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Abstract

This paper explores some motivational aspects of foreign language
grammar learning. Subjects are Irish first-year university students
of German with five years' previous language learning experience.
Findings are presented with regard to learners' reaction to a dedi-
cated grammar class which was designed in order to assist students
in the transition from a primarily memory-based approach to lan-
guage learning to a cognitive-analytical approach. Two cross-
sectional sets of investigations were conducted, one at the
beginning of the first semester and the other at the end of the sec-
ond semester, in which both qualitative and quantitative elicitation
instruments (interviews and questionnaires) were used. Results for
the questionnaires and the follow-up interviews conducted at the
end of semester two of year one reveal that learners reacted posi-
tively to the grammar programme and that confidence levels with
regard to German grammar learning and usage had increased.

Introduction

Impressionistic evidence gathered in the course of the early to mid-
1990s suggests that, with the arrival of the communicative ap-
ach in modern language instruction in Ireland and Britain, a
lange has taken place with regard to many secondary school leav-
level of structural knowledge and appreciation of linguistic ac-
ey (cf. contributions in Harden and Marsh 1993; Rogers 1996;
ins and Towell 1996; and Alderson et al. 1996). Although few
Orists and practitioners would advocate abandoning any focus on
mmar in the classroom, there would appear to be little agree-
' to how much structural knowledge the language learner is
I0sed to acquire under this approach, since the precise role of

I instruction within the communicative framework has re-
- @ wide range of different interpretations (Krashen 1987,
‘and Swain 1988, and Gotze 1991).

(2005). pp. 45-57




46 LEVELS OF MOTIVATION AND CONFIDENCE AMONG LEARNERS

Similar to other Irish third-level institutions, the German De-
partment at Dublin City University (DCU) found itself confronted
from the early 1990s onwards with a situation of considerable
variation in the levels of learner competence, proficiency, and per-
formance. Notwithstanding a minority of students with outstanding
grammatical knowledge, there was at that time an increasing cohort
of learners who, while in many cases possessing fairly good lexical
knowledge and perhaps displaying more fluency than learners in
previous years, showed grave shortcomings in the area of gram-
matical competence. Many students seemed to lack even basic
knowledge of structural target language properties or, equally
problematic, had misconceptions about them.

This paper reports on a programme which was developed at
DCU in order to ease the transition from second to third level edu-
cation on affective and cognitive levels for Irish university students
of German. In particular, the paper investigates the effect which
formal grammar instruction at university level has had on the above
aspects of the foreign language acquisition process. The paper's
primary focus is on the levels of motivation and confidence which
learners were seen to hold, both at the beginning of their university
career and one year into their studies, with regard to the acquisition
and application of German grammar. Results will be presented here
regarding students' affective and cognitive reaction to the transition
from a primarily memory-based approach to language acquisition
(cf. Lorigan 1992, Mitchell 1994, and Skehan 1994) to the analyti-
cal approach which is still widely considered crucial to a university
student's linguistic education.

The paper begins by reviewing the literature on motivation.
The next section describes the subject selection and course struc-
ture, followed by sections which present data collection instruments
and results. The terms 'acquisition' and 'learning' will be used inter-
changeably throughout this article, in line with Ellis (1994).

Review of the literature

Motivation is widely considered a key factor in Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) (Ellis 1994, van Lier 1996, Dérnyei 1998). For
more than thirty years, the term 'motivation' was principally associ-
ated with the work of Gardner, Lambert, and fellow researchers in
Canada (cf. Gardner 1985 and Gardner et al. 1997). In recent years,
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calls for a more diverse conceptualization of motivation have re-
peatedly been made since, according to many researchers, the tra-
ditional motivational paradigm has proved to be insufficient and
too narrow. One of the major shortcomings of Gardner's model,
they argue, is that it rests exclusively on social psychological con-
siderations (cf. Crookes and Schmidt 1991).

