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The purpose of the present study is to introdueaitiique case of a
Hungarian college student who experiences lackio€sss in her
English language studies and to reveal the factioas may contribute
to her apparent underachievement. Prior to the gsialthe student
was labelled as unsuccessful in her EFL studiel bgtherself and
the teacher. The participant’s lack of success getsermined on the
basis of her overall English language developmieait,test results,
her participation in classroom activities and h@memunicative
competence. Data analysis heavily relies on fiva daurces: the
analyses of the student’s homework assignmentpi@awibus tests, a
language learning history composition, a languaggrhing diary and
a semi-structured, in-depth interview. In the as@yof the obtained
data Ellis’ 5-category description of ‘the good tarage learner’ will
be used. Having gained a deeper insight into tles@nt student’s
foreign language learning environment, languagenéesy attitude,
motivation, beliefs and her preferences towardsaterteaching
styles, the paper concludes that the student i rikely to
correspond to the description of the ‘good langubsgener’ and her
apparent lack of success can be attributed to stetternal factors.
Was she given the individual attention, patience te tailor-made
practice she needs, she would, by no means, sloificant

advancement in her English language studies.

Keywords: EFL, tertiary education, the ‘good language legrne

Learning a foreign language is influenced by therielation of external
(e.g., the social setting) and internal factorsy.(elearning strategies,
language transfer). Students in the same foreiggulage learning context
indicate individual variations in their languagetimjule, motivations, their
approaches to the learning situation, their rafelearning, their language
learning strategies or their performance (D6rn2605). Learning a foreign
language is considered to be a complex processhiohwseveral further
elements interact with each other. The followingentory of elements is by
no means complete, but may give a hint at the radeted nature of
investigation that one can approach the issue \R#searchers so far have
focused their attention and research efforts tdiffig out what role age,
personality, language aptitude, motivation, leagnstyle, teaching style,
learning strategy, language anxiety and the classrgetting play in
acquiring a foreign language (Dornyei, & Skehar)30To determine the
extent to which either of these factors contributethe learning process is
beyond applied linguists’ present knowledge. Eddhese factors may play
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a significant role in the acquisition of a foreigmguage, but none of them
on their own seems to be a decisive factor in d@téng success.

A researcher may start the investigation from tlge @&lement, but
empirical findings fail to prove unquestionably tladults are not able to
reach proficiency in a foreign language. In moiimatresearch applied
linguists claim that integrative motivation greatigntributes to the learning
process, still, they do not claim it to be esséntianguage aptitude tests
have been compiled to determine a learner's futwecess in a foreign
language, however, it is also suggested that pedomnance may well be
compensated for in other fields.

Theoretical background

A major way of investigating success or on the @wi lack of success in
learning a foreign language is by means of expipthre characteristics of
the ‘good language learner’. While researching wdhatracterises good and
poor language learners applied linguists have edlriat producing a large
body of literature dealing with learning strategi®ginan (1991) defines
learning strategies as “the mental processes whanmers employ to learn
and use the target language” (p. 168). Learnimgtesires are differentiated
from learning styles which is defined as “any indial’s preferred ways of

going about learning” (Nunan, 1991:168). Stern B)3bmpiled a list of ten

language learning strategies that good languagendes possess and
contrasted it with the list composed for poor laamgi learners.

Rubin (1975:42) identified seven strategies and alaimed that “good
language learning is said to depend on at leasethariables: aptitude,
motivation, and opportunity”. Further theoreticabnks include R. Ellis’
(1985) three-part categorisation of learning sgiat® under the following
headings: hypothesis formation, hypothesis testamgli automatisation. G.
Ellis and Sinclair (1989) group strategies intaelisng, speaking, reading,
writing, vocabulary and grammar strategies. Willi(iP89) differentiates
between ‘strategies for managing the learning m®cand strategies for
managing information’.

