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Creating Contexts

for Adult Motivation

for Foreign Language

L earning and Acquisition

[l teachers ask themselves: “What shall | do to help
. my students get started?’, “What will help them to
g sustain interest in what they learn?” In search of “What?’ we
FZ arrive at the question of motivation. It is common knowledge
g that two people of the same ability, age and gender will
£ achieve different results in working on the same task if they
5 have different degrees of motivation. Motivated students are
i Rt \villing to learn by listening, asking questions, reacting,

) _ " participating. They enjoy being able to contribute to the

- _ _& learning process and class work. They are “more

f = 1k . . .

Marina Karapetyan psycholqglcally open to the learning material and enhance
information processing” (WIlodkowsky, 1993).

Motivation is areason or a group of reasons, for which people do things. In Applied
Linguistics it is referred to as one of the variables affecting second/foreign language
acquisition. Along with variables of self-esteem and the level of anxiety, it “lowers the
affective filter””, which does not allow the comprehensible input to “enter the language
acquisition devise” (Krashen, 1981). Thus, motivation secures productive learning and
acquisition.

This research considers the problem of foreign language learning/acquisition by
young adults (17-20 years old). In order to understand how to motivate adults, and why
they need to be motivated, it is necessary to see how they learn a foreign language.

First, they start learning alanguage having certain experience and established way of
thinking, which gives them advantage over younger learners. Second, they are conscious
of learning a new language and have their preferred learning styles, which must be
considered in the choice of teaching materials and methods. Third, they have formed
native language skills, which allow them to produce a foreign language using the
conscious grammar to adjust to target language structures. Fourth, adults are better
communicators (Scarcella and Higa in press as cited in Krashen, 1981), which
considerably expands learning opportunities. Also, they may have numerous cognitive
demands for using a foreign language, such as filling out tax forms, job applications,
writing cover letters, corresponding and solving problems through e-mail, etc. Thus,
what they learn can be directly applied to their lives (Escamilla, 2002).

At the same time, adults can face difficulties. For instance, sometimes native
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language literacy hinders the development of new language skills and abilities. Adults
are conservative learners, and it can be a challenging task to incline them to using new
sounds, language functions, or multiple verb tenses, which are different from what they
have used before,

Another unfavorable quality of adults is that they are poorer acquirers than children.
Their language intuition is formed slowly, and they usually do not perceive the
comprehensible input subconsciously because they focus on the form rather than
meaning. Adult learners analyze the mput from grammatical, logical and philosophical
viewpoints, and are over-concerned about making rapid progress in speaking. They lose
intrinsic mofivation to continue lcarning if no visible results appear soon,

When teaching adult learners, we must make every effort to eliminate their flaws
because, according to the affective theory of processing and learning a foreign language,
all the above mentioned psychological and mental conditions can hinder the wark of the
brain by blocking it from assimilating new information. Surprising as it can be, adults
do need encouragement and motivation.

Wlodkowsky’s review of psychological research (1993) decomposes the notion of
‘molivation’ into at ieast & constituents: atlitude, need, stimulation, affect, competence,
and reinforcement. I intend to demonstrate below how the affective filler may be reduced
by integrating them into the process of teaching through games.

Attitude is generally defined as a condition of mind or soul which affects people’s
feelings towards other people, facts or phenomena. Negative feelings impair memory
funetions and distract from focusing on the target language. The complete notion of a
positive attitude implies thal “we want adulis 1o like and respect u#5 and our subject
matter, and feel confident as leamers who realistically believe they can swcceed in the
learning task at hand™ (W lodkowsky, p. 73). That is where the power of games lies: they
create an atmosphere of trust and diminish frustration. Learners do not feel any threat of
failure: gaming results are not assessed and mistakes are not viewed as enemics. They
do not focus on grammatica forms, but on the content of messages, Games are played
Jor pleasure, while learning occurs subconsciously. They build a liking towards the
instructor and the target language as they ensure interesting lessons with a wide variety
of activities, in which learners can display their own projects and talents. Sharing skills
and abilities with one’s classmates provides efficient feedback as long as different adults
use distinet approaches and techniques to solve similar problems. At the same time,
learners get positively reinfarced through approval and praise,

