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Good language learners

Kalaya Kaiwanwanit Suwankayee*

Good language learners have been identified in a number of ways. Some of

them are as follows:

@ Nunun (1991, cited in Nunun 1999:58) found that one of the
characteristics of the good language learner was an ability to reflect on
and articulate the processes underlying their own learning. Similarly,

@® In an overview of research into strategy training, O’Malley and
Chamot (1990, cited in Nunan, 1999:57) finds indications that more
effective learners differed from less effective ones in their use of
strategies. In particular they found that students who were designated
by their teachers as more effective learners use strategies more
frequently and use a greater variety of strategies than students who were

designated as less effective.

o
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@ Rubin and Thompson (1983, cited in Nunan, 1999:58) suggests in the
well-known study of the good language learners that good and efficient
learners tend to exhibit specific characteristics, as they go about
learning a second language as follows: (1) find their own ways; (2)
organize information about language; (3) are creative and experiment
with language; (4) make their own opportunities and strategies for
getting practice in using the language inside and outside the classroom;
(5) learn to live with uncertainty and develop strategies for making
sense of the target language without wanting to understand every word;
(6) use mnemonics (rthymes, word associations and so forth) to recall
what has been learned; (7) make errors work; (8) use linguistics
knowledge, including knowledge of their first language in mastering a
second language; (9) allow the context extra linguistic knowledge and
knowledge of the world help them in comprehension; (10) learn to
make intelligent guesses; (11) learn chunks of languages as wholes and
formalized routines to help them perform ‘beyond their competence’;
(12) learn production techniques (e.g., techniques for keeping
conversation going); and (13) learn difference styles of speech and
writing and learn to vary their language according to the formality of

the situation.
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The statements above have aroused me to investigate the native speakers of
English about their perspectives on good language learners. I would like to
find out whether their responses are in accordance with the statements and
to determine whether the results of this study could be applied to the
students. The questionnaire was constructed by the writer, as a researcher
(see appendix). It was divided into two main parts: respondents’ background
information: (1) general information and information about second language
(SL) learning and (2) their perspectives on good language learners: most
important characteristics of good language learners; patterns of good
language learners; and language learning strategies. All the questions were
open-ended. At the time of completing the questionnaire, the respondents
whose responses required further clarification were invited to be

interviewed by the researcher.

Six participants responded to the questionnaire. All of them are native
speakers of English. Five participants are males. They are all teaching
English at Thepsatri Rajabhat University, where I am working. One
participant is a female. She is studying Thai at the language center in
Lopburi, my province. She is going to do a language survey among minority
language in northern Thailand this up-coming year. The following are their

responses.
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Darryl is an Australian. He is forty-one. He studied
Mandarin when he was twenty-six because he wanted

to learn more about Chinese culture. He did not think

he developed a high level of communicative skill in a
short time. He struggled with Chinese characters. It took three months for
basic communication in Mandarin. He has lived in Thailand for two months.
He can speak very little Thai language. He has learnt from friends and local

people because he has to communicate with Thai students.

Darryl thinks that good teachers are helpful and have clear explanations
made his language learning experiences successful. For him, the three most
important characteristics of a good language learner are (1) not being afraid
to make mistakes; (2) being an imitator: imitate the tone, manner, and
dialect; (3) being a reader: taking time to read will definitely increase
vocabulary. In his point of view the patterns of language learners are
reading, listening and speaking: trying to practice what he has learnt.
Language learning strategies he has used are listening, repeating and

looking for new words in writing.

Paul is an Australian. He is forty-seven. He studied Latin when he was
twelve because it was compulsory for high school in Australia. He did not

think that he developed a high level of communicative skills in Latin in a
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short time. He has lived in Thailand for three years. He has studied Thai,
using his own tuition in Thailand because he has to communicate with Thai
students. He could communicate limitedly in Thai in only 8 weeks. He was
able to make himself understand in a short period. He said he needed to

communicate in a country where people spoke limited English.