Having such a wide variety of taxonomies applicdbléhe investigation
of learning strategies and the ‘good language &grresearchers may need
to tackle an important issue raised by Nunan (19819 claims that a major
problem for learning strategy theorists has been dbvelopment of a
coherent taxonomy of learning strategy types. Mpetearchers have
developed their own lists, and there is now a plethof these in the
literature, which makes it difficult to compare easch findings and
suggestions for pedagogy (Nunan, 1991:168).

On the grounds of the analyses of several expextsks and empirical
research Ellis (1994) identifies five major aspeatssuccessful language
learning which are as follows:

(1) a concern for language form,

(2) a concern for communication (functional prag}jc

(3) an active task approach,

(4) an awareness of the learning process,

(5) a capacity to use strategies flexibly in ademce with task requirements (p.

546).

In the data analysis of the present participantabheve categorisation
will be followed because it suits the case andcth@ext. On the basis of the
rationale and the theoretical background the pageks to answer the
following research questions:
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1 Is the participant an unsuccessful language ézarn

2 What features and beliefs characterise the [jaatic?

3 What characteristics does this language leahmameswith the good language
learner as described by Ellis (1994)?

Method
The participant and her school environment

The subject of the present case study is a 35gldaiemale college student
of the Budapest Business School who started legufaiglish at the age of
30. Apart from her native Hungarian she speaks @mrrfL2) at a
proficiency level. In her teenage years she leRusgsian and French for a
while, but she was not motivated enough to get gagjawith these two
languages. English is considered to be the thinduage that she seems to
display commitment to. She attends the third-ydahe German language
business course of the Budapest Business SchoolityFaof Commerce,
Catering and Tourism. Studying at this course méaaisall but her English
language classes are conducted in German. This faitt implies that the
influence of L2 cannot be excluded.

Students of this course are required to pay higis fer their education
which factor often results in a fundamentally difiet, usually more critical
and negative attitude to their teachers and suhjaad results in a peculiar
interpretation of the rules regarding class attendaFrom the latter respect,
however, the participant of the present case stather adopts a traditional
approach to learning, she rarely misses classessamelvoted to acquiring
new knowledge. Nevertheless, she has high expecsatowards the school
which she regularly criticises. She openly voices tpinion regarding the
curriculum of the subjects, the teaching style audication in general.
English classes are not an exception, still, shdsfithe English language
learning environment stress-free, relaxed and imé&br

She synchronises her business school studies widnding the
University of Physical Education where she is alioutomplete her studies
as a horse-riding trainer. She lives alone and@upperself financially. She
makes a living by teaching horse-riding privateigd alealing in buying and
selling horses. She attended a secondary schoclap|g in musical
studies and plays the bugle. The participant thaisne that her hearing is
better than average.

At the time of the research the participant is sfiig her English
language studies at school but has been foundote atfirm commitment to
continue her English language studies and to peefoaira B2 level English
language business exam with a private teacher glidbn She will need to
resort to attending private lessons for the coliéges not cater for any more
language classes in the final, fourth year of haies.

The reason why the participant has been selectadttas subject of the
present study is a complex one. The author thihks there are several
factors which make the participant unique (e.gr,dge, being a late starter
of English, her success in German but her percelaell of success in
English) and which are therefore worth investigatimhe author is certain
that finding an answer to the perceived problenikhei beneficial not only
for herself but for the participant and her futuEnglish language
development as well.
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The participant’s present English language praficye

The author of the present paper has taught theiparit for 3 years, which
means approximately 540 hours of teaching. Thagianht’s aim is to pass
an intermediate (B2 level) business English languaxam so that she can
fulfil the requirement set by the Budapest Busin8shool of obtaining a
degree at the end of her studies. The author, wln iexperienced language
examiner and a member of the Common European Frarke(CEF)
harmonisation team of the Budapest Business Sd¢laguage Examination
Centre, claims that the participant has definitedgched level B1 and is
approaching level B2.

The participant performs better in writing, readengd translation tasks.
She is underperforming in her oral skills but hagrbfound to be making
good progress in listening skills in the past term.

Instruments

Data were collected from five data sources. Fits, student was asked to
produce a written account of her language learmisgory in her native
language. The composition was aided by guidelimesngby the researcher
(e.g., in your language learning history write abthe following points:
motivation, demotivation, significant events, expace in using English,
outstanding successes and failures, your progress).

