1. Introduction

In the language acquisition field, there are two dominating components: first language (L1) acquisition and second language (L2) acquisition. Beginning from many decades ago, the former has focused on the relative importance of nature (e.g. raised by Chomskey and Piaget) and nuture (e.g. emphasised by Skinner). For the latter, however, the focus has shifted from the teaching approaches to the learning approaches in recent years. In Hong Kong, the development of a student-centered teaching approach and the introduction of , for example, target-oriented curriculum are typical evidences of this. In light of this, the study of the individual differences (learner variables) has been given a high status in the field, although many excellent teaches have learnt to understand some of them intuitively (Oxford & Ehrman). 

Seeing the above, this essay is going to investigate the effects of some of the most important learner variables upon the learning process of good and poor language learners. Two such learners are identified for this investigation, and the whole essay will be composed of four main components: description of the methodology involved in identifying the learners and collecting their data; background of the learners; comparison of the learners’ variables and relationships within them; and, finally, the learners’ strategies in relations to the variables.

2. Methodology

A. In selecting the good and poor language learner

At the initial stage, six potential subjects were selected according to the results of the first term English examination of the whole class of students in our teaching practicum and the advice form our collaborative teacher. These six students were then given a series of tests [including four components: oral discussion, composition, oral discussion, grammar (proof-reading)] [Appendix 1]. The underlying rationale is two-fold. Firstly, since the teacher’s advice may be subjective and the results of one examination is not reliable enough, the tests serve to complement these pitfalls so as to make our results reliable and valid. Secondly, the tests serve as indicators for our latter designing suitable tasks, in terms of their difficulties, for the finally identified good and poor learner. After comparing the results of these tests, one good learner—Gibson Hui, who did particularly well in proof-reading (with over 70% of correct answers) and oral discussion (he is responsible for nearly all of the initiations of relevant topics) and one poor learner—Ho Lik Heng, who did the worst in all four components of the test was identified.

B. In collecting data from the two learners

After identifying the two subjects, they were given another set of tests, which were designed according to their performance in the first round of tests mentioned above[Appendix2], this is aimed at spotting out their learning strategies. This is accompanied by a questionnaire [appendix 3] in which the two learners were asked to select their own strategies out of a comprehensive list, and the answers in such questionnaire are checked and confirmed once in a later interview.

For spotting their learner variables, we found that there is no objective ways in accompishing that, as we have to rely on learners’ self-reports and our own observations. However, this may lead to the problem of ‘self-flattery’
     

3. Background of the learners


In the following table, the background of the two learners will be summarised. Data in this part was collected through their self-reporting in the ‘Background Questionnaire’ in Appendix one and in following-up telephone interviews.

	
	Gibson Hui
	Ho Lik Hang

	School/Class
	Raimondi College, Band 1-2 secondary school, Class 3D, one of the two elicit classes in the form.  
	Same

	Mother tongue
	Cantonese
	Cantonese

	Age
	15
	14

	Language(s) learners speak at home


	Cantonese/English

His parents deliberately use English for communications with him so as to improve his English Standard.
	Cantonese



	Frequency/ Contexts of using English besides at school and home
	High

 
	Low

	No. of hours spent on revising English per-week
	More than 4 hours
	1-2 hours

	Parent’s competency in speaking/writing English
	Both parents are competent in speaking and writing
	Same

	Siblings/their English Standard
	None
	 1 / Form 3 Level

	Popularity within the class

(reported by other classmates and teacher’s observations)
	Higher 
	Lower

	Family’s social and economic background
	Middle Class 
	Working Class

	Parent’s expectancy upon academic achievements

(from the learners’ self-reports) 
	Higher

(His parents continuously urge him to do well in schools and has planned to send him study aboard because they think this will help him achieve higher educational attainments) 


	Lower

(His parents have not set particular learning goals for them, they just expect him to get all passes in examinations.  

