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ABSTRACT
THE SELF-DIRECTEDNESS, METACOGNITIVE AWARENESS,
SELF-EFFICACY BELIEFS, AND GRAMMATICAL COMPETENCE
OF COLLEGE STUDENTS STUDYING SPANISH
by Juan Guillermo Loaiza
December 2014
Differential performance is a frequent issue in formal education in general and in
second language education in particular. Three variables that may have an effect on
college language learners’ performance were identified in the literature on adult
education and second language acquisition, namely, self-directed learning, metacognitive
awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs. The relationship among those three predictors as
well as their relationship with academic performance (in the form of college learners’
grammatical competence in Spanish) was explored using a multiple regression analysis.
The statistical analysis showed that none of those three variables predicted learners’
grammatical competence in Spanish. However, participants’ answers to the survey and
what they wrote as part of the grammatical competence assessment show both the
presence and the absence of self-direction in learning, metacognitive awareness, and
degrees of self-efficacy. The grammatical competence assessment shows a developing
interlanguage system characterized by systematicity, variability, and creativity. All that
information is expected to contribute to the fields of adult education, second language
acquisition, and second language teaching.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Background
The learning of a second language is a complex process. It involves, on the one
hand, learning the grammar of the second language: its lexicon (i.e., vocabulary), its
morphology (i.e., how words are formed), its syntax (i.e., word order), and its
phonological system (i.e., the set of sounds). On the other hand, it involves how to use
the language in social interactions, among other aspects (VanPatten, 2004). Both
instructors and researchers in academic settings may sometimes wonder why some
learners are better at doing certain things than others. For example, some students can
express ideas both orally and in writing with grammatical accuracy. In the specific case
of second language learning in college, instructors are often faced with classes that are
usually heterogeneous in the learners’ level of proficiency in the target language and that
very often there are differences in motivation as well. The idea for this study, therefore,
was born out of the desire to understand some factors related to adult second language
acquisition, and more specifically to the learning of Spanish as a foreign/second language
in college. Although Krashen (1981) views language acquisition and language learning as
two different processes (at least the conscious learning of a second language), in this
study the two terms will be used interchangeably (as they are used by authors such as
Dekeyser, 2003; and Norris & Ortega, 2003).
Two questions that can be asked regarding second language learning are: why are
some second language learners able to develop their communicative skills in the target
language while others struggle to do it and do not seem to advance? and, therefore, what
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is it that the former do that the latter seem to be unaware of or are not able to apply
consistently in order to improve their second language learning process? It is important to
find answers to those questions because if we know how the second language learning
process works, we can improve it (Naiman et al., as cited in Horwitz, 1987).
One example of differential performance can be seen in the results obtained by a
number of students (either majoring or minoring in Spanish) who took the Spanish
Grammar Review class (i.e., SPA 313) at The University of Southern Mississippi from
the fall of 2010 to the fall of 2012. The records show that out of 210 students enrolled in
8 courses, 65 obtained an A as a final grade, 64 obtained a B, 53 obtained a C, 18
obtained a D (not a passing grade for Spanish minors), and 10 obtained an F. That means
that about 61% of the students passed the class with either an A or a B, about 25%
obtained a C, and about 13% earned either a D or an F. In sum, nearly 86% of the
students passed the class. Even though grammar knowledge is only one aspect of
communicative competence and grades do not always equate with acquisition, results in a
grammar class provide some information about the communicative competence of L2
(second language) learners. In fact, grammatical competence is a key component of
communicative competence (Canale & Swain, 1980). In other words, grammar is a vital
component of language, so much so that language would not exist without grammar
(Nassaji & Fotos, 2011).
In trying to understand differential academic performance in L2 learning, an
initial hypothesis was that learners’ attitudes and skills may play a role. Partial support
for that hypothesis can be found in Bandura (1997), who states that, “failures in
intellectual performance often arise from disuse or deficient use of cognitive and
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metacognitive skills rather than from lack of knowledge” (p. 223). In	
  fact,	
  in	
  a	
  study	
  
conducted by Swanson (cited by Schraw & Dennison, 1994), learners’ metacognitive
awareness was related to their use of strategies and performance. Successful L2 learners,
therefore, may face the learning challenge with a positive attitude, they may be confident
that they can learn the language, and they may know and use a series of language
learning skills and strategies. Moreover, successful students may have a high degree of
autonomy. It was further hypothesized that if those attitudes and skills could be
identified, the information could be made available to L2 teachers and learners. In sum,
an understanding of differential academic performance in language learning may
contribute to language learning and instruction.