Secondly, the student was encouraged to keep adgedearning diary.
Some remarks found in the diary will supplement ititerpretation of the
findings as it revealed interesting points whicl dot come up so clearly
during the interview.

Thirdly, the author examined tests and compositiamiten by the
student during previous terms. The aim was to fadl how the student
progressed and to compare her results in taskshieadpenly declared to be
her favourites and believed to perform better anh

The analysis of all these data determined the munssof the qualitative,
semi-structured, in-depth interview schedule wliehved as the basis for a
fifty-two minute interview. The interview questioriecused on obtaining
biodata information, eliciting more detailed infation about the
participant’'s language learning circumstances wittspect to both
languages, English and German, queried her abouwttiide to language
learning tasks and aimed at gaining an insight itlte participant’s
personality traits. It was the interview that yeddthe richest data of the
analysis.

Results and discussion

Hereby data analysis is divided into two major isexst firstly, data

contributing to a better understanding of the pgréint’'s characteristics and
foreign language learning beliefs will be shownjle/im the second part the
data will be matched and analysed according t®'Eli994) description of

the ‘good language learner’.
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The participant’s English language learning histamg motivation to

learn English

The participant of the present study started tol&mnglish at the age of 30.
She commented on the reasons for starting so $atellaws (the author’s

translation throughout):

Quote 1.
Interviewer (1):

Participant (P):

What do you mean by saying that yeeard
the first English word at an intensive
language course that you attended at the age
of 30?

...until the age of 30 | hadn’'tdhany
contacts with the English language. At
school | had been selected into a class in
which | had learnt German and until that age
| had lived in the country where we hadn't
even had a computer.

What about pop songs?

I’'m not keen on this type of music, I'm not
interested in it.

Hadn't it come up at secondary school to
learn English? You know, learning English
is so tempting for some people.

No, German had been a much more
interesting thing for me ‘cause | had known
| would need it for my work.

The participant has been found to be instrumentaltyivated to learn

English:
Quote 2:
I: Why did you decide to take up learning Englishhe age of
307
P: ‘cause | want to see the world, and with thenta | am

restricted to Europe. I'd like to travel furthernda also
because | don't think I'll be able to learn Gernzany better.

... And that was the time when | had my first corgaetth

the computer and | realised that it was impossitithout
English. My first meaningful experience occurredewhmy
brother — as a punishment — set all the menus en th
computer in English, saying ‘here you are, staarriang’,
that was a strong motivation.

The participant describes her ambition to reacanguage competence
level in English which will enable her to read beak original English, not
just on a graded reader level. Her greatest aiton gass an advanced level
exam and to speak English as well as she speaksaBer
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The participant’s personality and beliefs

When asked about how she would describe herselfpditicipant listed the
following adjectives: extrovert, moody, perfectishilt seems that her
moodiness, her own personal problems and occasdisiaiterest towards
‘life as such’ significantly influence her attitutethe learning situation. It is
interesting, though, that she would rather be prteiseclass and behave like
a sleepy, miserable child than stay at home. Thewimg quotes are taken
from her language learning diary:

Quote 3: “Today’'s lesson was good, because as dsnthe
lesson lasted | was not bothered by my own
problems which | have a lot now.”

Quote 4: “I haven't slept for about a week ‘caude t
inspiration to my thesis comes at night. That's why
was not too alert during the lesson. However hard |
tried | was not able to concentrate.”

Quote 5: “l didn’t pay much attention to the lesgdoday. |
was distracted by other things. | wasn't in the thoo
of doing anything today.”

In the interview she accounted for her moodinesgxptaining that she
had been experiencing a very difficult period of life for some months due
to some personal problems and the hardships sloaieteced in writing her
thesis paper.

