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LEARNER DIFFERENCES

We are going to look at a number of approaches to describing the differences between learners including “Multiple Intelligence” theory and “Neurolinguistic programming” - fwo ways of looking at learning which have provoked considerable interest among teachers and materials designers.
Some students are better at learning languages than others. At least that is the
generally held view, and in the 1950s and 1960s it crystallised around the belief that it was possible to predict a student's future progress on the basis of linguistic aptitude tests. But it soon became clear that such tests were flawed in a number of ways. They did not appear to measure anything other than general intellectual ability even though they ostensibly looked for linguistic talents. Further, they favoured analytic-type learners over their more “holistic” counterparts, so that the tests were especially suited to people who have little trouble doing grammar-focused tasks. Those with a more “general” view of things - whose analytical abilities are not so highly developed, and who receive and use language in a more message-oriented way – appeared to be at a disadvantage. In fact, a nalytic aptitude is probably not the critical factor in success. Peter Skehan, for example, believes that what distinguishes exceptional students from the rest is that they have unusual memories, particularly for the retention of things that they hear.
Another damning criticism of traditional aptitude tests is that while they may
discriminate between the most and the least “intelligent” students they are less effective at distinguishing between the majority of students who fall between these
two extremes. What they do accomplish is to influence the way in which both teachers and students behave. It has been suggested that students who score badly on aptitude tests will become de-motivated and that this will then contribute to precisely the failure that the test predicted. And teachers who know that particular students have achieved high scores will be tempted to treat those students differently from students whose score was low. Aptitude tests end up being self-fulfilling prophecies whereas it would be much better for both teacher and students to be optimistic about all of the people in the class.
Another line of enquiry has been to try and tease out what a good learner is. If we can narrow down a number of characteristicts that all good learners share then we
can, perhaps, cultivate these characteristics in all our students.
Neil Naiman and his colleagues included a tolerance of ambiguity as a feature of good learning together with areas such as positive task orientation (being prepared
to approach tasts in a positive fashion), ego involvement (where success is important for a student’s self-image), high aspirations, goal orientation, and perseverance.
Joan Rubin and Irene Thompson listed no less than fourteen good learner characteristics amongst which learning to live with uncertainty (much like the tolerance of ambiguity mentioned above) is a notable factor. But the Rubin and Thompson version of a good learner also mentions students who can find their own way (without always having to be guided by the teacher through learning tasks), who are creative, who make intelligent guesses,who make their own opportunities for practice, who make errors work for them not against them, and who use contextual clues.
Much of what various people have said about good learners on cultural assumptions which underpin much current teaching practice in countries like Britain, Australia, andAmerica. In these cultures we appreciate self-reliant students, and promote learner autonomy as a main goal. We tend to see the  tolerance of ambiguity as a goal of student development, wishing to wean our pupils away from a need for things to be always cut and dried. We encourage students to read texts for general understanding without stopping to look up all the words they do not understand; we ask student to speak communicatively even when they have difficulty because of words they do not know or cannot pronounce, and we invlve students in creative writing. In all these endeavours  we expect our pupils to aspire beyond their current
language level.
Different cultures value different learning behaviours, however. Our insistence
upon one kind of good learner profile mayencourage us to demand that students should act in class in certain ways, whatever their learning background. When we
espouse some of the conclusions mentioned above, w e risk imposing a methodology
on our students that is inimical to their culture. It is better for us to reach some kind of learning bargain where both our beliefs and the learners’ preferences can be satisfied. It is not always just the learners who may have to change.
A preoccupation with learner personalities and styles has been a major factor in
Psycholinguistic research. Are there different kinds of learner? Are there different
kinds of behaviour in a group? How can we tailor our teaching to match the personalitieis in front of us?
The methodologist Tony Wright describes four different learner styles within a
group. The “enthusiast” looks to the teacher as a point of reference and is concerned with the goals of the learning group.The “oracular” also focuses on the teacher but is more orientated towards the satisfaction of personal goals. The “participator” tends to concentrate on group goals and group solidarity, whereas the “rebel” while referring to the learning group for his or her point of referencie, is mainly concerned with the satisfaction of his or her own goals.
Other researches have tried to describe student learning styles in their own words, identifying individual behaviour they have observed. They produce caricatures, of course, which never quite describe any particular student. But they do give us some pointers to the kinds of people we have in our classrooms.