Paul says what made his experiences in language learning successful are as
follows: Latin — the need to pass so as to get a score for university entrance
exam and having a fun teacher; Thai — the need to communicate on a daily
basis to survive, the goal to speak the language in the country in which
living and working and willingness to learn and to meet a woman he needed
and to know some basic phrases. For him, the three most important
characteristics of a good language learner are (1) commitment: dedication
and willingness to learn; (2) ability: an educational standard of a level so an
understanding is achievable; and (3) interest: having a reason to learn. In his
point of view the patterns of language learners are (1) listening: someone
who is willing to listen and has a good ear for tones and dialects and (2)
trying to understand what he hears. Language learning strategies he has
used are (1) if hearing a new word, try and use it as often as he can until
getting that embedded in mind; (2) if wanting to know how to say

something, ask and then repeat that phrase to other native speakers, asking
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them to correct pronunciation; and (3) repetition and use of the word or

phrase will ensure that it is stored in the memory bank.

Ken is from England. He is forty-
two. He has lived in Thailand for
three years (on and off). He likes to
study languages. He studied French

at college in England when he was

twelve. He has studied Thai in
Thailand since he was thirty-seven. He talks with friends and family. He is
married to a Thai woman. He has practiced reading and writing from books
and dictionaries. He says he has developed very high level of
communicative skills in a short time, but not fluent yet. He can
communicate well after studying for six months. He sometimes speaks Thai
with his family. He has two small children of seven and two years old. His
children speak Thai together as well as with their mother, but they speak

English with him.

Ken says that enthusiasm and willingness to learn made his language
learning successful. He can speak French very well because he has good
teachers. And he can speak Thai because of good books and plenty of

opportunity to meet and speak to Thais. In his point of view, the three most
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important characteristics of a good language learner are (1) ability to
communicate: need conversation skills; (2) confidence and lack of shyness
in speaking: shouldn’t be afraid of making mistakes; and (3) willingness to
work hard and practice: practice makes perfect. He thought that the main
pattern: an ability to retain vocabulary and knowledge of grammar followed
by or increase in confidence leading to better language use. The language
learning strategies he has used are (1) initiating and improving
conversational skills and (2) much use of different media such as games,
activities and songs.

Cortney is an American. She is twenty-five. She has been in Thailand for
seven months. She is interested in studying languages. She studied Spanish
for six years when she was in high school, since she was fifteen. It was
compulsory. She learned to communicate in Spanish very well in one year.
She has been to Mexico, where people speak Spanish, for three months. It
was a good chance for her to develop a high level of communicative skills
in Spanish because she studied for many years. Another foreign language
she studied was Hebrew. She studied Hebrew in Israel when she was
twenty-two and developed a high level of communicative skills in Hebrew
and Thai in a short time. She has studied Thai since she came to Thailand.
She began practicing with Thai people from the first day she began
studying, but after a week she was able to meet very basic needs. She has

immersed in the Thai language and culture.
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Cortney has practiced Thai with neighbors, friends, teachers, shopkeepers
and so on. This made her experiences in language learning successful.
“One-on-one learning so I can go at my own pace,” she said. The three most
important characteristic of a good language learner for her are (1) humility:
learning a language is a very humbling experience, feeling like a baby
again, willing to look like a fool and laugh at herself; (2) good listener:
willing to listen that is what children do; (3) balance: importance of
studying books, vocabulary and grammar, but also getting out and
practicing the language with native speakers, if there is no balance, one will
be weak in certain areas of communication. Her patterns of a language
learner are aptitude and ability which help in learning a language, but
humility, listening and balance are more important. The language learning
strategies she has used are (1) writing sentences, using the vocabulary and
sentence structures, if there are words that she does not understand when
she speaks with someone, she writes them down and looks them up later;
(2) spending at least half an hour each day talking to Thai friends and

neighbors; and (3) attending cultural events to expand experience and

-~

&

vocabulary.

Christian is an American. He is twenty-four. He

has been in Thailand for nine months. He studied

French in secondary school in the US when he was A
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twelve. He studied Spanish in the university in the US when he was
eighteen because he was interested in the language. He has studied Thai by
himself in Thailand because he is now a temporary resident of Thailand. He
has an average level of communicative skill in each language. He has been

studying Thai around three hours a week.