Need is a major element of motivation (hat determines people’s behaviour, with the
need for self-fulfilment and the need to understand as important social needs to be
satisfied. On the other hand, it is want that makes people do particular things. As a
matter of fact, need and want are comparable to extrinsic and inwrinsic factors of
molivation, respectively. People may need to learn English to pass an examination, or to
80 on a business trip, or for personal enrichment, for instance. They will want to learn
1t, however, if (he lesson is interesting, ‘lailored’ to their particular needs and applicable
to their lives. Learning what they want to learn is a real enjoyment, They will be able to
achieve amazing results in a short time. Games contribute a grear deal to awakening
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students " want to learn @ foreign lunguage and reinforce their need to learn it, Games
simulate real-life discourse situations, allewing learners to practise language as a means
of communication, as well as to demonstrate their initiative, creativity and independent
thinking in real-world problem solving.

Stimulation creates feelings of enthusiasm and inspiration that influence leamner
behaviour posilively. If the learning process or the teaching materials are not stimulating
enough, learners’ interest and attention will be lost irrespective of their altitude and need
to learmn the subject. Interest, in its turn, stimulates learners 1o greater learning activity,
with attention helping to comprehend the inpuL. Games stimulate thinking, imagination,
Spontancous talk and memory. Even the least motivated learmers are urged to participate
in classroom activities.

According to Wlodkowsky, “(o keep people stimulated means to keep them
emotionally involved™ (1993, p.142). Some psychologists claim that the emotional
factor, termed affect, is the key 10 motivation. Effective learning is always emotional,
especially when it concerns foreign language learning/acquisition. Games stinnilate the
expression of emotions in a plavfil environment, where learners are psvehologically fice
and natural displaying their emperements and Cexpressing true feetings on the subject
matter. In this way they do not feel the pressure of learning as a must. If students are
“amused. angered, intrigued or surprised, the content is clearly meaningful to them. Thus
the meaning of the language they listen to, read, speak and write will be more vividly
expertenced and, therefore, betler remembered™ (Wright, Betteridge, Buckby, p.1}. And
there is no place for anxiety as the atmosphere is relaxed and pleasant.

Awareness of competence is an inirinsic rceessity of humans (While, 1959 as cited
in Wlodkowsky, 1993). The realization of one’s success or mastery lowers (he anxiety
fevel and builds self-confidence. /i « gaming envivonment learners feel qualified to
perform tasks and be adventurous with the farget language. They are not only open to
absorb the comprehensible input. but atso able (o express themselves, using the target
tanguage actively and creatively?,

Gaming techniques have been used since 00s-70s, though they did not receive
enough recognition at that time. Conservative and traditional language teaching
methodology tended to underestimate the great pedagogical, educational and
psychological aspects of game theory. Games werc viewed as frivolous non-adult
aclivities, while strenuous, humourless and steady-going tasks were considered to be
more eftective. At best, games were regarded as effective time-fillers, i.c. marginal
techniques for a foreign language teaching programme. The primary goal of teaching —
lo make a serious aclivity more appealing and challenging — was neglected. Games have
only gained currency in the last three decades mostly due to thotough research by Lee,
1979; Jones. 1982 and, Ladousse 1987 as cited in Tompkins (no date) and others, where
the authors bring persuasive arguments in favour of games not only as energizers, but
also as excellent language practice means and invaluable sources of motivation and
¢nthusiastic learner behaviour. The application of games in a foreign language classroom
is particularly useful as students are acquiring an ‘alien’ language in the absence of
authentic linguistic and cultural surroundings.
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Through games students acquire language compelence by listening and
understanding messages, and not by learning rules. The words game and play themselves
make themn forget they are in a classroom, leaming a foreign language. Their mind is
shifted from the idea of ‘learning’ (which is very discouraging for lazy-type young
adults) to the idea of ‘playing’, and is concentrated on the rules of the game,
collaberation, competition, challenge and interaclion. Games require learners’ aclive
involvement, thus making the process learner-centred. Students become more dynarnic
and strenuous and ready 1o contribute their own views, thoughts, solutions and ingenuity,

