
more ‘general’ view of things – whose analytical abilities are not so highly developed, and who 
receive and use language in a more message-oriented way – appeared to be at a disadvantage. 
In fact, analytic aptitude is probably not the critical factor in success. Peter Skehan, for example, 
believes that what distinguishes exceptional students from the rest is that they have unusual 
memories, particularly for the retention of things that they hear (1998: 234).

Another damning criticism of traditional aptitude tests is that while they may discriminate 
between the most and the least ‘intelligent’ students, they are less effective at distinguishing 
between the majority of students who fall between these two extremes. What they do 
accomplish is to influence the way in which both teachers and students behave. It has been 
suggested that students who score badly on aptitude tests will become demotivated and that 
this will then contribute to precisely the failure that the test predicted. Moreover, teachers 
who know that particular students have achieved high scores will be tempted to treat those 
students differently from students whose score was low. Aptitude tests end up being self-
fulfilling prophecies whereas it would be much better for both teacher and students to be 
optimistic about all of the people in the class. 

It is possible that people have different aptitudes for different kinds of study. However, if 
we consider aptitude and intelligence for learning language in general, our own experience of 
people we know who speak two or more languages can only support the view that ‘learners 
with a wide variety of intellectual abilities can be successful language learners. This is especially 
true if the emphasis is on oral communication skills rather than metalinguistic knowledge’ 
(Lightbown and Spada 2006: 185).

Good learner characteristics
Another line of enquiry has been to try to tease out what a ‘good learner’ is. If we can narrow 
down a number of characteristics that all good learners share, then we can, perhaps, cultivate 
these characteristics in all our students.

Neil Naiman and his colleagues included a tolerance of ambiguity as a feature of good 
learning, together with factors such as positive task orientation (being prepared to approach 
tasks in a positive fashion), ego involvement (where success is important for a student’s self-
image), high aspirations, goal orientation and perseverance (Naiman et al 1978). 

Joan Rubin and Irene Thompson listed no fewer than 14 good learner characteristics, among 
which learning to live with uncertainty (much like the tolerance of ambiguity mentioned 
above) is a notable factor (Rubin and Thompson 1982). But the Rubin and Thompson version 
of a good learner also mentions students who can find their own way (without always having 
to be guided by the teacher through learning tasks), who are creative, who make intelligent 
guesses, who make their own opportunities for practice, who make errors work for them not 
against them, and who use contextual clues.

Patsy Lightbown and Nina Spada summarise the main consensus about good learner 
characteristics (see Figure 1). As they point out, the characteristics can be classified in several 
categories (motivation, intellectual abilities, learning preferences), and some, such as ‘willing 
to make mistakes’, can be ‘considered a personality characteristic’ (Lightbown and Spada 
2006: 54). In other words, this wish list cuts across a number of learner variables.

Much of what various people have said about good learners is based on cultural assumptions 
which underpin much current teaching practice in western-influenced methodologies. 
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In these cultures we appreciate self-reliant students and promote learner autonomy as a 
main goal (see Chapter 23). We tend to see the tolerance of ambiguity as a goal of student 
development, wishing to wean our students away from a need for things to be always cut 
and dried. We encourage students to read texts for general understanding without stopping 
to look up all the words they do not understand; we ask students to speak communicatively 
even when they have difficulty because of words they don’t know or can’t pronounce, and we 
involve students in creative writing (see Chapter 19, B3). In all these endeavours we expect our 
students to aspire beyond their current language level.

Rate each of the following characteristics on a scale of 1–5. Use I to indicate a 
characteristic that you think is ‘very important’ and 5 to indicate a characteristic that 
you consider ‘not at all important’ in predicting success in second language learning. 

A good language learner:

a is a willing and accurate guesser 1 2 3 4 5

b tries to get a message across even if specific 
language knowledge is lacking 1 2 3 4 5

c is willing to make mistakes 1 2 3 4 5

d constantly looks for patterns in the language 1 2 3 4 5

e practises as often as possible 1 2 3 4 5

f analyses his or her own speech and the speech 
of others 1 2 3 4 5

g attends to whether his or her performance 
meets the standards he or she has learned 1 2 3 4 5

h enjoys grammar exercises 1 2 3 4 5

i begins learning in childhood 1 2 3 4 5

j has an above-average IQ 1 2 3 4 5

k has good academic skills 1 2 3 4 5

I has a good self-image and lots of confidence 1 2 3 4 5

figure 1: Good learner characteristics (Lightbown and Spada 2006: 55)

Different cultures value different learning behaviours, however. Our insistence upon one 
kind of ‘good learner’ profile may encourage us to demand that students should act in class in 
certain ways, whatever their learning background. When we espouse some of the techniques 
mentioned above, we risk imposing a methodology on our students that is inimical to their 
culture. Yet it is precisely because this is not perhaps in the best interests of the students that 
we discussed context-sensitive methodology in Chapter 4B. Furthermore, some students may 
not enjoy grammar exercises, but this does not mean they are doomed to learning failure.

There is nothing wrong with trying to describe good language learning behaviour. 
Nevertheless, we need to recognise that some of our assumptions are heavily culture-
bound and that students can be successful even if they do not follow these characteristics to 
the letter.
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Input and output
Receptive skills and productive skills feed off each other in a number of ways. What we say 
or write is heavily influenced by what we hear and see. Our most important information 
about language comes from this input. Thus the more we see and listen to comprehensible 
input, the more English we acquire, notice or learn. This input takes many forms: teachers 
provide massive language input, as does audio material in the classroom and the variety of 
reading texts that students are exposed to. Students may read extensively (see below) or listen 
to podcasts (see page 188). They may interact with other English speakers both inside and 
outside the classroom.

But students get other input, too, especially in relation to their own output. When a student 
produces a piece of language and sees how it turns out, that information is fed back into the 
acquisition process. Output – and the students’ response to their own output – becomes input. 

Such input or feedback can take various forms. Some of it comes from ourselves, whether 
or not we are language learners. We modify what we write or say as we go along, based on 
how effectively we think we are communicating. Feedback also comes from the people we 
are communicating with. In face-to-face spoken interaction, our listeners tell us in a number 
of ways whether we are managing to get our message across. On the telephone, listeners can 
question us and/or show through their intonation, tone of voice or lack of response that they 
have not understood us. 

Teachers can, of course, provide feedback, too, not just when a student finishes a piece of 
work, but also during the writing process, for example, or when, acting as prompters or as a 
resource, they offer ongoing support (see Chapter 6B).

Figure 1 shows the dynamic relationship between input and output:

Audio/video tapes
Native speakers in person
Native speaker media
Reading and pedagogic texts
The teacher

LANGUAGE
STUDENT

OUTPUT

Speech
Writing

INPUT

Other
students
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Other
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Student
modifies
his/her

understanding

Student sees
how it

turns out

figure 1: The circle of input and output

Integrating skills
In order to replicate the natural processes of skill-mixing which we mentioned at the beginning 
of this chapter, and also because we want to provide maximum learning opportunities for the 
different students in our classes, it makes sense to integrate different skills. That is why so 
many learning sequences are more like the Patchwork model we discussed on page 67, rather 
than following the Straight arrows or Boomerang lesson types.
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