The search for an understanding of the issue began with the literature on adult
education. Self-directed learning (SDL) has received a great deal of attention in the
literature in recent years. It is one of the main characteristics of adult learners and, along
with andragogy (i.e., the adult version of pedagogy, according to Knowles, 1975), is a
“[pillar] of adult learning theory” (Merriam, 2001, p. 3). In fact, self-direction “is a way
of life for most adults” (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991, Introduction, para. 1). Two views of
SDL can be distinguished, namely, the process view and the personality view. The former
refers to the process some adult learners often follow when engaged in a learning
experience. Self-directed people know what they need to learn, set their own goals, find
the necessary resources, use a series of useful learning strategies, and evaluate their
learning (Knowles, 1975). In short, the process orientation of SDL focuses on planning
one’s learning, implementing it, and evaluating it (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991). Goal
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setting and self-evaluation are key aspects of SDL and self-regulated learning (Schunk,
2008; Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1986; Zimmerman, 2002).
The personality orientation of SDL, on the other hand, refers to the attitudes
exhibited by adult learners and the activities they do. Based on that view, Garrison (1997)
offers this thorough definition of SDL: “an approach where learners are motivated to
assume personal responsibility and collaborative control of the cognitive (selfmonitoring) and contextual (self-management) processes in constructing and confirming
meaningful and worthwhile learning outcomes” (p. 18; italics added). That definition
contains several key concepts that were addressed in this study, namely, motivation,
responsibility, collaboration, self-monitoring, self-management, and learning outcomes.
Interestingly, SDL is plagued with conceptual ambiguity (Oddi, 1987). Oddi lists at least
eleven terms that refer to SDL ranging from self-education to autonomous learning and
self-initiated learning. Similarly, Hiemstra (2008) includes self-acquired knowledge and
self-regulated learning. But despite the abundance of similar terms, only some of them
highlight the learners’ responsibility for their own learning process (Guglielmino et al.,
2005), which is “the cornerstone of self-direction in learning” (Brockett & Hiemstra,
1991, p. 27).
Besides responsibility, autonomy is a concept found in the SDL literature (e.g.,
Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). Autonomous
adult learners usually display an array of attitudes and skills when they are involved in a
learning endeavor. For example, Rivers (2001) found that experienced third-language
adult learners exhibited learner autonomy by suggesting changes to the language classes
they were taking. As Rivers explains, those students “tried to take control of the entire
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learning process” (p. 287). Some of the attributes of learner autonomy are “desire,
resourcefulness, initiative, and persistence in learning” (Derrick, Ponton, & Carr, 2005, p.
65), as well as personal responsibility (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991). Some of those
characteristics are implicit in Knowles’ (1975) definition of SDL above.
Such actions as goal setting and evaluation of learning in Knowles’ (1975) view
of SDL are metacognitive in nature, in the sense that they are geared towards the
management, direction, and regulation of learning processes (Wenden, 1998).
Metacognition has been widely studied in both developmental psychology and cognitive
psychology (Kluwe, 1987). It has been roughly defined as cognition about one’s own
cognition (Flavell, 1985), or as an awareness of one’s own cognitive processes (Bandura,
1997; Flavell, 1985). That awareness allows people to monitor and control their learning
processes by carrying out activities such as the regulation of cognition, the evaluation of
the learning process, and the planning of tasks (Garrison, 1997; Oxford, 1990). Some
authors view those actions as learners’ conscious intervention in their learning process
(e.g., Brookfield, 1985; Wenden, 1981). Hence, through that conscious intervention,
learners follow a process of reflection, understanding, and control of their learning
(Schraw & Dennison, 1994). The importance of metacognition has been widely
acknowledged (e.g., Schraw & Dennison, 1994; Victori & Lockhart, 1995). Rivers
(2001), for example, states that “in any field . . . the expert learner approaches the
learning task differently than the novice,” which can be seen in the former using more
cognitive or metacognitive strategies than the latter (p. 280). In fact, results of a study
conducted by Nietfeld, Cao, and Osborne (2005) on the metacognitive monitoring of
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college students show that high achievers monitored their performance more accurately
than under achievers.
