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I 

PREFACE 

 

The field of foreign language learning and teaching has literally 

received an exponential attention together with the ever-increasing 

number of language learners throughout the world. In the meantime, 

rigorous research on foreign language education has been yielding fruitful 

outcomes in terms of bringing to light particular facts about how 

individuals learn a non-native language; however, the scholarly quest in 

this discipline is an ongoing endeavour teaching us new things with each 

research study. This book, in this sense, attempts to make a contribution 

to the field by providing insights into certain research subjects of foreign 

language education in the light of recent relevant literature. 

 

Dr. Yunus Dogan 
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CHAPTER I 

 

TEACHERS’ NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR IN REPAIR 

INITIATION: LEANING FORWARD AND CUPPING THE 

HAND BEHIND THE EAR 

 

Cihat Atar1 & Steve Walsh2 & Paul Seedhouse3 

2(Asst. Prof. Dr.); Sakarya University, e-mail: cihatatar@sakarya.edu.tr 

                     0000-0002-5879-3432 

3(Prof. Dr.); University of Newcastle upon Tyne, e-mail: steve.walsh@newcastle.ac.uk                                                

                     0000-0003-4524-7827 

4(Prof. Dr.); University of Newcastle upon Tyne,  

e-mail: paul.seedhouse@newcastle.ac.uk  

                       0000-0002-0099-3167 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Repair in conversation can be defined as “efforts to deal with trouble 

sources or repairables marked off as distinct within the ongoing talk” 

(Schegloff, 2007, 101). The term repair is used to describe the situations in 

which there is an attempt to deal with a trouble source at a specific moment 

in interaction. Troubles in interaction stem from mainly three sources: 

hearing, understanding and acceptability problems (Svennevig, 2008; 

Schegloff, 2007). Therefore, repair is an interactional tool which 

interlocutors use to address and handle problems in speaking, hearing and 

understanding. Schegloff et al. (1977) argue that repair sequences allow 

the interlocutors in a conversation to handle a breakdown or a trouble by 

revision or adjustment, and they suggest that the repair mechanism is 

essential for successful exchange of information in interaction. 

Accordingly, it can be argued that repair sequences restore mutual 

understanding by equalizing the known information, and this makes the 

repair mechanism an essential tool in achieving intersubjectivity. 

In second/foreign language classrooms, teachers also other-initiate 

repair when they feel that the information is not correct, there is lack of 

                                                           
 This article has been written as an elaboration of the Doctorate Thesis ‘Atar, C. (2016). 

The Sequential Organization and Management of Teachers’ Other-Initiation of 

Clarification in Second Language Classroom Contexts’ accepted by University of 

Newcastle upon Tyne, the UK. 
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enough information, or when they consider a student’s turn to be 

problematic because of institutional and pedagogic goals (Seedhouse, 

2004). In this respect, the use of repairs is essential in managing interaction 

in classrooms. 

INTERACTIONAL COMPETENCE 

Interactional competence can be defined as interlocutors’ use of 

linguistic and interactional resources according to the contexts where they 

are utilized (Young, 2008). In the literature there is much discussion on the 

nature of interactional competence (Markee, 2008; Pekarek Doehler, 2010; 

Young, 2008), but space precludes a full discussion of them here and as a 

result, Markee (2008) will be mentioned here which is the one followed in 

this study. The reason why it was chosen is that Markee focuses on second 

language interaction, and he has operationalized the concept of 

interactional competence successfully via the three components he 

suggested. These components consist of the formal system, the semiotic 

system, and gaze and paralinguistic features. The formal system is made 

up of pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar while the semiotics system 

consists of turn-taking, sequence organization and repair mechanism. The 

final one which is the focus of this study involves gaze and paralinguistic 

features. Interactional competence is constructing interaction in a moment 

by moment fashion with reference to local needs in interaction. In this 

sense, nonverbal behaviors are the interactional moves interlocutors utilize 

to achieve intersubjectivity. By asking for repair through nonverbal 

behavior, teachers aim at clarifying the problems. Accordingly, in the 

following paragraphs the types of nonverbal behaviors used to initiate and 

manage repairs will be discussed in relation to the ones observed in the 

data of this study. 

NONVERBAL PHENOMENA IN REPAIR 

Communication may take various forms, and one of them is 

oral/spoken. However, when people interact, they generally do not limit 

themselves to the use of words only. “They also use their hands, (gestures), 

head moments, eyes (eye contact), lips (smile), bodily postures and 

symbols to communicate which always accompany oral discourse-

intended or not. The impact of these nonlinguistic cues in conversation is 

called nonverbal communication” (Negi, 2009, 101). According to Negi 

(2009), nonverbal communication has some functions such as substituting, 

complementing, regulating and contradicting the verbal message. 

Substitution is when the nonverbal behavior can mean something without 

any verbal prompts. 

Nonverbal behavior is found to be an interesting area, and there have 

been many studies on it in different contexts (e.g. Goodwin, 2003; Kendon, 

2004; Morris, 1994). However, the role of nonverbal behavior in 
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second/foreign language classrooms has only been studied recently with 

the increase of interest in multimodality in L2 classrooms (Cho & Larke, 

2010; Gulberg, 1998; Kupetz, 2011; Mortensen, 2012, 2016; Negi, 2009; 

Rasmussen, 2014; Seo & Koshik, 2010; Sert, 2017; Tellier, 2010). For 

instance, Rasmussen (2014) studied leaning forward, and the findings of 

this study suggested that leaning forward combined with utterances 

contributed to better interaction. In her data, Rasmussen found that leaning 

forward is used in repair turns. Balaman (2017) found that leaning forward 

is used by teachers for nomination in pre-schools. The teachers would use 

it as a part of several resources (e.g. crouching, shifting posture and 

walking toward the students) including cupping the hand behind the ear to 

initiate a student response. In these instances, there is not a problem, but 

the teacher uses it as an embodiment to show that it is that specific student’s 

turn to talk. Pan (2014) also suggested that leaning forward can be a 

resource for teachers to help students contribute via showing interest. 

These observations on cupping the hand behind the ear were also reported 

by Mortensen (2016). He suggested that this move indicates hearing 

problem when it is stand alone; however, when there is verbal repair 

initiation, it indicates that there is not a hearing problem. This is in line 

with Balaman (2017) who suggested that cupping the ear with hand 

accompanies verbal prompts, and this leads to a nomination for a student 

to respond. Feshbach (1967, 8) also observed that the teacher in the study 

used cupping her ear as a way to ensure that students “listen” to her when 

she asked questions. However, it should be noted that the context was a 

reading class, and it was in the first language. 

Seo and Koshik (2010) studied gestures that engender repair in 

English as a second language classrooms. One of the gestures they found 

is a head poke forward accompanied with a movement of the upper body 

forward towards the recipient, which we call leaning forward in our 

analysis in line with Rasmussen (2014). Seo and Koshik (2010) found that 

this nonverbal phenomenon is quite salient in their data, and it engenders 

repair. This means that it is understood to be initiating repair. As for the 

sequential position of the gestures, they suggested that they were initiated 

in the transition-relevance place following the trouble source, and they 

were maintained throughout the following turns until the problem was 

clarified. The fact that they were used at a specific point and in a successful 

way indicates that this is a part of teachers’ interactional competence. 

Silence has also been found to have some functions and meanings in 

interaction. One of the significant findings about silence, especially 

significantly long silence (2 or more seconds), is that it signals a problem 

or a dispreferred response (Liddicoat, 2011). For instance, researchers such 

as McHoul (1990) and Macbeth (2004) found that if there was a teacher 

silence after a student response, this indicated that the student’s answer is 
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a dispreferred one. However, regarding silence as an indicator of 

dispreferred response is not the sole interpretation. Pomerantz (1984) and 

Kääntä (2010), for example, argued that unlike first language interaction, 

silence and response delays do not necessarily indicate a dispreferred 

response in second language interaction. In line with these studies, Walsh 

(2011) also suggested that teacher silence, which he calls wait-time, is an 

interactional strategy that teachers use to give students more time to 

prepare and talk. Maroni (2011) also supported this suggestion, and it was 

found that teachers’ wait-time increases student turn length and 

participation. 

To sum up the discussion, as the literature review shows, studies on 

nonverbal behavior that accompanies speech are common; however, 

conversation-analytical studies focusing on nonverbal phenomena that can 

initiate repair on their own is very rare (Taleghani-Nikazm, 2007; Olsher, 

2004; Seo & Koshik, 2010), and most of them do not focus on the 

observations in this study, which are leaning forward and cupping the hand 

behind the ear. Accordingly, the focus of this study is leaning forward that 

can initiate repair without any verbal prompts to contribute to the gap in 

the literature. Cupping the hand behind the ear will also be demonstrated 

as it accompanies leaning forward in repair sequences. This case is a very 

interesting observation in that a nonverbal phenomenon can work as a 

repair initiator, and the interlocutors orient to it as a repair initiation from 

an emic perspective. In this sense, this is a unique case, and the current 

study will elaborate on the findings of the PhD thesis by Atar (2016) 

through focusing on a sub-research question of the thesis that was not 

published previously. Accordingly, the research question is: 

1) How do leaning forward and cupping the hand behind the ear 

contribute to repair initiation as nonverbal behavior? 

METHODOLOGY 

This is a qualitative and descriptive study that aims to describe a 

phenomenon from a conversational-analytical perspective. Conversation 

Analysis (CA) is a naturalistic approach, and it aims at observing, 

describing, analyzing and understanding interaction as an essential 

component of human social behavior (Sidnell, 2010). CA initially focused 

on L1 interaction. Later, studies on institutional talk and L2 classrooms 

have also gained popularity. The idea of having an unmotivated look at the 

data is an indispensable part of the CA analysis. Unmotivated looking is 

studying a data without having prior aims, and this is in contrast to 

rationalist and deductive approaches that start the analysis with pre-defined 

categorizations or concepts. Hence, this study will describe an interesting 

finding observed in the data as a case study. 
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CA emerged from sociological studies, and it was founded upon the 

ethnomethodology of Goffman and Garfinkel, who studied members of a 

society and their practices to understand how they interact as social beings 

(ten Have, 2007). In his studies, Garfinkel tried to figure out how ordinary 

people achieve their interactional goals in everyday life. Similarly, 

Goffman is the pioneer researcher in studying human interaction in close 

detail (Gardner, 2004). These two researchers were the pioneers, and 

Harvey Sacks and Emanuel A. Schegloff undertook CA studies in the early 

1960s. Via their studies, CA became a distinct discipline, and it turned into 

a naturalistic approach whose primary aim is to observe, describe, analyze 

and understand talk as a basic component of human social behavior 

(Sidnell, 2010). 

CA is different than other approaches such as Chomskyan 

approaches as it specifically emphasizes interaction (Atkinson & Heritage, 

1984). CA mainly focuses on interaction rather than the language itself. 

There is a significant focus on interaction in CA; because, as Schegloff 

(1986, 112) put it, talk is primarily “the primordial site of sociality”. 

Interaction and talk are utilized at every stage of the life of human beings, 

and they are vital tools in human activities from daily conversation to 

formal encounters. Hence, it can be suggested that according to 

conversation-analytical perspectives, interaction is the activity by which 

human beings share their social experiences and fulfill their socially-

oriented goals. 

Considering the issues discussed above, in this study the data comes 

from genuine L2 classrooms. There is no outside intervention on variables, 

and the classrooms were recorded naturally. Secondly, to uncover the 

nonverbal behavior and what they achieve, the instances were observed via 

the emic perspective of CA. The initial observations showed that teachers 

and students created and oriented to the nonverbal moves as an initiator of 

repair. Consequently, in accordance with the premises of CA, this study 

aims at uncovering the order and organization of the two practices of 

teachers’ nonverbal behavior as repair initiation: leaning forward and 

cupping the hand behind the ear. 

THE CONTEXT AND PARTICIPANTS 

In CA studies, data and participants are chosen from authentic 

contexts. This is called the specimen approach which is methodologically 

in contrast to the factist perspective. In the factist perspective a 

representative sample must be chosen to represent the whole population 

(Alasuutari, 1995). However, in the specimen perspective, participants or 

contexts are studied as a reality in their natural context. In this sense, the 

specimen approach is a representation of the reality which is more 

appropriate for the purposes of this study as the aim of this study is to 
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understand the nonverbal behavior as they occur in real second language 

classrooms. Newcastle University Corpus of Academic Spoken English 

(NUCASE) data is suitable for this aim as it includes data from natural 

classroom contexts. As a result, second language classrooms in NUCASE 

were chosen to study how the participants in these classes initiated and 

managed repair via nonverbal behavior. 

The participants in the data were international students studying 

English to proceed to their degrees. They were studying in either 

foundation, English for university study or graduate diploma programs at 

the time of data collection. The classrooms were made up of around 10 

students. They were mostly from China or the Middle East. Their level of 

English was CEFR B1 or B2. CEFR B1 and B2 correspond approximately 

to the IELTS band range 6. This is nearly an upper-intermediate level. As 

for the teachers, there were 4 teachers who were all native speakers of 

English, and 3 of them were males while only 1 of them was a female.  

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS PROCEDURES 

Transcription is the process of creating the orthographic 

representation of the data. Transcription is a very significant part of CA 

analysis as it is the initial step in converting the data into a format by which 

micro analysis can be undertaken (Liddicoat, 2011). The transcription 

conventions suggested in Liddicoat (2011) and Seedhouse (2004) were 

synthesized, and a consistent transcription system was developed for this 

study (see Appendix A). It is really essential to have a consistent 

transcription system in a study as it not only ensures a reliable 

representation of the data, but also allows readers and other researchers to 

understand the extracts easily. This, naturally, increases the reliability and 

validity of a study.  

As for data collection, the data consists of eight classroom hours of 

data chosen from NUCASE. They were video-recorded in 2015. They 

come from second language classrooms in a higher education context. As 

the focus is on improving academic English, usually lessons are initiated 

and led by the teacher and then there are tasks and discussion sessions to 

be completed by students in small groups. At the end of the tasks, teachers 

typically have a whole class discussion and evaluation. The original study, 

the PhD thesis by Atar (2016), consisted of twelve classroom hours of data; 

however, as some of it were audio-only, they were inappropriate for doing 

analysis on nonverbal aspects of language. Consequently, 8 hours of 

multimodal data were selected for analysis. 

As for the amount of data needed for a sound CA study, Seedhouse 

(2004) suggested that five to ten hours of classroom data are considered to 

be adequate for second language classroom studies, and he claimed that 
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these data are enough for making generalizations and drawing conclusions 

from a specific context. Hence, eight hours of data in this study is sufficient 

for obtaining sound results for this specific case study. As this study is 

undertaken on the data taken from the NUCASE database, permissions 

from the university, teachers and participants had already been obtained. 

Consequently, the data collection was on a voluntary basis. All the 

participants were told that the data would only be used for this study and 

their identity would be kept confidential. In order to ensure confidentiality, 

the names of teachers and students were referred to as T for teachers and 

S1, S2 and so on for students.  

AS for data analysis, the data were analyzed according to the 

suggestions of Seedhouse (2004), who provided a framework to undertake 

CA systematically. Seedhouse (2004, 38-39) suggested the following steps 

for a sound data analysis in CA: 

- Unmotivated look at the data 

- An inductive search throughout the database to establish a 

collection of instances of the phenomenon 

- Establishing regularities and patterns in relation to the occurrences 

of the phenomenon in order to show that these instances are 

produced and oriented to by the participants as normative 

organization of the action 

- Finally, a more generalized account of how the phenomenon 

relates to interaction in the broader sense is produced 

The data were analyzed in accordance with these steps, which will 

be presented in the next section. 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

The analysis of the data indicated that both leaning forward and 

cupping the hand behind the ear were observed to indicate a hearing 

problem. Leaning forward can engender repair initiation alone while 

cupping the hand behind the ear accompanies verbal moves and leaning 

forward. As for the sequential position, they follow a students’ problematic 

turn but after a silence of a few seconds. So, the student produces a 

problematic turn, a few seconds lapse and then the teacher uses one of these 

nonverbal phenomena to indicate that there is a problem. The following 

two extracts will demonstrate these findings in more detail below.  

Extract 1 demonstrates leaning forward as a nonverbal phenomenon 

that can engender repair on its own. It is a significant observation in that it 

clearly shows the contribution of nonverbal behavior in repair initiation: 

The nonverbal behavior can initiate a repair without any utterances. In this 

extract, the teacher and students discusses how to find solutions to 

unhealthy diet of children. The students first do discussion in small groups 
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and then the teacher initiates a whole class discussion. The context of this 

extract is a meaning and fluency context (Seedhouse, 2004), and the focus 

is on the discussion of the ideas about solutions to children’s unhealthy 

eating habits.  