	Learners’ proficiencies in English (Self-reports & examination results) 
	Good

Average mark of all sections in last examination—82.3
	Fair

Average mark of all sections in last examination—63.2

	Learners’ proficiencies in other subjects (self-reports & examination results) 
	Good

Average mark of all subjects in last examination—78.6
	Fair

Average mark of all subjects in last examination—62.5



 Some of the above background aspects are likely to contribute to the relative performance of the two learners. The most typical example is their respective family background. Research has shown that the socioeconomic status of a student’s family is closely related to his/her language achievements (for examples of such research, see Postigloione & Lee, 97, chapter 9). Gibson’s better language performance may be contributed by the elaborated language code
 adopted in his middle-class family. In this code, learners are required to use language frequently to ‘explore the meaning of the individual motives and actions’ (Postiglione & Lee, 97) and to express themselves verbally, which in turn greatly stimulate the learners’ language development. 

In Gibson’s case, when we asked him to describe his conversations with his parents, he said ‘Instead of talking a lot, my parents have usually encouraged me to share my feelings and experiences with them since I was very young’. Moreover, as he grew up, his parents started to urge him to talk in English as well. This, together with all the attentions from his parents (since he is their only child), significantly boosts his uses of the Chinese and English languages and thus their proficiencies. 

On the contrary, when Lik Heng was asked the same question, he replied ‘I am not used to expressing myself in front of my parents, and most of my conversations with them consist of short utterances, usually short replies to their questions’. This is a typical characteristic of the ‘restricted language code’
, which is generally associated with working class families (Postiglione & Lee, 97). In such a code, Lik Heng is deprived of opportunities of both receiving desirable language inputs and producing corresponding outputs at home. Therefore, one would expect his development of both Chinese and English would be hindered and this accounts for his poorer English proficiency.

4. Comparison of the Learner Variables (Individual Differences) of the Good and Poor Language Learner    


In this section, the individual differences of the two learners will be identified and compared so that the relationships within them and between them and their learning strategies can be drawn out.

A. Motivation

In the L2 research field, it has been a controversial topic in defining ways to differentiate different types of motivation. In the past, it was Gardner’s motivation construct of ‘integrativeness’ and ‘instrumentality’ which dominated the studies in this learner variable (Dornyei, 94). However, it was later criticized as ‘too static and restricted’ (Dornyei, 94) and other ways of differentiating have arisen. Despite this, the above two domains are still very significant and are thus worth investigating first, and this is followed by discussion of another ‘newer’ domain—‘need achievement’.   

1. Integrative Motivation

According to Gardner, integrative motivation is ‘the desire to learn a language to integrate oneself with the target culture’ (Oxford, 93). When referring to the interview data, it was found that Gibson is integratively motivated in learning English, the evidence for this is as follows. First, he claimed to us that it is sure of him that learning English is fun, and he loves to learn the grammar items, this fits into the intrinsic orientation of this domain, i.e. the joy of doing a particular activity or satisfying one’s curiosity’ (Dornyei, 94). Second, he told us that he enjoys watching foreign movies and playing basketball with the foreigners and he likes America. This, together with the above, shows he is interested in Western culture, language and people, and thus fits into Clement and Kruideniers’ ‘socio-cultural orientation’ within the integrative domain (Dornyei, 94). Third, he claimed that he has a strong desire to broaden his view through learning English and he said this is the reason why he has planned to study abroad, and finally, he quoted the old saying ‘challenges make people grow’ to express his desire for challenges. These two aspects are strongly associated with Clement and Kruideniers’ ‘ knowledge orientation’ and ‘friendship of travel orientation’ respectively (Dornyei, 94). On the contrary, Lik Heng shows only few signs of integrative motivation in the interview: he is interested in English only when he can manage to comprehend the inputs, he has only little interest in foreign cultures, he has no desire to broaden his view by means of learning English; however, he still fulfils the ‘friendship/travelling’ orientation as he claims he likes new challenges very much. 

To sum up, Gibson has high integrative motivation while that of Lik Heng is very low.