Finally, the use of such metacognitive strategies as planning, monitoring, and
evaluation is known as self-regulation in the field of cognitive psychology, and as selfdirection in the fields of adult education and foreign and second language learning
(Wenden, 1998). Therefore, this study examined Spanish learners’ self-directedness and
metacognitive awareness, in an attempt to understand the relationship between those two
constructs, as well as their relationship with academic performance. An analysis of the
level of self-direction of language learners can provide information on how much they
reflect on their learning process (i.e., how metacognitively aware they are), which in turn
allows them to both acquire and use knowledge and skills to consciously intervene in the
management of that learning process (Brookfield, 1985; Wenden, 1981). In short, the
analysis may tell us how self-directed or autonomous the learners are.
Knowing the extent of language learners’ self-direction or self-regulation, as well
as the extent of their metacognitive awareness, may offer valuable information on
learners’ attitudes and skills that may predict and even explain differential academic
performance. However, an equal emphasis should be given to the motivational aspect of
learning that makes it possible for people to both initiate a learning process and then
persist in their attempt to achieve their learning goals. Support for this claim can be found
in a study conducted with college students. Cao and Nietfeld (2007) found that there was
no relationship among learners’ perceived academic difficulties, study strategies, and
achievement. One of the explanations they provide for these results is the fact that formal
learning (i.e., learning that takes place in a school setting) is a process affected by several
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variables, which include the characteristics of a particular class and motivation.
Therefore, they suggest that subsequent studies consider the influence of variables such
as perceived ability, that is, self-efficacy beliefs.
The literature on SDL (e.g., Stockdale & Brockett, 2011), on self-regulated
learning (e.g., Dinsmore, Alexander, & Loughlin, 2008; Sperling, Howard, Staley, &
DuBois, 2004; Usher & Pajares, 2008), and on metacognition (e.g., Coutinho, 2008;
Wenden, 1998) often refers to self-efficacy beliefs as a key motivational variable related
to human activities, both physical and cognitive. Self-efficacy beliefs refer to people’s
own assessment of their ability to achieve goals (Bandura, 1997). As such, people’s
beliefs about self-efficacy affect the courses of action they will take, the level of effort
and perseverance, and even the levels of stress and depression experienced (Bandura,
1997). SDL and metacognition have a directly proportional relationship with self-efficacy
beliefs. Thus, for example, learners who are goal-oriented have high self-efficacy beliefs
(Wenden, 1998; Zimmerman, 2002), and efficacy beliefs have an effect on goal setting
and goal achievement (Bandura, 1997).
In sum, three interacting constructs were chosen for this study, namely, selfdirected learning, metacognition, and self-efficacy beliefs. Besides looking at the
interaction among those three constructs, the study analyzed their relationship with a
particular instance of academic performance: students’ level of grammatical knowledge,
which was measured using a writing assessment.
Statement of the Problem
Second language learning is a complex process that involves the interaction of
factors such as knowledge, skills, strategies, attitudes, and motivation, among others.
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How and to what extent these factors are related to the level of communicative
competence attained by L2 learners are questions whose answers may shed some light on
the nature of L2 learning. This research study is expected to fill a gap in the literature
because none of the sources consulted has looked at the relationship among self-directed
learning, metacognitive awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs, or to the relationship
between these three constructs and college students’ grammatical competence in Spanish.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the present study was to gain an understanding of differential
academic performance in Spanish as a second language by analyzing the relationship
among students’ self-directedness, metacognitive awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs.
Because those three factors have been found to have a relationship with academic
achievement, the study also explored the relationship between them and the learners’
level of grammatical competence in Spanish. Therefore, the results of the study are
expected to extend research on the self-directed learning, the metacognitive awareness,
and the self-efficacy beliefs of adult second language learners in particular and of second
language learning in general.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Based on the discussion above, the main research questions of the proposed study
are:
1. What is the relationship among Spanish learners’ self-directedness,
metacognitive awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs?
2. What is the relationship between those three constructs and academic
performance, as measured by learners’ grammatical competence in Spanish?
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The underlying hypotheses, guided by previous research, are:
1. Learners who are found to self-direct their own learning have a high level of
metacognitive awareness, and vice versa. In other words, there is a positive
relationship between SDL and metacognitive awareness (Wenden, 1981).
2. Learners who are found to self-direct their own learning have high selfefficacy, and vice versa. That is, there is a positive relationship between SDL
and self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1993, 2001).