Exploring the issue of motivation with regard to practical L2
learning and teaching implications, Oxford and Shearin (1994) ar-
gue that findings from branches of psychology such as general,
educational, and industrial psychology, as well as cognitive devel-
opmental theories, can make a major contribution to language
learning. Drawing on various need theories, Oxford and Shearin
(1994) stress (a) the importance of meeting L2 learners' require-
ments for psychological security (in order to keep down anxiety);
(b) L2 learners' need to be provided with (i) a variety of clearly
identified tasks which are perceived by the learner as important,
and (ii) regular and suitable feedback; and (c) the provision of L2
learners with work that will have some beneficial outcome: 'stu-
dents must believe that doing the specified task will produce posi-
tive results and that these results are personally valuable' (Oxford
and Shearin 1994: 18).

This last point is also emphasized by instrumentality theories.
These explore the relationship between the effort an individual is
prepared to make and the reward he or she expects for having made
that effort. According to these theories, an individual will only en-
gage in a task if the experience or outcome is likely to be judged as
personally meaningful or satisfying. Oxford and Shearin report
findings from industrial psychologists Locke and Latham (1990),
whose years of research have revealed that goal-setting plays a cru-
cial role in the individual's evaluation of achievement and their
subsequent perseverance or disillusionment. Locke and Latham
found that clearly identified, challenging goals yield higher per-
;ff)rmances than easy or vague goals. Most importantly, Locke and
Latham also state that the individual's commitment to pursuing an
assigned (i.e. externally set) goal is as firm as a goal set by the in-
dividual himself or herself — provided the goal is accepted as
ifqe#ningf'ul and valuable. The researchers reiterate the importance
of feedback as stressed in general psychology theories.

! In view of the widely acknowledged positive effects of intrin-
i€ motivation (cf. Deci and Ryan 1985, 1992 and Ushioda 1996),
H€re can be little doubt that educators would ideally like their
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students to be driven by this particular motivational force: intrinsic
motivation makes individuals experience learning in a manner
which is personally enriching and academically satisfying by help-
ing to sustain the effort and persistence needed for high achieve-
ment, as well as leading to greater self-esteem and confidence.
However, in the less ideal environment of institutionalized L2
learning with a high degree of what Deci and Ryan (1992: 23) call
‘controlling input’, and with considerable emphasis on the attain-
ment of externally-set goals and standards as measured in results,
students' diverse interests are not of sole concern. Although they
can and should be taken into account, in particular with regard to
foreign language learning with its multiple opportunities for en-
gaging in the subject matter, there will more than likely be aspects
which students will resist involving themselves in voluntarily.
Grammar learning is widely regarded as being among those aspects.
Thus, while every conceivable effort must be undertaken in order to
foster an inherently interesting learning environment overall, as
regards the acquisition of L2 grammar, the more modest aim of
helping students to identify with the grammar task, i.e. to internal-
ize an externally-set objective which they discover as being of
relevance, if not necessarily of interest, to their language learning
experience and progress, might stand a more realistic chance of
achievement.

The issue of attitudes with specific regard to L2 grammar
learning has been investigated by Zimmermann (1995). He distin-
guishes between affective and cognitive attitudes towards learning.
'Affective attitude' denotes a learner's emotional involvement with
a given subject matter, while 'cognitive attitude' denotes rational
considerations. Zimmermann points out that many students’ attitude
towards grammar learning is inconsistent, as they display simulta-
neously a negative affective and a positive cognitive attitude. Thus,
a student might well admit that he or she dislikes grammar, while at
the same time acknowledging the necessity of possessing a sound
grammatical knowledge for the purpose of genuine language
proficiency.

Finally, one aspect whose importance has been increasingly
stressed is the role of teacher attributes (cf. Rosler 1992, 1994 and
Dornyei and Csizér 1998). Researchers agree that a teacher's per-
sonality, expertise, and commitment are crucially important factors
as regards sustaining learner motivation.
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Subjects and course structure

Subjects taking part in the research were 69 first-year DCU stu-
dents who were enrolled in one of the following degree courses:
Applied Languages (AL), International Marketing and Languages
(IML). and International Business and Languages (IBL). All sub-
jects had studied German for five years at school, at the end of
which they sat the Leaving Certificate examinations.

‘A total of five hours per week is allocated to the German lan-
guage module for students with Leaving Certificate German. Three
out of those five hours are contact hours and the remaining two are
used for preparation and follow-up work as well as independent
study. One of the three classroom hours is dedicated to the discus-
sion of grammar issues and written work, with the other two dedi-
cated to oral, listening, and reading skills as well as civilization.

