conditions; older is faster,
especially at first

2. Think about one of the classes you teach. Think of the weakest learner
in the class - then think of the best learner. How do the two differ? How
does this relate to the ideas you have read in this chapter about individual
differences?

3. Look at a lesson that you will be teaching this week. Adapt your plans,
making sure that you include an activity which caters to each of the four
learning styles below:

*Visual
 Auditory
* Tactile
* Kinesthetic
4. Think about how your learners learn vocabulary. What strategies do they

use? Are there any other strategies you could teach them or they could
teach each other that might help them to learn better?

27
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Key Terminology

Affective

Relating to feelings and emotions

Cognitive

Relating to the processing of thought and knowledge

Motivation

A drive or stimulus which pushes you to do something

Humanistic
Theory

An approach centered on individuals’ feelings and values

Debilitating
Anxiety

Anxiety which is so great it interferes with thought or
action

Facilitating
Anxiety

A level of anxiety which motivates you to learn or do
better

Learning Style

An individual’s preferred way of learning

Learning
Strategies

Behaviors individuals use to help them learn

Metacognitive

Thinking about thinking —analyzing one’s own thinking
process or study strategies, for example

28
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Summary Handout for Chapter 2:
Learners’ Individual Differences

Age

Learner Variables

The subject of a great deal of research. Younger may
better in the long run, but older is faster at first

Sex

Some research says girls are better language learners

Social Background

Is a factor that can affect language learning

Motivation

Intrinsic motivation: from inside the learner
Instrumental e.g. to get a better job
Integrative e.g. identifying with the country of
the language being learned

Extrinsic motivation: external to the learner e.g.

the course book, the teacher etc.

Motivated learners learn better

Attitude

A positive attitude enhances learning

Anxiety

Debilitating anxiety is a negative factor in language
learning
Facilitating anxiety enhances language learning

Aptitude

Some children have a natural talent for language
learning, but all children can learn

Learning styles

Learners may learn best through:
» Hearing (Auditory learners)
* Seeing (Visual learners)
* Touching (Tactile learners)
*Whole body movement (Kinesthetic learners)

NB: There are other possible ways of classifying learning styles

Categories of
Learning
strategies

» Metacognitive
* Cognitive
* Social/Affective

Self-concept

The way the learner views him or herself and his or
her own potential as a language learner may be the
most important factor in language acquisition

MI Theory

There are many different types of intelligence not
just one. Some of these are: visual-spatial, logical-
mathematical, linguistic, interpersonal, intrapersonal,
musical, naturalistic.




