Group Dynamics and the Impact of Strategy Instruction　

on Learner Beliefs
Kazuyoshi Sato, PhD 

Nagoya University of Foreign Studies

　　 Email: yoshi@nufs.ac.jp
1. Introduction

Although research on group dynamics has gained prominence in the area of social psychology, “it is still virtually unknown in second language (L2) research” (Dornyei & Murphey, 2003, p. 1). Moreover, little is known about “how learners’ beliefs affect language learning” (Ellis, 1994, P. 477), and vice versa. This study reports the result of the yearlong classroom research on how learner beliefs have been influenced by their peers as Japanese university students developed a cohesive community in an English class aiming at developing their language strategies. In essence, the study reveals the relationship between group dynamics and language learning from a sociocultural perspective.  
2. Research on Group Dynamics

“Learning about group dynamics and organizing well-functioning groups will go a long way toward facilitating smooth classroom management and enhancing student performance” (Dornyei & Murphey, 2003, P. 11). 

· Much research has been done on group dynamics in the areas of education, psychology, and sociology (see Johnson & Johnson, 2006; Schumuck & Schmuck, 2001). 

· Little research has been done in the area of foreign language teaching (see Dornyei and Murphey) except for Murphey (2001) and Senior (2002). 

For example, Murphey (2001) did a semester-long study in his Second Language Acquisition class in a Japanese university. 36 students finished the course out of 50 originally enrolled. The main tools he used include (1) shadowing (repeating an interlocutor’s words during a conversation), (2) summarizing (retelling the interlocutor’s main points), (3) action logging (writing a reflective journal), (4) class newsletters (a newsletter based on students’ comments in action logs). Murphey indicated that using these tools recursively mediates “how students socially negotiate their language learning, SLA content, their beliefs and attitudes, and their relationships with one another” (p. 137). Consequently, these students went through four stages (socialization, dawning metacognition, initiating choice, expanding autonomy) and formed a critical collaborative community (CCA) (see also, Murphey & Jacobs, 2000). He concludes that “encouraging shadowing and summarizing during communicative activities would seem to ensure greater comprehensibility and jointly scaffolded ZPDs that allow for movement toward CCA. Action logging and newsletters intensify this process.” (p. 146).
3. Research on Strategy Training
・”[T]here have been few empirical studies that have attempted to evaluate the success 
　of this training on L2 learners” (Ellis, 1994, p. 536)
· “[T]he relation between strategy use and proficiency” is little unknown (McDonugh, 1999, p. 12)

· “[T]he double-edged relation between teaching people to learn and learner autonomy” is little known (McDonugh, 1999, p. 12)
· “More longitudinal case studies are sorely needed” (Ellis, 1994, p. 559)

4. Research on Student Beliefs

· Using surveys such as BALLI (Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory, it was found that students brought their own beliefs about language learning that might not be consistent with the principles in language learning and teaching (see Yorio, 1986; Horwitz, 1985; 1988).

· Near peer role modeling influenced student beliefs positively (Murphey & Arao, 2001). 

· Using BALLI, it was indicated that students’ beliefs were not easily modified through teacher intervention (Kern, 1995). 

5. Research Questions

(1) How do these students develop a cohesive group?

(2) How do group dynamics influence student beliefs as they develop learning strategies?

(3) How does strategy instruction lead them to be autonomous learners?

(4) What are the relationships among group dynamics, strategy instruction, and student beliefs?

6. Method of This Study

(1) Participants

Subjects were 15 second-year university students (3 boys and 12 girls) in the first semester, who enrolled in “Basic Seminar” in the researcher’s class in 2006. Five students (2 boys and three girls) went abroad to study in the second semester, and one girl dropped out. So nine students (1boy and 8 girls) continued to participate in this study. The class aimed at improving students’ English communication abilities by developing students’ understanding of language learning strategies so that they could be autonomous learners. Students met once a week (90 minutes), for 12 weeks in the first semester and 12 weeks in the second semester. As for the level of students, all the students had taken the TOEFL test and the score raged from 450 to 540.  