2. Instrumental Motivation

According to Gardner’s distinction, an instrumental motivation describes a group of factors concerned with the arising of the motives from external goals, such as passing examinations and financial rewards (Williams &, Burdea, 97). This seems to be contrastive with the integrative motivation discussed above; however, they are not mutually exclusive, and, instead, strongly associatted. For example, Clement et.al. claimed that the ‘knowledge orientation’ of integrative motivation and instrumental motivation ‘clustered together’ (Dornyei, 94). In fact, in Hong Kong where English is treated as a foreign language (or a transition between second & foreign), the effect of instrumental motivation may outweigh that of integrative one. This is because in Hong Kong, it is not necessary for ordinary learners to use English for daily communications once they are outside the classroom. Unlike those in places where English is the second language, learners here usually suffer a lack of ‘felt need’
 (Biggs & Watkins, 95) to learn English for intrinsic communicative purposes which are deep-rooted in learners’ minds (communicative purposes are not treated as extrinsic ones as in most of them, participants cannot receive any concrete rewards except, for instance, joy, happiness, and shared feelings with others). Such a need is indispensable in initiating their integrative (intrinsic) motivation. Seeing this, what seems to motivate the students are external positive (e.g. complimenting) and negative (e.g. punishments) reinforcements, particularly the pyramid-structured education system (although higher education has much been expanded), in which proficiency in English is a prequisite in ensuring one’s success to climb to the top of the ‘pyramid’.  Back to the data of the two learners, it was found that Gibson has high instrumental motivation. He admitted to us that some of his purposes of learning English include increasing the chances of getting higher education and well-paid jobs in future and increasing his abilities to communicate with English-speaking people and to explore knowledge through the computing media (e.g. internet). Moreover, he also claimed that ‘I want to be proficient in English so that I can face future challenges’. Under careful observations, it can be concluded that most of these instrumental sources of motivation to learn English are derived from Gibson’s integrative motivation in other aspects: communicating with foreigners, exploring the internet and facing challenges’, thus one can not deny the positive relation between integrative and instrumental motivation. For instance, as mentioned, his integrative ‘knowledge orientation of using English to broaden his views develops further in instrumentally, i.e. through interacting with foreign people and the internet. Similarly, his ‘friendship/travel’ orientation of loving challenges develops to view English a means for him to face the challenges.

In contrast, Lik Heng was not much instrumentally motivated, as he denied all the above purposes of learning English which are included in our interview guidelines
, and he did not report any of his own ones. 

In short, Gibson has high instrumental motivation while Lik Heng has very little of it.

3. Need Achievement Motivation

According to McClelland et.al., the need to achieve are the consequences of the results (success or failure) of previous learning experience (Skeham, 89). Regarding our two selected learners, it was found from Gibson’s previous examination results and comments from his teacher that he has desirable outcomes in his past learning experiences: ‘I usually ranked within the tenths in my ‘elicit’ class’. Particularly, as he claimed in the interview, his English results are the best among all subjects: ‘I have never scored less than 80 marks in the usage component of my past English examinations’; ‘ I have been selected by my English teachers several times to participate in such interschool competitions as story-telling, poem-presenting and debating, and I enjoyed doing so’. These successful English learning experiences, in terms of both written and oral, fit into McClelland’s descriptions of the ‘achievers’ (Skeham, 89), which boost his need achievement motivation significantly. Also, according to McClelland (Skeham, 89),‘expect the world to contain reasonable challenges’. This, again, matches with his integrative desire for challenges. Besides this, Gibson’s high need achievement motivation is associated with his integrative motivation in the sense that he has achieved well in his past English learning and such achievements have contributed to his intrinsic interests in it. That is the reason for his saying ‘I enjoyed doing so (participating in English competitions)’ above and ‘That’s (high achievement) why I love English’ in an informal conservation.  

On the contrary, Lik Heng is regarded as a ‘low achiever’ according to McClelland’s scale, as he admitted that he is far from satisfied with his previous learning experience: ‘My oral English is poor since I often mishear what other people say, and I very often hestitate while I am required to express myself in English’. In terms of writing: ‘I often fail in the English compositions’
. These unsuccessful and discouraging experiences, according to McClelland (Skeham, 89) lead him not to prefer reasonable challenges, but those which are too demanding or too easy. This explains why, unlike Gibson, he shows a lack of desire of ‘friendship/travel’ (challenge) orientation in integrative motivation
.