3. There is a relationship between SDL and achievement (Zimmerman &
Martinez-Pons, 1986).
4. There is a relationship between metacognitive awareness and achievement
(Nietfeld et al., 2005; Schraw & Dennison, 1994).
5. There is a relationship between self-efficacy beliefs and achievement
(Coutinho, 2008).
It is important to note that overall academic achievement was not measured in this
study. A measure of performance on a writing task was used as the dependent variable.
Definitions
Throughout the study, the following terms are to be understood based on the
definitions provided below.
Adult education: a field that studies the “activities intentionally designed for the
purpose of bringing about learning among those whose age, social roles, or selfperception define them as adults” (Merriam & Brockett, 1997, p. 8).
Communicative competence: it refers to the interaction of three types of
knowledge, namely, grammatical competence (i.e., grammar knowledge), sociolinguistic

10
competence (i.e., knowing the rules of language use), and strategic competence (i.e., the
strategies used when there are issues with communication) (Canale & Swain, 1980).
Communicative Performance: is the actual product of the interaction of
grammatical, sociolinguistic, and strategic competence. It shows that people are able to
both understand and communicate ideas in a language (Canale & Swain, 1980).
Interlanguage: a concept coined by Larry Selinker to characterize the language
produced by L2 learners as a dynamic system that has its own rules (Gass & Selinker,
2001; Mitchell & Myles, 1998; Spada & Lightbown, 2002).
Metacognition: a series of conscious mental processes that allows people to
monitor and control their learning processes by doing activities such as the regulation of
cognition, the evaluation of the learning process, and the planning of tasks (Garrison,
1997; Oxford, 1990).
Native language: it is the first language that a person learns when he or she is a
child. Some frequently used abbreviations are NL and L1 (i.e., first language) (Gass &
Selinker, 2001).
Second Language Acquisition: a discipline that studies the process of learning a
second language (or more languages) either in or outside of a classroom, after having
learned the native language (Gass & Selinker, 2001). Its commonly used abbreviation is
SLA.
Self-directed learning: “an approach where learners are motivated to assume
personal responsibility and collaborative control of the cognitive (self-monitoring) and
contextual (self-management) processes in constructing and confirming meaningful and
worthwhile learning outcomes” (Garrison, 1997, p. 18).
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Self-efficacy beliefs: people’s perceptions of their ability to do something
(Bandura, 1997).
Target language: It is the second (or third or fourth) language a person is
learning. Its commonly used abbreviation is TL.
Native speaker: For the purpose of this study, a native speaker of Spanish is a
person born and raised in a Spanish-speaking country.
Heritage speaker: A heritage speaker in the U. S. is someone who has been raised
in a home where a language different from English is spoken and who may either speak
that language very well or simply understand it. Therefore, a heritage speaker has some
degree of bilingualism (Valdés, cited by the Center for World Languages, University of
California, 2011).
Delimitations
This research project was conducted with college students who are majoring or
minoring in Spanish at The University of Southern Mississippi. The specific focus on this
population implies that the results may not be able to be generalized to Spanish learners
in general or to Spanish learners at other universities. The study looked at relationships
among the three constructs mentioned above, and between those constructs and academic
performance. Moreover, because this research was not experimental,
causation cannot be inferred from the results obtained.
Assumptions
This research project assumes the following:
•

That participants provided honest answers to the questions in the survey. In selfreport questionnaires participants may either misrepresent themselves or
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misinterpret questions (Hsieh & Schallert, 2008), or that type of instrument
simply may not reflect participants’ perceptions appropriately (Mills, Pajares, &
Herron, 2007).
•

That the instruments used measure the constructs accurately. This depends on two
factors, namely, the statement above about self-report questionnaires, and the
validity and reliability of the instruments themselves, an issue addressed in the
methodology chapter.
Justification
The search for an understanding of differential performance in second language

learning from the perspective of students’ self-directedness, metacognitive awareness and
self-efficacy beliefs offers possibilities for learners and instructors alike. There are three
reasons for that assertion. First, research shows that very often, adult learners self-direct
their learning by acquiring a series of skills and knowledge needed to succeed. In other
words, they intervene in their learning processes (Brookfield, 1985; Wenden, 1981).
When learners are given more freedom to self-direct their language learning process,
there is better productivity and more motivation (Rivers, 2001). Because this study was
intended to measure both academic performance (measured with an assessment that
focuses on grammatical competence) and motivation (i.e., learners’ self-efficacy beliefs),
it may provide information either in favor or against Rivers’ claim above.