(2) Descriptions of “Basic Seminar” class

“Language Hungry!”(Tim Murphey, 1998) was chosen as a textbook, which introduces many language learning strategies. Students made three literature circles (groups of five) and assigned a role to each member (discussion leader, summarizer, word master, connector, passage person, see Furr, 2007 for details). They read one chapter each week and discussed a topic in a group. They rotated each role every week so that they could experience every role. After reading each chapter, the researcher gave an assignment to the class and told them to try out a new strategy outside the classroom and report the result the following week. Assignments included telephoning in English, telling mistake stories, shadowing and self-talk, recording & making an original tape, trying strategies good learners use, and so on. Those assignments are also introduced in Dornyei & Murphey (2003) as useful ones in creating a better learning community. Students wrote a journal (called an action log, see Murphey, 1995) and reported what happened when they actually used new ideas. The researcher collected their action logs each other week and made a newsletter based on students’ comments. Three newsletters were made and distributed to the class each semester. At the end of each semester, students reflected on their leaning and wrote a language learning history (Oxford & Green, 1996). In addition, students learned various strategies (including conversation strategies, listening strategies, reading strategies, extensive reading) and were encouraged to try them out outside the classroom. 

(3) Date collection and analysis

Multiple data sources, including surveys, diaries, newsletters, self-evaluation reports, language learning histories and interviews, were used to describe how these students created a learning community and how group dynamics influenced their beliefs. To elicit more comments, students were told to write their self-evaluation reports in Japanese at the end of each semester and were also interviewed in Japanese at the end of the school year by the researcher. The researcher transcribed Japanese into English. All the data were analyzed and integrated for this study.  

· Surveys (Horwitz’s BALLI, three times)—April, July, January

· Diaries (24 times in English)—after each class

· Newsletters (6 times in English)—based on students’ comments in diaries

· Self-evaluation reports (two times in Japanese)—July, January

· Language learning history (two times in English)—July, January

· Interview (once in Japanese)—January (about 15 minutes per student)

7. Results

7-1. Initial beliefs

Students thought that learning English was to memorize vocabulary and grammar for tests, which reflected how they learned English in high schools (see Sato, 2002; 2004). 

· In my junior and senior high school, we did not have any opportunities for speaking. All we did was memorizing grammar and vocabulary. Then, we had to prepare for university entrance exams. (Yukari
, Interview)

· My teachers in junior and senior high school just followed the textbook. They explained grammatical points and had us translate the text into Japanese. That was it. (Midori, Interview)

7-2. Group dynamics

(1) Building norms and identities (from April to May: being nervous, learned how to do activities from one another, identified how others thought, trying out new strategies)

· This class is the first time, so I got nervous. But Yoshi’s English is easy to understand and I felt friendship for everyone…Conversation with everyone is very fun. But I speak Japanese a little, so I will try to speak English [in] all conversations. (Satoshi, Newsletter 1)

· [In] today’s literature circles, my role was a discussion leader. I worried about it. “Can I be a leader?”  But everyone helped me. Today’s discussion was very interesting. (Hiroko, Newsletter 2)

· Today, we did literature circles for the first time. I felt 20 minutes was so long but it was not. My group did very well, I think. Everyone did homework hard so we had good discussion. (Akemi, Newsletter 2)

· Today, I heard my friends’ opinions about Yoshi’s class (newsletter). There were many comments that I could agree [with]. I think Yoshi’s seminar has too much homework to do than other classes. However, I hope it’ll be so useful to improve my English ability. (Shiho, Newsletter 2)

· I tried to use the “Rejoinders” and “Follow-ups” at the other classes. At the discussion and debate class, I enjoyed talking about “marriage” by using them. I want to make the most of them from now on. (Toru, Newsletter 1)

· Today, I went to the language lounge with my friend at lunch time. Talking with a foreign student who is from the U.S., I used “Rejoinders” and “Follow-ups”. Thanks to the new strategies, I could enjoy talking with my friends and I wanted to talk more and more!! (Tomoko, Newsletter 1)
(2) Performing (from June to July: sharing opinions, imitating what others did, having fun, started to change beliefs)

· After reading the textbook and sharing opinions with my group members, I could notice that my fear of making mistakes was wrong. Thanks to today’s “Literature circles” my feeing of errors was changed. I decided to talk with people in English more actively. At the same time, I decided to think that making mistakes is wonderful to acquire language skills. (Tomoko, Newsletter 2)

· I thought that talking with native speakers is much [more] effective than talking with nonnative people. But author think that sometimes it’s more effective to talk with nonnative who is at my level. We can learn a lot from each other. Sometimes we can take risks and negotiate and even correct each other. (Mari, Newsletter 2)