Christian insists that for each language he has studied, communicating with
native speakers enhances his language ability. He states that the three most
important characteristics of good language learning are (1) an ability to
adapt the SL into their everyday lives, e.g. translating text or the spoken
word; (2) a good comprehension of grammar; and (3) a strong sense of
confidence in speaking in any social situation. The pattern of language
learners is constantly listening to and speaking the language. The language
learning strategies he has used is practicing oral skills through dialogues

because he thinks that it increases confidence in the learner.

Danny is an American. He is now twenty-five years old. He has lived in
Thailand for eight months. He studied Spanish in high school in Hawaii, his
hometown, when he was seventeen. He said that he never really grasped the
language in high school because of a lack of interest. He first realized the
importance of Spanish when he began teaching 8-year-olds in the San

Francisco, California area where people of Hispanic origin dominantly
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populate. He found that it was challenging to convey his ideas in the
classroom as well as trying to communicate with the students’ families. He
started to learn Thai when he was twenty-four and came to Thailand. From
the first day he began to amerce himself in Thai culture, a culture that he
knew nothing about. He studies books and tries to speak to local inhabitants.
Everyday he tries to learn new phrases and new words to express feelings
and actions. He has developed a high level of communicative skill in a
short time because of perseverance and interest in learning the language
although the tones still hinder his speech. He asks questions and learns

pronunciation through repetition and listening.

Danny insists that what made his experiences in language learning
successfully are motivation, perseverance, interest, the absence of the fear
of making a mistake and the will to ask questions without completely being
able to understand the answer. Therefore, his three most important
characteristics of good language learners are (1) having courage to ask
questions; (2) having the interest and motivation to learn another language;
(3) use of the second language outside of the classroom, without daily
maintenance in the language to sharpen language skills, basic knowledge
will be forgotten and progression will be hindered. The patterns of good
language learners in his points of views are (1) being an active participant;

(2) consistently asking questions and asking for help; (3) displaying a
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burning desire to excel in the language and realizing its importance; and (4)
using the language outside of the classroom and not being afraid to make
mistakes. The language learning strategies he has used are (1) listening
skills from a native speaker (everyday spoken language); (2) flash cards of
common words (sight words); (3) using words in real life experience (word
applications); (4) associating pictures with words (visual aids); (5) tapes
and CD’s (auditory listening skills); (6) physical activities and games

(physical education); and (7) word repetition.

As I, myself, also like learning languages. And I think I am fairly successful (but not
so high, actually) in learning languages such as southern Chinese dialect, English,
French, and Japanese. I learnt to speak Chinese naturally from my father (only
spoken language of some easy southern Chinese dialect), using in everyday life
since [ was young. He could speak Thai naturally. But he passed away about twenty
years ago. After that my family rarely spoke Chinese together. Occasionally, I have
the opportunity to use the Chinese dialect in Chinese shops and markets in Thailand
and in foreign countries.

Another language I have studied for a long time, until today, is English. I
took my first English lesson in a primary school (grade 5). I was lucky.
Most of my teachers were very kind. They have asked the students to do
some activities to motivate and encourage their students to keep alert while

studying. One of my teachers in a junior high school usually rewarded her
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top three students. She gave more assignments of higher level or sometimes
more handouts than any other student. That was very useful for revision.
Most of the time I was one of those three. Her rewards were not valuable in
price, but I think it was of great worth in mind. In fact, the students were

proud of that.

As for French, I studied it for two years (about three hours a week) in a high
school. And I usually got the top grade in class. I was lucky because my
Thai teacher who taught French was a very kind teacher. I could use some
classroom language within limited words, limited structures and situations.
However, I rarely have opportunities to speak outside the classroom. And it

was quite a long time ago. I can remember only very little French.