Extract 1.2.1 (44:50-45:01) Malls 

1 S6 : er: in our countries where (.) all: we 

2    have is (malls) 

3    (1.0) 

4 T : ((leans forward)) 

5 S6 : [er: >malls< like the [ones (you shop) 

   → T    #1         #1           #1         #2 

6  S7 : [>what?< 

7 S? :             [this thing is, 

8 S? : malls 

9 T : malls? (.) shopping malls >sorry yes< 

10 S6 : yeah: ((she continues talking about 

malls)) 

 

In lines 1 and 2, S6 initiates a turn and mentions malls. She says that 

there are malls everywhere, but there are not enough sport facilities for 

children. However, there is one second pause following S6’s turn, and in 

line 4 the teacher leans forward. In the following line S6 quickly repeats 

(>malls<), and then she tries to explain it by (like the [ones 

(you shop)). Just before the completion of this turn, in line 6 the 

teacher stops leaning forward and comes back to normal posture. He 

acknowledges the repair by (malls? (.) shopping malls 

>sorry yes<) in line 10. In line 11 S6 says (yeah:) to indicate that 

it is the word she has said, and she goes onto making her argument about 

malls. 
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In this extract the teacher’s leaning forward in line 4 demonstrates 

that this nonverbal behavior works as a repair initiation and indeed, it can 

itself other-initiate a repair. The occurrence of this nonverbal resource on 

its own is understood as a repair initiation by S6 as evidenced from her 

trying to repair her previous turn. The analysis shows that leaning forward 

is found to accompany (sometimes it comes a few seconds prior to the 

repair-initiation and continues to accompany the verbal repair-initiation) 

nearly half of the instances of repair initiation that aims at clarifying a 

hearing problem. The instance above in the extract is; however, a seldom 

one (observed only twice). But, it clearly illustrates the role of nonverbal 

behavior in repair initiation. 

Extract 1 has illustrated that leaning forward can itself other-initiate 

repair and Extract 2 will demonstrate how it can initiate a repair 

accompanied by cupping the hand behind the ear after verbal initiation. In 

this extract there is a discussion on the topic of the listening that the 

students have listened to. 

Extract 2_3.1 (39:26-39:44) The challenges 

1 S12 : (also) the challenges 

2    (1.4) 

3 T : that’s right (.) the challenges of the 

4    environmental:, 

5    (1.9) 

6 S12 : er (0.9) (civilizi?) 

7 T :   >say again< 

  → T   #3       #4     #4 

8        (1.3)  

9 S12 : the challenges of er whole civilizah 

 T   #4       #4       #4  #5 

10 T : yeah (.) >yeah< (.) ((nods)) yeah. 
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In line 1, S12 mentions challenges as a response which is followed 

by a silence of 1.4 second. In the next lines (3-4), the teacher wants S12 to 

expand his previous turn with a designedly incomplete utterance (Koshik, 

2002). Following a silence of 1.9 second, in line 6, S12 tries to provide an 

answer, but he cannot pronounce the word civilization. Consequently, the 

teacher orients to it as a problem as significantly long silences may be an 

indicator of trouble (Liddicoat, 2011; Pomerantz, 1984). This is supported 

by the fact that she firstly leans forward and slightly moves hand to ear 

(this occasionally accompanies leaning forward as seen in screenshots 3 

and 4) and then she immediately other-initiates a repair in line 7 with 

(>say again<), which suggests that there is a trouble in interaction. 

This is accompanied by her leaning forward and cupping her right hand 

behind her ear, and this continues throughout S12’s self-repair of his 

previous turn in line 9. Once S12 finishes the repair, the teacher also stops 

leaning forward as seen in screenshot 5, and she stops cupping her hand 

behind her ear. Finally, in line 10 the teacher produces an 

acknowledgement of S12’s response (the challenges of 

civilization) with (yeah (.) >yeah< (.) yeah.). 

This extract demonstrates how leaning forward, sometimes together 

with cupping the hand behind the ear, accompanies repair initiation. In this 
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extract it slightly precedes repair initiation, and this is similar to the 

previous extract in that the teacher first does the nonverbal behavior. 

However, unlike the previous extract, leaning forward and verbal initiation 

together other-initiate a repair. One point that may be mentioned here is 

that although the student cannot pronounce the word civilization properly 

in the second attempt either, the teacher ignores it, and she does not initiate 

an error correction. This is probably because of the sub-context of that 

moment as the focus is on meaning in that task. Therefore, when the 

teacher understands the word, she does not focus on the mispronunciation 

in line with the pedagogic focus (Seedhouse, 2004). 

Considering the analysis, it may be argued that in line with Seo and 

Koshik’s (2010) study in second language classroom settings, leaning 

forward is quite salient in this context as well, and it engenders repair in a 

specific sequential environment. As demonstrated in Extract 1, leaning 

forward is so salient that it can other-initiate repair on its own without any 

verbal utterances. Therefore, it can be argued here that leaning forward has 

a significant role in repair initiation when the problem impeding mutual 

understanding is a hearing problem. As for the sequential organization, Seo 

and Koshik (2010) observed that leaning forward was initiated in the turn 

transition space following the trouble source, and they were maintained 

throughout the following turns until the problem was clarified. This finding 

is in line with the analysis of this study, and this is clearly demonstrated in 

screenshots #1, #2, #3 and #4.  

The salient nonverbal behavior observed to engender repair alone in 

this data is leaning forward. It does not only accompany some repair 

initiation turns (Extract 2), but also it can itself work as a repair initiator as 

discussed in Extract 1. This finding is in line with Seo and Koshik’s (2010) 

study in that the nonverbal behavior alone is understood to be initiating 

repair. This is a very significant finding and observation demonstrating the 

importance of nonverbal behavior in interaction. In the literature, 

Rasmussen (2014) argued that leaning forward combined with utterances 

contributes to better interaction. In her data Rasmussen found that leaning 

forward was used in the repair phases, which is also supported by Seo and 

Koshik’s (2010) findings. But, in our study, leaning forward is commonly 

observed to occur in the repair-initiation phase. Still, Rasmussen’s (2014) 

point is valid for our analysis as leaning forward physically embodies 

meanings in interaction. Hence, the findings of this study suggest that 

nonverbal phenomena are an essential part of the repair mechanism. 

In line with Negi’s (2009) suggestion about the functions of 

nonverbal behavior, the finding that leaning forward can itself initiate a 

repair can be seen as the “substitution” aspect that he mentioned. In this 

instance, the nonverbal behavior itself works as a repair initiator, which is 

a very rare and unique observation especially as a part of the repair 
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mechanism. Hence, it is “substituted” for the meaning (i.e. initiating a 

repair for a hearing problem) via embodiment.  

As for the causes of the trouble source that leaning forward and 

cupping the hand behind the ear aim to solve, it is observed in the data that 

it is a hearing problem in both cases. This has been exemplified in the 

extracts. As seen in Extract 1 and 2, the students made self-correction via 

repetitions and slight revisions, which suggests that they considered it as a 

hearing problem. This finding is in contrast with Seo and Koshik (2010), 

who suggested that leaning forward is generally perceived as an 

understanding problem. This was seen in the responses of the students in 

their study. The students sometimes responded by reformulating and 

correcting the possible trouble source, which showed that they understood 

the nonverbal behavior as an understanding problem. This difference 

between the two studies may be due to the fact, as they stated in their study, 

students’ language competency was an issue in Seo and Koshik (2010). 

However, as mentioned in the Methodology part, the participants in this 

current study had a relatively higher competency level. Accordingly, 

owing to the proficiency issues, leaning forward might have been used for 

understanding problems more in Seo and Koshik’s study (2010). Pan 

(2014) suggested that leaning forward was used for showing interest to 

students’ contributions; however, this observation was not found in the 

current study. 

Balaman (2017) suggested that cupping the hand behind the ear 

accompanied by leaning forward is used for nomination in pre-schools; 

however, this function was not observed in our study. Cupping the hand 

behind the ear was observed to be understood as a repair initiation for 

hearing problems, and it sometimes accompanied leaning forward to other-

initiate repair (Extract 2). Mortensen (2016) found that cupping the ear 

with hand indicated a hearing problem when it was stand alone; however, 

when there was a verbal repair initiation, it indicated that there was not a 

hearing problem. However, in the current study it was observed to initiate 

repair for only hearing problems. On the other hand, the finding about 

cupping the hand behind the ear is in line with Mortensen (2016) and 

Balaman (2017) considering the fact that it accompanied verbal initiation 

(Extract 2) unlike leaning forward. Finally, the findings on cupping the ear 

contrasted with Feshbach (1967, 8), who found that the teacher in that 

study used cupping her ear as a way to ensure that students “listen” to her 

when she asked questions. This was not observed in the current study; 

however, this may be due to the difference in context: the context in 

Feshbach’s (1967) study was a reading class, and it was in the first 

language. As it was a first language context, there might have been less 

hearing problems (due to the lack of second/foreign language learners’ 
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problems of pronunciation and lexical error that could lead to hearing 

problems) and thus this function may have been observed less or never. 

Finally, as for the place of teachers’ nonverbal language use as a part 

of interactional competence, it may be argued that it is a part of 

interactional competence (Markee, 2008). Leaning forward and cupping 

the hand behind the ear fit into the third dimension of Markee’s (2008) 

interactional competence framework, which involves gaze and 

paralinguistic features. These nonverbal phenomena are shown to construct 

interaction in a moment by moment fashion (i.e. that is at the right moment 

in a transition relevant place) with reference to local needs. In this sense, 

these two moves are the interactional moves teachers utilized to achieve 

inter-subjectivity and pedagogic goals in the data. This is in line with 

studies such as Seo and Koshik (2010), Hayashi (2005) and Taleghani-

Nikazm (2007) that see nonverbal behavior as communicative resources. 

By asking for repair through/with nonverbal behavior, teachers aim at 

clarifying the problems. The fact that the two nonverbal behaviors were 

used at a specific point and in an efficient way by the teachers indicates 

that this is a part of their interactional competence. 

CONCLUSION 

This study set out to investigate how leaning forward and cupping 

the hand behind the ear contribute to repair initiation in an English as a 

second language context depending on the doctorate thesis by Atar (2016). 

Conversation Analysis was utilized, and the emic perspective was 

implemented by focusing on how the interlocutors oriented to the 

phenomenon. The analysis has shown that leaning forward can itself 

initiate repair without any verbal prompts, which is a rare observation in 

the literature. The fact that it makes a self-initiation of repair by the 

students relevant indicates that they are understood as a repair initiation by 

the students. In this sense, it is argued here that the two nonverbal 

phenomena in this study have a systematic organization (as an action and 

sequentially), and they were oriented to in this way by the interlocutors. 

These findings have contributed to the literature, and this study has 

demonstrated the significance of nonverbal behavior in interaction, which 

is evidenced by the fact that they can even initiate repair alone. Cupping 

the hand behind the ear has also been shown to contribute to initiating 

repair via embodiment and accompanying leaning forward. Then, this 

study adds to the understanding of both conversational repairs in 

classrooms and the use of nonverbal phenomena as a repair initiation. 

This study analyzed only 8 classrooms hours of data. Although this 

amount of data is reliable and valid in CA studies as mentioned in 

Methodology, future studies with more data and/or in different contexts 

can offer insights into how these nonverbal phenomena work under 
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different circumstances. Also, in the future studies, further bottom-up 

studies can be undertaken to unearth other nonverbal phenomena that can 

initiate repair alone. Finally, the students in this study were in a higher 

education setting and their English level was high. Hence, 

students/teachers in primary and secondary schools and students with 

lower English proficiency level can be studied to see the effect of age and 

proficiency level. 
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Appendix A 

TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 

 

[text]  : Indicates the start and end points of overlapping talk 

=  : A. Indicates an immediately followed turn by another 

speaker B. Indicates 

the continuation of an overlapped turn C. Indicates that a 

certain word/s is 

immediately followed by others 

.  : Indicates falling pitch or intonation 

?  : Indicates rising pitch or intonation 

,  : Indicates a temporary rise or fall in intonation 

-  : Indicates an abrupt halt or interruption in utterance 

>text<  : Indicates that the enclosed speech is delivered more 

rapidly than usual 

 for the speaker 

<text>  : Indicates that the enclosed speech is delivered more 

slowly than usual 

for the speaker 

°  : Indicates whisper, reduced volume or quiet speech 

ALL CAPS : Indicates shouted or increased volume speech 

underline : Indicates the speaker is emphasizing or stressing 

 the speech 

:::  : Indicates prolongation of a sound 
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hh.  : Audible exhalation 

.hh  : Audible inhalation 

(text)  : Speech which is unclear or in doubt in the transcript 

((italic)) : Annotation of non-verbal activity or some explanation 

(.)  : A brief pause, usually less then 0.2 seconds 

(123)  : A number in parenthesis indicates the time of a pause in 

seconds  

(?)  : Unintelligible speech 

S?  : Unidentified student 

SS  : More than one student altogether 

(x/y)  : alternative hearings of the same strip of talk 

$  : smiling voice 
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INTRODUCTION 

Learning a foreign language is known to be a long and complex 

endeavor in which myriad of variables may interact and play a role. Unlike 

acquisition of a mother tongue or experience of a bilingual learning, 

foreign language learning in Turkey mostly takes place in classroom 

environments with pre-programmed learning experiences and within a 

certain period of time. On the other hand, there is a recent increase 

witnessed in the number of educational institutions giving foreign language 

courses online. Online delivery is the preferred instructional technology of 

post-secondary institutions for the future (Reynard, 2003). In the rush to 

provide online instruction across the educational spectrum, students’ 

affective experiences in online courses were often overlooked in research 

up until recently (Hara & Kling, 1999). 

In recent years, online language learners’ affect has been associated 

with inadequate computer knowledge, dissatisfaction with the course and 

course components, and concern about Internet access and technical 

problems (Cheney, 2000; Conrad, 2002; Coryell & Clark; 2009).  

However, it is reported in the relevant literature that distance learning 

settings alone cannot provide the desired success in learning a foreign 

language owing to the subtle nature of languages different from other 

academic courses. It is further reported that anxiety may interfere with 

foreign language learning process to a substantial extent.  

Foreign language anxiety in classroom-based language learning has 

a long history of research, but there are fewer studies examining this 

particular phenomenon with respect to the distance language learner 

                                                           
 The first version of this study was presented at the 6th International Eurasian Educational 

Research (EJER) Congress in 2019, 19-22 June; and its extended summary was published 

in the Conference Proceedings.  
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(Bollinger, 2017; Hurd & Xiao, 2010; Pichette, 2009; Hurd, 2007). The 

isolated context and the physical absence of tutor and peers suggest that 

FL anxiety might be intensified in a distance setting. Thus, It is predicted 

that students who are anxious about learning a foreign language in the 

classroom settings could feel more anxious when it comes to learn foreign 

languages in distance education environments, especially online, as there 

may be less interaction, instant feedback, and more incorporation of 

computer and internet technologies into the learning environment. 

Literature Review 

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety 

Anxiety has always been known to interfere concentration, learning 

and test performance in learning environments (Woolfolk, Hughes & 

Walkup, 2008). However, the anxiety which is experienced in foreign 

language learning settings has its own unique characteristics. First coined 

by Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope in 1986, the foreign language classroom 

anxiety (FLCA) is defined as “a distinct complex construct of self- 

perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language 

learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process.” 

(Horwitz et al, 1986). In other words, it is a term including worry feelings 

and negative fearful emotions associated with an individual’s learning or 

using a non-native language ((MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012).  

While MacIntyre & Gardner (1991) emphasize that learners do not 

come to foreign language learning environment with anxiety, but rather it 

emerges  after their attitudes towards foreign language learning develop; 

possible reasons of the  FLCA are reported to those related to learners 

themselves (Doğan, 2016; Huang, 2012), or to learning environment and 

teachers (Ewald, 2007; Young, 1991). In fact, foreign language learning 

itself is especially thought to be a process susceptible to anxiety-arousal 

(Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014). Less anxiety levels are purported to be 

associated with a younger age of onset of acquisition, authentic use of the 

foreign language during learning, frequent current use of the foreign 

language, and a high degree of foreign language socialization (Dewaele, 

2013).  

The research on the FLCA has consistently reported its debilitating 

impact on language learning (Horwitz, 2001; Horwitz, 2000); and most 

recent large-scale meta-analyses show significant moderate negative 

correlations between FLCA and achievement in foreign language learning 

(Botes, Dewaele & Greiff, 2020; Teimouri, Goetze & Plonsky, 2019). It is 

further stated that anxiety may cause language learners to experience 

reduced cognitive skills, self-confidence, personal agency, control, 

willingness to communicate and ability to express and recognize emotions 

(Oxford, 2017). FLCA has also been found to the strongest negative 
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predictor of willingness to communicate in a foreign language (Dewaele, 

2019), and one of the strongest predictors of success/failure in foreign 

language learning (MacIntyre, 1999).  