There are two strands to the DCU grammar programme. Strand
One constitutes the common core grammar class which provides
students with the structure and orientation identified as crucial in
the learning process. Strand Two comprises the individualized pro-
gramme which recognizes that students differ in their knowledge
and performance levels as well as their preference for learning
styles. While their particular preference may not be matched by the
teaching style in the classroom, outside the classroom context they
are encouraged to explore the style with which they feel most com-
fortable and focus on points which are of particular relevance to
them. Taking into account research findings regarding students'
background as well as previously established knowledge and per-
formance levels on entry into university, the first-year grammar
syllabus is to a large extent remedial in nature in that it includes
n fairly basic aspects of the verb phrase which would have been
iched upon at second level.

While exposing students to formal instruction in a dedicated
imar class was considered to be the most appropriate forum in
h to pursue the aims of the grammar programme in DCU,
immar awareness obviously needs to extend beyond the bounda-
of the grammar class and transcend into all receptive and pro-
€ uses of German. Constant cross-referencing between the
ar class and other classes was therefore essential if learners
10 realize that grammar is an integral part of the communica-
@i Process, not an optional extra.
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In Strand One of the programme, students were, at the begin-
ning of the academic year, provided with a list of the items which
were to form the basis for the teaching and examination syllabus.
They were also informed about examination procedures and mark-
ing criteria. All classes were interactive and students were encour-
aged to ask as many questions as they liked. Grammar classes were
conducted primarily in English, in line with the preference ex-
pressed by students in a diagnostic survey (see below). Students
were provided with opportunities for regular practice of their
grammatical knowledge in written and oral work as well as being
reminded of the need to apply that knowledge outside the classroom
context.

In Strand Two of the programme, teachers and students drew
up individual learner profiles in mutual consultation. In Week One
of the semester, a diagnostic survey was conducted for the purpose
of investigating language-learning backgrounds as well as linguistic
competence levels. This test was to serve the purpose of identifying
strengths and weaknesses of individual members of that group.
Findings were discussed in one-to-one interviews between teacher
and student in Week Two. At the end of the interview, students
were asked to select and note down three skill-related tasks and
three-grammar related tasks on which they were to focus in the
course of the year. A copy of the 'contract' was kept by both the
student and the teacher. Students were informed that progress in the
defined areas was to be an assessment criterion in borderline cases
at the end of the year.

Data collection

Two cross-sectional sets of investigations were conducted in order
to establish the effect the grammar programme had on selected ac-
quisitional aspects such as levels of motivation, confidence, learner
responsibility, strategy use, and linguistic or metalinguistic know-
ledge. One set was conducted at the beginning of Semester One,
and the other at the end of Semester Two. Both qualitative and
quantitative elicitation instruments were employed. Questionnaires
were distributed to all 69 learners with the primary aim of eliciting
quantifiable data from the largest possible number of subjects.
However, since a deeper insight into some of the aspects under in-
vestigation was considered crucial, one-to-one interviews were
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subsequently conducted where open-ended questions arising out of
the answers given in the questionnaires were put to 25 out of the 69
learners. For the interviews, a proportional number of students from
each degree course were selected on the basis of the results dis-
played in the diagnostic test conducted in Week One. Care was
taken to include a wide range of learner profiles, e.g. those with
weak, average, and strong test performances, extrovert and intro-
vert learners, learners expressing a like or dislike of grammar
learning, etc. Due to space constraints, data collected with regard to
linguistic and metalinguistic knowledge levels will not be consid-
ered in this paper. Only data with regard to motivational aspects of
language learning will be discussed (see Appendices A and B for
sample questionnaires).

Results

In order to ascertain overall language-learning motivation, all stu-
dents were asked if they liked learning German. Some 97% con-
firmed that they did, with the vast majority (77%) quoting intrinsic
interests such as enjoying to be able to communicate in the foreign
language, learning about cultural aspects, etc.

