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From the Editor

Welcome to the third issue of Saitama Journal of Language Teaching. Five JALT

Omiya Chapter members share results of their thinking, their research, or their

experiences with you. Takeshi Ishikawa reports on learning strategy teaching and its effect 

on students’ out-of-class learning. Junko Matsuzaki Carreira investigates the relationship 

between learning style and foreign language anxiety among Japanese university students. 

Joe Siegel discusses the multiple definitions of “good language learners”. Mark de Boer 

suggests a combination of task-based learning with the concept of Vygotsky’s zone of 

proximal development. Ruth Kambartel revives the Activities & Techniques section of 

SJLT with a short, simple text, ruthlessly positioned at the head of the line-up. She wants to 

encourage prospective authors to write short, practical papers and submit them to the 

next issue of SJLT.

I hope that you will find SJLT of practical use in your classroom, or of theoretical 

interest in your research. However, SJLT has another goal: For all of us involved in this 

journal, be it as authors, reviewers, or editors, SJLT is an opportunity to develop 

professional, personal, or social skills. Writing, reviewing, giving feedback to authors, 

receiving constructive criticism from reviewers and dealing with it, editing, mentoring 

authors at early stages of their teaching or research career, networking – all these activities 

give us a chance to learn by doing and to develop ourselves and each other. With SJLT, we 

hope to create a stronger sense of community at JALT Omiya Chapter and to stimulate 

good communication and lively interaction between members.

  Ruth Kambartel

  SJLT Chief Editor

                    rkambart@mail.saitama-u.ac.jp
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A few practical ideas concerning time

Ruth Kambartel

Saitama University
rkambart@mail.saitama-u.ac.jp

If you are a university  teacher, especially  a new one, ask yourself whether you find the usual 

90 minute university lesson very long, or rather too short. I remember how I felt when I 

started teaching foreign languages at Saitama University. While preparing lessons, 90 

minutes felt very long. I felt  I had better make sure the time would be filled with a lot of 

material and activities. However, when I was actually  teaching the lesson, the same 90 

minutes began to feel very  short. Towards the end of the lesson, I often had to rush through 

items left on the agenda, or to leave important  things out. Sometimes I went overtime. There 

were times when I felt under pressure, and hectic. Does this sound familiar to you? If it does, 

you could try out the following four ideas to give yourself and the students more time.

1) Less is more: 

Put fewer items on the agenda for one session with the students. This seems obvious and 

easy. However, if you are just starting out as a teacher, it may be hard not to use all of the 

many good ideas for material and activities you probably have while preparing. You might 

find a passage from this text or a few minutes from that video that would go so well with the 

new grammar, or you may come up  with a short game that would fit right in and be just too 

much fun to forgo. Planning less might also make you worry that you could wind up standing 

in front of the class empty-handed before time is up. In order to feel safe, bring additional, 

“just in case” activities which you can leave out with no harm done. You will probably  end up 

not needing them! With less on the agenda and the time pressure gone, you might now have 

time to do the following things.

2) Extend wait time: 

When you ask the whole class a question, try  waiting much longer than you are used to for a 

reaction. At first, this might make you feel uncomfortable, especially if you are new at 
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teaching. You will probably become very conscious of second after second going by with 

“nothing” happening. The urge to move on by calling on an individual student or by 

providing the answer yourself will sometimes feel quite irresistible. You might worry that the 

students will start chatting or doing other things, and that you might subsequently  lose control 

of the class. Most  likely, nothing of the sort will happen. The first time you extend the 

waiting period, try to bear this disagreeable feeling for just  a few seconds. The next time, 

wait longer than the first  time, and when you get used to waiting longer, wait even longer, 

until you reach a whole minute. I am not suggesting that you should wait a whole minute or 

even half a minute each time no student raises a hand, but I recommend that you sometimes 

give the students a longer amount of time than they are used to. Students who have an answer 

but are too shy to raise their hands may decide to say something if given more time, if only  in 

order to put an end to the awkward silence. Slow students will have the chance to find an 

answer. Remember too, that as soon as you call on a student, the other students might  stop 

thinking about the question. The change in rhythm will surprise students, awaken their 

curiosity, and lead to better retention. (See Sousa, 2001, p.128, for more on using wait time.)

3) Give the students and yourself a break: 

Around the middle of the session, surprise your students by telling them that they should be 

completely silent and do absolutely  nothing for a whole minute. They can close their eyes if 

they  like, or maybe put their heads on the desk. The teacher and the students will be able to 

use this time to refresh themselves, and some students might even come up with an 

interesting idea or an answer to a previous question during this “empty” minute. Again, you 

might not do this in each session, but try doing it sometimes.

4) Finish early: 

Why don’t you sometimes finish a session about ten minutes early and tell the students that 

they  can leave if they want to, but that for the remainder of the session you will stay in the 

room. In my experience, these “empty” ten minutes almost always lead to a few students 

coming to me with questions or comments, or with a desire to just chat. The sudden 

availability of time also gives students a chance to talk to each other, for example to plan a 

meeting or do homework together. If you have a tendency to go overtime, this will save you 

from that, and the teacher who has to use the room after you will thank you. 

Kambartel
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Do you have any other practical ideas how to give yourself and the students more time? I 

would love to know about them. Contact me at rkambart@mail.saitama-u.ac.jp!

Reference

Sousa, D. A. (2001). How the brain learns. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Ruth Kambartel  is associate professor at Saitama University  Faculty  of Economics. Her 

research includes German and English Language Education, Social Studies, and Philosophy. 
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Can learner strategy training be as seductive as advertisements?

Takeshi Ishikawa
Rikkyo University

itakesh@opal.plala.or.jp

This study examines how providing five-minute mini lectures on learning strategies influences 

students’ out-of-class learning. A questionnaire was administered to all the students in a 

TOEIC class at the beginning of the spring semester in 2008 with the object of measuring 

student awareness of learning strategies as well as determining what strategies to introduce. 

Every week, the teacher presented strategies to the class. Three selected students e-mailed 

weekly journals to the teacher. Students reacted differently to each strategy and incorporated 

different strategies they found relevant into their learning. The paper tries to depict how their 

learning changed. The three students unanimously agreed that the training was worthwhile, 

but it will require longer-term research to judge whether this kind of training will lead to an 

increased L2 proficiency. 

この研究は５分間の学習方略に関するミニレクチャーが、学生の校外学習にどのよ

うな影響を及ぼすかについて調べたものである。2008年前期の第一回講義時にＴＯ

ＥＩＣクラスの全学生に対しアンケートが実施された。目的は学生達の学習方略に

ついての意識調査及び、紹介すべき学習方略を決定するためである。教師は毎週

様々な方略を紹介した。3人の選ばれた学生が毎週日記を書き、メールで教師に送っ

た。学生達はそれぞれの方略に対して異なった反応を示し、自分の学習に重要性を

持つと捉えた方略を学習に組み入れた。この論文は彼らの学習がどのように変化し

たかを描写するものである。3人の学生達は一様にトレーニングが価値のあるものだ

と言うが、それが英語の熟達に結びつくかを判断するためにはより長期の研究が必

要となるであろう。
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A company that sells mouth wash might resort to a conspicuous advertisement to attract 

consumers. The advertisement will be a success if it is attractive enough to influence a large 

number of people to buy the product. If the consumers continue buying it, the company will 

call it a huge success. This, of course, is not a paper on advertisements, but it seems that 

advertisements have something in common with learner strategy training in that they both try 

to motivate people to do something. When it comes to learner strategy training for our 

language students, what is the definition of success? We would want to think it means 

increased L2 proficiency of the students. Dörnyei (2001) maintains that the teacher’s 

influence on students, and student knowledge and use of learning strategies are among the 

elements that encourage students to maintain their initial motivation and make it to the end of 

the semester; and this is exactly why I tried to incorporate learner training into my class.

However, some researchers are sceptical about the effectiveness of learner strategy training 

and say that there is no verifiable evidence that awareness of strategies causes L2 learning 

success (Rees-Miller, 1993). Although viewing success in the long run would require 

prolonged longitudinal research, it is possible to judge whether the training itself was 

successful in the short run if we can “observe students performing the technique and know 

that the behavior observed indicates that students … are practicing the target strategy” (Rees-

Miller, 1993, p. 681). Rees-Miller claims that in the case of a highly motivated group with the 

same goals, there is a high possibility that learner strategy training will influence students to 

acquire targeted strategies. Believing these encouraging words, it seemed to me to be worth 

incorporating learner strategy training in a class like mine, the TOEIC preparatory course, 

where the students are motivated to get a high score on the TOEIC test. (Students fail the 

class if they don’t reach the required score.) If we witness students “buy the product,” in 

other words, try new strategies, we might be able to call it a success, at least in the short run. 