Anxiety in Online Language Learning 

Online education is defined as a “form of distance education that 

uses computers and the Internet as the delivery mechanism, with at least 

80% of the course content delivered online” (Kentnor, 2015). The number 

of institutions offering online courses has now proliferated throughout the 

world due to such reasons as, inter alia, flexibility, accessibility and 

affordability provided by them (Sun & Chen, 2016). In fact, a number of 

meta-analyses and reviews (Sun & Chen, 2016, Nguyen, 2015; Means et 

al, 2013; Patrick & Powell, 2009) demonstrate that online learning is more 

effective than or at least as effective as traditional face-to-face learning. 

However, foreign language courses are said to be one of the most difficult 

courses to be learnt online due to the subtle nature of skills and knowledge 

necessary for language proficiency (Bollinger, 2017; Donahoe, 2010; 

Hurd, 2006). In this sense, it is stated that foreign language classes 

contained extra anxiety-triggering factors lack of instant feedback, 

difficulty assessing personal progress in comparison to other students, 

isolation, lack of opportunities for speaking practice, and lack of 

confidence during independent learning (Hurd, 2007). A study by Sun 

(2014) revealed some major difficulties students faced while adapting a 

fully online mode of language learning as (1) following the schedule and 

studying regularly, (2) getting hold of classmates and finding suitable time 

to work together, (3) pairing/teaming up and working collaboratively, (4) 

ensuring constant engagement with the class, (5) keeping self-motivated 

and being a self-directed learner, and (6) socializing.  

Although the research on anxiety in conventional face-to-face 

learning environments is fully-fledged enough to provide us a lot of 

information on how to deal with it, there are only a few recent studies on 

anxiety in online language learning (Russell, 2020; Chametzky, 2019; 

Yang & Quadir, 2018; Shirvan & Taherian, 2018; Bárkányi & Melchor-

Couto, 2017; Bollinger, 2017; Martin & Alvarez-Valdivia, 2017; Majid et 

al, 2012; Donahoe, 2010; Hurd & Xiao, 2010; Pichette, 2009; Hurd, 2007). 

Anxiety, which is purported to be one of the most important affective 

determinant in foreign language learning outcomes, may turn out to be a 

vicious cycle and thus be transferred to new learning experiences even 

when the teaching/learning modality changes. In that, the anxiety having 

developed earlier in face-to face foreign language classrooms could still be 

experienced in online learning settings. In recent years, more and more 

universities are offering online courses for such reasons as cost-

effectiveness and diversity in teaching methodologies among many others. 

Within this context, Fırat University has already begun to be one of those 
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universities carrying out some undergraduate and graduate degree courses 

online. In the present study, it was aimed to determine whether the foreign 

language classroom anxiety the university students had already 

experienced predicted their online learning anxiety. 

The scarcity of the research and the need for more research on the 

online foreign language anxiety is also emphasized by the researchers cited 

above. Thus, this research study could contribute to the understanding of 

the unique nature of the phenomenon in question.  

METHOD 

Research Design 

This non-experimental quantitative study was designed with 

correlational method. Correlational research methods provide 

opportunities to explain relations between variables and to predict the 

results (Tekbıyık, 2014). The study aimed to understand to what extent the 

foreign language anxiety that is experienced within classroom settings 

predicts students’ learning a foreign language online. To identify this, the 

present study tried to investigate: 

1. What is the level of students’ Distance Learning Anxiety 

2. What is the level of students’ Foreign Language Classroom 

Anxiety 

3. Whether there is any significant relationship between students’ 

distance learning anxiety and their computer anxiety. 

4. To what extent Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety predicts 

Online Learning Anxiety 

Participants 

This descriptive research was carried out with 476 students studying 

in various departments (i.e. Recreation, Sports Management, Coaching and 

Physical Education Teaching) of Sports Faculty at Fırat University. All the 

students had earlier face-to-face foreign language learning experience, and 

were taking an online language course for the first time. 76.3 % (n:363) of 

the participants were male students, while 23.7 % (n:113) of them were 

female students.  

Data Collection Instruments 

The data were collected with the Foreign Language Classroom 

Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), and Distance Learning Anxiety Scale (DLAS). 

Dörnyei (2012) notes that although there is no problem with the 

conceptualization of anxiety within individual differences in SLA research, 

there is a general uncertainty about its wider classification, making it a 

strange variable. However, it is discernable from the relevant literature that 
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while interpreting the anxiety variable in foreign language learning studies, 

the factorial structure of anxiety proposed by Horwitz et al. (1986) seems 

to be accepted as a theoretical basis and confirmed by many researchers 

(Aida, 1994; Cheng, Horwitz & Schallert, 1999; Saito, Horwitz & Garza, 

1999; Rodriguez & Abreu, 2003; Gürsu, 2011). The FLCAS is  a three-

factor, 33-items 5-point Likert type scale developed by Horwitz et. al 

(1986). The DLAS is a one-factor, 6-items 5-point Likert type scale, 

developed by Horzum and Çakır (2012).  

Data Analysis 

For the analyses of the first and second research questions, such 

statistical techniques as mean and standard deviations were calculated. In 

order to identify the third and the fourth research questions Pearson’s 

Correlation and Simple Linear Regression analyses were conducted. 

Before performing the analyses, the division of the skewness coefficient 

by its standard error and the critical value of the ± 1.96 interval at α = .05 

significance level were taken into account in order to determine whether 

the data showed normal distribution or not (Kalaycı, 2009; Bursal, 2017), 

and it was understood that the data showed a distribution close to normal . 

For the analyses of the data, SPSS 22 program was utilized.  

Findings 

Such statistical values as mean and standard deviation were 

calculated in order to understand the students’ levels of online learning 

anxiety and foreign language classroom anxiety. The results are presented 

in Table 1: 

Table 1: Mean ( ) and Standard Deviation (ss) Values of the Scales 

Scales  sd 

DLAS 3.11 .441 

FLCAS 3.06 .609 

   

 

From Table 1, it is discernable that the students experience moderate 

levels of online learning anxiety and foreign language learning anxiety. In 

order to identify whether there is a significant correlation between the 

students’ online learning anxiety and their foreign language classroom 

anxiety, a Pearson Correlation Analysis was conducted. 

 

 

x

x
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Table 2: The Results of the Correlation Test 

Correlations 

 OLAS FLCAS 

DLAS Pearson 

Correlation 

1 .545** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

N 476 476 

 

FLCAS 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.545** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

N 476 476 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

It is understood that there is a significantly positive correlation 

between these two anxieties (Correlation coefficient : .545; p: 0.000). The 

degree of correlation between Online Learning Anxiety and Foreign 

Language Classroom Anxiety is above average. In order to identify to what 

extent Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety predicts Online Learning 

Anxiety a Simple Linear Regression Analysis was conducted. 

 

Table 3: The Rsults of the Regression Analysis 

Model Summary 

Mo

del 

    Change Statistics 

R R² Adjus

ted 

R² 

Std. 

Error 

of the 

Estim

ate 

 

R² 

Chan

ge 

F 

Chan

ge 

df

1 

df2 Sig. 

F 

Chan

ge 

 

1 .545a 

 

.29

7 

.296 .7595

8 

.297 200.5

49 

 

1 47

4 

.000 

a. Predictors: (Constant), FLCAS 

Coefficientsa 

Model  Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardi

zed 

Coefficie

nts 

 

 

B Std. 

Error 

Beta t                          

Sig. 
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1 (Consta

nt) 

.635 .179  3.553 .000 

FLCAS .810 .057 .545 14.16

2 

.000 

a. Dependent Variable: DLAS 

 

It is understood that anxieties experienced by the students in face-

to-face environments and online settings are closely correlated. Foreign 

Language Classroom Anxiety predicts approximately 30 % of Online 

Learning Anxiety (R2 = .297) (p: .000) 

 

DISCUSSION 

Affective variables such as anxiety is claimed to partially determine 

whether an individual will reach his/her full potential as a language learner 

(MacIntyre, 1995). While anxiety can be a factor in language learning in 

all contexts, there are more likely to be anxious learners at a distance than 

in the classroom. Within the present study, it was revealed that the students 

simultaneously have moderate level of foreign language anxiety as well as 

online learning anxiety. It is reported in a study by Pitchette (2009) that 

there is no difference in anxiety profiles between face-to-face and distance 

learners, which is interpreted as that anxiety should be rejected as a 

possible reason for learners to engage in online learning. However, this is 

not the case with the present study. As in accordance with the hypothesis 

of the study, it is seen that there is a positive correlation between the 

students’ foreign language classroom anxiety and their online learning 

anxiety; moreover foreign language classroom anxiety affects learning 

foreign languages online. As foreign language classroom anxiety makes 

students unwilling to communicate with their friends in the classroom, it 

may be anticipated that some students prefer distance learning for this 

particular reason and to look for security in anonymity, more than other 

factors. Indeed, it is purported that online language teachers frequently 

report significant amounts of anxiety and lack of self-confidence reflected 

in students’ concerns about the course and its components (Pichette, 2009). 

There are many international and national studies done experimentally and 

non-experimentally that show clearly that the anxiety that is experienced 

by the individual when learning a foreign language especially within 

classroom settings interrupts their learning process and decreases the 

expected academic success (Horwitz et al., 1986; Aida, 1994; Horwitz, 

2001; Horwitz, 2010; Doğan, 2016). Therefore, it is postulated in the 

present study that the foreign language anxiety that the students have 

brought with themselves from the face-to-face learning enviroments is 

transfered to distance education settings. 
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In a study comparing the anxiety and non-anxiety in a distance 

language learning environment by taking the distance factor as a modifying 

influence (Hurd, 2007), The findings indicated that although there were 

areas in which distance language learners shared aspects of anxiety with 

face-to-face learners, the distance factor could be causally linked to some 

marked differences with regard to the nature and extent of language 

anxiety.  This study complements the above-mentioned study in the sense 

that students may have developed a sense of foreign language anxiety in 

classroom settings and brought them to online settings to some extent. It is 

hypothesized by Pichette (2009) that foreign language classroom anxiety 

might in particular be existing in online learning settings because foreign 

language classes are naturally disciplines in which learners are supposed 

to interact verbally with their peers. That is, it is natural to expect to see 

foreign language classroom anxiety in online learning environments as 

well. Similarly, we saw in the present study that those students who have 

developed anxiety towards language learning may still experience more 

anxiety in online settings. But of course there is a 70 % of online learning 

anxiety which cannot be explained by classroom anxiety.  

An array of probable reasons are suggested in the relevant literature 

for the anxiety experienced in online language classes. A mismatch 

between a learner’s expectation and experience and a kind of technophobia 

felt towards an online learning environment are given as possible 

stimulants of online learning anxiety (Chametzky, 2019). Being forced into 

online language learning and lack of learners’ agency in the selection of 

their instructional delivery mode is also claimed to be a source of anxiety 

(Russell, 2020). It is clear from the present study that, the foreign language 

anxiety that was born in face-to-face classroom settings could explain one-

third of the anxiety that emerges in online language learning. On the other 

hand, it is kept in mind that the learners in the present study were taking 

their first online language course, thus may have probably experienced a 

kind of unique anxiety that is interwoven not only with their previous 

classroom experiences but also with their worry-triggering obscurity in 

terms of the components of the online learning itself. Therefore, it is 

postulated that this kind of an anxiety should possibly decrease to some 

extent when the learners advance in taking more online classes. This fact 

is supported by Pichette (2009)’s study in which levels of anxiety 

perceived dwindled among more advanced learners.  

CONCLUSION 

In spite of the advantages it provides especially for tertiary level 

students, taking a course online may turn out to be an anxious endeavour 
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for EFL learners. While this apprehension is reported to be related to the 

very natural characteristics of the learning environment itself such as 

obligation of using computers and internet, it may also be associated with 

the online delivery mode of teaching/learning any course (Bolliger & 

Halupa, 2012). On the other hand, earlier anxiety experiences may account 

for a part of the anxiety the students develop in online settings. In this 

regard, this study identified that the foreign language anxiety Turkish EFL 

learners experienced earlier in their classroom learning could be associated 

with the anxiety developed in online environment; and the foreign 

language classroom anxiety predicts the online learning anxiety to a 

significant extent. To this end, the foreign language classroom anxiety 

scale and the online learning anxiety scale were conducted on 476 students 

taking an obligatory English language course online for the first time. As 

a result, it was understood that the students had moderate levels of both 

foreign language classroom anxiety and online learning anxiety. There was 

a positive correlation between the two anxieties, and nearly 30 % of the 

online learning anxiety was predicted by the foreign language classroom 

anxiety. 

There are certainly some limitations to be taken into account while 

interpreting the findings of this study. First of all, no clarification was made 

in terms of the anxiety scale used to measure the learners’ online anxiety. 

In that, although the researcher meant to gauge the learners’ foreign 

language anxiety in online settings, the scale used for this purpose is rather 

intended to measure the students’ general anxiety in an online course. 

Indeed, this might make difference if a scale especially developed to 

measure the learners’ online foreign language anxiety were used. In the 

second place, it is not clear whether the students thought about their earlier 

foreign language classroom anxiety experiences even though they were 

told to do so. Moreover, the limitations of a correlational research and 

regression analysis should also be noted.  

It is obvious from the findings of this study that foreign language 

learners may come to especially their first online language courses with a 

chronic foreign language anxiety. Therefore, it is suggested to identify 

learners’ language development and digital literacy in the beginning as this 

can assist instructors in determining the types of support necessitated for 

each learner to be successful in the online learning setting (Russell, 2020; 

Goertler, 2011). Further research studies utilizing multiple regression 

analyses or structural equation modellings are recommended to identify in 

detail the subtle structure of the online foreign language anxiety.  
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‘Tis education forms the common 

mind; just as the twig is bent, the 

tree’s inclined.”  

Alexander Pope, 1734 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Sustainability is a paradigm for thinking about a future in which 

environmental, social and economic considerations are balanced in the 

pursuit of development and an improved quality of life (UNESCO, 2012, 

p. 1). It is one of the most highlighted phenomena in economic, cultural, 

social, ecological and political restructuring and rearrangement of the 

world and now the ultimate aim of every nation for the sake of our common 

future in abstract and concrete terms. Shifting from previous paradigm of 

economic development which had adverse effects and consequences on 

society and environment, the current paradigm relies on three interrelated 

components (UNESCO, 2012), as shown in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Visualization of sustainability (UNESCO, 2012) 

 

According to the new approach, the three intertwined spheres of 

sustainability serve a balanced system for the humanity. Quite related to 

this term, sustainable development (SD, henceforth) refers to the ways and 

processes to achieve the goal of sustainability (UNESCO, 2012). It is 

defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(WCED, 1987) and distinguished from the term sustainability in the 

Education for Sustainable Development Sourcebook released by UNESCO 

(2012),  

Sustainability is often thought of as a long-term goal (i.e. 

a more sustainable world), while sustainable development 

refers to the many processes and pathways to achieve it 

(e.g. sustainable agriculture and forestry, sustainable 

production and consumption, good government, research 

and technology transfer, education and training, etc.) (p. 

1). 