In addition, I got a scholarship from the Japanese government to attend the
in-service teacher training course in Japan for one year and a half when I
was about thirty-five years old. I first began to learn Japanese there. I
remembered that I could not think in Thai when I wanted to communicate in
Japanese because most of the grammatical structures are quite different
from the Thai language. We attended Japanese classes three days a week
and about two — three hours a day and I also studied English education with
other Japanese students. The Japanese instructor gave a lecture both in

English and in Japanese. It was quite difficult, especially at the beginning,
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to understand Japanese description of English terminology. All eight foreign
students who studied together, including me, communicated in English but
we promised to use less English and more Japanese everyday. However,
there are still many more words and some more grammatical structures I do
not know because there are different levels of Japanese language. It is quite
complicated, actually. When we did not have Japanese language class,
sometimes we went to visit schools and observe English classes in primary
schools and high schools. We indirectly learned Japanese from students and
teachers. We also got time to go shopping and sight seeing on the weekends
so that we got used to hearing and talking together with local people. When

I learned new words, I tried using it in sentences.

From my point of view, according to my own experience of learning foreign
languages, as explained above, factors that enhance me to learn and to be
successful in language learning could be positive attitude towards language
learning and motivation. The reward and feedback from the teacher is a
good example of extrinsic motivation. This will enhance positive attitude
towards language learning. The results of my study with the six participants
also clearly indicate that attitudes and motivation are very important. They
insist that they learn well and learn more because they have needs and
purposes. They are willing to learn and they have fun while learning. All are

concerned with attitude and motivation. Consequently, teachers inevitably
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take important roles in motivating students, especially, the students who
have no intrinsic motivation. They have no purpose of studying languages
and maybe they have no aims of studying any other subjects.

The result of my study is in accordance with Gardner (1992, 1988, 1985,
1979, cited in Morris, 2001:271) and Gardner & Lambert (1975, 1972,
1959, cited in Morris, 2001: 271) who have demonstrated that there is a
positive correlation between language learning attitudes and motivation and
second-language achievement. Fostering learners’ attitudes and enhancing

their motivation for language learning may ensure language achievement.

Compared to my students, they have learned English for at least eight years,
only some have succeeded. Some cannot even read. They cannot fill in an
application form. They do not even know words, like ‘occupation,” ‘last
name,” ‘hobby’ and so on. However, if they are patient, they keep on trying
and practicing, they will soon learn, as Danny and all the other respondents

pointed out when talking about Spanish in high school.

According to my way of learning and also the ways of my students learning
and behaviour, I think the most important characteristics of a good language
learner are (1) being patient and preservering, not getting discouraged,
practicing in a way that is not boring, not assuming that the language is too

difficult; (2) being confident, not being shy to speak, learning from the
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mistakes and also from friends’ mistakes; and (3) not being lazy in our

thinking, asking, speaking, reading and writing.

Looking back on my undergraduate students, they have studied again and
again, repeated nearly the same thing for about eight years, but maybe in
different contexts that they have studied before. Some of them surely get
bored of studying, but without learning anything. The language learning
strategies that I have used for myself and also suggested to my students are:
(1) using memonic techniques for difficult words or for new words, for
example the word for ‘Korean’ in Japanese is quite a long word,
‘kankokujin’ and it was not easy for me to memorize so I associated it with
something that made sense to me. I had a Korean friend who was quite a big
man. Therefore, when I think of the word ‘kankokujin’ I will think of him
as a ‘kaang — kog’ (it means ‘a toad’ in English) and (2) practicing, asking,
and taking notes of the words, phrases or sentences I found interesting is
another effective learning strategy because some expressions cannot be
found in a dictionary.

Clara (2004) states that most researchers have rejected the notion of a single
profile of the good language learner because over the years research studies
have shown that there can be striking differences among equally successful
language learners. Rather than limiting the description of the good language

learner to one that is prescriptive and ignores learner differences, the more
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recent and inclusive view is that there are various ways that language

learners can be successful.

In addition, Nunan (1999) inserts that in traditional classrooms, learners are
rarely encouraged to make use of their language skills in the real world. The
only practice they have is in class. Therefore one of the things that
characterized good language learners is their ability to find opportunities to
activate their language outside of the classroom. Therefore the strategies
that should be applied to the students should involve some activities to

activate language out of class.

In conclusion, all the good language learners in my study and also in other
research studies are aware of the importance of learning by doing and
practicing. The idea of good language learners should be taken into
consideration and implemented in the classroom. As Stevick (1982) points
out ‘the best teaching’ is the teaching from which the students get the most

‘benefit,” whatever that may be.
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