It should be noted, however, that there was a case where learning strategy training did not 

work. In a study  conducted in 1985, the students who received strategy training on 

memorizing words using imaginary and grouping techniques performed worse on tests of 

recall than those who did not receive the training (O'Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, 

Russo, & Kupper, 1985). This seemingly resulted from the fact that the students with well-

established strategies became confused by adding new strategies to their repertoire.

Ishikawa
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If you try to determine the usefulness of learning strategy  training simply based on whether 

or not a single strategy improves students’ performances, you will object to learner training. 

Macaro (2006) suggests that “successful learning is no longer linked to the individual 

learner’s frequency of strategy  use, but to his or her orchestration of strategies available to 

him or her,” and that “strategies do not make learning more efficient; they are the raw 

material without which L2 learning cannot take place” (p.332). If this holds true, adding a 

variety of strategies into the students’ repertoire is necessary  in order to lead their L2 learning 

to success in the long run because the more strategies students know, the more successful 

combinations they can make. 

Study

Method

This study took place in a university TOEIC class in the metropolitan Tokyo area in the 2008 

spring semester. The target subjects consisted of 60 sophomores (25 males and 35 females) 

whose average TOEIC score as of April 1st was 396.6. The score required to pass the class 

was 525. At the beginning of the semester, a questionnaire with 29 Likert scale items (see 

Appendix A) was administered to assess the overall class trend regarding learning strategies, 

and to decide what strategies to introduce in the class. Then, for a qualitative study, three 

students (2 males and 1 female) were selected whose answer to questionnaire item 18 (“I ask 

someone for advice on how to study”) was either “rarely” or “never,” and whose response to 

item 27 (“I’m worried that I don’t know how to do well on the TOEIC test”) was either 

“strongly agree” or “agree.” Above all, they were those who circled the “okay” sign at the 

bottom of the questionnaire suggesting they could participate in this study. The students 

accepted the terms and conditions that participating in this project would not guarantee their 

attaining a grade and that their names would be pseudonyms in publications concerning this 

study. They wrote a weekly journal which was guided (e.g. “What I tried this week was…”) 

and sent each entry to me via e-mail for a period of three months. At the end of the semester, 

the three students answered the same questionnaire as the one administered at the beginning.

I provided learning strategy training (in most cases this was more like a mini-lecture than 

training) at the beginning of each weekly class meeting. The strategies introduced were 
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simple, basic strategies. 

The overall trend of the class

Some trends of the class were identified. First, approximately 70% of the students did not 

seem to follow a coherent plan, but studied haphazardly (See Appendix B Table 1). Second, 

the students did not necessarily resort to a reasonable strategy of vocabulary building (See 

Appendix B Table 2). Third, about half of the students did not read English in the proper 

order, which seemed to result from their reliance on Japanese translation (See Appendix B 

Table 3). What these three trends seem to suggest is that quite a few students neglected to 

review their strategies objectively and that their out-of-class learning had much room for 

improvement. 

Learning strategy training

Based on the overall trend mentioned above, I introduced various strategies at the beginning 

of each class meeting, putting a little more focus on metacognitive strategies than other types 

(cognitive, affective, social strategies). Macaro (2006) claims that “strategy instruction 

appears to be effective in promoting successful learning … if it includes a focus on 

metacognition” (p. 321). 

In an effort to make the introductions to learning strategies as appealing as they could be, I 

tried using a lot of visuals explaining some second language acquisition theories, items I 

actually had used for studying English, and gestures. Finding it important to pay attention to 

the affective aspect of the students, I introduced the strategies in a humorous way using 

gestures or humorous pictures. Here are some examples of the strategies. 

1. “Painting the Wall Layer by Layer” approach: skimming through one whole chapter of a 

vocabulary book and repeating the activity many times just like you paint the wall layer 

by layer

2. “One Way Ticket to the Period” approach: trying to read in the proper way (from left to 

right) without moving your eyes backwards and forwards resorting to Japanese word 

order 

3. Using vocabulary cards effectively

4. Creating a better place to study

Ishikawa
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Next, I would like to show how three selected students changed over time. All the students’ 

names are pseudonyms. 

Ryu’s change

Ryu was a sophomore who was serious and eager to learn, but very sensitive. On May 18, 

Ryu wrote, “I did not study English much last year, so I feel I have to catch up.” Feeling there 

were too many things to do, Ryu was feeling intimidated and desperate, making TOEIC into 

something more difficult than it actually was. However, he gradually regained confidence. In 

response to questionnaire item No. 27 (“I’m worried that I don’t know how to do well on the 

TOEIC test”), for questionnaire 1 the response was “agree,” but “disagree” for questionnaire 

two. 

According to Ryu, what changed his attitude was my comment on the TOEIC test. I told the 

class, “About 90 percent of the grammar used on the TOEIC consists of basic junior high 

school grammar, so you do not have to blow your worry out of proportion.” On June 29, Ryu 

wrote, “I realized the importance of fundamentals and the fog before me cleared.” What he 

needed was really simple; a reassurance that he was doing what he should do. In addition, 

Ryu tried a lot of strategies introduced in class and found two of them especially useful. One 

was the “Painting the Wall Layer by Layer” approach, and the other was the “One Way Ticket 

to the Period” approach. Also, my repeated persuasion to use English seemed to influence 

him, and he spent a lot of time conversing with his friends from foreign countries. The final 

journal entry included the following: “My way of studying English has been gradually 

established thanks to the strategies I had not tried before.” 

Jiro’s change

Jiro was a sophomore who found English, especially vocabulary building, annoying. 

However, after joining this class, Jiro started reviewing his learning strategy, something 

which he had almost never done before. In response to questionnaire item No. 29 (“I start to 

get bored with studying English at home”), he answered “strongly agree” for questionnaire 1, 

but “disagree” for questionnaire 2. In his May 18 journal, Jiro wrote, “I wonder if my way of 

learning at home is efficient.” Jiro started out with making a weekly schedule to study 
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purposefully, then set about creating a new approach toward vocabulary building. Influenced 

by mini-lectures about the benefits of taking advantage of an audio CD, vocabulary cards, 

and studying in a new place for a change, Jiro created a skillful combination of newly learned 

strategies. Jiro’s journal entry for May 27 is: “I started listening to the audio CD, reading the 

script out loud, and taking a dictation.” June 3: “Vocabulary cards are useful because you can 

shuffle them to make it more challenging when testing your memory. Also, I started taking an 

approach of skimming through a chapter of a vocabulary book and repeating it again and 

again instead of trying to memorize words one by one.” June 8: “Because I cannot 

concentrate at my desk, I started reading a vocabulary book on my bed for a change.” June 

27: “I found that listening to an audio CD serves as a sort of warm-up to switch to an English 

mode.” One day I introduced an anecdote about an artist who has the unique habit of never 

cooking the same dish again for her husband. I told the class, “I have noticed that some of 

you are actually doing this when you study; you solve a problem once and never review it. In 

order to memorize words or to be able to read English sentences, you need to resort to 

repetition.” After this, Jiro wrote, “I realized the importance of reviewing what you 

previously learned” (June 10). To questionnaire item 22 (“Studying English is high on my 

agenda”), he disagreed for questionnaire 1, but agreed for questionnaire 2. In the final journal 

entry of July 29, Jiro admitted that he had no aversion about studying English on a daily 

basis.

Sakura’s change

Sakura was a sophomore who, like Jiro, had almost never tried reviewing her learning 

strategies. You would expect that an English major like Sakura would take advantage of study  

techniques such as reading aloud at home, but this turned out not to be the case. This time, 

however, Sakura tried her best to change the status quo. The response to questionnaire item 

10 (“I incorporate reading-out-loud into learning”) was “never” at the beginning, but it 

became “often” at the end. What is intriguing is that Sakura did not have a CD player in her 

room and had not considered it important to listen to English sound and practice pronouncing 

the sound to be a fluent speaker. After I told the class about the importance of improving their 

learning environment, Sakura started doing this. I told the class that it is possible to study 

more effectively by simply moving to a new environment or creating a better place to study. 

In response to this, Sakura wrote: “I followed my teacher’s advice and studied in the kitchen 

Ishikawa
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and the living room. I was glad I could concentrate more. Also, I finally bought a CD player. 

Thanks to it, studying English became easier” (May 28).

Unfortunately, Sakura did not seem to become as enthusiastic about rebuilding new strategies 

as the other two students. The journal entry for June30: “I still tend to put off studying and 

give other things priority over English.” However, Sakura was interested in a metaphorical 

story in which I compared English proficiency to a pyramid. “I remember the teacher talking 

about the importance of laying the wide and solid foundation to construct a big, strong 

pyramid. It prompted me to start reviewing basic grammar. To my surprise, it is fun. I will put 

more energy into it this summer vacation” (July 30).