In a similar fashion, Golusin and Ivanović (2009) identify it as a 

multi-dimensional phenomenon which “has a goal to integrate economic, 

ecological, social and institutional subsystem into a whole, taking care of 

their mutual influence” (p. 67). All in all, it aims at development and well-

being of communities, and constructing and sustaining wealthy 

communities living in healthy environments with adequate food, clean 

water and air and other resources for a sustainable world. Parallel to this 

loop of prosperity, several principles are identified to achieve SD goals 

including cultural development and communication, equity of gender, 

reduction of poverty, generating peace and tolerance, conscious 

responsibility to protect environment and resources. For its undeniable role 

in the broad acceptance of these principles and embodying the concept of 

sustainability with a focus on lifelong learning and achievements, 
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education comprises one of the goals of SD. Furthermore, it is among the 

global matters that are immediately influenced by the winds of change 

along with environment, technology, economy and society; hence, its 

mechanisms are also subject to modernization and redefinition in parallel 

with global transformations and related consequences of these 

transformations. Hence, in line with SD goals, the UN and UNESCO 

promoted education for sustainable development (ESD, hereafter) 

paradigm in 2014 which involves considering an interconnected trivet of 

environment, society and economy. Accordingly, it is documented that 

ecological and environmental issues affect people and the world economy, 

and that social justice, values and attitudes have direct impacts on 

economic and environmental systems leading us to conclude that economy 

is one of the most significant global phenomena almost directly related to 

social and environmental issues. This alternating triangle constructs the 

roots of SD from which education receives its share with emerging needs 

of the new approaches, innovations, essential transformations; thereby, 

rearrangements in pedagogical theories and practices have emerged in the 

name of ESD. In general terms, major aim of ESD is to develop 

individuals’ competencies to think and act in favour of SD considering the 

fact that sustainable citizens are those who are well-aware of their own 

actions and responsibilities on social, economic and environmental facts 

from both local and global perspectives. As a matter of fact, it has come 

out to help nations raise future generations equipped with essential 

knowledge, skills and awareness about a sustainable and peaceful world 

for better tomorrows. For these very reasons, it addresses the quality of 

education with a global perspective not only focusing on environmental, 

economic and social bases but also promoting learning skills, perspectives 

and values while considering cultural diversity for the sake of sustainable 

global regulations in the future. Accordingly, pedagogical 

conceptualization and understanding of ESD is described by UNESCO 

(2012) as:  

“ESD is holistic and transformational education that 

addresses learning content and outcomes, pedagogy and 

the learning environment. Thus, ESD does not only 

integrate contents such as climate change, poverty and 

sustainable consumption into the curriculum; it also 

creates interactive, learner-centred teaching and learning 

settings.” (p. 7) 

In that regard, it is also significant to note that any kind of education 

that starts at early stages of life has lifelong effects on a person as 

emphasized in the quote by Alexander Pope in 18th century. That is, since 

an adult’s behaviours and actions are inevitably seeded and 

acquired/learned during childhood, the behaviours and actions formed 
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during this period are relatively more sustainable than those 

acquired/learned at later ages. The fact of early start is apparently a key 

issue especially for 21st century, which welcomes rapid and constant 

developments and related changes of different aspects, in terms of training 

conscious individuals to meet the demands and expectations of the era. As 

a result, 21st century educational systems have been re-identified 

considering this particular age-related concern and within the framework 

of ESD and in congruence with the UN’s 2030 goals for SD. Quite in line 

with this, there is a strong need for reconsidering and reorienting school 

curricula to involve the ESD fundamentals and setting the pedagogical 

instructions and contents parallel to SD goals. Foreign language education 

and the related school curricula are no exception in this sense due to the 

fact that the earlier a foreign language is acquired/learned, the more 

proficiently it is used in adulthood regardless of whether it is 

acquired/learned for academic purposes or personal achievement (Johnson 

& Newport, 1989; Lenneberg, 1967). In a much broader sense, societies’ 

needs to negotiate and cooperate on common issues require successful and 

fruitful communication via a common language so that social environment 

can be constructed and protected properly. At this point, foreign language 

education turns out to be an essential component of sustainability-based 

future as stated by Zygmunt (2016):  

“The need for a successful construction of a social 

environment and its protection must be clearly understood 

and globally accepted. En route to the goal, one more need 

emerges; namely, this is the need for language education 

which would view a language user as a partner in 

negotiations and discussions over environmental issues 

and an interlocutor sensitive to environmental dangers. 

That is why, language education, especially foreign 

language education becomes a corner stone of education 

for sustainable development viewed in a holistic way” (p. 

116). 

It is now unfeasible to imagine foreign language teaching/learning 

area without a global approach that includes sustainability to adapt future’s 

world. In 2030 Agenda for SD, Goal 4 indicates to ensure inclusive and 

equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for 

all and Goal 4, 4.7 involves ensuring all learners acquire the knowledge 

and skills needed to promote SD through education including human rights 

and gender equality mainstreamed at all levels in (a) national education 

policies; (b) curricula; (c) teacher education; (d) student assessment (p. 8). 

Therefore, ESD addressing not only knowledge based on environment, 

society and economy but also learning skills, values and perspectives 
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should be included in a formal curriculum to address sustainability (United 

Nations, 2017, p. 18).  

It is well-documented that English became a ‘lingua franca’ with an 

increasing effect on societies through invasions, immigrations and trade 

for ages and that it has now turned out to be a dominating entity in the areas 

of technology, economy, education and internet. Besides, owing to the fact 

that second/foreign learners/users of English throughout the world have 

outnumbered its monolinguals (Eberhard, Simons & Fennig, 2019), it 

would not be hyperbolic to identify it as a global phenomenon. 

Identifications attributed to role of English such as English as an 

International Language (EIL), English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), World 

Englishes (WE) (Kırmızı & Dağdeviren-Kırmızı, 2017) mainly account for 

its global role on theoretical and pedagogical dimensions of the updates in 

the field of EFL learning and teaching. Even more, English is thought to 

undertake the responsibility of communication of SD especially when 

considering that ESD and EFL have more in common and support each 

other for the benefit of world citizens in a path to reach out the identified 

global goals. In the light of these assumptions and moving from the fact 

that curriculum of foreign language teaching is a significant tool to project 

ESD goals while providing target language essentials for learners to 

acquire/learn, EFL curriculum needs to be revised, reconstructed or 

‘reoriented’ under ESD paradigm as “reorienting education to address 

sustainability is something that should occur throughout the formal 

education system - that includes universities, professional schools (e.g., 

law and medicine), and technical schools in addition to primary and 

secondary education” (McKeown et al., 2002, p. 15).  

The review of the existing literature on ESD integration into school 

curricula shows that previous research has been conducted on the 

engagement with ESD at tertiary level (Woo et al, 2012; Ryan & Tilbury, 

2013; Libunao & Peter, 2013; Padmanabhan & Singh, 2016; Durrani, 

Malik & Jumani, 2019; Listyarini, 2019; Melles, 2019; Schrage, 2015; 

Longhurst & Gough, 2018; Smardon & Reiter, 2018; Longhurst & Gough, 

2020; Mathews, Oats & Kgotlaetsile, 2020), integration of ESD into 

science curriculum and textbook (Özsoy, 2019; Tatlılıoğlu, 2019), 

integration of ESD into secondary school curricula (Chalmers, 2007) and 

integration of ESD into language education and foreign language 

curriculum (Jodoin, 2019; Jodoin & Singer, 2019). Gürsoy (2010) 

informed that integration of environmental education to primary English 

as a foreign language lessons increased students’ environmental awareness 

and resulted in meaningful second/ foreign language learning. In a more 

recent study, Lavrysh and Lytovchenko (2019) worked on the integration 

of SD approaches into English classes at the tertiary level in Ukraine and 

found that some of the approaches increased students’ sustainability 
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awareness and level of motivation and fostered their learning. Cvikić and 

Dobravac (2020) analysed the Croatian and English FL curricula to see 

whether ESD is promoted in Croatian primary education and concluded 

that both curricula support the development of ESD key competencies. The 

researchers also indicated a large number of outcomes that cannot be 

directly related to ESD key competencies in the curricula in concern. Haan 

(2020) conducted a study on the integration of ESD into EFL classrooms 

with the participation of high school teachers in the Netherlands and 

reported a low integration that needs to be improved. To the best of the 

researchers’ knowledge, foreign language curricula have not been 

previously analysed regarding ESD competencies in Turkey where English 

is dominantly taught as a compulsory part of school curricula. Hence, in 

order to bridge the research gap, this study exclusively scrutinized the 

English curricula for primary and secondary education to reveal whether 

and to what extent they are compatible with ESD paradigm and SD goals.  

MATERIALS AND METHODS  

The research data were compiled from English curricula for primary 

and secondary education in Turkey that are available on the official website 

of the Ministry of National Education (MoNE). They were subjected to 

content analysis in order to reveal whether and to what extent they are 

designed to attain ESD goals considering that ESD approach primarily 

involves setting learning objectives to attain competencies for the ultimate 

achievement of SD goals. These competencies are needed for future 

generations to understand and implement SD goals and to become 

sustainable citizens. Table 1 illustrates ESD competency domains and their 

basic components that were investigated throughout the curriculum content 

(e.g. knowledge, attitude and practice).  

Table 1. ESD competency domains  

 

Knowledge  

(Cognitive domain; 

knowledge and 

thinking skills) 

Attitude  

(Socio-emotional 

domain; social skills) 

Practice  

(Behavioural domain; 

action competencies) 

S Strategic competency Self-awareness 

competency 

Anticipatory 

competency 

Collaboration 

competency 

Integrated problem-

solving competency 

Normative competency Critical thinking 

competency 
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Table 1 suggests that ESD competency domain of knowledge has to 

do with individuals’ cognitive skills while that of attitude and practice are, 

respectively, related to their social skills and behaviours. Components of 

ESD to address sustainability, on the other hand, consist of five topics to 

reorient education: (i) knowledge, (ii) issues, (iii) skills, (iv) perspectives, 

and (v) values. It is assumed that ESD is more than a knowledge base; it 

rather focuses on environment, economy and society and emphasizes 

learning skills, perspectives and values that students need to acquire when 

they become sustainable adults. The ESD components in concern are as 

follows: 

 Knowledge: basic knowledge about SD topics as environmental, 

social and economic.  

 Issues: problems about SD topics as social environmental, 

economic. 

 Skills: abilities: communicate effectively, think about systems, 

think in time, think critically about values, move from awareness 

to action, work cooperatively, use processes (know, inquire, act, 

judge, imagine, connect, value, choose) 

 Perspectives: looking at issues and forecasting possible 

consequences. 

 Values: value traditions, gender, ethnicity, immigrants, religion, 

disability gender. etc. 

A theme in the secondary English curriculum typically consists of 

three sections: (i) functions and useful language, (ii) language skills and 

learning outcomes and (iii) suggested materials and tasks, as illustrated in 

Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Screenshot of 12th grade unit in secondary English curriculum
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As seen in Figure 2, the statements in function and useful language 

section such as ‘Everyone deserves equal rights’, ‘Freedom of expression 

is a basic human right’ and ‘Every child has the right to get health services, 

food and education, etc.’ can be directly associated with SD Goal 4 (quality 

education) and Goal 16 (peace, justice and strong intuitions) that also meet 

the ESD priorities. For instance, the learning outcome of ‘Students will be 

able to guess the meaning of lexis and jargon about human rights in a 

recorded text/video’ can be attributed to ESD knowledge, issues, skills, 

perspectives and value components (E12.3.L1.; codes of grade, theme and 

learning outcome). Another sample from primary English curriculum is 

demonstrated in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3. Screenshot of 6th grade unit in primary English curriculum
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Figure 3 suggests that the theme of ‘Saving the planet’ aims to 

‘enable students to recognize appropriate attitudes to save energy and to 

protect the environment’ (learning outcome E6.9.L1) by introducing the 

vocabulary relevant to this particular theme  (e.g., recycle, damage, cut-

down, waste, .. etc.).  

It is noteworthy that each curriculum is comprised of 10 study units 

(themes) for each grade; thus, there are 70 units in primary English 

curriculum (from 2nd to 8th grades) and 40 units in secondary English 

curriculum (from 9th to 12th grades). Consequently, a total of 110 units in 

the primary and secondary English curricula were analyzed with a close 

look at learning objectives, contents and outcomes regarding SD goals and 

ESD components. It is significant to note that the two curricula were 

revised and redesigned by the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) in 

2017 in accordance with the 2012 education reform.  

RESULTS 

The English curricula for primary and secondary education were 

analysed using content analysis to seek contents and objectives that can be 

attributed to ESD principles and SD goals. As a result, the traces of ESD 

competencies and components in the two curricula are respectively 

presented. Table 2 is intended to provide the competencies that were 

designed in congruence with ESD principles in the primary English 

curriculum. 

Table 2. ESD competencies in the primary English curriculum 

             English  Curriculum of Primary Education (2nd-8th) 

General 

Learning 

Objectives 

Gra

de 

Unit No & 

Theme  

(out of 10 

units in each 

grade) 

Language 

Function/Conte

nt 

ESD 

Competenc

y 

ESD 

Dimension 

-EU 

Competencies: 

Traditional, 

Digital, 

Horizontal 

skills 

 

-CEFR (A1-

A2) 

2nd   - 

 

 -  -  - 

3rd  10.Nature -nature/ animal 

names (forest, 

sea, dolphin, 

bear,..) 

Knowledge Environme

nt 

4th  2.Nationality -different 

people’s 

nationalities 

Knowledge 

& Attitude 

Society 
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As displayed in Table 2, ESD competencies are, more or less, 

attained in all except 2nd grade of the primary English curriculum. They 

appear in only one unit in 3rd, 4th and 5th grades while they are attained in 

two units in 6th, 7th and 8th grades. They mostly fall into the category of 

knowledge that consists of systems thinking, anticipatory and normative 

competencies as of 3rd grade. It is noteworthy that they are accompanied 

by those in the category of attitude in 4th and 5th grades and that 

competencies of all categories are attained as of 6th grade. The findings also 

 

-Values 

Education: key 

values as 

friendship, 

justice, honesty, 

self-control, 

patience, 

respect, love, 

responsibility, 

patriotism, 

altruism (in 

ref.to UNESCO 

,1995)  

 

 

5th  5.The 

Animal 

Shelter 

-save, feed Knowledge 

& Attitude 

Environme

nt 

Society 

6th  9.Saving the 

Planet 

 

 

 

 

 

10. 

Democracy 

-waste, trash, 

recycle, reduce, 

harm, electrical 

devices, 

air/water/noise 

pollution 

 

-election, public, 

respect, fair law, 

child/human 

right 

Knowledge, 

Attitude 

&Practice 

Environme

nt 

Society 

7th  7.Wild 

Animals  

 

 

9.Environme

nt 

-extinct, harm, 

survive 

 

-climate, 

balance, global-

warming, eco-

friendly, 

greenhouse 

effect, waste, 

protect, take 

action, 

renewable, 

pollute-pollution 

Knowledge, 

Attitude 

&Practice 

Environme

nt 

 

8th  1.Friendship 

 

 

 

10.Natural 

Forces 

-count on, get on 

well, trust, 

support 

 

-disaster, 

tsunami, 

survivor, global 

warming, melt, 

suffer, flood 

Knowledge, 

Attitude 

&Practice 

Environme

nt 

Society 
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revealed that environment is the most frequented ESD dimension across 

the curriculum through such themes as “nature”, “animal shelter”, saving 

the planet” and “wild animals”, followed by society via themes such as 

“democracy” and “natural forces”. Table 3 outlines the ESD competencies 

found in the secondary English curriculum. 

Table 3. ESD competencies in the secondary English curriculum 

English  Curriculum of Secondary  Education (9th -12th grades) 

General 

Learning 

Objectives 

Gra

de 

Unit 

Theme 

(10 units 

in each 

grade) 

Learning 

Outcome& 

Language Content 

ESD 

Competenc

y 

ESD 

Dimension 

-

Communicativ

e Competence 

& 

Collaboration 

-Learner 

Autonomy 

 

 

-CEFR 

(A1/A2-B2) 

 

-Ethics & 

Values 

Education: to 

raise awareness 

of universal, 

national, moral, 

humane and 

cultural values 

& ethics with 

oral and written 

communication 

skills, key 

values as 

friendship, 

justice, honesty, 

self-control, 

patience, 

respect, love, 

responsibility, 

 

9th  

6. 

Bridging 

Cultures 

7. World 

Heritage 

-Identifying 

cultural differences 

-making inquiries, 

ancient 

civilizations 

Knowledge 

& Attitude  

 

Society 

 

 

 

10th  

6. Helpful 

tips 

 

 

 

 

4. 

Tradition

s 

 

10. 

Shopping 

- talking about 

rules &regulation, 

consequences, 

problem-solving  

 

-differences 

between lifestyles 

and customs 

 

-lower prices, 

shouldn’t spend 

more than earn 

Knowledge

, Attitude & 

Practice  

 

Society 

Economy 

 

 

 

 

11th  

3.Hard 

Times 

 

 

10. 

Values & 

Norms 

-a couple of 

decades ago when 

no electricity, 

candles used at 

home, clothes 

washed in the river, 

no mobile phones 

-moral values and 

norms in different 

cultures, humanity, 

values of the 

modern world, 

gender equity, love, 

Knowledge

, Attitude & 

Practice 

Society 

Economy 
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As suggested in Table 3, all competency domains of ESD are 

attained in the secondary English curriculum except 9th grade which still 

includes content related to the domains of knowledge and attitude. The 

competencies in concern are offered in more than one unit in each grade 

where they are mostly intended to cover the social dimension of ESD, 

followed by its economic and environmental dimensions, respectively. The 

social dimension of ESD is embedded in such content as “cultural 

differences and ancient civilizations”, “rules and regulations”, “lifestyle/ 

custom differences”, “moral values and norms”, “gender equity”, “basic 

human rights” and “education and health service”. The economic 

dimension of the competencies is offered through such contents as “lower 

prices”, “spending” and “hard times” while environmental dimension is 

presented through the contents of “excessive energy” and “offering 

solutions to the environmental/ energy problems” under the theme of 

“Alternative Energy” in 12th grade.  

patriotism, 

altruism 

 

 

peace, against 

discrimination, 

humiliation, 

violation 

 

 

12th  

3. Human 

Rights 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. 