She maintains that the traditional teacher-studelationship is more
fruitful for her. She likes to be told what to do ¢lass and to be led and
directed by the teacher. She performs better if reeds to accommodate
herself to the requirements of a ‘superior’. Thikofeing quote describes her
concept of the desired teacher-student relationship

Quote 6:

l: Now [what is] the perfect language teacher [tke

P: ...should have a good sense of humour, and sipogisks a
dictator-like personality, who makes us work adatl does
not give up, even if we have given up, (s)he daxs.n
But what about the atmosphere? A dictator maty. n

P: | don't go to English classes to have a goock tilvut to
learn English, so | don’'t mind it if the atmosphésea bit
tense.

I: ... full of anxiety? Or you would not feel anxious any
circumstances ...

P: If 1 feel anxious it makes me perform better, isthas a
positive effect on me, | could stand if whips oty asther
instruments were used ...

She is also a pursuer of excellence which is urideed by her
continuous effort to speak grammatically correantseces with perfect
pronunciation. English pronunciation causes a oaptis headache for her,
which regularly leads to not uttering a word orteane until she is able to
produce it in an error-free way. She is admitteslgwer than her peers
which results in long silences on her part. Theasef pronunciation has
been found to be the only instance where she ddnmabes anxiety. She is
not capable of coming to terms with her German-pkenunciation and she
IS so much annoyed and inhibited by that fact #ieg would rather avoid
speaking. The following quote aims to explain hiewwon that issue:
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Quote 7: “I had to talk about my thesis, and comgato
Wednesday's performance it was gorgeous. | was
able to say sensible sentences. It all happenttkat
beginning of the lesson and the fact that the sther
were not there yet, facilitated me a lot. | haveoses
complexes because of my horrible pronunciation.”

The participant and her school environment

Due to the fact that the participant is 10-14 yedder than her peers and
has a different family and financial background sfaezes different
challenges of life compared to those of her classspget at school she sits
in the same rows and is required to behave likerthrity of the students.
Nevertheless, she declares that she is affectethenepositively nor
negatively by that. Let us quote her on how sheagas to cope with that
aspect:

Quote 8:

I: How do you feel in your college group? Doesn'tlisturb
you that you are a bit older than the others?

P: At the beginning when | started school | feltfaswas my
own grandmother; this is a kind of study tour fa:rhstudy
the next generation, and it entertains me. In tleantime |
have made some friends as well, but it is neitlositive nor
negative.

The participant’s class has been studying busitgggish for three
years. Studying ESP does not facilitate the adipisiprocess which is
highlighted by the participant’s opinion taken frowr interview:

Quote 9:

I: Does it influence your English studies in anyywhat you
have to learn business English?

P: Well, I hate it more than learning general Estgli

I: And is hatred always there? Does that mean ybat hate
learning English?

P: No, it only refers to business English. | danind learning
general English, but | find business English a bit
unspontaneous and artificial.

The teacher seeks to follow the communicative aggrp combining
teaching the subject matter with role-plays, paiky@roupwork and case
study tasks. The group started out with seventasiests three years ago,
but the class shrank into a six-member group byetiteof the last, i.e., the
sixth term of their English studies. The lattertfescimportant to consider in
the overall interpretation of the case. Firsthyngans that the majority of the
students have already passed the exam and cannbEler®@d to be more
successful than the participant of the study. Sdlgorue to the small class
size the participant has made significant progiresise past term.

Let us now turn to the ‘good language learner’ dpton (1994) and
compare the data with Ellis’ taxonomy.
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Ellis’ categorisation of the good language learner

In this section of the paper the obtained datalvéllanalysed on the basis of
Rod Ellis’ categorisation (1994) depicting the cweristics of the good
language learner. Ellis compiled his grouping byiewing studies written
by Lennon (1989), Naiman et al. (1978), Reiss ()J9B@iss (1985), Rubin
(1975), Rubin (1981).