Conclusion

The three students investigated here responded to each strategy introduced in class in 

different ways, and they said they enjoyed improving their out-of-class learning. As a result, 

Ryu regained confidence, Jiro started groping for a new way of building vocabulary, and 

Sakura started appreciating the pleasure of listening to English. I believe that gaining 

knowledge about new strategies does a lot of good as long as the teacher selects the strategies 

carefully and too much time is not spent on it in class. However, you cannot always expect 

every student to benefit from strategy training. For example, having tried various strategies 

and admitting to finding the training useful, Sakura did not seem to devote more time to 

English than she did three months prior. It seems that what teachers can do is to “advertise” 

strategies to potential “customers” in an attractive way hoping that they are tempted to “buy” 

the introduced strategies and to try upgrading their learning. To judge whether their reformed 

out-of-class learning leads to success in the long run would call for refined, longitudinal 

quantitative research. 

References

Dörnyei, Z. (2001). Motivational Strategies in the Language Classroom. 

 United Kingdom: Cambridge Press.

Macaro, E. (2006). Strategies for language learning and for language use: 

 revising the theoretical framework. Modern Language Journal, 90/3, 

 320-337. 

Saitama Journal Of Language Teaching

12

O'Malley, J. M., Chamot, A. U., Stewner-Manzanares, G., Russo, R. P., & 

 Kupper, L. (1985). Learning strategy applications of English as a 

 second language. TESOL Quarterly, 19, 557-584.

Rees-Miller, J. (1993). A Critical appraisal of learner training: Theoretical 

 bases and teaching implications. TESOL Quarterly, 27, 679-689.

Appendix A: The Questionnaire (translated from Japanese)

Part I: Learning Strategies

(Cognitive)
1. I read English from left to right without my eyes moving back for translation.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often             Sometimes          Rarely             Never     

2. I try to focus on meaning rather than language forms.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often             Sometimes          Rarely             Never     

3. I read chunk by chunk instead of reading word by word.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often            Often           Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

4. I try to guess the meaning of unknown words from the context.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often            Often           Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

(Metacognitive)
5. I make a schedule poster on which my goals and/or procedure of study is written.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           often            sometimes           rarely              never     

6. There are times when I review my current learning strategies and seek new ones 

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           often            sometimes           rarely              never     

7. I use a count-down timer or an alarm clock to divide up the time and concentrate.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

8. I record what I studied in my schedule book or diary.

!       !       !       !       !

Ishikawa
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Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

9. I utilize an effective way of memorizing new words.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

10. I incorporate reading-out-loud into my learning. 

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

11. I use an audio book that I can listen to repeatedly.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

12. I skim through the targeted chapter of a vocabulary book once and go back to the start without 
being a perfectionist who does not proceed to the next word until he memorizes one word perfectly.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never    

(Affective)
13. I read books and/or newspapers to gain information.(for pleasure)

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

14. There are times when I move to places to study other than my room for a change of pace.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

15. I visit a reliable web site to gain information on how to study.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

16. I have my way of cheering myself on and actually do it.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

17. I have my way of mental diversion and actually do it.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

(Social)
18. I ask someone for advice on how to study.

!       !       !       !       !

Saitama Journal Of Language Teaching
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Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

19. I try to take every opportunity to talk with people from foreign countries.

!       !       !       !       !
Very often           Often            Sometimes           Rarely             Never     

Part II: How I feel about studying English and the TOEIC test

20. Practicing mock TOEIC tests is the fastest way to do well on the TOEIC test.

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree           Agree           Slightly agree        Disagree        Strongly disagree

21. I feel uneasy that there is a standard TOEIC score I have to exceed to take credits in this course. 

 !       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree           Agree          Slightly agree         Disagree        Strongly disagree

22. Studying English is high on my agenda.

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree         Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

23. I’m not good at the reading section (Part7) of the TOEIC test.

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree         Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

24. I’m not good at listening sections of the TOEIC test. 

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree         Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

25. I’m worried that I have a poor vocabulary.

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree         Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

26. I think reading and listening are related.

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree        Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

27. I’m worried that I don’t know how to do well on the TOEIC test.

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree         Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

28. I like reading English books.

!       !       !       !       !
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Strongly agree         Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

29. There are times when I start to get bored with studying English at home.

!       !       !       !       !
Strongly agree         Agree         Slightly agree       Disagree      Strongly disagree

30. I’m looking for students who will kindly participate in the research project. If you can do 

that, please circle ”okay!” below. Your cooperation does not guarantee that I will give you the 

credits, but the participants will be given a small honorarium. <Okay!>

Appendix B

The Overall Trend of the Class

Table 1. Questionnaire Item No.6; I make a schedule poster on which my goals and/or procedure 

of study is written.

Very Often Often Sometimes Rarely Never

N    1 5 2 9 43

% 1.7 8.3   3.3 15 71.7

Table 2. Questionnaire Item No.12; I skim through the targeted chapter of a vocabulary book once 

and go back to the start without being a perfectionist who does not proceed to the next word until he 
memorizes one word perfectly.

Very Often Often Sometimes Rarely Never

N     9 19 20 9 3

% 15 31.7   33.3 15 5
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Table 3. Questionnaire Item No.1; I read English from left to right without my eyes moving 

back for translation.

Very Often Often Sometimes Rarely Never

n     5 21 19 10 5

% 8.3 35   31.7 16.7 8.3

Takeshi Ishikawa teaches English at three universities in the Metropolitan Tokyo area. He is 

currently interested in learner autonomy. 
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The relationship between learning style and foreign 

language anxiety

Junko Matsuzaki Carreira
Tokyo Future University

junko.carreira@tokyomirai.ac.jp

Several studies have investigated learning style and language anxiety respectively, but there 

have been only a few studies on the direct relationship between them. To determine which 

types of learning style best predict the students’ foreign language anxiety, this study 

investigates the relationship between learning style and foreign language anxiety among 

Japanese university students. The instruments used in this study were questionnaires on 

foreign language anxiety by Kondo & Yang (2003) and on learning style by Fujita (2002). 

The result indicates that students who have a practical learning style tend to have lower 

levels of foreign language anxiety.

学習スタイルおよび外国語不安に関する研究は多いが、それらの直接的な関係を調

べている研究は今までほとんど行われていない。本研究ではどの学習スタイルのタ

イプが学生の外国語不安に最も影響を与えるのかを調べるため、日本の大学生の学

習スタイル(Fujita, 2002)と外国語不安（Kondo & Yang, 2003）を調査し、その直接的

な関係を測定した。その結果、実用的な学習スタイルを持っている学生は外国語不

安が低い傾向にあることが明らかになった。

Foreign anxiety and learning style

The problem of foreign language anxiety in second language acquisition is becoming more 

important. Anxiety in general is known to be detrimental to performance on tasks that require 

attention and deliberate efforts (Roccas & Brewer, 2002). Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) 

defined anxiety as a “subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry” (p.

125). Many studies on foreign language anxiety (e.g. Aida, 1994; Macintyre, Noels, & 
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Clément, 1997) have been conducted around the world. A review of the literature has shown 

that foreign language anxiety is negatively  related to foreign language learning (Aida, 1994) 

and to student self-ratings of second language proficiency (Macintyre, Noels, & Clément, 

1997). 

Learning style has generated considerable attention and research as a means of identifying the 

significance of various individual characteristics (Hyland, 1993).  According to Hyland, 

learning style refers to an individual’s natural, habitual and preferred ways of learning. There 

have been a lot of studies on learning styles in English as a foreign language (EFL) (e.g. 

Reid, 1987; Stebbins, 1995). Several researchers (e.g. Hyland, 1993; Fujita, 2002) have 

investigated the learning style of Japanese college students of English. Hyland (1993) 

replicated Reid (1987), which revealed that Japanese students exhibit no major learning style 

but have multiple minor learning styles. 

Bailey and Daley  (1999) investigated relationships between foreign language anxiety and 

learning style. They found that  “students who are not responsible in attempting assignments 

and who preferred not to learn in cooperative groups tended to have higher levels of foreign 

language anxiety” (p.63). 

To date, several studies have investigated learning style and foreign language anxiety 

respectively, but there have been few studies on the direct relationship  between them. Thus, 

this study investigated which types of learning style best predict the students’ foreign 

language anxiety among Japanese university students. 

Research purpose of the study

To determine which types of learning style best  predict the students’ foreign language 

anxiety, this study investigated the relationship between learning style and foreign language 

anxiety among Japanese university students. It  is hoped that specific learning styles will be 

correlated with anxiety. The following research question is addressed: Which variables of 

learning style best predict students’ foreign language anxiety?
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Method

The participants in this study were 91 female sophomores majoring in English at a women’s 

private college in Japan. Their ages ranged from 19 to 21. They were all native speakers of 

Japanese and had studied EFL through formal instruction at schools for at least  seven years. 