Alternativ

e Energy 

 

Gender equity, 

everyone deserves 

equal rights, every 

child has the right 

to get food, 

education and 

health service, 

freedom of 

expression is the 

basic human right, 

governments 

should do their best 

for disabled people  

 

-excessive energy 

consumption, 

offering solutions 

to 

environmental/ener

gy problems/write 

an e-mail to a local 

authority about an 

environmental 

problem to suggest 

solutions 

Knowledge

, Attitude & 

Practice 

Society 

Environme

nt 
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The subsequent analysis was carried out to investigate whether and 

to what extent the ESD components are addressed in the two curricula. The 

related results are demonstrated in Table 4. 

Table 4. ESD components in the primary English curriculum 

ESD Components 2nd  3rd  4th  5th  6th  7th  8th   

Knowledge Env. - + - + + + + 

Eco. - - - - - - - 

Soc. - - + + + + + 

Issues Env. - - - + + + + 

Eco. - - - - - - - 

Soc. - - - + + + + 

Skills Env. - - - + + + + 

Eco. - - - - - - - 

Soc. - - - + + + + 

Perspective Env. - - - + + + + 

Eco. - - - - - - - 

Soc. - - - + + + + 

Values Env. - - - + + + + 

Eco. - - - - - - - 

Soc. - - + + + + + 

 

Table 4 shows that the environmental and social dimensions of the 

component of knowledge are emphasized over the economic dimension 

which is not attained in the primary English curriculum. It is also observed 

that the skills that are evaluated as ESD components are not tackled in the 

primary English curriculum till 5th grade. In other words, such abilities as 

communicating effectively, thinking about systems, thinking in time, 

thinking critically about values, moving from awareness to action, working 

cooperatively and using processes are not targeted during the first three 

years of the primary English education. It is noteworthy that those which 

are introduced from 5th grade onwards are restricted to its environmental 

and social dimensions rather than the economic dimension. Likewise, the 

components of issues and perspectives are not addressed from the 

environmental and social perspectives in the curriculum earlier than 5th 

grade. Finally, values are attained from the social and environmental 

perspectives from 4th and 5th grades onwards, respectively. That none of 

the ESD components is addressed in the curriculum from the economic 

perspective might be attributed to the more abstract nature of economy in 
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comparison to those of environment and society. Table 5 is intended to 

outline ESD components in the secondary English curriculum. 

Table 5. ESD components in the secondary English curriculum 

ESD Components 9th   10th  11th  12th   

Knowledge Env. + - - + 

Eco. - + + - 

Soc. + + + + 

Issues Env. + - - + 

Eco. - + + - 

Soc. + + + + 

Skills Env. + - - + 

Eco. - + + - 

Soc. + + + + 

Perspective Env. + - - + 

Eco. - + + - 

Soc. + + + + 

Values Env. + - - + 

Eco. - + + - 

Soc. + + + + 

 

As is seen Table 5, all ESD components are attained in all grades of 

the secondary English curriculum from the social perspective while they 

are somehow neglected in some grades from the environmental and 

economic perspectives. Namely, the environmental dimension of all ESD 

components is neglected in 10th and 11th grades whereas they are addressed 

in the first and senior grades of the secondary education. Quite 

interestingly, it seems to be replaced by the economic dimension of the 

components in concern in these grades. In a similar vein, the economic 

dimension is addressed in none of the ESD components in 9th and 12th 

grades. All in all, it is seen that the social dimension is emphasized over 

the economic and environmental dimensions in addressing the ESD 

components in the secondary English curriculum. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The overall findings have revealed that both curricula include a fair 

amount of content in line with environmental and social dimensions of 

ESD paradigm while economic dimension is largely neglected in the 

primary curriculum. More specifically, it has been indicated that there are 
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9 out of 70 units (themes) that include sustainability-related topics (none 

in 2nd grade, one in 3rd, 4th and 5th grades, and two in 6th, 7th and 8th grades). 

Additionally, these particular themes are addressed from the environmental 

and social perspectives and focus on the dimensions of knowledge and 

attitude for 3rd to 5th grade, and the domains of knowledge, attitude and 

practice for 6th to 8th grade in the primary English curriculum. 

Shortcomings of this particular curriculum in respect of sustainability 

would be the lack of subject matters in 2nd grade and lack of emphasis on 

economy-related topics throughout it. Regarding the ESD components, 

topics related to the dimensions of sustainability knowledge, skills, values, 

issues and perspective begin to appear only after 5th grade from the social 

and environmental perspectives. This may lead us to conclude that an eight 

or nine year-old primary schooler begins to acquire the domains of 

knowledge and attitude about the nature, different nationalities and animal 

shelter through 3rd, 4th and 5th grades while learning English at A1 level. 

Subsequently, s/he is exposed to such significant SD topics as ‘Saving the 

Planet’ and ‘Democracy’ in 6th grade, ‘Wild Animals’ and ‘Environment’ 

in 7th grade, and ‘Friendship’ and ‘Natural forces’ in 8th grade at the 

knowledge, attitudes and practice levels via English lessons.   

In the secondary English curriculum, 9 of 40 units are designed 

based on sustainability-related topics, meaning that at least two topics of 

such kind are included into the unit list for each grade. In addition, the 

competencies of knowledge, attitude and practice are addressed from the 

social dimension in all grades, from the economic dimension in 10th and 

11th grades and from the environmental dimension in 12th grade. The 

economic dimension is addressed in this curriculum through the themes of 

‘Shopping’ and ‘Hard Times’ which focus on lower prices, avoiding 

money waste, differences between life in the past and present regarding 

limited facilities and which highlights the importance of financial 

conditions. The research has also indicated a balanced distribution of the 

ESD components across the secondary curriculum whereas the domains of 

knowledge, skills, issues, perspectives and values are found to be 

highlighted from the social dimension in every sustainability-related unit 

such as ‘Human Rights’, ‘Bridging Cultures’ and ‘Norms and Values’ 

which mainly cover society-related SD goals. It has been revealed that the 

environmental topics appear much less frequently in the secondary 

curriculum than the primary curriculum. Namely, the former includes only 

one unit of such kind, which might be considered as a weakness in this 

respect.  

All in all, the current study has shown that the environmental and 

social dimensions of ESD are largely addressed in the primary English 

curriculum which has no content related to its economic dimension. It has 

also demonstrated that the social dimension and the economic dimension 



54 

are promoted in all grades and in 10th to 12th grades, respectively while the 

environmental dimension is neglected in the secondary English 

curriculum. Hence, it in the light of the present findings, it is recommended 

that the current primary English curriculum should be revised to include 

more ESD content from the economic dimension and that the existing 

secondary English curriculum should be strengthened with more ESD 

content from the environmental dimension. The EFL practitioners are, on 

the other hand, suggested to reflect ESD-related content and concerns into 

their teaching in order to raise individuals equipped with in-depth 

knowledge from various dimensions of ESD. 

  This particular research is limited to the investigation of the 

primary and secondary English curricula in Turkey with respect to ESD 

competencies and components through content analysis technique. Further 

studies could explore these competencies in the curricula of other school 

subjects using different data collection instruments and analysis 

techniques. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Within the constantly evolving and expanding domain of English 

language teaching and learning, learner autonomy (LA), is gaining new 

heights.  Learners Autonomy as a concept traversed the field of education 

with Henri Holec’s seminal paper where Holec (1981) defined learner 

autonomy as “ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (as cited in 

Sara, 2000, p.109). Since then, LA has received diverse interpretations. 

However, even after four decades, there is no consensus on a universal 

definition for LA. It seems almost unreachable as the concept diversifies 

due to research findings in the domains of LA.   Generally, LA is 

commonly perceived as learners taking more responsibility and developing 

capacity to take control by making right decisions in the process of their 

learning. Moreover, the classroom is still central in the learning and 

teaching process even though it may continue outside as well. In addition, 

teachers still play pivotal roles as facilitator, counsellor and a resource 

person in this process. Therefore, in creating an autonomous learning 

environment and promoting LA, classroom processes and teachers’ active 

involvement are two central issues as repeatedly confirmed in previous 

literature on this topic.  For instance, Dam (2003) argues that it is largely 

the teacher’s responsibility to develop learner autonomy (as cited in 

Feryok, 2013, p.214). Similarly, Nakata (2011), Hang (2014), and Little 

(2007), to name a few, also emphasize the primary role of teachers in 

promoting LA. In this backdrop, teachers’ beliefs and perceptions of LA 

as mediators of learning underscore a significant aspect in promoting LA.  
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A number of studies have been directed towards teachers’ 

perceptions, beliefs and practices about LA in a variety of contexts. Borg 

and Al Busaidi (2012), for example, carried out a study on teachers’ beliefs 

and practices related to LA in the English Language Centre of a leading 

university in Oman. Their findings had a great impetus in the field research 

on LA. A similar research methodology was replicated in the current study 

in a different context with some modifications and amendments to the 

questionnaire and interview questions. This research study aimed to 

explore teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions about LA in English 

Language Teaching Units (ELTUs) of a leading public university in Sri 

Lanka, which is a rare example of its kind, apart from Fonseka (2003). In 

order to develop LA practices in Sri Lankan context there is a need to 

explore existing classroom practices and teachers’ perceptions about LA. 

Although generalizability was not one of the aims of this study, it is 

believed that this case study is a useful and necessary step towards 

fulfilling this need. 

The study primarily aimed to gain insights into the following 

research questions: 

1. What is the meaning of LA according to the respondents? 

2. What role do teachers play in developing LA among learners? 

3. To what extent do teachers perceive LA feasible and desirable? 

What are the constraints teachers encounter to promote LA? 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Learner Autonomy (LA) as a widespread concept in education, most 

importantly, in English language education, has received multiple 

interpretations from different perspectives. The term in language education 

became the spotlight once Henry Holec shifted the term autonomy from its 

predominant political interpretations to language education. Holec (1981) 

defines autonomy as “an ability to take charge of one’s learning.” (as cited 

in Little, 1991, p.7) Since then, the large body of research contributed to 

broaden the theoretical and pragmatic scope and application of the concept 

to psychological, political, social, individual, technical and cultural 

parameters.  Joshi (2011) from a socio-political stance, states that 

autonomy in a broader context refers to  

the capacity of a person to work out without being 

controlled by other people. The concept may refer to the 

situations where one learns without being dragged by the 

others and the actions done on self for learning. It is taken 

as the ability to act and make decisions without being 

controlled by anyone else (p.14). 
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Moving to the psychological perspective of the concept, Little 

(1991) argues that LA presupposes, but also entails that the learner will 

develop a particular kind of psychological relation to the process and 

content of his learning. The capacity for autonomy will be displayed both 

in the way the learner learns and in the way he or she transfers what has 

been learned to wider contexts (p.4). Meanwhile Wang and Wang (2016) 

according to their findings on teachers’ perceptions and practices related 

to LA also state that teachers viewed LA as closely integrated with 

psychological dimension. As an extension to the individual parameter, 

Little (2007) characterizes learner autonomy as learners doing things not 

necessarily on their own but for themselves (p.14). The individual 

dimension also consists of learner behaviour and skills. For instance, 

Benson (2001) argues that LA as the capacity to take control of one’s own 

learning is associated with certain individual dispositions and skills (p.47). 

This capacity of students to take control of their learning is a result of a 

combination of environmental factors. For instance, teachers still play a 

central role in a classroom as a key stakeholder in education. Therefore, 

constructing the capacity is not solely the result of individual effort on the 

side of the learner, teachers are also part of it. All kinds of conducive 

administrative support are indispensable to design an autonomy supportive 

learning environment and develop courses.  Learners, on the other hand, 

should be willing to enhance or build this capacity. Learners’ proactive 

disposition towards autonomous learning is crucial to foster autonomy. 

Teachers, as key stakeholders in education, need to commit themselves to 

relinquish the authority over students to make them autonomous learners. 

The roles of learners and teachers are closely related and yet distinctive in 

terms of the power relation, an immensely complex and intricate process. 

Exploring this symbiotic relation Xhaferi and Xhaferi (2011) suggest that 

it is very important to find out students’ level of knowledge and attitudes, 

their level of motivation, the learning strategies they use and to get them to 

think about their own learning styles. They further believe that becoming 

an autonomous learner is a process of three main stages: raising student 

awareness, changing attitudes, and transferring roles. The presence of 

multiple perspectives on LA itself explicitly implies the much broader 

application of the concept.  

Teng (2019) attempts to encapsulate some of these perspectives on 

autonomy. He underscores that autonomy is a construct of capacity, which 

should not necessarily be inborn. Willingness to be responsible for their 

own learning is defined as another component of autonomy. From another 

perspective, he says autonomy can occur both inside and outside the 

classroom. While stating that autonomy consists of both social and 

individual dimensions, he points out that autonomy may be unstable and 

changeable. Lastly, autonomy can be promoted if one has conscious 
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awareness of the learning process (Teng, 2019, p.15). Such wider 

perspectives about autonomy, on the one hand, enable us to realize the 

complexity and intrinsic nature of the concept. On the other hand, the 

multiple perspectives reflect the richness, diversity and the potential of the 

concept in the education landscape.   

Classroom, as the primary space for formal education, consists of 

heterogeneous learners who manifest autonomy at different levels. In view 

of the dynamic state of LA and possession of autonomy, Dickinson (1987) 

states learners may also differ in terms of their degrees in taking such 

responsibility, i.e. the way and extent of being involved in such activities 

(as cited in Joshi, 2011, p.13). Joshi (2011, p.15) further elaborates that 

learner variables could have a potent impact on having different degrees of 

LA.  In the meantime, research findings indicate certain qualities which are 

characteristics of an autonomous learner. Teng (2019, p.12) characterizes 

autonomous learners as those who pursue knowledge out of curiosity.  

Further, he claims that an autonomous learner possesses a capacity for 

effective self-management of motivation. 

Nakata (2011, p. 902), expounding on characteristics of 

autonomous learners, argues that it is true to say that the educational 

context differs in each country and perhaps at each educational level. Thus, 

in many instances, learner characteristics are deeply woven into the fabric 

of culture and social context. The flip side of the key findings of 

autonomous learner characteristics is that every learner who exhibits 

certain characteristics and qualities could not be autonomous in every 

situation. Hence, like autonomy itself, learner characteristics could 

certainly be dependent on situation and context. 

As the arguments on different perspectives of LA unfold, the role of 

teachers in promoting LA receives equal attention in the research studies 

related to LA.  Ahmadianzadeh, Seifoori, and Tamjid (2018) state that 

despite the legitimacy of autonomous learning at the micro level of 

language learning and the macro level of social emancipation and 

prosperity, “the achievement of this significant goal relies heavily on the 

beliefs and practices of teachers who can develop this competency in 

learners directly or indirectly” (p.2). Others such as Duong (2014) and 

Khalili and Ali (2018) also reaffirm the role that teachers play in fostering 

LA among learners. Borg and Alshumaimeri (2017), on the other hand, 

argue that academic consensus does not guarantee in any way that teachers 

will have similar understandings of learner autonomy or implement 

practices that are consistent with academic research findings. This view 

underscores a potential gap between the theoretical underpinnings of 

teachers’ role and application of LA in classroom context. In order to 

bridge this gap between established theory/research and the current 
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practices in a given context political, pedagogical, curricular and technical 

issues need to be investigated and addressed locally to appropriately 

develop and support teachers in promoting LA.  Such diverse perspectives 

about the concept of learner autonomy, learners and teachers and their roles 

in fostering autonomous learning requires further research into the 

dynamic nature and aspects of LA. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Questions 

1. What is the meaning of LA according to the respondents? 

2. What role do teachers play in developing LA among learners? 

3. To what extent do teachers perceive LA feasible and desirable? 

What are the constraints teachers encounter to promote LA? 

Participants and Context 

This study was carried out at a leading public university in Sri 

Lanka. The country is a former British a colony and home to a multicultural 

island nation. English language and competency in the language is held in 

high esteem as it is regarded as a class marker and a salient tool in upward 

social mobility. Hence, English language and English language education 

play an integral role in all strata of education in this country. With regards 

to LA, its adaptation, application and implication are prominent research 

dimensions in ‘non-western’ countries. For any successful implementation 

and research projects, the cultural appropriacy of the concept as well as the 

teachers’ beliefs about it should be taken into consideration.  

In this particular university, there were eight faculties with a 

dedicated English Language Teaching Unit (ELTU) in each. The study was 

conducted in seven of these eight faculties. ELTUs in the university aim to 

enhance language proficiency and competence of undergraduates in their 

respective faculties.  

