
Applied Linguistics

Learner Differences 
(Part 1)

Lecture 6
 He was Director of Research at the Centre for Theoretical    

Cosmology at the University of Cambridge.  

“A civilization reading one of our messages 
could be billions of years ahead of us. If so, they 
will be vastly more powerful, and may not see 
us as any more valuable than we see bacteria."

"If aliens ever visit us, I think the outcome 
would be much as when Christopher Columbus 
first landed in America, which didn't turn out 

very well for the American Indians."

If they come, how do we communicate?

Ak ak ak ak. = We come in peace. 

Communication requires 
understanding more 

than words. 

Language is just one part 
of the ability to 

communicate successfully. 
What do his eyes say?

Main ! Points 
Good communicators know more than just language. They can 
effectively understand and communicate non-verbal 
messages. And good language learners may show more 
natural ability at learning languages than others. For example, 
natural ability may help some people memorize and 
pronounce language better than others. But the idea of 
learning styles lacks support. Mainly, time on task or BIG DATA 
stand as essential factors in language acquisition. 
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(0) non-verbal communication

•We communicate with more than words.  

• We communicate with tone of voice.  

• We communicate with body language.  

• Good language learners are sensitive to non-verbal cues. 

(0) non-verbal communication

•Posture 

•Gestures 

•Distance 

•Pupillometry (Eye-language) 

•Facial Expressions

Co-discoverer of 
Micro Expressions 

Human lie detector

Paul 
Ekman

People show micro-
expressions, very 
brief facial 
expressions, lasting 
only a fraction of a 
second. We show 
them when we 
willfully or 
unconsciously hide 
feelings. 

sadness? 
contempt? 
surprise?

anger? 
disgust? 

fear?

anger? 
disgust? 

fear?

anger? 
disgust? 

fear?

We need good 
non-verbal skills. 

And we need  
to be good  
with words. 

Bad Language Warning

(1) good language learners

•Live with uncertainty.  Use all clues for understanding. 

• Make good guesses. Use linguistic knowledge.  

• Learn chunks and routines. Use memory tricks.  

•Learn many styles.  

• Learn to cover weaknesses. 

(1) good language learners

•What are the characteristics of a GLL? 

• Good language learners are motivated.  

•How do we measure motivation? Example: Survey motivation.  

• Does motivation correlate with proficiency? Many variables.  

• Causation and correlation are different. 

(1) good language learners

•How do you motivate students? 

• What is extrinsic motivation? 

•Motivation from the outside.  

• What is intrinsic motivation? 

•The reward is in the activity itself. 



(1) good language learners

•Manage and organize learning and study.  

• Play creatively with language.  

• Make errors work.  

• Create chances for practice.  

• Keep conversations going.

(1) good language learners

• Don’t look at your notes. Work in groups.  

• What is extrinsic motivation? Give examples.  

• What is intrinsic motivation? Give examples. 

(2) Intelligence

• What is the role of IQ in 
language acquisition? 

• Is linguistic ability separate 
from general intelligence? 

• Innatist Position: Linguistic 
ability is separate from 
intelligence. 

(2) Intelligence

• “Fluent grammatical language 
can in fact appear in many kinds 
of people with severe 
intellectual impairments. “  

• Steven Pinker, “The Language 
Instinct”

Pinker

This is a story about chocolates. Once upon a time, in Chocolate World 
there used to be a Chocolate Princess. She was such a yummy princess. 
She was on her chocolate throne and then some chocolate man came to 
see her. And the man bowed to her and he said these words to her. The 
man said to her, “Please, Princess Chocolate. I want you to see how I do 
my work. And it’s hot outside in Chocolate World, and you might melt to 
the ground like melted butter. And if the sun changes to a different 
color, then the Chocolate World—and you—won’t melt. You can be saved 
if the sun changes to a different color. And if it doesn’t change to a 
different color, you and Chocolate World are doomed.”

(2) Intelligence

• IQ may relate more strongly to 
metalinguistic knowledge than 
communicative ability. 

• bit.ly/dysrational 
IQ

IQ may be less 
important for 
communication 
and interaction.
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(3) Aptitude and Language

•Aptitude is the ability to learn quickly. 

• Learn more easily. 

• Learn more quickly. 

“You're going to 
swallow a pill and 

know English. You're 
going to swallow a 

pill and know 
Shakespeare. And 
the way to do it is 

through the 
bloodstream.”

Nicholas Negroponte, Founder, MIT Media Lab

Japanese English

(3) Aptitude and Language

•Different kinds of aptitude.  

• Mary is good at memorizing. 

• Alan is good at analyzing.  

• Phil is good at phonetics (pronunciation)

(3) Aptitude and Language

•Different aptitudes may affect student success depending 
classroom activities.  

• Teachers need to vary activities.  

• Focus on grammar. 

• Focus on communicative functions. 

(3) Aptitude and Language

•Paul Nation’s Four Strands of a Language Course 

• A way to match varying aptitudes and styles? 

• bit.ly/4strands

Meaning Focused Input

Meaning Focused Output

Fluency Development

Language Focus

The Four Stands  
of a Balanced Language Course 

(Paul Nation)

(4) Learning Styles

•What is your learning style? 

• Do you need to see it to learn it? (visual) 

• Do you need to hear it to learn it? (aural) 

•Do you need to move to think? (tactile)

(4) Learning Styles

•Learning style theory says this.  

• Match the mode of presenting with the way a person best learns.  

• But it’s actually better to match the mode with the subject.  

•Visual instruction for geometry. Verbal instruction for poety. 



(4) Learning Styles

•Learning style theory is also problematic.  

• It may cause you to think that your learning abilities are limited.  

• At least multiple intelligence theory says we have many tools. 

• Spatial, linguistic, musical intelligences, etc.  

• But both theories lack empirical support.  

• Don’t limit yourself. Intelligences are not fixed. Grow them. 

(4) Learning Styles

•Don’t look at your notes. Work in groups. 

• What are the four strands of a language course?  

• Give examples of activities for each strand. 

(⭐) Growth Mindset (⭐) 

• With a growth mindset, we 
believe we can improve abilities.  

• With a fixed mindset, we believe 
our abilities are fixed at birth. 

Carol Dweck, Stanford University

(⭐) Growth Mindset (⭐) 

• What happens when we praise 
talent, intelligence, and ability? 

• Learners don’t want a 
challenge. They don’t want to 
work hard. When they face a 
difficulty, they give up. 

(⭐) Growth Mindset (⭐) 

• What happens when we praise 
process and effort? 

• Learners work harder. They 
focus. They don’t give up easily. 
They strategize and find ways 
to grow and overcome difficulty. 

Summary - So What?

•Aptitude varies, so we vary our teaching approaches. 

• Paul Nation's Four Strands is helpful. 

•Theories of learning styles and multiple intelligences lack support. 

• Don’t limit yourself. You can grow in many directions. 

Summary - So What?

•Studies on personality differences are confusing.  

• Teachers need sensitivity to differences.  

• Build confidence by helping learners succeed.

Summary - So What?

•We can improve our ability to acquire languages. 

• You can become a better language learner. 

• What kind of mindset is this?