They  enrolled in an English language course as a required subject. These students had 

broadly  similar learning experience in that none of them had spent over six months in an 

English speaking country. The range of their TOEIC scores was between the 400s and 700s.  

The present study was conducted in July 2007. The instruments used in this study were two 

questionnaires: on foreign language anxiety (Kondo & Yang, 2003) and  on learning style 

(Fujita, 2002). Responses to items in the questionnaires were recorded on a 4-point Likert-

type scale ranging from “strongly agree” for (4) to “strongly disagree” for (1). 

Foreign language anxiety was measured by  the questionnaire developed by Kondo and Yang 

(2003) with an 18-item questionnaire. Sample questions included: I am anxious whether I can 

follow the class. I am afraid that classmates will laugh at my English (see more in Appendix 

A).

Learning style, written in Japanese, was measured by a 31-item questionnaire developed by 

Fujita (2002), which was on the basis of the body of literature regarding Kolb (1984). Kolb 

suggests two dimensions of cognitive development, including the active-reflective dimension 

and the abstract-concrete dimension. Sample questions included: When I learn new things, I 

imagine the scene where I use it practically. Logical correctness is important for me (see 

more in Appendix C). 

Result

The returned questionnaires were coded, and the collected data was analyzed using the 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) computer program. 

Foreign language Anxiety 

The overall scores from the questionnaire developed by  Kondo and Yang (2003) were used as 
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a subscale to measure strength of anxiety. The scale was subjected to a reliability assessment. 

The Cronbach alpha for the scale was found to be .93, which was very satisfactory. 

Learning style 

Factor analysis, a technique for identifying groups, was conducted to assess the underlying 

structure for the 31 items in Fujita (2002). Promax rotation and an oblique rotation method 

were used to make the factors more interpretable. Five factors were extracted (see Table 1). 

Items 3, 11, 13, 16, 17, 24, 27, 28, 29, and 31 loaded highly on over two factors or failed to 

load (above .30) on any one factor. Thus, these items were eliminated. A final factor analysis 

was conducted on the remaining 21 items and produced five factors, accounting for 54.80 % 

of the total variance. 

Table 1: Summary of Factor Loadings for Varimax Orthogonal Six-Factor Solution for the 

Learning Style Questionnaire (N =91)

Factor loadingFactor loadingFactor loadingFactor loadingFactor loading
Item 1 2 3 4 5

9. I can imagine the situation where I use it practically. .79 .27 .01 -.20 -.08 
10. When I learn new things, I imagine the scene where I use it 
practically. .60 .36 -.07 -.40 -.12 

12. I learn something using it practically. .59 .13 -.08 -.23 .17 
19. I imagine the situation where I communicate in English. .58 .33 .00 -.35 .10 
20. I can deal with unfamiliar ways flexibly. .53 .19 -.01 .00 .12 
14. I try to find rules from examples. .15 .63 -.01 .00 .02 
22. I organize what I learn systematically． .38 .54 .17 .18 -.29 
23. When I understand rules, I apply them to other cases. .36 .54 -.09 .13 .00 
4. Logical correctness is important for me. .19 .53 .12 .36 -.13 
15. Before doing a task, I imagine the results. .15 .47 .25 -.01 .07 
25. I try to collect a lot of examples. .20 .44 .14 -.04 .24 
7. I decide procedures before starting tasks. .06 .18 .82 .04 .11 
6. I decide to do something on the spot. .10 .02 -.69 -.11 -.04 
21. I ask for a right answer. -.25 -.06 -.18 .62 -.10 
8. I cannot continue studying when I find ambiguous points. -.20 .01 .13 .55 .07 
5. I think things over until I accept them completely. .23 .43 .28 .50 -.11 
1. I trust my hunches and feelings. .19 .01 -.38 -.42 .13 
30. When I use English, I try to follow grammar rules. -.05 .15 .14 .20 -.62 
18. I collect necessary information from teachers, friends, and 
books. .18 .32 .18 .31 .44 

2. I consider the best way to accomplish a task. .29 .22 .40 .22 .42 
26. I took a lot of time when I make a presentation. -.06 .13 .23 .04 .30 

Boldface indicates highest factor loadings.

As we see in Table 1, the first  factor obtained high loadings from the following five variables 
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(items 9, 10, 12, 19, and 20). It seems to represent various dimensions reflecting practical 

learning style. Therefore, factor 1 can be called “practical style”. The second factor obtained 

high loadings from six variables (items 14, 22, 23, 4, 15, and 25). This factor seems to 

represent a dimension reflecting logical thinking. Thus, factor 2 can be named “logical style”. 

Factor 3 was determined by appreciable loadings on 2 variables (items 6 and 7). While item 7 

“I decide procedures before starting tasks” loaded highly in a positive direction on the third 

factor, item 6 “I decide to do something on the spot” loaded highly but in a negative 

direction. Factor 3 can be called “procedure”. Factor 4 obtained high loadings from four 

variables (items 21, 8, 5, and 1). Factor 4 obviously reflects a dimension representing 

deliberative thinking. Therefore, factor 4 can be called “deliberative”. Factor 5 obtained high 

loadings from four variables (items 30, 18, 2, and 26). It seems to generally represent a 

dimension reflecting preparation for doing something. Thus, factor 5 can be called 

“preparation”. 

Regression 

The final analysis attempted to determine how well the five types of learning style would 

predict a student’s strength of anxiety  using a multiple regression analysis, a statistical 

method in which scores on one or more variables (independent variable) are used to predict 

scores on another variable (dependent variable). In the present study, the learning style 

factors were used as independent variables, and foreign language anxiety (total score) was 

used as the dependent variable.   

Strength of anxiety was regressed on the five subscales of learning style using a simultaneous 

regression procedure (see Table 2). The R square values, an indicator of how well the model 

fits the data, were .29. A multiple regression analysis revealed that, of five learning style 

variables, only  practical style appeared to be related to foreign language anxiety  (beta = －.

56, p < .01). Practical style was a negative predictor of the strength of foreign language 

anxiety. 
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Table 2: Regression Analysis Summary for Learning Style Variables Predicting Foreign 

Language Anxiety

Variable B SEB !
Practical style -6.36 1.31 -0.56** 
Logical style 1.82 1.41 0.15 
Procedure -0.60 1.11 -0.05 
Deliberative 2.23 1.19 0.19 
Preparation 0.61 1.18 0.05 

R2 = .33 (N = 91, **p < .01).  

Discussion

Research Question: Which variables of learning style best predict students’ foreign language 

anxiety?

The regression model suggests that only one learning style variable, namely, practical style 

was found to be associated with foreign language anxiety. Students who have practical style 

tend to have lower levels of foreign language anxiety. That is, the findings indicate that 

practical style is an important factor to reduce foreign language anxiety. Thus, in order to 

reduce students’ anxiety in English lessons, for instance, it  is effective for instructors to make 

students imagine the scene where they use language practically and to show students how the 

structure or the vocabulary they are learning is useful for their life.

Conclusions

Several limitations of this study need to be recognized in interpreting the results. First, the 

results may be specific to one group and may not be generalized to EFL learning as a whole. 

Inferences drawn from the results of this study are limited by  the nature of the particular 

sample used, which consisted solely of English majors in Japan. Replication of the study  with 

different groups of language learners and in different learning contexts is necessary to 

understand how well the results may generalize for non-English majors in Japan or EFL 

students outside Japan.

Secondly, the results of the current study suggest that foreign language anxiety  is only related 

to learning style to a small extent, and the low level of variance suggests that other variables 

play  more important roles. In the future, it is necessary to explore other potential factors that 
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would influence foreign language anxiety.  