Students were also asked to state which aspects of language
learning they enjoyed and which ones they did not enjoy. Results
showed that accuracy and grammar were aspects which were en-
joyed by less than 30% of learners, making these the least popular
aspects of language learning. Students were invited to make any
comments they wished in relation to this question. The perceived
difficult nature of German grammar, the lack of grammar exposure
at second level, and the inadequacy of grammar explanations were
all mentioned in this connection. In another part of the question-
naire, students were asked to state if they find German grammar

~ interesting. Again, only 29% indicated that this was the case.

Those interviewed were asked to elaborate on their grammar
learning experiences at school. Results for all learners indicate that
learning was geared above all towards the requirements of the
Leaving Certificate examination, which consist of a very limited
number of grammar concepts, focusing primarily on the verb
afe. Rote-learning of unanalysed chunks of text which were
@tfﬂered useful for certain sections of the Leaving Certificate
=Xamination appears to have been greatly encouraged. According to
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students, free-style written output was largely constructed with the
help of set phrases which had been learnt off by heart, confirming
the predominance of a memory-based approach to language learn-
ing at school level (cf. Skehan 1994). Some 62% of those inter-
viewed referred to the kind of instruction they had received as
'patchy’, stating that they found it difficult to detect the rationale
and meaning behind the tables they were given to learn off by heart
(cf. Metcalfe et al. 1998 for similar results). Some learners added
that although they had not grasped the grammar system at all, they
had nevertheless managed to achieve good results in the examina-
tion. As one student put it, 'you can wing the Leaving Cert[ificate]
without having a clue about grammar: all you need to do is learn a
few nice phrases for the oral and the essay [and] be good at guess-
ing for the reading comprehension'.

Those interviewed were also asked what role they believed
grammar played in the overall language-learning process. Results
show that the majority of learners (64%) do not view grammar as
an integral part of the language. One student's comments are repre-
sentative of many others made in this regard: the student saw no
apparent contradiction in stating that 'my German is really okay —
it's just my grammar that's dodgy'. This would confirm anecdotal
evidence that many learners view 'general language skills' as sepa-
rate from 'grammatical abilities'. That this view does not negate the
importance of grammatical knowledge as such, and that students
hold the belief that grammar must be important in some instances,
was demonstrated in the questionnaire when 91% of students dis-
agreed with the statement 'l do not want to learn grammar, I just
want to be able to communicate in German'. When asked in the in-
terviews what rationale they saw behind the acquisition of gram-
matical knowledge, 86% confirmed that they considered its main
purpose as contributing to high levels of accuracy. Only 10%
pointed out that grammar was important for efficient and fluent
communication. Accuracy was thus clearly regarded as 2 goal in
itself and not as an essential component of all-round communica-
tive competence. Thus, while students would appear to display a
positive cognitive attitude towards grammar learning and usage, in
practice they failed to see the ultimate rationale behind it.

In the questionnaire, students were also asked which aspects of
language learning they felt confident about, and which arecas they
felt required a special effort on their part. Results show that gram-
mar is one of the two least confidence-inspiring aspects, with 64%
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of learners stating that they did not feel confident about their
grammatical knowledge and application.
To sum up:

(a) The vast majority of students in the present student cohort
displayed a negative affective attitude towards German
grammar acquisition and application.

(b) Although students' cognitive attitude appeared positive, the
interviews established that students failed to see the ulti-
mate rationale behind the role of grammar in the overall
language acquisition process and in language usage, i.e.,
they did not view grammar as an integral part of language.

(¢) Confidence levels with regard to grammar and accuracy
were fairly low.

Results for the end of Semester Two revealed that there were
virtually no changes as regards students' affective attitude: the vast
majority of learners (69%) continued to have little or no intrinsic
interest in grammar acquisition.

However, an important change took place with regard to a rec-
ognition of the importance of grammar in all instances of receptive
and productive language use, with 73% of learners stating (con-
vincingly) that functional language use should not be divorced from
structural language use. The importance of grammar for high flu-
ency levels was specifically mentioned by slightly more than half
of the students. Thus, students' positive cognitive attitudes became
more meaningful in that more learners appeared clearer as to the
actual purpose of grammatical knowledge. One student's quote
sums up similar statements from other students: 'At school, it felt
like grammar was done just to get you by in an exam but ... now 1
feel like it's there to broaden your understanding and fluency in a
language'. Learners would thus appear to have taken on board the
view that if they want to become good at a language, they cannot
do so without becoming good at grammar, irrespective of their
lexical and pragmatic repertoire and abilities. The internalization
and integration of this externally-set goal into the students' own
-v{ﬁlufs system was considered as crucially important for task