· My partner was M. First, I talked about my mistake story (over the phone). After that she talked about her mistake story and her mother’s mistake story. It was very funny story. I enjoyed them very much. We could use English pretty much whole conversation (about 30 minutes). Amazing! (Keiko, Newsletter 2)

· Pair-work was useful. At first, I was worried because I was not good at speaking. But I could understand what my friends said in easy English and imitated phrases they used. Then, I could keep up with conversations in English. (Hiroko, Interview)

· Though I couldn’t lead my group members steadily as a discussion leader, I could enjoy the discussion. Because my group members help each other, I can enjoy Literature circle every time. Before I’ve done the Literature circle, I was very nervous. But I came to like it after I did it actually. I can learn various ideas, and I can understand the stories deeply. (Shiho, Newsletter 3)

(3) Difficulties in sustaining the group (from Sep. to Oct.: after the summer vacation, five students left for study abroad, new activities started, a few students missed classes)

· I like Hot potato. It’s very interesting! But I was nervous, because I seldom used English in this summer vacation…I used my brain desperately. At the first time, I could not keep up with the pace. However, at the third time, I was used to speaking English. I thought it is really important to use English actually. (Miki, Newsletter 4)

· I’m poor at reading faster. I follow the words in the textbook with my pencil until now. But this habit is bad. My eyes should follow the lines of textbook without my pencil. So I can read smoothly and often skip unnecessary parts. As a result, I can read faster and more understand the meaning. (Yuri, Newsletter 4)

· Today’s reading strategy was predicting. I found that I don’t have to read all passage[s] to solve questions. (Teruko, Newsletter 5)

· Today’s Literature Circle was not successful. First of all, we didn’t have every member so it was hard to do the discussion. Not everyone prepared enough. It was kind of frustrating…I think we really need to change the attitude towards the Literature Circle. (Mari, Newsletter 5)

· At the beginning of the second semester, literature circle did not work. Some students forgot their roles and did not do homework. I myself did not prepare enough for the work. I noticed that everyone must do homework properly to be successful in the work. (Shiho, Interview)

(4) Getting united (from Nov. to Dec.: encouraged others, developed a cohesive group, tried out strategies classmates used, had confidence)

· I enjoyed pair-work. Students in this seminar encouraged me to come to class when I was lazy and late for class. I did not want to drop out, so I changed my attitude and came to class in time in the second half. (Yukari, Interview)

· The most important thing is that I was encouraged by my friends when my motivation was down and I did not do homework. Through pair-work I could learn what other students did and how hard they tried out new ideas. (Hiroko, Interview)

· I recorded me reading a story from my textbook. I chose the one which I’ve studied before and still don’t understand the contents. I found it very effective to listen [to] the tape again and again. (Mari, Newsletter 5)

· Recently I came to like literature circles. Though we have to prepare for it hard, we can enjoy the group activity. I could not express my opinion clearly and I was poor at discussion leader. However, I got used to literature circles through this seminar. I feel I could improve my English speaking skill. (Yuri, Newsletter 6)

· I learned that there are some differences [between] grade “A” and “C” or “D” students. “C” or “D” students try to study and memorize just on the time. But it’s not useful.  “A” students try to learn new vocabulary while they are speaking, or they try to make new sentences and use [them]. (Koji, Newsletter 6)

· I tried to make the sentences with new words. It is difficult for me to memorize new words. However, I found that it is very effective to use the new words actually. These sentences which I made by using new words give me strong impression, so I seldom forget them. (Teruko, Newsletter 6)

· I had a vocab test in Business English class on Thursday. I made a paper with word on one side of paper and definition or synonym on [the] other like “A” students do. It worked! I’m not good at remembering new words, yet I could get 10 out of 10!! (Akemi, Newsletter 6)

· I read level 2 books. First, it took much time to read level 2 books. But these days I can read level 2 books [much] faster than before. (Keiko, Newsletter 6)

7-3. Belief changes

Students learned and confirmed that there are many strategies to learn English and that they could learn English better by using those strategies.