Regardless of these limitations, this study  indicates that students who have a practical 

learning style tend to have lower levels of foreign language anxiety, which will contribute to 

understanding relationships between learning style and foreign language anxiety for Japanese 

English learners.  
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Appendix A: English Language Classroom Anxiety Scale

1. I am anxious whether I can follow the class. 

2. I am afraid that classmates will laugh at my English.

3. I am afraid that my English levels are lower than others'. 

4. I am afraid that other students consider my English to be bad.

5. When I cannot memorize English words and grammar rules, I get frustrated. 

6. When I cannot express well what I want to write in English, I get nervous. 

7. When I failed to understand English sentences, I get nervous.

8. When others speak English fast, I get nervous.

9. I am worried whether or not others understand what I wrote in English.

10. When others don’t understand what I speak in English, I get nervous.  

11. When I translate English into Japanese, I get nervous.

12. When I hear other students pronounce English well, I get nervous.

13. I am worried whether or not I can pronounce English correctly

14. When I make a presentation, I get nervous.

15. When I read out English in English lessons, I get nervous. 

16. When I speak English in English lessons, I get nervous.

17. When I am about to be pointed, I get nervous.

18. When I am asked weak points, I get nervous. 

(Adopted from Kondo & Yang, 2003)

Appendix B: Japanese original of appendix A

1. 授業について行けるか不安になる。

2. 教室で英語を話すとき緊張する。

3. 英語を早口で話されると不安になる。

4. 自分の英語が他の学生に笑われないか心配だ。

5. 長文を何度も読んでも意味が取れないとあせる。

6. 英作文で書きたいことがうまく表現できないと不安になる。

7. 自分が指名されそうだとわかると不安になる

8. 単語や文法事項がなかなか覚えられないとあせる。

9. 自分の話した英語が相手に通じないとあせる。 
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10. 教室の前へ出て発表するとき緊張する。

11. 自分の英語のレベルは他の学生より低いのだろうかと心配になる。

12. 英語を日本語に訳読するとき緊張する。

13. 苦手なところを質問されるとあせる。

14. 他の学生が自分の英語を下手だと思わないか心配だ。

15. 他の学生の上手な発音を聞くとあせる

16. 英語を話すとき発音やイントネーションがうまくできるか心配だ。

17. 教室で声を出して英語を読むとき緊張する。

18. 英作文の際自分が書いた文が相手に通じるか心配になる。

Appendix C: Learning Style 

1. I trust my hunches and feelings.

2. I consider the best way to accomplish a task. 

3. I make a detailed analysis of things, not depending on my feelings.

4. Logical correctness is important for me.

5. I think things over until I accept them completely.

6. I decide to do something on the spot.

7. I decide procedures before starting tasks.

8. I cannot continue studying when I find ambiguous points.

9. I can imagine the situation where I use it practically.

10. When I learn new things, I imagine the scene where I use it practically.

11. I work toward a goal step by step.

12. I learn something using it practically.

13. I understand things step by step.

14. I try to find rules from examples.

15. Before doing a task, I imagine the results.

16. I challenge new things.

17. I try various methods, even if I don’t know whether it will work out or not.

18. I collect necessary information from teachers, friends, and books.

19. I imagine the situation where I communicate in English.

20. I can deal with unfamiliar ways flexibly.

21. I ask for a right answer.
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22. I organize what I learn systematically．

23. When I understand rules, I apply them to other cases. 

24. I compare various choices before deciding the answers.

25. I try to collect a lot of examples.  

26. I took a lot of time when I make a presentation.

27. I try without worrying about mistakes

28. I say what I come up with before thinking. 

29. I consider various solutions to a problem.

30. When I use English, I try to follow grammar rules.

31. I make a conclusion carefully because I think it is better to consider 

things carefully.

(Adopted from Fujita, 2002)

 

Appendix D: Japanese original of appendix C

1. いろいろ考えるよりも直感的に判断する 

2. 課題を達成するために一番いい方法を考える。

3. 直感に頼るよりも細かく分析して考える 　

4. 論理的に正しいことを一番大切にする。

5. 論理的に納得できるまで考える。

6. 課題をする際、初めに手順を決めずにその場その場で決めていく。

7. 課題を始める前にどのような手順でするか決める。

8. あいまいな点があるとなかなか先に進めない。

9. 実際に使える状況がすぐに思い浮かべられる。

10. 新しいことを勉強したら実際にどのように使えるのか考える。

11. 目標に向かって一歩一歩段階的に進めていく。

12. 実際に使って自然に身につけていく。

13. １つ１つ確実に理解していく。

14. 具体例から規則を見つけ出そうとする。

15. 課題をする際、どのような結果になるのかを考えてから始める。

16. 今までとは違う新しいことに挑戦する。

17. うまくいくかどうか分からなくてもいろいろな方法を試す。
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18. 必要な情報を教師、友人、本などからできるだけ集める。

19. 勉強していることばでコミュニケーションしているところを想像している。

20. 慣れない方法でも柔軟に対応できる。

21. 一つの正しい答えを求める。

22. 新しく学んだことを体系的に整理する。

23. 規則が分かったら他の場合にも適用する。

24. 答えを決める前にいろいろな選択肢をよく比べる。

25. 多くの具体例を集めて考える。

26. 課題（作文や発表など）をするときは準備に時間をかける。

27. 間違いを気にせずやってみる。

28. 思いついたことは深く考える前にことばにする。

29. 一つの問題に対していくつもの解決策を考える。

30. 文法の規則に従って考える。

31. いろいろ考えた方がいいと思うので、結論は慎重に出す。

Junko Matsuzaki Carreira received her M.A. in English Language and Literature and 

completed her doctoral course in the Department of English and Literature at Tsuda College. 

She is a full-time lecturer at Tokyo Future University. Her research interests include affective 

factors contributing to language learning.

Saitama Journal Of Language Teaching

28

Carreira

29



On defining “good” language learners

Joe Siegel

Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University

jojo.siegel@gmail.com

Many teachers have probably encountered “good language learners” (GLLs) at some point. 

Although GLLs may be easy to identify, defining what makes them “good” is more 

challenging. Using cognitive and affective learner factors from second language acquisition 

literature, this article attempts to define GLLs. It suggests that multiple definitions of GLLs 

exist and that these definitions depend on point of view and context. The paper considers two 

well-known educational settings in Japan: traditional academic classes and non-academic 

conversation schools.

We’ve all heard people say things like “That Keiko is really good at English” or “Hiroshi 

picks things up really fast.” While it sounds like Keiko and Hiroshi have a “knack” for 

languages, that description may  need to be qualified. Do they have a “knack” for language 

tests in academic settings or for interactive communication or both? Adolescent learners 

study English in their compulsory  classes, and some also attend private conversation schools. 

Similarly, adult learners may have studied English during their time in school, and may, for a 

variety of reasons, continue or resume studying at conversation schools. 

All teachers have met learners who seem to be “good” at learning languages, but what 

exactly  does it mean to be “good”?  The notion that definitions of “good language 

learners” (GLLs) may be context-dependent deserves consideration. It is possible that some 

characteristics and approaches are advantageous in traditional classroom settings, while other 

factors are more beneficial in more modern conversation schools. 
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From the outset, it is important to use the label “good” with caution. Being “good” at 

something is hardly  a finite achievement; there is no fixed point for how “good” someone can 

be. Besides being context-dependent, the term “good” depends largely on point of view: 

cultures, communities, teachers, and students may all have different concepts of “good.”  

The following section outlines two educational environments common in Japan, one 

academic, the other non-academic. Subsequent sections address various cognitive and 

affective learner factors related to GLLs. 

Two contexts 

Educational setting will often influence whether a learner should be labeled “good.” The two 

settings considered here should be familiar to most teachers in Japan. One setting is 

traditional, compulsory and academic, such as a junior high or high school. The other is 

voluntary, often more interactive and sociable: the conversation school. These two learning 

environments are not absolutes; rather, they  can be placed on a continuum with the former at 

one extreme and the latter at the other. Many, if not most, classrooms will fall somewhere 

between the two extremes and some educational settings may embody a combination of the 

two. It seems probable that GLLs in one context are not necessarily GLLs in the other.

Table 1 displays some differences between these two learning environments. Anecdotal 

evidence from students and fellow teachers, along with my  own teaching experience both in 

traditional and conversation schools, has been drawn on to comprise Table 1. These 

differences are important to the context-dependent  descriptions of GLLs, and understanding 

the differences helps distinguish useful learner factors, such as styles, strategies, and 

personality traits. 

Table 1: Distinct Settings

Traditional classroom Conversational classroom
Academic purposes Conversational purposes
Highly structured Loosely structured
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Teacher-centered Student-centered
Often compulsory Non-compulsory

Written tests Oral tests / interviews
Metalanguage / rules Conversational language / 

colloquialism
Linguistic competence Communicative competence

Focus on academic achievement Focus on communicative interaction

Identifying context

Both teachers and students should be able to identify  the context in which they are engaged. 

A grasp of the setting one is working in allows the participant to adapt and adjust to the 

environment so that chances for success are increased. To help teachers and students discern 

where they find themselves on the previously mentioned traditional-conversational classroom 

continuum, the following points offer a starting point for consideration: purpose(s) and goal

(s) of study; teacher and student expectations; evaluation system and criteria; variety of 

classroom activities and time allotted to those activities.

This paper next turns to learner factors and discusses them in relation to the two ends of the 

educational setting continuum outlined above.  