TSistence.
Turning to the issue of confidence, the need for psychological
curity was also stressed as being significant if learners are to per-
St at a given task. Students were therefore asked to indicate how
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confident they felt about their overall grammatical knowledge lev-
els at the end of Year One. While at the beginning of the year 64%
of learners had indicated they were definitely not confident, this
number went down to 10% at the end. Some 62% stated that they
had gained in confidence compared to the beginning of the year.
The overall increase in confidence levels established in this ques-
tion was confirmed in other questions, where this aspect was con-
tinuously stressed as one of the most beneficial effects of the entire
language programme. It could, of course, be argued that any gram-
mar instruction will inevitably result in increased confidence levels
since presumably at least some matters will become clearer to at
least some students. However, experience in previous years, when
there was no dedicated grammar class and grammar issues were
dealt with on an ad hoc basis in the language class, has shown that
this is not necessarily the case.

When asked if they had found the grammar class mainly help-
ful or mainly unhelpful, 96% stated they had found it helpful and
4% indicated they had not. As an examination of student answers
showed, the primary beneficial effect of the class with regard to the
acquisition of rule knowledge was not so much that learners' de-
clarative knowledge had been extended (although it had) but that
they had grasped the rationale behind rules, thus allowing them to
apply these rules in an analytical and structured manner in their
language use. Thus, the single most important benefit would seem
to have been the clarification of fuzzy notions in the course of the
grammar classes. Some 13% of students commented on the per-
ceived helpfulness of the grammar programme with regard to cre-
ating equal opportunities for all learners in the pursuit of set
performance standards. As one student put it: 'Some people did
grammar at school, others didn't, so when the lecturer explains
things in class, you know that at least everybody get the same
grammar teaching. Everybody gets a fair chance. What you do with
that information is up to you'.

The most frequently-named negative aspect of the programme
was the lack of in-class practice. This was a clear indication (con-
firmed in other answers) that a majority of students (64%) had not
sufficiently taken on board the concept of using their independent
learning time for practice purposes. Strand One of the programme
(i.e. the common core element) thus clearly won out over Strand
Two (the individualization element), whereas they had been de-
signed to complement each other. When asked in a final question
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dge lev- what recommendations students had for the course designers, 79%
car 64% endorsed the course in its existing form while the rest suggested
ent, this various changes, with increased in-class practice topping the list.
hat they To sum up, the vast majority of students appear to have per-
‘l.]e year. ceived most aspects regarding the content and implementation of
Shgoes the grammar programme as mainly helpful, while a small minority
s cqn- (4%) was either unhappy with certain elements or with the class in
he entire general. Students stressed repeatedly that the assistance received on
'y gram- a cognitive and metacognitive level had a positive knock-on effect
EEIEve on another aspect which was considered to be of crucial impor-
ket tc;l i tance, the building up of confidence levels.
rs, when
1es were
own that Conclusions
ly help- The first-year German language programme as discussed above,
pful and and in particular the grammar classes, would appear to have con-
NS Wers tributed positively to the transition from second to third level on a
rd to the cognitive-motivational level as well as in terms of confidence
ters' de- building. Other research results not reported in this paper revealed
but that a clear correlation between metalinguistic and linguistic knowledge
them to levels on the one hand and accuracy levels in written production on
i theit the other. Both sets of results lend support to those theories in
dd seeml Second Language Acquisition which attribute a vital role to explicit
e of the grammar teaching and learning.
the per-
1 tgfcz:; References
sple did Alderson, J. C., C. M. Clapham, and D. A. Steel. 1996. Metalin-
explains guistic knowledge, language aptitude and language proficiency.
he same Centre for Research in Language Education Working Papers
do with 26. Lancaster: Lancaster University.
&ﬁ){gate, M., A. Tonkyn, and E. Williams, eds. 1994. Grammar and
)gramme ~ the Language Teacher. 1ondon: Prentice Hall.
on (con- Canale, M. and M. Swain. 1988. Some theories of communicative
had not competence. Grammar and Second Language Teaching, ed. by
spendent W. Rutherford and M. Sharwood Smith, 61-94. Rowley, MA:
\gramme Newbury House.
r Strand kes, G. and R. Schmidt. 1991. Motivation: reopening the re-
yeen de- search agenda. Language Learning 41: 469-512.

question




56 LEVELS OF MOTIVATION AND CONFIDENCE AMONG LEARNERS

Deci, E. L. and R. M. Ryan. 1985. Intrinsic Motivation and Self-
determination in Human Behaviour. New York: Plenum Press.