The study was conducted with 50 participants (out of existing 51 

members of staff). They were all teaching staff, among which 7 also had 

coordination duties. They were all full-time employed. They had varying 

levels of ELT experience and they all qualified at BA or Master’s degree 

level (see Table 1 for detailed demographic information of participants). 

Ethical Issues 

Prior to the conduct of the study, there was a need to receive 

permission to use the data collection tools originally developed by Borg 

and Al Busaidi (2012). The researchers sent an email to Dr. Al Busaidi for 

his consent to replicate the questionnaire in Sri Lankan context which was 

kindly granted. 
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Secondly, an application was made to the Sri Lankan university’s 

ELTU management for permission to conduct questionnaires and 

interviews. An email was sent to the Head of English Language Units of 

the university to seek his permission, which was obtained except for the 

Faculty of Arts. Following the above steps, the coordinator of each ELTU 

was contacted to administer the questionnaire in their respective units.  At 

this stage, the procedure was quite easy and convenient as one of the 

authors of the research had personal contact with both the coordinators and 

the teachers in the ELTUs.  

The questionnaire was administered among respondents with their 

due consent. Moreover, semi-structured interviews were carried out with 

participants from each faculty. In addition, 7 faculty coordinators 

participated in the interviews. The interview guides were shown to 

participants, their consent was taken for interviews and recording. The 

personal details were anonymised during the transcription process. The 

research study was carried out with due respect to research ethics and 

professional standards. 

Data Collection and Data Analysis 

In order to answer the research questions, researchers decided to use 

a mix of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. Questionnaires 

provided statistical data from the participants whereas interviews provided 

in-depth information that could not be obtained from questionnaires. 

The research instruments were developed originally by Borg and Al 

Busaidi (2012) and adopted in the current study with some slight 

modifications to the questionnaire and interview questions to suit the 

context of the study.  

In the preparation of original research instruments Borg and Al 

Busaidi went through the relevant literature and identified current research 

themes in the field. They also consulted with the previous research tools to 

develop their own questionnaire (Borg and Al Busaidi, 2012, pp. 6-7).  

Triangulation of the questionnaire and interview data enabled the 

researchers to embed detailed insights into statistical data and make more 

accurate conclusions.  The fact that one author had experience of the 

context and the other did not helped reduce the bias in the interpretation of 

data, especially during interview analysis. Both the quantitative and 

qualitative findings were critically examined, compared and analysed with 

the findings of Borg and Al Busaidi (2012) as well as other relevant studies 

to check validity of the research findings. 
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Table 1: Demographic profiles of participants (N = 50) 

 

Demographic Values Frequency Percentage 

Gender 

  

Male 49 98 

Female 1 2 

Educational qualifications Bachelor's 32 64 

Master's 18 36 

Faculty 

  

Management 5 10 

Veterinary 5 10 

Science 10 20 

Agriculture 9 18 

Engineering 12 24 

Allied Health Sciences 6 12 

Medicine 3 6 

ELT Experience 0-4 29 58 

5-9 7 14 

10-14 6 12 

15-19 4 8 

20-24 3 6 

25+ 1 2 
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Questionnaire 

The questionnaire consisted of various scales including technical, 

psychological, socio cultural and political dimensions of LA and teachers’ 

beliefs about these. Section 1 of the questionnaire included recurrent 

debates in relation to learner autonomy. In addition, there was a section to 

investigate teachers’ perceptions on desirability and feasibility of learner 

autonomy in terms of learners’ abilities and their involvement in decision 

making. In the original study, the questionnaire underwent critical review 

and pilot study to test its validity and reliability.  

In the current research study, the questionnaire items were studied 

and discussed for validity. The questionnaire forms were printed and 

distributed for completion by participants. These were then coded into 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) v25. 

Cronbach’s Alpha Split Halves Reliability Test was used to check 

reliability of each scale in the questionnaire. Similar to the original study, 

the reliability scores in this study were much lower than the recommended 

values (≤.7). Demographic information was analysed and reported with 

frequencies and percentages. Other questionnaire data was analysed and 

reported using descriptive statistics. 

Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were deployed subsequent to the 

questionnaires as a data collection tool. Two interview guides were used: 

one version for the teachers and one for the coordinators. The interviews 

were conducted in person in the participants’ offices during their 

availability and recorded with consent. The interview data were transcribed 

by the authors separately and analyzed for themes using NVivo 12 

qualitative analysis software. An initial set of codes derived from the 

interview questions were used by both coders for the first coding cycle. 

Constant comparisons were used during the coding of the data to increase 

validity of the existing codes. In the second coding cycle extra codes were 

added with mutual discussion where needed.  The coding and thematic 

analysis of the data were subject to extensive discussion between the 

authors to reach reliable results. 
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FINDINGS 

RQ1: What is the meaning of LA according to the respondents? 

Figure 1. Mean scores for LA orientation 

In response to the first research question item relating to LA 

orientation were analysed using mean scores from the responses. As 

explained before, the reliability scores for these scales were lower than the 

recommendations similar to the original study by Borg and Al Busaidi 

(2012). When the scores were compared, it was seen that the scores were 

actually very close to each other with psychological orientation (M = 3.89), 

technical orientation (M = 3.79), political orientation (M = 3.69) and social 

orientation (M = 3.32). In Borg and Al Busaidi (2012) psychological 

orientation also was the primary type they found. However, the order of 

various orientation types and their mean scores in the current study were 

different from Borg and Al Busaidi (2012) where they reported scores for 

psychological orientation (M = 4.2), political orientation (M = 4.2), social 

orientation (M = 3.93) and technical orientation (M = 3.3). To sum up, 

psychological orientation of LA was observed the most dominant among 

the participants in their questionnaire responses. 

The interviews included a question about the meaning of LA to the 

respondents. Some actually admitted the concept was new to them.  

I was not really aware of that issue but now when I did this 

let's say questionnaire… I felt that I have been, I have had 

this learner autonomy, this quality of autonomy. It was 

unconsciously I have had it. (Instructor 1 - ELTU 

Veterinary Faculty) 

Others commented on their brief introduction to the concept during 

their studies: 
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Actually, I was not aware of this term while I was an 

undergraduate… but anyway I got to know about this and 

studied about this not very deeply but at surface level. 

(Instructor 2 - ELTU Veterinary Faculty) 

However, each participant still provided their own definition based 

on their perceptions. The one-hundred most frequent words used in these 

definitions are demonstrated in a Word Cloud diagram in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Word Cloud for 100 most frequent words on the meaning of LA 

Some instructors provided a more process oriented definition 

“learner autonomy is letting students find their own way of learning” 

whereas others used more practical terms referring to what areas LA 

applies to “it's more to what the students might want to learn outside the 

classroom and also inside the classroom alone as well as pair work and 

group work”. Participation in decisions about own learning was 

highlighted in many definitions “learner autonomy means like students 

learning on their own for example like time and place and method, it 

depends on the students”. In addition to place and method, content and 

tasks were also part of the decisions LA included: “the independence of 

the learner so that he or she can decide what he or she can learn and she or 

he can figure out what and how she is going to do that”. Another 

respondent defined LA in relation to increased motivation as a result: 

“Learner autonomy according to my point of view is students centred 

learning and students putting more efforts in learning a second language”. 

In conclusion, despite some similarities in the definitions there were 

varying views on the meaning of LA. This is a common feature that can be 
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observed in the relevant literature as well. In order to further clarify the 

instructors’ perspectives of LA, the role of teachers in developing LA and 

individual items under learning to learn skills and students’ involvement in 

decision making processes were also explored. These will be reported 

under the second and third research questions. 

RQ2: What role do teachers play in developing LA among 

learners? 

The questionnaire also included items on teachers’ role in 

developing learner autonomy. Some statements were worded negatively to 

the effect that teachers did not play a role on LA. These were reverse coded 

for a correct analysis of the responses. The items on a 5-point Likert scale 

were analysed using mean score averages. The mean score for this scale 

was 3.6 (SD = 0.42). The average scores indicated that the teachers 

believed LA does not mean “learning without a teacher” and that teachers 

play an important role in developing LA. 

Corresponding with the questionnaire findings, the respondents in 

the interviews displayed different views on the teachers’ role in promoting 

LA. Some emphasised the significance of teachers in its development such 

as an instructor from Engineering “It is the teacher's duty especially inside 

the classroom.” or another instructor from the Science Faculty: 

We should guide them. Some of them are kind of lost when 

we say do it by yourself. Especially the slow learners. 

Weak ones should need some kind of guidance as to how 

to do that if not they would feel kind of less confident. 

There were other instructors who claimed LA required minimization 

of teacher’s role in learning such as an instructor from Science Faculty 

“…the ability of the pupils to take charge of their own learning and also, 

it's the absence or rather lack of participation of the teacher and how 

students kind of guide themselves to learn what they want to”. 

A third group, which can be defined as the majority, had a more 

balanced view about teacher’s role as follows: 

As I said earlier, we can't give them a language within a 

limited period of time. We need to make them understand 

that they can learn a language, not to be afraid of the 

language and build the confidence and that we are there to 

support and help them …. but learning and getting into 

their mind is up to them. (Instructor 2- ELTU Veterinary 

Faculty) 
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The role described above includes developing learning to learn skills 

in the learning as a facilitator of the process. There are also some practical 

examples on how to do this as exemplified by another instructor as follows: 

Learner autonomy according to what I think it is means the 

ability that students have to learn on their own, doesn't 

mean without guidance. Some kind of guidance will 

definitely be given by the teachers. But what they take 

from the teachers don't stop there, but they go to library or 

go to other places and find other materials to support their 

learning. (Instructor 3- ELTU Engineering Faculty) 

The teacher’s role here can take a very practical form such as 

demonstrating how to find reliable sources in a library or probably online. 

The comments illustrate teachers’ role as a facilitator, a guide, a councillor, 

a mediator in the language learning process and promoting LA. 

RQ3: To what extent do teachers perceive LA feasible and 

desirable? What are the constraints teachers encounter to promote 

LA? 

There were fourteen questionnaire items designed to measure how 

desirable and feasible LA was with a four-point Likert scale 

(1=undesirable/unfeasible, 4= very desirable/feasible). These items formed 

two scales: the first seven on students’ involvement in certain decision-

making processes and the second seven items on students’ skills of learning 

to learn.  

In terms of statistical tests, reliability tests were carried out for the 

desirability and feasibility items in the first scale. The results were α = .77 

(for desirability items) and α = .88 (for feasibility items). Next, the same 

reliability tests were repeated for the latter seven items. The desirability 

questions produced a reliability score of α = .86 whereas the feasibility 

items scored α = .91. 

When the mean scores for both student involvement in decision 

making and students’ skills of learning to learn were examined, it was 

observed that desirability is higher for every item than feasibility scores for 

every single item (see Figures 3 and 4). This is a result confirmed in Borg 

and Al Busaidi (2012, p. 16) as well. Next, these two scales were separately 

studied using a means comparison of the desirability and feasibility of 

individual items in each. 

Among the students’ involvement in decision-making items there 

were some that were scores as less desirable by teachers. These were “the 

topics discussed” (M = 2.31), “the objectives of a course” (M = 2.33) and 

“the materials used” (M = 2.48). They are also not seen as very feasible as 
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they scored low on desirability items for the same questions.  On the other 

hand, teachers scored “tasks and activities” (M = 3.16), “assessment” (M 

= 3.08) and “classroom management” (M = 2.74) as more desirable items. 

When these were compared with the findings of Borg and Al Busaidi 

(2012), one of the main differences was that assessment was one of the 

least desirable items in their analysis. 

Figure 3. Mean scores for desirability and feasibility student involvement 

in decision-making   

  

Figure 4. Mean scores for desirability and feasibility of learning to learn 

skills in students   
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A study of the results of the second scale on learning to learn skills 

in students revealed that the desirability scores are generally higher than 

the first scale on student involvement in decision making (see Figures 3 

and 4). The most desirable items were “learn cooperatively” (M = 3.34), 

“identify own strengths” (M = 3.32), and “learn independently” (M = 3.28) 

respectively. The least desirable item was “monitor their progress” (M = 

2.82). In terms of feasibility, the highest scores were “identify their own 

strengths” (M = 3.02), and “identify their own needs” (M = 2.90). The 

lowest scores were for “identify their own weaknesses” (M = 2.41), and 

“monitor their progress” (M = 2.42). These were in similar order to the 

findings in Borg and Al Busaidi (2012). 

Overall, it can be said that teachers found learning to learn skills 

more desirable than involvement in decision making processes. 

The interviews cross examined the questionnaire responses in 

relation to the desirability and feasibility of LA from the perspectives of 

the instructors. Firstly, desirability of students’ involvement in decision 

making processes was examined. Instructor 1 from Veterinary Faculty 

explained his view: 

I have  taken in the faculty the very low level classes with 

that experience I think I've seen that students are not really 

in a position to take their own decisions because if I apply 

that for English language learning when I see they really 

need the basics, the help of the teacher, so without that I 

don't think they can really make a decision.  

Another instructor also reinforced the dependence of learners on 

teachers to make decisions: “With the guidance of the teacher, they try to 

make decisions. Of course, they need to be guided, they need to be directed 

by the teacher basically”. Instructor 1 Faculty of Science explained that 

“...I find it's less practical even though it's more desirable.” In addition, 

instructor 3, Faculty of Engineering succinctly reiterated this point “here 

it's not very feasible but very desirable 100% desirable…”  

Learners' involvement in decision making related to materials used 

was indicative when instructor 2 of the Faculty of Management stated that 

learners voiced their preferences and they were willing to accommodate 

learners’ ideas in some material preparation. The desirability and 

feasibility of learners’ contribution in material development, deciding the 

topics and material used and tasks and activities was evident in the 

following quote by another instructor: 

When we are making tutorials, we have topics but first 

when we are making these tutes, we ask students what you 

are interested in learning and they actually quite contribute 
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a lot. They talk about movies; they talk about TV series 

and I somehow try to include them. I think all of us are 

trying to include their interested areas in tutorials. 

Broadening the scope of learners' involvement in decision making, 

another instructor claimed a relation between decision making and 

language proficiency of learners: 

Certain classes are kind of divided based on their aptitude 

but like at medical as well as here we get mixed ability 

aptitude... so at such occasions students who are more 

proficient in the language tend to show these kinds of 

objectives and participation in decision making as well as 

other important aspects. Whereas you know these slow 

learners tend to participate less. So, at such occasions, 

teacher should kind of take part. So that's why I find it's 

less practical even though it's more desirable. (Instructor 1 

Faculty of Science) 

In summary, learners’ involvement is desirable in decision making 

in the areas such as materials used, the topics discussed and the tasks and 

activities they do. The quotes above substantiate that teachers perceive the 

learners’ involvement in decision making more desirable, though it is less 

feasible given a variety of constraints. 

Secondly, the desirability of learning to learn skills as part of LA 

will be discussed with reference to respondents' comments. The 

respondents indicated that learners were able to identify their own needs, 

identify their weaknesses and learn independently.   

Instructor 2 of the Faculty of Science contributed stated “Right now, 

I don't think we get students' involvement at all but I think we should. At 

the very beginning we should get their involvement. We should ask them 

what they really need…” This implied the teacher's willingness to include 

learners as stakeholders in their learning by identifying their own needs.  

Identifying weaknesses under learning to learn skill was highlighted 

in comments of an instructor from the Faculty of Medicine: “Sometimes 

they may find it difficult when they are learning a language. So, they might 

come up to the teacher and explain that they are facing difficulties”. 

Engaging students in independent learning was also commented on 

in the comments of Instructor 1 of the Management Faculty:   

...we have the film sessions, drama sessions so we show 

them video clips so that we don't discuss with the class just 

after showing it. We ask them to come up with their 
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reviews, kind of arguments, their perceptions towards 

what we have shown in the class. 

Hence, the interview findings related to desirability of learning to 

learn is also evident in the responses recorded in this study. There are also 

comments which imply these instructors currently practise promoting LA 

in certain areas of learning to learn skills such as choosing tasks and 

materials and learning independently.  

In the next part, feasibility of students’ involvement in decision 

making and learning to learn skills will be reported with reference to 

interview responses. In the questionnaire findings it was evident that 

desirability scores were higher than feasibility ones. Therefore, the aim in 

the interviews was to explore and identify the constraints in relation to 

feasibility of LA. In their study, Borg and Al Busaidi (2012) identified the 

constraints under three groups such as student related, teacher related and 

work context related factors. The thematic analysis of the responses under 

this theme produced four distinct categories such as institutional, personal, 

social and political constraints.  

Firstly, the institutional constraints were considered. One instructor 

stated “In the current context they are not very much involved. I think it's 

the system”. This is indicative of a need for systemic change. Other 

instructors’ responses elaborated on details of institutional constraints: 

If we are allowed to change this whole arbitrary system of 

these rules and … and it has to be like ESP…You have to 

teach English in order to study Agriculture. So that has to 

change. If we have a chance of changing these. I think that 

we can get the students ...get them more involved in these 

things… incorporate students' ideas in lesson making. 