Learner factors

The previous section listed differences between two educational settings. With those distinct 

learning environments in mind, this section will examine some specific learner variables in 

the form of cognitive and affective factors. In a study of Chinese university students, Gan, 

Humphreys & Hamp-Lyons (2004) found that student success depends on a “complex and 

dynamic interplay of internal cognition and emotion, external incentives, and social 

context” (p. 229). I suggest that some of these mental and emotional factors seem to “fit 

better” in one setting than in the other. Table 2 outlines the factors considered in this essay.
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Table 2: Learner Factors

Cognitive factors Affective factors
Field Independence / Field Sensitivity Risk taking

Left / Right brain orientation Extroversion / Introversion
Reflectivity / Impulsiveness Active / Passive

Cognitive factors

Cognitive factors have to do with our intelligence and the ways in which our brains function 

to process information. Cognitive factors can be thought of as being more objective, whereas 

affective factors are more subjective. Brundage & Macheracher (in Nunan, 1990) define 

cognitive style as “ways of focusing on, taking in, and processing information” (p. 15). This 

section discusses some cognitive factors as they relate to GLLs; affective factors will be 

addressed later.

Field Independence/Field Sensitivity

Field Independence (FI) means being able to “see the trees from the forest.” That is, it 

encompasses the ability to pick out relevant information from a field of distracters, to 

distinguish the parts from the whole (Brown, 2000). FI is likely to be a valuable skill when 

students complete worksheets and exams where minute details determine correct answers. FI 

can help learners focus on specific linguistic features such as verb form and word order. 

Therefore, high academic scores on language testing instruments may be attributed to FI. As 

Dornyei (2005) points out, “… FI individuals should do better on non-communicative, more 

cerebral tests, while [field sensitive] individuals should excel in more communicative 

situations” (p. 138). This does not mean, however, that Field Sensitivity  (FS) has no place in 

traditional classrooms, only that a more FI orientation may be preferable.

Meanwhile, conversation schools, because of their emphasis on communicative competence, 

require a more FS orientation. A person has an FS preference if they attend to and identify a 

“field”, be it  abstract  or concrete, more clearly as a whole rather than as constituent parts 

(Brown, 2000). Conversation schools promote interaction, discussion and fluency. Accuracy 
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is seldom a priority. In these settings, students are often evaluated more by  their ability to 

accomplish tasks fluently than accurately. Thus, FS seems to correlate better in conversation 

classrooms than in traditional classrooms.

Left/right brain 

The left/right  brain distinction is closely related to FI/FS. Brown (2002) calls the left brain 

the “zoom lens” because it allows students to focus on specific details (p. 14). It is more 

logical, linear and analytical. Therefore, left brainers may perform better on the evaluative 

instruments in traditional classrooms. In other words, having the ability  to scrutinize 

language is beneficial on grammatical, rule-oriented tasks that specify single correct answers.

When it comes to conversation classrooms, the intuitive and holistic nature associated with 

right brain dominance seems more advantageous. According to Brown’s (2002) analogy, the 

right brain is the “wide angle lens” (p. 14). Rubin (1990) states that the brain’s right 

hemisphere is for “spatial, pictorial and other non-verbal stimuli” (p. 240). Learners who use 

more of their right brain are probably able to focus on overall meaning without being 

preoccupied with correctness. They can pick up  on situational clues that may be 

paralinguistic in nature. Right brainers are more likely to take into account communicative 

aspects including their partner’s personality, attitude, and body language; they  probably place 

more prominence on communicative as opposed to linguistic aspects. 

Reflectivity/impulsiveness

Being reflective is like being the tortoise in the classic fable The Tortoise and the Hare. 

Reflectivity  produces “slower, more calculated [decisions]” (Brown, 2000, p. 121) and may 

be beneficial in traditional classrooms because it aids accuracy. Reflective thinkers are those 

who determine several possible outcomes before committing themselves to any  course of 

action. This should help learners achieve high test scores; however, in the case of timed tests, 

like TOEFL, some impulsive guessing may be useful. 
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When engaged in conversation, however, more impulsiveness would be advantageous 

because students should be more concerned with the spontaneity and time constraints of oral 

communication. If conversation students are too reflective, teachers or partners may become 

frustrated by slow responses, regardless of how accurate these may be. Impulsiveness in 

conversation schools also demonstrates willingness to (1) maintain conversation, (2) react 

naturally to what has been said, and (3) use circumlocution.   

This section has discussed ways in which certain cognitive factors may  be more beneficial for 

learners in educational environments that are located at opposite ends of a scale. While 

cognitive factors relate to mental activities, affective factors are associated with emotions and 

are discussed next.

Affective factors

Affective factors are those related to personality  and emotions. These factors influence the 

world around us and are influenced by  it. As mentioned previously, affective factors can be 

viewed as contrasting with cognitive factors. Three affective factors are discussed below: risk 

taking, extroversion/introversion and active/passive orientation.

Risk taking

Risk taking is related to impulsiveness and guessing and is consistently described in the 

literature as a key factor of GLLs (Rubin, 1975; Brown, 2000). Students need to take chances 

with new material and in new situations because it helps them to “learn by doing” and to 

advance out of their comfort zone. Since uncertainties arise in both traditional and 

conversational classrooms, the ability to take risks, to venture guesses, or to participate in 

uncertain situations, is imperative. As Oxford (1990) observes: “Successful language learning 

necessitates overcoming inhibitions and learning to take reasonable risks, as in guessing 

meanings or speaking up despite the possibility of making a mistake” (p. 142). 

Avoidance of risk taking in either of the settings mentioned above could lead to stagnation, 

and risk taking in moderation benefits both academic and non-academic learners. Beebe 
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prescribes “moderate” risk taking in order to avoid “wild frivolous risks … [and] meaningless 

verbal garbage” (in Brown, 2000, p. 15). 

Introversion/extroversion

In traditional classrooms, more introverted individuals may  attain optimum results due to the 

evaluation of written work, similar to the “traditional, structure-oriented, discrete-point 

foreign language instructional environment geared toward tests and assignments” mentioned 

by Oxford and Nyikos (1989, p. 293). Dornyei (2005) warns that too much “extroversion…

has been found to have a negative relationship with academic success due to the introvert’s 

greater ability to consolidate learning, lower distractibility, and better study habits” (p. 21). 

Such statements lend support to the notion that introversion benefits students in traditional 

classrooms.

In conversation schools and conversation-based classrooms, however, some extroversion is 

probably  more advantageous. The dependent nature of conversation (two interlocutors are 

needed) makes extroversion clearly preferable. Conversation requires cooperation, and 

extroversion and an outgoing nature help facilitate it. In addition, outgoing learners are able 

to seek out and initiate learning situations (Rubin, 1975). The extroverted nature of 

conversation school GLLs is fairly  easy to recognize as a positive asset, although Reiss 

(1981) points out the absence of conclusive studies. It  must also be noted that  too much 

extroversion can be detrimental, as overly extroverted students may monopolize 

conversations or be disruptive.

Passive/active

It should be no surprise that GLLs are active in both traditional and conversation classrooms. 

Active learners are engaged, industrious and curious. They involve themselves and get others 

involved. Active learners, for instance, routinely search for partners, initiate conversation, ask 

questions, and independently  search for answers. These activities are done of the learner’s 

volition, whereas, as Rubin (1975) has said, “  … the poor learner passively does what is 
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assigned to [her or him]” (p. 44). Given the enormity  of the task of learning an L2, active 

learners will progress faster and further, regardless of context.

Summary of GLLs

Figure 1 recaps factors mentioned for traditional classroom GLLs.

Figure 1:  Academic Setting Good Language Learners
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Figure 2 summarizes conversation school GLLs.

Figure 2:  Conversation School Good Language Learners

Limitations

The hypothesis in this paper that specific learner factors may be more beneficial in some 

educational settings than in others is not without shortcomings. First, all learners carry  with 

them past learning experiences that probably influence their current approaches to learning. 

Secondly, the implication expressed is that learners have some control over which factors 

they  choose to activate. However, some of the factors mentioned above are probably more 

and some less changeable than others. A third limitation relates to quantitative data collection. 

Methods for determining internal approaches to language learning are currently in need of 

further development.
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Conclusion

The first  part of this paper attempted to define “good” language learners and stated that the 

definition of GLLs depends on point  of view and context in which learning takes place. 

Contexts can be placed at two ends of a continuum. The paper suggested that GLLs in 

traditional classrooms and conversation schools may differ with regard to cognitive and 

affective factors. Only six factors were considered here due to space constraints, and further 

discussion of other factors would be welcome. 

 There can be no drawbacks to giving students information about the learning process and 

discussing with them approaches to language learning. The worst  that can happen is no 

change in learner style and behavior; a satisfactory outcome would be for learners to 

understand and attempt to improve themselves; an ideal outcome would be for learners to 

understand and actually improve learning style and behavior, ultimately becoming GLLs.
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This paper examines a method combining the task-based learning classroom with the concept 

of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. The method uses a structured syllabus, 

encourages social interaction in the classroom between students, and the teacher’s role 

changes to one that provides scaffolding to encourage language acquisition.