Deci, E. L. and R. M. Ryan. 1992. The initiation and regulation of
intrinsically motivated learning and achievement. Achievement
and Motivation: A Social-developmental Perspective, ed. by A.
K. Boggiano and T. S. Pittman, 9.36. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Dornyei, Z. 1998. Motivation in second and foreign language
learning. Language Teaching 31: 117-135.

Dérnyei, Z. and K. Csizér. 1998. Ten commandments for motivat-
ing language learners: results of an empirical study. Language
Teaching Research 2 (3): 203-229.

Ellis, R. 1994. The Study of Second Language Acquisition. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Engel, D. M. and F. Myles, eds. 1996. Teaching Grammar: Per-
spectives in Higher Education. London: CILT.

Gardner, R. C. 1985. Social Psychology and Second Language
Learning: The Role of Attitude and Motivation. London: Ed-
ward Arnold.

Gardner, R. C., P. F. Tremblay, and A. M. Masgoret. 1997. To-
wards a full model of second language learning: an empirical
investigation. The Modern Language Journal 81 (3): 344-362.

Gétze, L. 1991. Grammatik und Kommunikation — ein Wider-
spruch? Deutsch als Fremdsprache 28: 161-163.

Harden, T. and C. Marsh, eds. 1993. Wieviel Grammatik braucht
der Mensch? Miinchen: Tudicium.

Hawkins, R. and R. Towell. 1996. Why teach grammar? In Engel
and Myles (1996), 195-211.

Krashen, S. D. 1987. Principles and Practice in Second Language
Acquisition. New York: Prentice Hall.

Locke, E. and G. Latham. 1990. Work motivation and satisfaction:
light at the end of the tunnel. Psychological Science 1: 240-
246.

Lorigan, M. E. 1992. The role of external grammatical knowledge
in L2 learning: a communicative perspective. Unpublishec
M.Phil thesis, Trinity College Dublin.

Mitchell, R. 1994. Grammar, syllabuses and teachers. In Bygate
Tonkyn, and Williams (1994), 90-104.

Oxford, R. and J. Shearin. 1994. Language learning motivation
expanding the theoretical framework. The Modern Languag
Journal 718 (1): 12-28.



G LEARNERS

n and Self-
um Press.

gulation of
chievement
2, ed. by A.
Cambridge
1 language

Jr motivat-
. Language

»n. Oxford:
wmar: Per-

Language
yndon: Ed-

1997. To-
1 empirical
344-362.

:in Wider-
‘ik braucht
? In Engel

" Language

atisfaction:
ce 1: 240-

knowledge
npublished

In Bygate,

notivation:
Language

ANNETTE SIMON 57

Rosler, D. 1992. Lernerbezug und Lehrmaterialien DaF. Heidel-
berg: Julius Groos Verlag.

Rosler, D. 1994. Deutsch als Fremdsprache. Stuttgart: J. B. Metz-
ler Verlag.

Rogers, M. 1996. What's theory got to do with it? In Engel and
Myles (1996), 21-43.

Skehan, P. 1994. Second-language acquisition strategies,
interlanguage development and task-based learning. In Bygate,
Tonkyn, and Williams (1994), 175-199.

Ushioda, E. 1996. Learner Autonomy 5: The Role of Motivation.
Dublin: Authentik.

Van Lier, L. 1996. Interaction in the Language Curriculum. Lon-
don: Longman.

Zimmermann, G. 1995. Einstellungen zu Grammatik und Gramma-
tikunterricht. Perspektiven des Grammatikunterrichts, ed. by
C. Gnutzmann and F. G. Konigs, 181-200. Tiibingen: Gunter
Narr Verlag.