To conclude, Gibson shows high commitments in all the above three domains of motivation, while those of Lik Heng are obviously lower. However, this does not imply that Lik Heng is absolutely not motivated in learning English. During the interview, he reinforced for several times that he is willing to learn English since ‘It is compulsory and everyone needs to do so’. According to Biggs & Watkins (95), such type of motivation belongs to the social domain, in which learner learn something because it is valued by the society. Since it is only the social pressure which motivates him to learn English, one would expect Lik Heng to be a passive learner. 

B. Attribution Attitudes

L2 psychologists have, in the past two decades, begun to focus on ‘attribution theory’. This theory ‘views as fundamental the way people attribute causes to events’, and suggests that people are systematic, instead of by random, in doing so (Skehan,89). There are two dimensions and four factors of attributions of success and failure according to that theory, which are shown in the following table( Adapted form Skeham,89).

	Dimensions

Stability / Locus of Control
	Internal (controllable)
	External (uncontrollable)

	Stable
	Ability
	Task Difficulty

	Unstable
	Effort 
	Luck


  Before analysing the data of our two subjects, it should be stated that the frequency of success that Gibson reported far exceeds that of failure, but in Lik Heng’s case, the reverse occurs. 

When comparing the two subjects, it is discovered that both of them attribute their successes and failures very differently. For Gibson, he claimed that he attributes success to a combination of the ability (internal and stable) and effort (internal, unstable) factors, as he thought ‘These two must complement each other if one wants t succeed’. Such an attribution is desirable in his learning, since his attribution to ability assures his own self-efficacy
, which contributes positively to his self-esteem which will be discussed later, while that to effort will help maintaining his high level of need achievement motivation discussed above. 

On the other hand, Gibson said he also attributes failure to both the effort (internal, unstable) and luck (external, unstable) factors. The key here is that both factors are unstable, which implies there are always chances for the absence of failures in future. In fact, according to my observations, I found that, between these two factors, he would probably attribute to ‘luck’ more than ‘effort’: Once, when he knew he had only got 60 marks (which is relatively lower the previous ones) in his composition marked by me, he first admitted that ‘I did not work hard enough and would certainly achieve higher marks next time when I work harder next time’. But after thinking for a while, he told me seriously what he called was the ‘major cause’ of that failure—his way of thinking was just different from mine (teacher). Such a way of failure attribution significantly not only reflects his high self-esteem (which will be discussed later), but also serves to maintain his need achievement motivation by diminishing the significance of failures in evaluating his learning experiences.

On the contrary, Lik Heng mainly attributes his success to, as reported by himself, luck and easiness of the particular tasks (both are external and unstable). This type of attribution style is both the cause and consequence of his low need achievement motivation. Since he attributes success to unstable factors that are uncontrolable, he may find it useless and thus unnecessary to try hard so as to get success in future, leading to a low motivation. Such low motivation will tend to preserve his undesirable way of attribution and thus a vicious cycle recurs. Particularly, what is even worse is that he is used to attributing his failures to the internal and stable factor of ability: ‘ To a certain extent, I am not competent in English’. The result of this is the state of what Seligman (75) called ‘learnt helplessness’
. In this circumstance, he will become demotivated in various dimensions (Skeham, 89) and this explains his low levels of various motivation above. Moreover, it will cause a permanent adverse effect upon Lik Heng’s self esteem (Biggs & Williams, 95). 

To sum up, Gibson has effective attribution styles that are constructive to his other learner variables like motivation and self-esteem and, in turn, his learning performance; but Lik Heng’s style is problematic, which significantly inhibits his learning process. As mentioned in the beginning of this section, the major causes of such prominent differences are the relative numbers of success and failure encountered by them.