In this paper, I will outline a learning and teaching method I will call “Vygotsky-task” or “V-

task”. The V-task streamlines task-based learning (TBL) with a structured syllabus, creating 

an environment that fosters autonomous learning. Using Vygotsky’s theory of zone of 

proximal development (ZPD) as the underlying principle, I will show that the V-task can 

increase student autonomy. The onus is put on the students to acquire language through social 

interaction, which can help students learn how to learn. Scaffolding used by the teacher to 

provide assistance to the students will also be discussed. 

The article will begin with a closer look at the relevant terms within the literature pertaining 

to this method. A general description of the V-task will be followed by a very detailed set of 

parameters for understanding it better. Finally, an example of the V-task will be shown using 

data from a lesson. 

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

An explanation of the ZPD is a good place to begin. Vygotsky (1978) describes the ZPD as:

… the distance between the actual development  level as determined by 
independent  problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration 
with more capable peers. (p. 86)

42

In layman’s terms, this is the distance between the most difficult  task a learner can do with 

help, and the most difficult task a learner can do alone. This zone needs to be nurtured with 

the help  of a more capable person or a capable peer, through social interaction. Based on our 

practice in the classroom, our assumption is that we learn language to communicate, yet with 

Vygotsky’s approach, students attempt to communicate and in doing so acquire language 

(Scovel, 2001). 

With the thought of the ZPD in mind, the teacher’s role should change to one of an 

interdependent participant. Teachers should actively  share the responsibility for learning and 

teaching with the learners. Teachers need to realize that learners have important contributions 

to make, and they need to be able to distinguish between learning and the performance of 

what is being learned. An autonomous learner in a cooperative milieu is positively 

encouraged to depend on other learners and the teacher when the need arises. Teachers can 

work with the students to help the students make themselves understood, and where “gaps” in 

this arise, teachers can use small hints or questions, referred to as “scaffolding” (Wood, 

Bruner, & Ross, 1976, p. 90), to guide the students to their goals. Scaffolding can be thought 

of as a tool that helps teachers assist students in making themselves understood or in 

understanding a concept. When students are then able to use the language on their own and 

make themselves understood using that language for their own context, the ZPD can be 

thought of as being bridged.  

Social interaction in the classroom and the role of the teacher

Through the V-task, social interaction is occurring mainly between the students. This student-

student interaction is ideal, but most importantly  it defines a new role for the teacher as the 

peer who can identify scaffolding opportunities in the classroom during the V-task. 

Wood et al. (1976) state:

Well executed scaffolding begins by luring the child into actions that  produce 
recognizable-for-him solutions. Once that is achieved, the tutor can interpret 
discrepancies for the child. Finally, the tutor stands in a confirmatory role until 
the tutee is checked out to fly on his own. (p. 96)
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Also, the teacher provides the students with the interdependence that  could not occur if the 

teacher didn’t redirect. Redirecting questions could also provide information to the teacher as 

to who else may have the same difficulty  or which student may be able to provide the 

scaffolding for language acquisition to occur (Kumaravadivelu, 2003). The lesson outlined in 

this paper shows that this may indeed be the case and that the scaffolding that  occurs can be 

attributed not only to the teacher, but to a student’s peers.

Learner autonomy

It is important to realize that learner autonomy is not learner independence. Within the 

classroom, as I will outline, the students need to learn to work cooperatively  with their 

teacher, their peers and any other resources they  may  have (Kumaravadivelu, 2003). 

Autonomy is a complex process of interaction, which in turn helps create ZPDs not only 

between students and the teacher, but also between students. Student-student interaction is 

important as it  shows that the teacher does not always need to be the center of the classroom, 

but students can also help each other learn. 

The current TBL dilemma

The practicality  of many of the tasks proposed in task-based learning (TBL) can be 

questioned as to their relevance to the real world. Skehan identifies examples such as 

“completing one another’s family  trees” or “solving a riddle” (1998, pp. 95-96). Skehan 

(1998), Ellis (2003), Willis (1996), and Nunan (1989) unanimously agree that TBL was 

designed for communication to occur. Many of these TBL type activities work well in pair 

work, but to create learner autonomy in the classroom, creating a task that requires individual 

work or class work that encourages broader social interaction would be the better choice. 

Also, attempts to make the classroom more communicative have resulted in many different 

activities being produced, yet under the umbrella of TBL the syllabus seems to have 

disappeared. 

Vygotsky (V)-task and its parameters

Maintaining a structured syllabus yet encouraging social interaction in the classroom is the 

goal of the V-task. The onus for learning is put on the students while the teacher steps back 
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into the periphery. The design of the task requires the students to access the language they 

want or need in order to complete the task. This creates the atmosphere for learner autonomy 

and also gives the students the chance to work at  their own level, having them ask questions 

when they need assistance. For the classroom, this reduces the need for display questions 

from the teacher, as these are primarily used to check students’ knowledge. For things the 

students don’t know, such as spelling or the meaning of a word, they must ask another student 

or the teacher. By promoting student autonomy, this method indirectly  trains students how to 

learn language. The focus is more on the learning process than on any immediate results. The 

primary objective is not to complete the task, but to access the language necessary  to 

complete it, and in doing so, the task completes itself.

A V-task combines the concepts of the ZPD, scaffolding, student autonomy, and TBL, but it 

still allows the teacher to follow a structured syllabus. Outlined here are the parameters of the 

V-task.

1. For the task to be completed, students need to access L2 through social interaction with a 

peer (with the teacher only if absolutely necessary). Students determine what language 

they want or need and obtain it if needed through asking questions.

2. The objective of the task is to access the language needed or wanted, and completion of the 

goal becomes a by-product of working through the objective.

3. The task cannot be completed without accessing L2. 

4. The acquisition of L2 will come from the student’s need to access the L2 to complete the 

task.

5. The teacher should provide the scaffolding required to assist the learners through their 

ZPD. The teacher should also redirect questions to encourage social interaction.

The task needs a clear goal, otherwise there is no motivation for the student to access the 

language needed to complete the task. The focus of the lesson is still based on the current 

model of TBL where the task is not language-focused, but uses language to complete the task.

As mentioned earlier, teachers may use display questions in the classroom to check students’ 

knowledge, as can be seen in the following example. Although display questions have their 

place in the classroom, questions coming from the students themselves would be more 
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meaningful.

                  Teacher: What time is it? (Showing a flash card with “2:00” 

      written on it.)

Students: It’s two o’clock.

The following are examples of dialog that  are taken from my  own classroom data. In these 

examples, the students ask the questions and the teacher or another student can answer the 

question.

                   Student 1 (S1): What’s this? (Pointing to “1:00” on the board.)

                   Teacher (T) or Student 2 (S2): It’s one o’clock.

        or 

                   S1: What’s this? (Pointing to a picture.)

                   T or S2: It’s calligraphy.

                   S1: How do you spell calligraphy?

In the following dialog, the teacher asks a referential question (a question where the teacher 

does not know the answer) (Chaudron, 1988, p. 127), which results in dialog between the 

teacher and the other students.

                   T: What time is your recess?

                   S1: Recess? What’s recess?

                   T or S2: When you play outside.

                   S1: How do you spell recess?

In this example, the student hears a word and wants to know its meaning. The student needs 

to acquire language through previously  known language. ‘Play’ and ‘outside’ are the 

vocabulary needed to understand the word ‘recess’ in the context of the school schedule. 

Rather than the teacher checking whether the student can spell the word ‘recess’ or not, using 

a display type question, the student asks because she needs to know.

This type of task does not focus on communication to the extent that the current TBL model 
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does, but instead focuses on students being responsible for their own language acquisition. As 

pointed out earlier, some TBL lessons are designed for communication to occur, but the topic 

may be irrelevant to the student. Choosing topics that are relevant to the students, and 

creating a gap between what the students do not know and what they need to know, 

encourages the students to become more involved and to ask more questions. 

The lesson

In my own private language school I taught two lessons using the V-task method, and the 

transcripts from these lessons were used for the research for this paper. In the class where I 

used the V-task, there were two boys and two girls, aged seven to eight. We used the 

SuperKids 2 (Krause & Cossu, 2005) textbook which is structured around a Presentation, 

Practice, Produce (PPP) method. Using the syllabus from this textbook, I changed the lessons 

to follow the V-task parameters. 

In the first lesson, students tabularized their school schedules. In the second lesson, students 

asked about each other’s “daily activities” schedules. The second lesson was done to see how 

much language was acquired during the first lesson. The lessons were held a week apart. The 

first lesson was designed around SuperKids 2 (Krause & Cossu, 2005a) and SuperKids 3 

(Krause & Cossu, 2005b) material. 