(Instructor 1- Agriculture Faculty) 

In this faculty I would say they are not at all involved in 

any of them. There is no feasibility, but they want to 

involve…. They would come and talk to us that they want 

to involve. But as a faculty as an ELTU and …. Everyone 

is looking at us. We have all these forces coming in. So, 

we don't have the freedom to change according to their 

needs. (Instructor 1- Agriculture Faculty) 

…. I don't know what's... it's something wrong with the 

faculty or the system. They are not even allowed to 

actually go and talk to the lecturers or anywhere else even 

about their marks. So, feasibility wise it's, it's lot more 

restricted. There is no freedom, they should change the 

system. (Instructor 1 - Faculty of Agriculture) 
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In terms of personal constraints, lack of knowledge and 

psychological factors related to students were considered. Instructor 2 at 

the Veterinary Faculty referred to lack of training of learners to learn 

independently. 

The students in the lower levels try to rely on the teacher rather than 

finding and learning the language by themselves. So in such a context in 

such a background it's hard for us to ask them to learn the language by 

themselves because they are not trained to do that and they always rely on 

us but in order to develop a little bit of autonomy, what we try to do is ask 

them to watch something and read. 

Some respondents pointed out how negative attitudes and wrong 

perceptions among students about English language pose constraints. 

These are considered under personal constraints category. 

We teach who have different views on English especially 

because some people they always want to skip English. 

Especially in this faculty I see that they have a very 

negative mentality about English… I don’t think if we give 

a chance on decision making, I don't think it will be 

practical. (Instructor 2- ELTU Agriculture Faculty) 

…but when talking about ELTU in general most of the 

students have this attitude that only the students who can 

speak English who already have the language background 

knowledge. They can learn English at the ELTU. So that 

attitude should be diminished. that should be reduced. As 

ELTU as a unit, as an organization which tries to promote 

language learning of the first language users of Sinhala or 

Tamil, we have to encourage them, we have to help them 

get rid of their attitude. (Instructor 1- ELTU Agriculture 

Faculty) 

Social constraints refer mainly to different social backgrounds that 

learners come from, lack of resources in the schools to learn the language 

and how society discriminates against low proficiency learners. The 

following comments of an instructor provide insight into social constraints. 

...there might be certain social issues because our students 

come from different backgrounds. Like I said earlier, 

certain ones are quite shy. They might feel that they are 

being laughed at for not being able to speak in or write or 

use English. 
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The comments above also highlight how social pressure to succeed 

can lead to emotional responses and prevent participation. This 

relationship between social and personal constraints is worth noting here. 

Access to and availability of resources during the school education 

to learn the language is yet another social constraint that instructors face 

when universities receive students from across the country. According to 

the instructor 1- Management Faculty this leads to low self-efficacy beliefs 

and low motivation in some students from such backgrounds: 

…and of course, the background. The students come from 

different backgrounds and some of them ... in their 

schools… haven't had a proper English teacher. That's a 

problem. So not having a proper English teacher is a 

problem they have because ... they lack motivation to learn 

English.  

Therefore, social constraints have an interplay with personal 

constraints as students’ awareness about the social expectations may lead 

to an emotional reaction such as fear of losing face and these may become 

a serious constraint in the feasibility of LA in this context. 

Political constraints were also common in the interviewees’ 

responses. This category should be understood with the ongoing ethnic and 

political tensions in Sri Lanka in general and university campuses in 

specific. Especially the colonial history of the country has caused a 

political reaction and resistance to the study of English as a foreign 

language. Instructor 2 from the Agriculture faculty referred to the 

constraints in promoting LA, particularly political ones as follows: “…the 

mentality of students. they are from certain political, different backgrounds 

I don't think I am supposed to talk about it...especially ragging and all. So 

that mentality affects English learning I think”. This was confirmed by 

another instructor from the same faculty: “…there’s this idea about ragging 

and avoiding English and avoiding English classes”. Another instructor 

also stated that this was a feasibility constraint in his particular faculty “in 

the faculty it's not going to be that practical because the majority of these 

student union leaders have an influence on the students and they have a 

negative view of English, but it's changing”. The political influence in the 

campus with regards to English medium instruction was also reiterated in 

the comments of Instructor 1 of Allied Health Science Faculty “...political 

factor, the influence of the seniors and students’ union leaders who have 

other agendas.” In summary, the political situation and negative attitudes 

to English language in general is a major constraint in promoting learner 

autonomy in the context of this public university in Sri Lanka. 
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DISCUSSION 

LA studies such as Borg and Al Busaidi (2012), Loi (2016), Joshi 

(2011) and Yasmin and Sohail (2018) found that teachers conceptualized 

LA as being able to work independently, which is associated with the 

psychological dimension of the concept. In the current study although there 

was no clear consensus among the respondents, terms such as 

independence, ability and confidence were frequently used (see Figure 2). 

Through more exposure to the LA concept by reading and probably 

training, participants can develop a better understanding of LA and provide 

clearer definitions with more confidence. 

Xhaferi & Xhaferi (2011) necessitates the indispensable role of 

teacher in promoting LA among learners through raising student 

awareness, changing attitudes, and transferring roles. In this study most of 

the respondents acknowledged the significance of teachers’ role. However, 

they provided little or no evidence for application of autonomy supportive 

teaching in their classroom contexts. This gap between teachers’ beliefs 

and practices was another significant finding which can be attributed to the 

response bias where respondents give socially desirable answers.  

In terms of desirability and feasibility of LA, the majority of the 

respondents perceived LA to be more desirable than feasible. Moreover, 

involvement in decision making processes is less desirable than learning to 

learn skills. These findings confirm earlier studies such as Borg and Al 

Busaidi (2012), Loi (2016) and Doğan and Mirici (2017).  Based on the 

interview comments, it can be concluded that teachers doubt the maturity 

of students to make decisions especially in certain areas of their classroom 

learning whereas individual and independent study outside the classroom 

is a more desirable practice. 

Some respondents further explained that their effort to promote LA 

is received with noticeable resistance and reluctance from learners. The 

same observation was recorded in Juan and Yajie (2018) in a Chinese 

higher education context despite various teacher interventions in fostering 

LA. The constraints identified by respondents in this study were grouped 

into four major categories such as institutional, personal, social and 

political. Borg and Al Busaidi (2012) and Loi (2016) classify the 

constraints to promote LA under teacher related, student related and work-

context related. Some of the findings in the current research overlap with 

these categories.  

One of the most common challenges faced by respondents in this 

study stemmed from the work context: the institutional challenges such as 

LA incompatible curricula and syllabi. In addition, non-conducive learner 

cognitive characteristics like lack of motivation and lack of independent 
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learning correlate with personal obstacles to promotion of LA. Fonseka 

(2003) in his study in Sri Lanka found that teachers often believed the 

social background of learners hampered language learning in general and 

promotion of LA in particular: 

lack of exposure to English prevents most learners in 

resource poor settings in countries such as Sri Lanka from 

meeting the challenges of globalisation. Nation-wide 

programmes to teach the language have so far failed, as 

they do not address the circumstances under which these 

learners carry out their studies. (p.156) 

The findings of Fonseka (2003) are unfortunately still valid in 

today’s Sri Lankan tertiary education context. Students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds usually have problems with English language 

studies and find it difficult to embrace LA as a concept. This was expressed 

by many respondents in this study. 

Another factor impacting on LA promotion was the political views 

of some undergraduate students. The negative influence of the political 

ideologies rampant in the university poses challenges to language learning 

motivation in general which directly impacts on LA. In contrast to Borg 

and al Busaidi (2012)’s findings, there were no explicit indications of 

teacher related constraints in this particular study. However, the responses 

to interviews with instructors reflected that teachers needed further training 

on theory and practice of LA.  

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

In summary, the current study adapted from Borg and Al Busaidi 

(2012) explored teachers’ perceptions about LA in a public university in 

Sri Lanka and provided some valuable insights into this relatively less 

researched context. The key findings can be listed as follows: 

1. Teachers perceived LA as a more independent and individual 

effort to learn the language, which corresponds to most studies in 

similar scope. 

2. Like in many cases, teachers acknowledged the significance of the 

teacher’s role to promote LA especially in the initial phases of its 

introduction. 

3. Most teachers contended that LA is more desirable than feasible 

given various constraints.  

4.  The constraints to promote LA fall under institutional, personal, 

social and political. In addition to the findings in Borg and Al 

Busaidi (2012), the current study further revealed certain 

constraints that fall under social and political categories. 
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Although the study is a valuable contribution as an exploratory study 

in this context, there is need for further research to deepen understanding 

and develop good practices. Particularly, research into the constraints 

preventing LA promotion and appropriate classroom practices to promote 

LA are two specific areas which demand further research. In addition, a 

comparative study in the public and private university sectors may generate 

useful data as to similarities and differences between these contexts. In 

terms of the limitations, the research is confined to a single state university, 

hence it can be extended to other public and private universities in Sri 

Lanka to provide more generalizable results. Finally, data collection tools 

will require further modification to collect data from a variety of 

institutions especially on the identified areas of research.  
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It is known that there are many variables in foreign language 

learning / teaching, which is a cumulative process that combines cognitive 

behaviors with new psycho-motor skills (Demirel, 2007), and therefore 

these variables play a role in explaining success / failure. However, 

changes in achievement in foreign language learning are increasingly 

attributed to individual differences (Skehan, 1989; Dörnyei, 2005; Kang, 

2012), and it is believed that a successful language acquisition process is 

greatly influenced by individual differences and many studies are 

conducted in this direction. It is clear that among the individual differences, 

which are considered to affect academic achievement in a foreign 

language, the variables most emphasized in the relevant literature are 

affective (motivation, attitude, self-confidence, self-efficacy, anxiety ... 

etc.) and cognitive (intelligence, language ability, learning strategies, 

cognitive / metacognitive awareness… etc.) ones. As to the role of attitudes 

in the Second Language Acquisition (SLA) field, they have long been 

researched as a determinant of language learning motivation and 

achievement since Gardner and Lambert (1972) first proposed their socio-

educational model of second language learning. Thus, this review of 

literature delves into general structure of attitudes in human behavior and 

especially in foreign language learning. 

 

                                                           
 This study has been taken from the first author’s Ph.D. dissertation 
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GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF ATTITUDES 

As one of the main research topics of social psychology, the role 

of attitudes in explaining human behavior is a already phenomenon that is 

frequently studied in a wide variety of contexts such as family, workplace, 

learning environments, etc. According to İnceoğlu (2000), the reason why 

the subject of attitude is considered so important is that It is also possible 

to understand how attitudes function by investigating the attitude dynamics 

and thus the predictions about behaviors will be easier, and by determining 

the conditions of the attitude change process, it will be possible to control 

attitudes and thus control human behaviors. Various definitions of attitude 

have been made according to the relevant disciplines since it is the subject 

of examination in different fields such as Psychology, Sociology, Social 

Psychology, Education, Marketing, Communication etc.  Thurstone 

(1931), one of the first in the investigation of attitude, defined attitude as 

"feeling towards or against a psychological object" and emphasized the 

positive and negative emotional responses that the attitudes included. 

However, this definition covers only the emotion-related aspects of 

attitudes.  

On the other hand, Allport (1954) stated that attitude has both emotional, 

intellectual and behavioral aspects, and defined the attitude as "the 

tendency to think, feel and act in a certain direction learned towards a 

particular person or object" (Garrett, 2010). Likert (1932) stated that 

attitude is the inference we make based on our beliefs about the object of 

attitude (Gardner, 1980). Making a similar definition to this, Gardner 

(1985) stated that an individual's attitude is the evaluation response he/she 

shows regarding the attitude object based on his/her beliefs and thoughts 

about the attitude object.  

Hançerlioğlu (1988), who defines attitude as behaving in a certain 

way towards certain people, objects and events, notes that each attitude has 

three characteristics: the first feature is the object of attitude. This object 

can be a human, a cluster or an institution, or an abstract concept such as 

religion or education. The second feature is the human perception against 

this object. This perception usually occurs in the form of liking or disliking. 

The third feature of the attitude is the reaction or behavior shown against 

this object in accordance with the prevailing belief. According to the 

definition of Smith (1968), which is widely accepted, attitude is a tendency 

attributed to an individual and regularly forms his/her thoughts, feelings 

and behaviors related to a psychological object. (Kağıtçıbaşı, 2008). As 

can be understood from this definition, attitude is not a behavior that can 

be observed and manifested, but a preparatory tendency for behavior. 
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Behaviors are attributed to attitudes. The psychological object is any object 

that has a meaning for the individual and that the individual is aware of. 

(Kağıtçıbaşı, 2008). Ajzen (1988), who clearly associates attitude with 

behavior, thinks that it is a tendency to react in favor of or against an object, 

person, institution or event. Similarly, Eagley and Chaiken (1998) state that 

attitude is a psychological tendency expressed by evaluating a certain thing 

for or against a certain degree.  

As can be seen from the definitions, scholars have focused on 

different dimensions of attitudes. While some highlighted the behavioral 

dimension, others introduced a definition for the affective content, on the 

other hand, some theorists such as Fazio (1990) and Tesser and Shaffer 

(1990) strongly opposed the inclusion of behavior in the definition of 

attitudes (Bartram, 2010). On the other hand, some researchers (Breckler, 

1984; McGuire, 1969; Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960) noted that an attitude 

makes an individual's thinking, emotion and behavioral tendencies 

compatible with each other and these are called elements of attitudes 

(Kağıtçıbaşı, 2008). In other words, attitudes involve grouping or 

categorizing a stimulus on an evaluation dimension based on emotional, 

behavioral and cognitive information (Taylor et al., 2007). In this context, 

Haddock and Huskinson (2004), like many other researchers mentioned 

above, adopts a multicomponent model of attitude (cognitive, affective and 

behavioral). According to this model, the affective dimension consists of 

feelings and excitement towards the attitude object of the person, 

especially positive and negative evaluations. Behavioral dimension 

consists of a person's tendency to act in a certain direction (positive or 

negative) towards the attitude object. The cognitive dimension consists of 

the person's thoughts, including the facts, knowledge and beliefs about that 

particular attitude object (Taylor et al., 2007; Haddock & Huskinson, 

2004). Although it is stated that these elements are mutually related, these 

three elements of attitudes may not always be much related with each other. 

Therefore, it is important to consider three elements together (Crites, 

Fabrigar, & Petty, 1994; cited in Taylor et al., 2007). Cognitive, emotional, 

and behavioral elements are fully present in established and strong 

attitudes. However, in some weak attitudes, especially the behavioral 

element may be very weak (Kağıtçıbaşı, 2008). 

Cognitive dimensions of attitudes are often quite complex. Some 

of these beliefs are more or less important, and some are more or less open 

to being influenced by others. Therefore, complexity is an important 

feature of attitudes. Although the attitudes can be quite cognitively 

complex, they are often emotionally straightforward. When cognitive 
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complexity combines with emotional simplicity, the result is as follows: 

While an individual can change the cognitions that enter the development 

or formation of his attitude relatively easily, it is much more difficult for 

him to change his general evaluation of the attitude object. That is, it is 

easier to make changes in the cognitive dimension than in the emotional 

dimension (Taylor et al., 2007). Cüceloğlu (2014) reports that there is a 

stronger connection between the cognitive and behavioral aspects of 

attitude in recent studies. The relationship between the cognitive aspect of 

attitude and behavior occurs when the following four conditions are met: 

if the attitude is 1) strong, 2) based on the individual's personal life, 3) 

supported by other people who are important to the individual, 4) there is 

a chance of self-assertion. When one or more of these factors is missing, 

the relationship between the cognitive aspect of the attitude and the 

behavioral aspect is disrupted. 

Another important feature of attitudes is their relationship with 

decision making and behavior. Attitudes make it possible to access related 

information and attitudes quickly, because they provide important 

connections between the pieces of information we store in memory (Judd, 

Drake, Downing, & Krosnick, 1991). In other words, attitudes allow them 

to be used instantly by conjuring up knowledge and other attitudes 

associated with them. They help people make quick decisions because they 

provide the information necessary to make choices (Sanbonmatsu & Fazio, 

1990). Their links with behavior are somewhat weaker. Sometimes 

behavior is controlled by attitudes, sometimes not. Behavior can also 

change attitudes. The relationships between attitudes and behaviors can go 

in either direction. Attitudes can control behavior and sometimes behavior 

can control attitudes (Taylor et al., 2007). Kağıtçıbaşı (2008) also 

emphasizes that attitudes and behaviors are often incompatible and that we 

cannot predict behavior from attitudes, and the reasons for this are listed as 

follows: 

 The first is whether we measured correctly. We need to define well 

what we want to measure and what kinds of questions we should 

ask. 