Keith Willing, working with adult students in Australia, produced the following descriptions:
- convergers: these are students who are by nature sotitary, prefer to avoid groups, and who are independent and confident in their own abitities. Most importantly they are analytic and can impose their own structures on learning. They tend to be cool and pragmatic.
- conformists: these are students who prefer to emphasise learning “about language” over learning to use it. They tend to be dependent on those in authority and are perfectly happy to work in non-communicate classrooms, doing what they are told. A classrooom of conformisits is one which prefers to see well-organised teachers.
- concrete learners: though they are like conformists, they also enjoy the social aspects of learning and like to learn from direct experience. They are interested in language use and language as communication rather than language as a system. They enjoy games and groupwork in class.
- communicative learners: these are language use orientated. They are comfortable out of class and show a degree of confidence and a willingness to take risks which their colleagues may l ack. They are much more interested in social interaction with other speakers of the language than they are with analysis of how the language works. They are perfectly happy to operate without the guidance of a teacher.
However w e choose to categorise learner styles, an understanding that there are different individuals in our classes is vitally important if we are to plan the kinds of activity that will be appropriate for them. We need to balance the interests of
individuals against what is good for the group and to be aware of certain individual
traits when putting students into pairs and groups. We need to recognise which students need more personal attention than others, and which need different kinds of explanations and practice of language. There are many different styles of language study and student language research. Some students respond better than others to discovery activities; so we use such exercises with them. Others, however, may prefer a more directed approach to language study and so we will, within reason, adapt our practice accordingly. Yet others may respond with enthusiasm to creative writing or speaking activities, where some of their colleagues may need more structured work.
Faced with the different descriptions of learner types and styles which have been described here, it may seem that the teacher's task is overwhelmingly complex. W e want to satisfy the many different students in front of us, teaching to their individual strengths with activities designed to produce the best results for each of them, yet we also want to address our teaching to the group as a whole.
We have to start w ith the recognition of students as individuals as well as being members of a group. Even when classes have been separated into different levels, not everyone in the group will have the same knowledge of English. Some will be better writers than others and some will have greater oral fluency than others.
We need to establish who the different students in our classes are. To ascertain their language level, for example, we can look at their scores on different tests, and we can monitor their progress through both formal and informal observation. This will tell us who needs more or less help in the class. It will inform our decisions about how to group students together, and it will guide the type and amount of feedback we give to each student. In a general way, we will tailor our teaching methods, the materials we use and the production we expect to the level we are working with.
We want to recognise the other differences we have discussed. We can do this through observation or through more formal devices. We might ask students what their learning preferences are in questionnaires with items (perhaps in the students’ first language). Or we might try to find out which preferred sensory system our students respond to.
However we get our information about individuals, we will then be in a position to try and offer activities which offer maximal advantage to the different people in the class. This might involve the way we organise groups in order to satisfy people who prefer working on their own or, conversely, people who benefit most from interaction. We will want to provide different sensory stimuli for the different group members. We will want to offer activities which favour, at different times, students with different learning styles. It is then up to us to keep a record of what works and what does not, either formally or informally. We can also ask our students (either face to face, or, more effectively, through written feedback) how they respond to these activities. 
Apart from demonstrating how individuals respond differently to the same activity, these comments help us to decide whether or not to use a similar kind of activity again, whether to amend it, or whether to abandon such an exercise type.
Such feedback, coupled with questionnaires and our own observation, help us to
build a picture of the best kinds of activity for the mix of individuals in a particular
class. This kind of feedback enables use, over time, to respond to our students with an appropriate blend of tasks and exercises.
This does not mean, of course, that everyone will be happy all of the time. On the contrary, it clearly suggests that some lessons (or parts of lessons) will be more useful for some students than for others. But if we are aware of this and act accordingly, then there is a good chance that most of the class will be engaged with the learning process most of the time.
There is one last issue which should be addressed. We have a lready referred to the danger of pre-judging student ability through aptitude tests, but we might go further and worry about pigeonholing students with fixed descriptions so that we assume they are always going to behave in the same way. For if this was the case there would be no point in learner training, nor should we waste our time introducing new kinds of activity for the benefit of the group as a whole or the individuals within it. Yet such a position makes no sense. Students do develop as a result of classroom experiences of success or failure. They will almost certainly change in some way as a result of their learning environment and the tasks they perform.
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