· Before I took Yoshi semi, I had believed that how I studied was the best way for me and didn’t try any new strategies seriously. Unfortunately I was wrong. There are so many attractive ways of studying English which I have never imagined such as recording myself, using movies, doing self regulatory speech and so on. I have tried all of them and I could tell that they are actually very useful. (Mari, Language learning history 2)

· I started to learn English in a fun way using games and songs when I was very young. But in my junior and senior high school all we did was memorizing and I did not enjoy English. However, in this seminar, I could confirm that English is a means of communication and learning English is not studying for tests. (Midori, Interview)

· I used to study English mainly by using grammar textbooks and workbooks. But I learned that I could learn English in various ways such as using songs and movies. For example, I noticed that I could learn expressions easily in that way. Now I don’t stick to fixed ideas about learning English and am willing to try out new ideas. (Akemi, Interview)

· I used to translate everything into Japanese when I read. However, through extensive reading I learned that I could read the book without a dictionary and without translating. I could improve my reading score by 70 points in TOEIC score. (Hiroko,  2nd self-evaluation report)

· Before I came to Yoshi’s class, I seldom read English books but I could have chances to read many books. It was very effective for me. Also, I changed how to read English text through reading strategies. (Shiho, Language learning history 2)

8. Implications

The findings from the data indicate that these students went through several stages of group dynamics in their strategy training class as they attempted to build a coherent group. Consequently, their changed beliefs show that they became much more autonomous learners than before over the course. In particular, students first imitated what others did and said to perform each activity. For example, Hiroko recalled her memory in her interview. 

I was very nervous at the beginning because I was poor at speaking. I was worried about my poor English level. But the class atmosphere was good and I started not to worry about my level. Gradually, I could understand what my friends said in easy English and imitated phrases they used. Then, I could keep up with conversations in English… Also, I learned how to perform each role in literature circle from my friends as we tried many times. Then, I started to enjoy talking with group members. (Hiroko, Interview)

As Hiroko commented, these students learned how to participate in each activity from one another. Then, gradually they started to perform well in the target language. Another student, Midori, reflected what she learned in her first language learning history. 

Newsletter was beneficial to me, because I could know various opinion[s] in my class. In the first his class, I was nervous and afraid that I couldn’t keep up with this class’s level. But I read it and I knew that some classmates thought about the same thing. It eased my worry. Furthermore, I could know what new strategies they used and where they used it. It was the most impressive strategy that my classmates tried to speak English with Japanese friends. Some students talked to Japanese friends by phone. It stimulated me and I wanted to try it. (Midori, Language learning history 1)

As they were stimulated and encouraged by their classmates’ successful use of new strategies, they tried them out in their own learning contexts. As a result, they developed learner autonomy while at the same time changing their own beliefs about language learning. 


The findings attest to Vygotsky (1978), which affirms that “[e]very function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level and later, on the individual level; first, between people (intrepsychological), and then inside the child (intrapycholgocal)…All the higher mental functions originate as actual relations between human individuals” (p. 57, italics original). Similarly, in the area of second language learning, Murphey (2001) provides a clear explanation about the zone of proximal development (ZPD).

The ZPD refers to those things that one is not quite ready to do alone, but can do with the help of another person…In this example the activity is at first located within the learners’ ZPD (their potential) and enacted (scaffolded) intermentally—between two people. Only later, through further participation, does it become an intramental ability, residing within the mind of the learner (p. 136, italics original; see also, Lantolf, 2000). 

Only when learners acquire “intramental ability”, they can change their espoused beliefs, which would lead to autonomous learning in their community. From this point of view, the process of building a coherent and productive community corresponds to that of facilitating learner autonomy. This study offers the following implications.

(1) Group is alive and group dynamics change over the course.

(2) Students create norms and identities with the same group members.

(3) Student beliefs are greatly influenced by their peers as they create a coherent and productive community.

(4) Teaching various kinds of strategies and having students use them in their learning contexts seem to be more effective than “single-strategy use” (McDonough, 1999, p. 101) to change their beliefs. 

(5) Using self-evaluation (action logging, newsletters, language learning histories) contribute to the ability to be an autonomous learner (see McDonough, 1999). 

(6) There are strong relationships among group dynamics, strategy instruction, and student beliefs, which leads to learner autonomy. 

9. Conclusion

Senior (2002) supports a class group-sensitive approach by saying that “I suggest that language learning is, by its very nature, a collective endeavour, and that learning takes place most effectively when language classes pull together as unified groups” (p. 402). Language teachers can facilitate student learning by paying more attention to group dynamics and creating a cohesive and productive community.  
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