As we see, language ganes are motivators. However, they are also beneficial for
other iinportant reasons. In particular, they integrate different language skills, develop
numerous life skills, promote class cohesion and enhance interpersonal communication.

I originally started using pames in my praclice as mere warm-ups and energizers.
Soon, however, seeing my students’ progress and enthusiasm., I also introduced them as
encouragement for well-done homework or active participation. Now | use games to
imtraduce, reinforce and revise the grammatical material, vocabulary, spelling rules, as
well as 1o assist my students in writing and reading, to improve listening skills and for
many other purposes.

Truly. “a language is leamt by using it in situations and communicatively” (Lee,
1997, p.1). In this sense, introduction of gaming practices in teaching foreign languages
becomes an extreme necessity especially if we take into account that we acquired our
mother tongue also through playing and language games. Games are the reflection of the
surrounding world, n other words, they are models of genuine communication based on
real life pattorns.

Final considerations _

In conclusion, motivation may be viewed as the key factor influenced by two other
affective variables: anxicty and self-esteem, the absence of which may result in the loss
of motivation to learn. On the other hand, awareness of positive results, success,
teacher’s approval and a pleasant relaxed atmosphere may serve as prerequisites for
motivation. In addition, motivation not only facilitates learners” aclive behaviour during
the lesson, but also provides its continuity.

L also suggest an integrated approach to teaching young adults, motivating them and
reinforcing different language skills at the same time. We see that games can be not only
valugble sources of motivation for a foreign language class but also relevant means of
language use in authentic contexts. Games lay the path to loose and “subconscious’
communication and significantly facilitate the complex process of foreign language
learning/acquisition.
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Notes:

I In the second/foreign language acquisition theory, the affective filter refers to extra-
linguistic conditions that hamper the process of learning by blocking the perception
of information by the brain.

2 The process is termed “comprehensible output™ by Swain {1986 as cited in
Cumniins, 1994),

Owwp tquh nuunigiwGi ne Jnpugdwibp Gwwoewnn dhpww)ph
unbnéuwh dubpp swihwhwu unynpanGbph hwdwp

17 =20 inwnbyw niuwlinn 0bphG ownwp (tignt nuuuwywbnbne depnnltp
dawltithu wlhpwdbaw b hwyp wnlb) ny dhuyl nuntgiwGh n jntpwgdw GG
wnlsynn hwpgtn, wy) Ol swihwhwolbph nwenigiwi bt Yuwwmé Sh zwpp
uygpntlpGin: UnyG hnnywénus RlGwYYnLY 6O ownwp (bauh nuuwdwindw
dbpnnfijwip htwn Ywwdwsd hupgbp' hpdp plnnibbiny ng ShuwgG ownwn thgnib
swihwhwulbiphl nwuwdwbnbynt dtipnnlbtph wnwldbwhwwnynipynlGGtpp, wyp
0wl ntunigdwl pGpwgpnid hnquyw( qnpdnlip Yuplinpnn nbunugniGhtipp:
Innwénud thnpd b wpdnud omuip LEquh ntunignLdl ne jnepuegnedp qnuqualghy
fuwnh nbunipyw b hbwn: Ywnwnywe htnwgnnnipjw Guyunuwlyl t puguwhuw)-
b, pb h0s dLny 60 fuwnbipp Guwwenng owwn (Gquh nuntgdwl L jnipug-
dwh Yuwwnwntijwgnpédwip:
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