A concern for language form

Good language learners have been found to showtentian to form and to
monitor one’s own and other's speech as key siegegWhen the
participant of the present study was asked to tag&s according to her
preference and also provide an explanation forlikes and dislikes, she
picked up translation and word formation exerce®she ones she favoured
and found the most useful to aid her in the actiorsprocess. She seems to
possess an analytic, form-focused approach whicbniphasized by her
enthusiasm to solve tests and translate senterspeially into English.
Thereby, from this aspect, the participant acta apod language learner
who is highly interested in understanding “the téchl know-how about
how to tackle a language” (Stern, 1975:313).
Quote 10:
I: [What types of exercises do you prefer and find
useful?] Tests?
P: Yes, they are good.
Quote 11:
I: Translating texts into English?
P: We do little of that, we should do more of them,
would be very useful, it requires a lot of energy.
need this task, it would be very useful for me.

The following extract from her language learningrgiaims to shed light
on what standpoint she takes regarding word foonaikercises:
Quote 12: “My favourite task, word formation, hasve back.

| can’'t do it on an impulse, | need rules! | don’t
know enough words in English and knowing the
rules would enable me to form new words. | should
take the dictionary and sit down to learn words
beyond measure, otherwise | won't be able to step
any further.”

A concern for communication (functional practice)

The participant shows motivation to understand attsommunication and
attendance to meaning. However, she does not fimégehool environment
appropriate to engage her in meaningful convenssatishich would make
her practise real language. Consequently, shesessked with the idea that
only a native-like environment could provide herthwthe opportunity to
learn the subtleties of the language. She can $&ited to be someone who
would very much like to comprehend real-life, natly occurring
conversations and also be able to produce suchcaesan English. She
believes that it is this type of knowledge that Womake her a proficient
user of the language. This view is expressed bydileving quotation from
her interview:
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Quote 13: “It would be nice to have homework taiskehich
we would have to translate sentences. Not
grammatical sentences specifically, but
commonplace things, things that an Englishman
would say.”

An active task approach

Good language learners show an active involvemenéanguage learning
and appreciate teachers who are systematic, logiodl clear, but prefer to
treat them as informants rather than to rely omtkeickett, 1978 quoted in
Ellis, 1994). Stern (1975) describes the poor laggulearner as somebody
who leans too heavily on the teacher and whosi@ddtimay appear passive,
detached, or resistant.

From the above aspect the participant has beeml flmucorrespond to the
latter description to a great extent as she natslyomentions her desire to
involve a teacher or a ‘knowledgeable assistant wbuld help her in the
learning process, someone who could continuoustyeco her mistakes,
repeat the words with difficult pronunciation irethight way and as many
times as she needs and altogether could diredhhbe complex system of
the language and out of her difficulties. Her resise to tackle tasks when
she cannot obtain continuous attention from aneexgs evident from the
fact that she rejects working in a group or withaar because her mistakes
are not corrected in these instances and for tegeiins foolish to speak to
someone who speaks English on the same or even leved. The following
two quotes aim to support her passive attitudaan context:

Quote 14: “[pairwork]... that's what | hate most, dbesn't
make sense for me from the point of view of my
development, it is useless. If a native English
speaker were sitting here and were my pair, of
course, | would be happy to talk to him. But what's
the use of talking to someone who doesn't speak the
language either?”

Quote 15: “ ...with my brother what we normally dotlss: |
read out a given text and he tells me how | should
pronounce the word.”

The participant has been found to lack the commitnb@ exploit all the
available language learning opportunities. Her fipeliefs regarding the
inadequacy of the present language learning situdtifluence her future
plan to study with a private teacher in the futuneher opinion one-to-one
teaching will facilitate her language acquisitioratgreater extent.

An awareness of the learning process

“Good language learners also make use of metadeghkihowledge to help
them assess their needs, evaluate progress, aeddgection to their
learning. Such awareness gives learners contral thedr learning” (Ellis,
1994:550).