C. Personality-Introversion vs. Extroversion

 The relative correlations between language learning performance with introversion and that with extroversion have long been controversial topics in L2 field. According to Skeham (89), educational research is supportive of the view that the former one is more significant than the latter in a sense that ‘there is a tendency for extroverts to underperform slightly to introverts’ (Skeham,89). However, our data disagrees with this claim. For the identified good learner—Gibson, according to our observations and his self reports, he is an extrovert person who likes to take an active role in participating classroom activities and to interact with his classmates. This character contributes to his being an active learner of English. ‘ I have participated in various competitions which required me to express myself in English, like drama, debate etc, and I’d love to do so in future’, which gradually enhances his learning progress. However, for the poorer learner—Lik Heng, although he claims that he is extrovert, we regard that this is only a case of ‘self-flattery’ mentioned previously. According to our observations and comments form his classmates
, he is not sociable as he does not interact much with his classmates, and he prefers studying on his own rather than collaborative learning (claimed by himself). All these characteristics reveal that he is a passive learner of the English language. 

D. Learning Styles

Stern (75) identified a number of differences between the learning styles of good and poor language learners, which is quite applicable to our two subjects. First, he claimed that good learners are aware of their studying techniques and strategies while the poor counterparts have ‘little or no insight into his own learning’ (Stern, 75). In our research, when Gibson was asked to describe his learning styles, he claimed that he focuses on the grammar component mainly in all learning activities, and he also pays attention to the meanings conveyed in the language use, since, in his words, ‘makes his studies perfect’.

 On the contrary, when Lik Heng was asked the same question, he hesitated for a while and eventually, then he could only reply, with our guidance, such nonsystematic answers as ‘I do not care how I learn’ and ‘I do what the teacher asks me to do’. In comparing the two subjects’ answers, it is found that both of them are strongly associated with their respective motivations and past learning experiences. Since Gibson is highly motivated, he would find ways to improve his learning, and since he is satisfied with his past academic outcomes, he would like to identify his learning style consciously so as to develop it further. This also agrees with Stern’s claim that good learners are prepared to ‘learn form his or other people’s experiences and to modify their approaches (Stern, 75). In contrast, since Lik Heng is only slightly motivated, he would not deliberately develop an effective learning style to help him learn; moreover, his past unfavorable learning experience and his learnt helplessness developed from his undesirable attribution style convey to him the message that no matter how hard he tries, he will still fail. These all discourage him to identify and evaluate his own learning style and he only fulfils the teacher minimum expectations on him. 

D. Risk taking and tolerance of ambiguity

According to Oxford & Ehrman (93), tolerance of ambiguity is the acceptance of confusing situations that learners come across in their learning process. Regarding our two subjects, it was found that they show two extremes in this aspect. Gibson confessed that he ‘rarely bear(s) any ambiguities in his learning and whenever I (he) encounter(s) them , I (he) will sort them out before going further’, while Lik Heng claimed he ‘often’ tolerates ambiguities as this will ‘keep me (him) go smoothly’ in the studying process. 

In fact, both cases are not desirable. In Gibsons’s case, suitable amount of tolerance can make him ‘perist longer in L2 learning’ while in Lik Heng’s case, his excessive tolerance ‘might lead to unquestioning acceptance and cognitive passivity’ (Oxford & Ehrman, 93). 

Besides, strongly associated with the ‘tolerance of ambiguity’ variable is ‘risk taking’. In this aspect, both of the subjects show unanimous results through self report that they hate taking risks: (Gibson) ‘I think that before doing anything, we have to estimate our abilities. Taking risk is no good!’;(Lik Heng) ‘I would not take any risks unless I am given no choice, e.g. guessing meaning of vocabulary items when checking up from dictonairies is not allowed’. Again, these results are not desirable, since research (e.g. Brown, 87 in Oxford & Ehrman,93) shows that it is useful for language learners to take ‘moderate’ and ‘intelligent ‘risks’. 

Actually, the two learners’ respective preference in this section can be accounted by their learning styles discussed above. In Gibson’s case, since he is eager to improve his learning style, the ambiguities appear to him as pitfalls in his studies. Thus, instead of taking risks to ignore them, he must remove them so as to ‘make his studies perfect’ (as quoted above). In Lik Heng’s case, since he only follows the teacher’s instructions, he will certainly not tolerate ambiguity and take risks since they are usually not taught by junior form teachers who may still possess the Chinese conception that ‘tolerating ambiguity equals allowing mistakes’.      