 Another reason is the time factor. The longer the time between 

attitude and measuring behavior, the more variables that will affect 

the attitude-behavior relationship may be involved, so the 

likelihood of consistency between attitude and behavior decreases. 

 Both attitudes and elements differ in power. Generally, 

established, deep-rooted attitudes have both high strength as a 

whole and the strength of their individual elements. Strong 
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attitudes are more determinant in predicting behavior (Petty & 

Krosnick, 1992). The stronger an attitude is, the more difficult it is 

to change it. One of the things that makes an attitude strong is 

knowing about an attitude object. Another thing depends on one's 

relationship to the object of attitude. 

 Some attitudes can be recalled more quickly from memory and 

thus more easily reach the level of consciousness and affect 

behavior. This is called attitude availability. 

 Another factor affecting the attitude-behavior relationship is 

awareness. Research shows that high awareness strengthens the 

attitude-behavior relationship. Awareness makes it easier to reach 

attitudes; when our awareness is high, we know better what our 

attitude is to any subject, and attitudes are more easily recalled to 

memory, thus affecting behavior more easily. 

A distinction must be made between attitudes and knowledge. 

Although it is difficult to distinguish the two with a clear line, the main 

distinguishing feature of attitudes is that they contain an evaluation or 

emotional element. A second difference is that once developed, attitudes 

are much more resistant to change. Attitudes do not change easily in the 

face of a new reality (Taylor et al., 2007). Attitudes are learned later 

(Hançerlioğlu, 1988; İnceoğlu, 2000; Taylor et al., 2007; Kağıtçıbaşı, 

2008) and are generally obtained through the following ways: direct 

experience, reinforcement, imitation, social learning. Attitudes are some 

tendencies that are not themselves observed, but are supposed to lead to 

some observed behavior. Thus, they can be used as an intermediary 

variable in analyzing events. Considering that each element of attitudes 

causes some observable and measurable responses and these elements are 

also assumed as a result of their observation, the elements also appear as 

intermediate variables. Attitudes cannot be measured directly, but 

indirectly through behavior. The behavior generally used in this 

measurement is verbal behavior, which appears as answering questions or 

expressing opinions (Kağıtçıbaşı, 2008). Some researchers have stated that 

one-dimensional measurements of attitudes are not accurate, they should 

be measured with multi-dimensional scales due to their multi-dimensional 

structure, and thus much better results will be obtained (Gardner, 1985; 

Masgoret & Gardner, 2003; Silverman & Subramaniam, 1999; Renaud, 

2013). 

ATTITUDES IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING 

It is discernable from the relevant literature (Kormos & Csizer, 

2008; Gardner, 1985; Gardner & Lambert, 1972) that the attitudes and 

beliefs of an individual have an important place in language learning, 

which is a psycho-social process. While the attitude towards language can 
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be defined as the psychological structures that an individual has towards 

his / her mother tongue or other languages (Crystal, 1992); foreign 

language attitudes can be defined as an individual's attitudes towards a 

language other than his / her mother tongue, all learning contexts and 

processes related to that language, the speakers of that language and the 

culture in which that language is spoken. Chambers (1999) states that the 

attitude towards language means a set of values that the student brings to 

the experience of learning a foreign language, and this attitude is shaped 

by the successful results that the student hopes and the advantages he / she 

sees in language learning. These values can be determined by the 

experience of learning the target language or target language community, 

travel experience, the influence of parents and friends, and the attitudes 

they can show or express. This definition of Chambers (1999) is very 

important because it clearly places attitudes in the language learning 

context and mentions the social, cultural and educational factors that can 

affect them. The social dimension of attitude formation is particularly 

important here, because attitudes towards foreign languages are not limited 

to the foreign language class (Young, 1999; Bartram, 2010).  

Ellis (1994) states that a student's foreign language learning ability 

could be affected by their attitudes towards the target language, native 

speakers and culture of the target language, the social value of learning a 

foreign language, and the student's attitudes towards himself as a member 

of his own culture. In this regard, Brown (2000) noted that all students have 

both positive and negative attitudes to varying degrees, and negative ones 

can be replaced by careful instructional methods such as using materials 

and activities that will enable students to understand and appreciate the 

target foreign culture. Again in Brown (2007), it is stressed that negative 

attitudes may occur due to a stereotyped prejudice originating from the 

target language or its culture. Richards and Schmidt (2002) note that 

expressions of positive or negative attitude towards a language can reflect 

expressions such as linguistic difficulty or ease, difficulty or ease of 

learning, degree of importance, elegance of language, social status, etc.; 

and that attitudes towards language can also indicate what people think of 

speakers of the relevant language; thus language attitudes can have an 

impact on second or foreign language learning. On the other hand, 

Sakuragi (2006) suggests that language attitudes towards language 

education and attitudes towards a specific language itself are divided into 

two; the first is related to the attitudes towards learning the relevant 

language and the second is related to how important the learner considers 

the language. Duan (2004), who makes a wide classification on attitudes 

towards language, states that it is an umbrella term that indicates attitudes 

under eight headings and divides language attitudes into the following 

headings: 
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1. Attitudes towards language changes, accent and speaking 

styles 

2. Attitudes towards learning a new language 

3. Attitudes towards a particular minority language 

4. Attitudes towards language groups, communities and 

minorities 

5. Attitudes towards language lessons 

6. Attitudes towards the use of a particular language 

7. Parental attitudes towards language learning 

8. Attitudes towards language preference 

It is known that the first studies on the role of attitudes in foreign 

language learning were carried out by Gardner and Lambert (1972). Brown 

(2007) notes that Gardner and Lambert's work were the first systematic 

attempts to examine the impact of attitudes on language learning. 

However, in the work of Gardner and Lambert (1972), attitudes and 

motivation are intertwined together and in most places without being 

completely separated. In this sense, it is not always clear what the 

difference between attitudes and motivation is in second language learning 

research (Ellis, 1985). Drawing attention to this concept ambiguity, Ellis 

(1985) tries to focus on the subject. In the context of this discussion, while 

Schumann (1978) lists 'attitude' as a social factor with variables such as 

'size of the learning group', and 'motivation' as an affective factor with 

'culture shock'; Gardner and Lambert (1972) defines "motivation" as the 

general goal or orientation of the second language learner, and "attitude" 

as the perseverance of the student in striving for a goal. Oroujlou and 

Vahedi (2011) stressed the necessity of separating attitudes and 

motivation, emphasizing that attitude is a set of beliefs and motivation is a 

reason for doing something. For example, the person may be motivated to 

learn English because they have a positive attitude towards English culture 

or an English teacher. 

Drawing attention to the importance of attitudes in effective 

language learning, Wenden (1991) suggests that language learning 

attitudes consist of cognitive and affective components. The cognitive 

component includes beliefs or perceptions about language itself or 

situations related to attitude; whereas the affective component is the degree 

of liking or dislike, approval or disapproval associated with the attitude 

object, such as language teacher, language class (Gan, 2011). On the other 

hand, McCombs (1990) states that attitudes towards the learning 

environment can affect students' efforts to maintain the learning task on a 

self-directed basis. Similarly, how students conceptualize the language 
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learning process may affect how they actually approach the language 

learning task. As a result, language learning attitudes or beliefs serve as the 

basis for how students approach their learning, the strategies they 

implement, and their success in language learning (Oxford & Lee, 2008; 

Riley, 1996; Gan, 2011).  

With regard to the role of attitudes in foreign language learning, 

Gardner (2001) argues that language learning is a futile undertaking 

without enough positive attitudes to support it (Dörnyei, 2005). Gardner 

(1985) establishes his socio-cultural model for foreign language learning 

in the context of motivation and attitudes, and in this sense assumes that 

motivation in a foreign language consists of four elements - goal, effort, 

desire to achieve the goal, and positive attitude towards the relevant 

activity. And in this sense, he distinguishes two distinct motivation as the 

instrumental motivation to learn a foreign language to get a job, to read a 

technical material or to go to study in the country where that language is 

spoken and the integrative motivation to mingle with the culture of the 

target language and to integrate with members of that culture. Cook (2008) 

notes that in these two concepts, motivation in a foreign language is mostly 

used to mean long-term persistent attitudes in students' minds. Merisuo-

Storm (2007) states that positive attitudes towards language learning can 

increase students' motivation and help them in language learning. Krashen 

(1987) suggests that attitudes can play as a barrier or bridge to learning a 

new language. 

Atchade (2002) summarizes the affective and personality factors 

that determine or affect attitudes towards foreign language learning as 

follows: 

A. Affective Factors: Affective factors that determine or affect 

students' attitudes towards language learning can be divided into two 

categories (Gardner, 1985): 

a) Factors before the student's second / foreign language study: 

Before entering the learning state, students may have different attitudes. 

These attitudes can create positive or negative tendencies towards second 

/ foreign language learning. The student's impression of the second / 

foreign language and the society of that language, the people who speak 

that language, can determine their attitudes towards learning that language. 

b) Factors developing in the learning process: During the second / 

foreign language learning experience in the classroom, the student can 

develop different attitudes towards the learning situation. These attitudes 

can be beneficial or detrimental to successful language learning. This 

depends on the affective situation from which these attitudes originate. 

What the student feels about learning the language in a particular learning 

environment or from a particular teacher can lead to rejection or acceptance 
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of learning. If the learning situation is a cause of concern for the student, 

s/he will likely develop negative attitudes towards learning. In addition, the 

student's comments about their parents' feelings about language learning 

can also affect their attitudes towards second / foreign language learning. 

The degree of motivation sustained during language learning is also 

determinant on the student's attitude towards learning. For example, a 

student who finds a particular language course no longer interesting has 

become demotivated and will likely develop a negative attitude. Therefore, 

the stronger the motivation, the more positive the attitude will be. In their 

research on the affective domain, Dulay and Burt (1982) suggested that 

there is an affective filter that determines how much of the input a student 

receives will go through the language processing mechanism. Accordingly, 

the students do not pay attention to all the inputs they are exposed to. 

Rather, they just take some and filter out the others. Therefore, as a result 

of affective factors such as attitude, the student becomes “on” or “off” with 

the second / foreign language. 

B. Personality factors: Some personality traits create a positive or 

negative tendency towards second / foreign language learning. Learning a 

new language requires being flexible and open to new language norms and 

social norms of behavior. An individual who is ethnocentric, that is, who 

sees his or her group as more important than others, is likely to tend to 

display a negative attitude towards second / foreign language learning. On 

the other hand, an individual who is anomic, that is, open to the 

requirements of a different language or culture and is critical of his/her own 

society, tends to learn other languages successfully. Another personality 

trait researched in this sense is the extrovert personality. Extroverted 

individuals tend to have a positive attitude towards language learning, they 

learn faster; they are social, risk-taking, lively and active individuals; 

however, introverted individuals were reported to be quiet and prefer non-

social activities (Strong, 1983; Ellis, 1994). Another feature of personality 

traits that is effective in language learning is inhibition. It prevents risk-

taking out of fear of disapproval or ridicule. The inhibited individual is 

known for his/her hesitation in saying anything in a foreign language.  

C. Social Impact: The social context may, to some extent, explain 

the student's attitude towards the second / foreign language. In addition, 

there are a number of people whose attitudes are important during second 

/ foreign language learning: parents, teachers, peers… etc. Such social 

factors help to form student attitudes, which ultimately affect learning 

outcome (Ellis, 1994; Atchade, 2002). According to Vega (1995), part of 

the socialization process of children includes the development of attitudes 

towards languages, therefore classroom experience is very important in the 

development of attitudes towards language (Quiles, 2009). 
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE ATTITUDES AND ACADEMIC 

ACHIEVEMENT IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE 

In the relevant literature, it has been emphasized that individuals 

who have a positive attitude towards a language and its speakers and 

culture are more successful in learning than those who have a negative 

attitude (Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Gardner, 1985; Ellis, 1985; Prince, 

1987; Morello; 1988; Pritchard and Loulidi 1994; Ellis, 1994; Midraj, 

1998; Mitchell and Myles, 1998; Brown, 2000; Atchade, 2002; Csizer & 

Dörnyei, 2005; Elyıldırım & Ashton, 2006; Brown, 2007; Fakeye, 2010; 

Garrett, 2010; Yu , 2010; Bartram, 2010; Oroujlou & Vahedi, 2011; 

Youssef, 2012; Abidin et al., 2012).  

As a matter of fact, Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) argued that an individual's 

attitude can determine the intended behavior and this thus affects the result. 

In this context, Elyıldırım and Ashton (2006) noted that when students with 

a positive attitude are successful, their attitudes are reinforced, on the other 

hand, students with a negative attitude may not progress in case of failure 

and their attitudes towards language learning may become more negative. 

Bartram (2010) states that studies between language attitude and 

performance / achievement are carried out with the assumption that there 

may be a connection between attitude and behavior, but this relationship 

may be controversial because attitude may not always turn into an 

observable behavior or performance. 

Lightbown and Spada (2011) state that it is difficult to know 

whether positive attitudes lead to successful learning or whether successful 

learning determines positive attitudes or whether both are influenced by 

other factors. In this sense, Oller and Perkins (1980) concluded that there 

is no relationship between attitude and academic achievement. Burstall 

(1975) concluded that success affects later attitudes and that subsequent 

success affects either the next success or the next attitudes more than the 

initial attitudes (Ellis, 1985). Gardner (1985) also noted that attitude is 

related to behavior but this relationship may not be direct. In this sense, 

Baker (1992) emphasized that there may be relationships between the 

cognitive, affective and behavioral dimensions of attitude, so beliefs about 

the importance of language learning may not turn into real language 

learning behavior, on the other hand, a positive cognitive component may 

hide a negative affective component. For example, someone may believe 

that learning English has value, but may not like the language learning 

process. 

Renaud (2013) stated that relatively less research has been done on 

this subject, as it is generally thought that there is a positive relationship 

between attitude and academic achievement. For example, an important 

research on this subject has noted that attitude is mostly evaluated as a 

dependent variable and very few studies have examined the relationship 
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between attitude and success (Silverman & Subramaniam, 1999; cited in 

Renaud, 2013). Oller et al. (1977, 1978) conducted various large-scale 

studies on the relationship between attitudes and language achievement. In 

these studies, they investigated the relationships between Chinese, 

Japanese and Mexican students' academic achievement in English and their 

self-attitudes, attitudes towards their own language family and target 

language family group, and the reasons for learning English and traveling 

to America. Researchers were able to identify several meaningful attitude 

elements that were positively associated with success. In studies, it has 

been observed that mostly positive self-attitudes and individuals' attitudes 

towards their own language and target language increase the success (cited 

in Brown, 2007). 

RELEVANT STUDIES IN TURKEY 

Attitudes towards foreign language and foreign language courses 

has been one of the most researched topics in second language research in 

Turkey, and the results of various studies on these topics are remarkable. 

Temur (2013), in her study on 170 university students who received 

compulsory and optional English preparatory education, concluded that 

students who took English preparatory education on demand had higher 

motivation level and their attitude was more positive. Üzüm (2007) 

conducted a study with 219 university English preparatory students, 

investigating students' attitudes towards the English language and English-

speaking societies and the historical and socio-political factors that may 

have influenced these attitudes. At the end of the study, it was concluded 

that the students developed positive attitudes towards English thanks to the 

cultural products of English-speaking communities and the functional 

value of English as a world language. Baklacıoğlu (2011), in his study on 

the students of the English language education department, found that the 

students who received preparatory class education had more positive 

attitudes towards English than those who did not. Yüksek (2013) found in 

his/her study of monolingual and bilingual students studying in English 

preparatory class that bilingual students have a more positive attitude 

towards English. Özdinç-Delbesoğlugil (2013) noted that in most of the 

related studies, it is understood that Turkish students generally have a 

positive attitude towards English and its culture. On the other hand, 

Karahan (2007), in her study with students, shared the conclusion that the 

Turks could not tolerate speaking English among themselves.  

Conclusion 

As the role of attitudes is well-established in the relevant literature, 

and the fact that foreign language attitudes are mostly shaped afterwards 

in the learning environment, there are some lessons that could be drawn. 

In this regard, teachers are the first and foremost determinants in the 
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formation of language attitudes in most countries. Thus, teachers need to 

make a foreign language an enjoyable learning and communication 

experience using more communicative methods that will enable students 

to get to know a different language and a different culture, rather than a 

lesson. It should not be forgotten that teacher attitudes towards foreign 

language and foreign language lesson are effective in the formation of 

students' attitudes towards foreign language and their self-efficacy 

perception about foreign language. The fact that foreign language teachers 

are the primary source directly related to the target language for students 

gives them a role in reducing the anxiety of students towards foreign 

language and creating positive attitudes.  
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