The participant can be labelled as successful fileenabove aspect, as
she is aware of her strengths and weaknesses scthasition process and
displays a firm commitment to pursuing a learnibgesthat suits her. As a
matter of fact she has been found to be so mucheaofahe adequate way
that suits her that she is occasionally inclinedisapprove of the language
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learning environment that the college and her ugstr's teaching style
offer her. In the interview she elaborated lengtbih the effectiveness of the
circumstances in which she had acquired the bddiemnlL2 knowledge —
first through intensive language courses, then imgriand living in a native-
like environment — which enabled her to be a preficuser of the German
language. Her convincing successes in German &ttalll her belief in the
exclusive acceptance of the previously mentioned fovms of acquiring a
foreign language. Her conviction implies that sined it difficult to adapt to
the restricted, fairly artificial language learniagvironment which provides
her with a mere three language classes a week. dumtes highlight her
thoughts on the topic:
Quote 16: “l learnt the basics of German in an ristee
language course but | learnt the language reallly we
when | was dropped into a native environment.”

Quote 17: “... 1 think continuous study is very imfaoit, when
| have to prepare with something day by day.”
Quote 18: “During the intensive English languageurse |

attended we learnt new material in the morning and
did our homework in the afternoon. That was good,
it was highly useful for me.”

Quote 19: “I have also thought about how much bétisould
be if the college started witha term when we
learn English only and our studies could also be
finished with a language learning term. This
intensive way has already worked in my case.”

The data suggest that the participant’s beliefsldnirher in discovering
new techniques, adapting to different learningagitins, nevertheless, she is
fully aware of what learning environment facilitateer progress.

A capacity to use strategies flexibly in accordawaé task
requirements

Good language learners adopt “a flexible and apjatgp use of learning
strategies” (Ellis, 1994:550). Chamot (2001), oa tiasis of investigating
previous studies, arrived at summarising the gjrasethat good language
learners possess:
These studies identified the good language leaas@me who is an
active learner, monitors language production, Beast
communicating in the language, makes use of pringulstic
knowledge, uses various memorisation techniquesy asks
guestions for clarification (Chamot, 2001:29).

The obtained data suggest that the participant salse of certain
learning strategies. On the basis of Chamot’'s duoiathe participant has
been found to show reluctance in being active mage tasks which stance
is emphasised by her unwillingness to participate&edmmunication tasks
with her peers and altogether in a negative apprdacseizing all the
opportunities to practise the language. She shalgctance to speak
English even with the teacher if she does not fimel topic to her taste.
However, regarding her strategy use she matchegldkeriptions of the
good language learner in her alertness and intenesblving language
problems, in her lack of inhibitions — except f@r lanxiety in pronunciation
—, in displaying an analytical stance and in showan interest in the system
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of rules. She constantly monitors herself and leargq looks for meaning
and sees the language in context.

Unfortunately, the available data have not beemdoto be sufficient to
reveal further details of the participant’s strgtege. Exploring this issue in
more detail would require a further round of théadezollection process, the
administration of a questionnaire or a think-alqardtocol or a stimulated
recall interview.

Conclusion

The purpose of the present case study was to rélweaflactors that may
contribute to the lack of success of an Englislglage learner who is also a
late starter of the language. After the authordaised a deeper insight into
the participant’s language learning history anccigpetance in her approach
to acquiring a foreign language, the participans teeen found to be
someone who corresponds to the description of tdwal ganguage learner
provided by Ellis (1994) to a great extent. Herklawf success can be
attributed to the mismatched teaching style (cfrniem, 1996), subject
matter and learning environment. The results ofddia analysis imply that
the participant will be able to make remarkablegpess in English if she is
taught as an individual student and is given thgepee, attention and
relevant practice that she requires. This may bé#eilitate her learning
process and result in faster progress.

The unfavourable factors that constrain her ingresent development —
fulfilling tasks with a peer having the same lamgei@ompetence, studying
business-related topics she is not interestedeimgitaught by a teacher who
fails to apply dictator-like teaching methods —yrb& compensated for in a
more suitable learning environment, e.g. with &aie teacher who is able to
handle the participant’'s negative affective behargoby devoting more
attention, encouragement and patience to her. Tileor feels that the
classroom setting in the present case does not itnp&ssible to maintain an
individual teaching style appropriate for the pap@ant.

The investigation of this case shed light on aettid language learning
process from another aspect — from outside thesrdam. It was a highly
interesting experience and a one worth devotingrefio. The case has
confirmed that providing individual attention arsbestance to students is an
essential part of a teaching profession.
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