The chapters this lesson was derived from can be seen in the following table.

SuperKids 2 (Krause & Cossu, 2005a)SuperKids 2 (Krause & Cossu, 2005a)SuperKids 2 (Krause & Cossu, 2005a)
Unit 4 Telling time 1:00~12:00,  :15,  :30,  :45
Unit 4 Daily activities 

 (TBL)

What time do you get up? …

Unit 8 After school After school activities
SuperKids 3 (Krause & Cossu, 2005b)SuperKids 3 (Krause & Cossu, 2005b)SuperKids 3 (Krause & Cossu, 2005b)
Unit 1 Days of the week Mon., Tues., Wed., Thurs., Fri., (Sat., Sun.)

The V-task in action

The lesson had to conform to the parameters of the V-task. The task had only one objective; 

the students needed to access the language to complete their school schedules. In accessing 

the language, the objective of the V-task would be accomplished and the goal (completing 
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their school schedules) would also be reached. These students had not been taught any  of the 

vocabulary prior to the task, and had not been taught any of the lessons within their textbook 

that pertained to the task.

However, on the walls of my classroom, there are always a number of signs, two of which 

say the following:

1. How do you say… in English?

2. How do you spell…? 

Students are familiar with these two “lexical chunks” and are able to use them at  any time 

during lessons. The role of the teacher, in accordance with the V-task parameters, is to 

redirect these questions back to the other students, or to encourage students to answer each 

other’s questions. 

I wrote the abbreviated days of the week across the top  of the board, and the times (from 8:00 

to 5:00) along the left side of the board (Appendix A). I instructed the students in English to 

complete their school schedules for the week in their notebooks. 

The first clarification that needed to be made concerned the words written along the top of 

the board.

S1: What’s Mon, Tues... ?
T: The days of the week, Monday, Tuesday… 

(pointing to the calendar)

teacher missed redirecting

In this instance I neglected to see if any other students knew the answer to the question posed 

by S1. Yet, the students were already asking questions from the onset.

There was one instance where students had trouble saying the time that corresponded with 

their school schedules. The following transcript shows this process. 

S1: Iichiji kan me, eight, eight… forty. (first period)
S3: Eh? Eight… how do you say sanjyugo in English?
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T: I don’t know. Does anyone know? teacher redirects question
S1: Thirty five.
S2: Eight thirty five.
S4: Uchiha eight forty.
T: Your first class is at eight forty?
S4: Yes.
T: Then write eight forty.

Not only did the students learn the language they  needed, but they  were also directly applying 

it to the task at hand. Social interaction was occurring and the students needed L2 to be able 

to complete the task. The students determined the language they needed and through this 

process, they worked through the task. The questions that  came from the students were 

questions that  reflected their own lack of knowledge or understanding. Unlike display 

questions used by  the teacher to check students’ abilities, students using questions to get 

information is a direct indication of their level. Through social interaction, these questions 

can be answered by another student, or result in a scaffolding opportunity for the teacher to 

work with. During the course of the class, as the teacher would redirect the questions from 

the students, the students gradually stopped asking the teacher questions. 

The next negotiation concerned the actual class names. I redirected many  questions back to 

the group.

S2: How do you say hirugohan in English?
S1: Lunch jyanai? (isn’t it lunch?) student interaction
T: Lunch? What time do you have lunch?
S2: Eh… twelve twenty.
S4: How do you spell lunch?

T: Does anyone know how to spell lunch?
teacher redirecting 

question
S1: L-u-n-s-h?
T: Lun- CH. (accent on the ch) scaffolding
S2: L-u-n-c-h?
T: That’s right.
S3: L-u-n-…? One more time. student interaction
S2: L-u-n-c-h. student interaction
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In this example of ‘scaffolding’, I helped the student with only  the information they  needed to 

complete the spelling. I could have easily answered the question “How do you spell lunch?”, 

but instead posed it to the rest  of the class for collaboration. S3’s question to respell the word 

was not directed at  the teacher, but at  S2. Also, students had followed S1’s method of telling 

time in the first example. This shows an example of students helping each other through their 

ZPDs.

S1: Teacher, what is zukou in English?
T: I don’t know. Does anyone know?
S3/S4: Wakaranai. (I don’t know)
S2: I don’t know.
T: No one? I don’t know either.
S2: Aaaaa, dameda.(this is not good)
(At this point S2 began to look through his SuperKids 2 textbook)(At this point S2 began to look through his SuperKids 2 textbook)(At this point S2 began to look through his SuperKids 2 textbook)

T: Well, what do you do in ???? 
teacher referential 

question
S1: Zukou.
T: What do you do in zukou?
S1: Nanka tsukuru toka. (make things)
T: Make things? You mean like shop class?
S4: Shopping?
T: Shop class, you make things.
S1: Painting toka, … (painting and …) student follow-up
T: Painting? In shop?

S2: Mitsuketa! (I found it!) … art class!
s t u d e n t u s e o f 
resource other than 
T or Ss

Through the dialog shown in these examples, the classroom turned from the teacher checking 

for knowledge through display questions, to the students requesting knowledge through 

referential questions. Since I redirected many of the questions, the students stopped using the 

teacher as source of knowledge and relied on each other. The students in some cases used 

Japanese to discuss the L2, but the L2 is still needed to continue. According to my personal 

experience with TBL lessons, many times the students will use as much Japanese as possible 

to complete the task, such as giving directions, and asking about each other’s weekends. As 
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can be seen here, this is not the case; the students are using Japanese to assist each other, but 

not to complete the task.

Lesson two

Lesson two was meant as a check to see if students were able to use the language of time to 

be able to complete the task. Students made charts in their notebooks and used the SuperKids 

2 textbook to ask each other what time they did various activities. The students were able to 

complete the task without much difficulty, which led me to believe that the lesson on “telling 

time” could be thought of as complete. Students were given the assignment to ask their 

parents about their daily schedules as well (See Appendix A). The V-task lesson is based on a 

structured syllabus, which is important for the parents who are wondering “What did my 

child learn today?”. This type of lesson and homework also helps parents see what  their 

children are doing in my lessons.

Conclusion

The objective of the task was for the students to access the language needed to complete their 

school schedules. The goal, a by-product of the objective, was completed. The students 

communicated to access the language needed and they remained focused throughout the 

lesson. Combining TBL with Vygotsy’s ZPD by encouraging social interaction during the 

lesson showed student support not  only coming from the teacher, but from other students as 

well. By adhering to the V-task parameters, student-student interaction increased, and the 

social interaction provided the framework for a different learning atmosphere. The lesson was 

not based on questions from the teacher as a check for knowledge, but rather on the students 

asking the questions based on their lack of knowledge. 

The students’ level in this class was low, and the scaffolding for the most part was not based 

on students making themselves understood. Yet, in a low-level classroom, it is a start to 

creating student autonomy and building a more communicative classroom stemming from the 

students’ own levels, by  teaching them the fundamentals of how to learn. I am currently 

doing research with higher-level students to see if the V-task encourages a different type of 

scaffolding. Yet for teachers who are looking to increase the communication in their 

classrooms, use a structured syllabus, and have the students ask the questions, the V-task is a 
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start. 

References

Chaudron, C. (1988). Second language classrooms. Cambridge UK: Cambridge University 

Press.

Ellis, R. (2003). Task-based language learning and teaching. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press.

Krause, A. & Cossu, G. (2005a). SuperKids 2. Quarry Bay, HK: Pearson Education. 

Krause, A. & Cossu, G. (2005b). SuperKids 3. Quarry Bay, HK: Pearson Education.

Kumaravadivelu, B. (2003). Beyond methods. Macrostrategies for language teaching. New 

Haven, CT: Yale University. 

Nunan, D. (1989). Designing tasks for the communicative classroom. Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Ohta, A.S. (2001). Second language acquisition processes in the classroom: Learning 

Japanese. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Scovel, T. (2001). Learning new languages. A guide to second language acquisition. Boston, 

MA: Heinle and Heinle. 

Skehan, P. (1998). A cognitive approach to language learning. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Swan, M. (2005). Legislation by hypothesis: The case for task-based instruction. Applied 

Linguistics, 26 (3), 376-401.

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in Society. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press. 

Willis, J. (1996). A Framework for task-based learning. Malaysia, PJB: Addison Wesley 

Longman. 

Wood, D., Bruner, J.S., & Ross, G. (1976). The role of tutoring in problem-solving. Journal 

of Child Psychology and Child Psychiatry, 17, 89-100.

The Saitama Journal of Language Teaching

52

Appendix A

Sample template for the V1-task.

Sample from student (used with permission from student 2)
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Sample from student from lesson 2 (used with permission from student 2)

 (names have been hidden by the labels).
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