F Self-esteem


Self- esteem is the evaluative judgement about oneself. Oxford & Ehrman (93) further divided it into global self-esteem, self perceptions of competence in and importance of such broad areas as academic and social interaction, and situational self-esteem, a more specific state of efficacy relating to a specific situation. According to this distinction, Gibson has high both global and situational self-esteem in the academic aspect. For the former, he ranked himself high in both overall (in his words ‘satisfactory to above average’) and particularly English standard (‘at the level between moderate and advanced’). Also, he is confident in his future performance in having said that ‘It’s likely that I will achieve even higher marks in the coming examinations since I am now showing a progress’. This claim is likely to contribute to what Biggs and Watkins (95) called ‘self fulfilling prophecy effects’
, i.e. he really gets good results because of his high expectations. For the latter, when recalling the incident which he got low marks in the composition (as described in the ‘attribution style’ section), his attribution of failure to the mismatch between the teacher’s and his thinking style instead of his abilities significantly reflects his high self-esteem in that particular situation. From this, one can also notice that there is a close relationship between the learner variables attribution styles and self-esteem.


In contrast, Lik Heng’s global and situational self-esteem is much lower. For the former, when asked to rank his academic standards, he claimed ‘below average’ in both overall and English standards. Moreover, he also claimed that he was not confident in the coming examinations, since his performance, to a great extent, ‘depends on the task difficulties which is always a variable’. This lack of confidence  obviously resulted from his ‘problematic’ attribution of past success to ‘task easiness’.  

In fact, besides attribution styles, what seems to affect the two learners corresponding self-esteem most is their past learning experience. The good outcomes encountered by Gibson is likely to boost his self-efficacy and thus self-esteem; while in Lik Heng’s case, his unfavorable experience makes him find it difficult to have high academic self-esteem since he is overwhelmed by the conception that he is unlikely to succeed due to his lack of abilities. Finally, the two learners’ contrasting self-esteem also accounts for their respective motivation level, especially in need achievement motivation which is concerned with past learning experiences.

After the above discussion, it is clear that under no circumstances can the above learner variables be treated independently from others, since they are all interrelated. Examples of these relations suggested above include that between motivation and attribution styles; tolerance of ambiguity /risk taking and learning styles; motivation and learning styles; attribution styles and self-esteem; and, finally, motivation and self-esteem. It can also be concluded that the identified good learner, Gibson, gets desirable results in most of these variables, except for the ‘tolerance of ambiguity/risk taking’ aspect, while the poor learner, Lik Heng, shows nearly none of them.
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� According to Oller & Perkins (78), people who self-flatter tend to rate themselves higher on traits that they think are important, instead of attempting to be honest and objective (Skeham,89). 


�The elaborated language code is a type of language which is ‘rich in personal and individual qualifications, and with advanced logical operations. Its form of language use is relatively complex and acts as a dynamic framework upon the speaker’s perception of objects’ ( Bernstein, 73, quoted in Postiglione and Lee, 97).


� The restricted code is one which is ‘characterised by a high proportion of short commands, simple statements and questions’ ( Bernstein, 73, quoted in Postiglione and Lee, 97) which are usually non-negotiable. 


� According to Biggs (95), a felt need is one which ‘doing it gives you a great feeling’ of e.g. having ownership and maintaining curosity.  


� He denied all the possibilities in our interview guidelines (Appendix 2), including the ones of getting praise and preventing punishments which were also denied by Gibson.


� In the composition assigned during my teaching practicum, lik Heng had been asked to rewrite his essay twice before he got a past in it.


� An evidence of this is that, upon interviewing, Lik Heng claimed he would not learn English for the purpose of facing future challenges.


� According toSchunk (89), self-efficacy ‘refers to students’ beliefs bout their capabilities toapply effectively the knowledge and skills they already possess and thereby learn new cognitive skills (Williams & Burdea, 97)


� Learnt helplessness is the state used to describe people who regard failure as essentially due to a lack of ability, and who feel that their actions are uncontrollable by themselves (Skeham, 89). 


� In order to be objective, in drawing insights in this part, the students who sit adjacent to the two subjects are also interviewed. 























� According to them , self-fulfilling prophecy effects are those which create new patterns of performance/behaviour that are ‘in conformance with the expectations’(95). 
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