Second, metacognitive knowledge is necessary for learners to self-regulate their
learning because it affects both planning and monitoring (Wenden, 1998). Developing
metacognitive awareness, therefore, is not an option but a necessity (Manning & Payne,
1996). In fact, research shows that the use of metacognitive strategies is a fundamental
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characteristic of successful language learners (Coutinho, 2008; Graham, 2006; Wenden,
1998). By analyzing learners’ metacognitive awareness and comparing it to other
constructs as well as with academic performance, this study is expected to provide
information on the function of metacognitive awareness in the L2 learning process. For
example, we may be able to tell whether the relationship between metacognitive
awareness and achievement is direct or indirect. In fact, whereas Wang, Spencer, and
Xing (2009) found that metacognitive beliefs and strategies are related to learners’
achievement, Pintrich (as cited in Sperling et al., 2004) found that the correlation between
metacognition and achievement was not high. Moreover, some authors are skeptical
about obtaining quick results upon training students in metacognitive/self-directed skills.
Bandura (1997), for instance, cautions that transfer and continued use of metacognitive
skills does not automatically result from strategy training. Accordingly, people may need
to have the effectiveness of skills and strategies demonstrated to them repeatedly. That
claim is supported by a study conducted by Cao and Nietfeld (2007). They found that
students’ awareness of metacognitive strategies did not lead to strategy change in the face
of learning difficulties. A couple of statements may shed some light on the nature of the
problem. The first one deals with the modification of thought processes. People have to
be able to transform thought patterns in order to see problems from a different
perspective and thus have a better chance to solve them (Merriam et al., 2007). The
second refers to a change of attitude: self-regulation skills will not be useful if students
are not able to apply them persistently despite difficulties, stress, and distractions
(Bandura, 1997).
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Research indicates that learners’ beliefs of how a second language is learned may
have an effect on their learning outcomes (Victori & Lockhart, 1995). Therefore,
language instructors are advised to find ways to get to know the beliefs learners hold
about their language learning ability (Wenden, 1998), and to do something whenever they
notice low confidence (Cotterall, 1999; Hsieh & Schallert, 2008). In fact, if learners make
wrong assumptions about their own learning process, or if they make wrong attributions
of causality, they may not be able to develop responsibility and autonomy (Victori &
Lockhart, 1995). In other words, they may not be able to become self-directed learners.
Moreover, when learners see themselves as having poor self-efficacy beliefs in their
ability to learn and face academic work, they are more prone to developing achievement
anxiety (Bandura, 1997). Viewed from a more positive perspective, even if learners lack
self-efficacy, it is possible to help them think of successful and unsuccessful academic
achievement as results they are capable of controlling (Hsieh & Schallert, 2008). In sum,
people who have a high sense of self-efficacy usually picture themselves obtaining
positive outcomes, whereas those who think they will perform badly will surely obtain
bad outcomes (Bandura, 1997).
This study is also expected to prompt future studies on the relationship between
metacognitive strategy training and learners’ enhancement of strategy use (as suggested
by Cao & Nietfeld, 2007), and/or on the relationship between that type of training and
achievement. The study may also provide some evidence either for or against these two
claims: 1. According to research, the use of learning and study strategies has a
relationship with both ability and the perception of ability (Cao & Nietfeld, 2007); 2.
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Very often, students do not have the metacognitive skills required for successful selfdirected learning (Fisher et al., as cited in Cotterall & Murray, 2009).
Finally, the information obtained may provide some helpful information for the
improvement of language tutoring centers, specifically the tutoring service offered at the
multimedia/resource center by the Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures at
The University of Southern Mississippi. The tutoring given to students of Chinese,
French, German, Italian, Latin, and Spanish consists mainly of extra help with topics with
which students are having difficulties, and class assignments which include online
homework. In fact, self-access centers very often neglect metacognition (Victori &
Lockhart, 1995). This research study, therefore, is expected to contribute to both practice
and research in the fields of adult education, second language acquisition, and also to the
teaching and learning of Spanish in academic settings, particularly in college. Only a few
of the research articles consulted for this study deal with second language learning, and
none of them has studied SDL, metacognition, and self-efficacy together with
grammatical competence in Spanish. For example, Wenden (1987) investigated the
beliefs about language learning of a group of foreign adults living in the United States,
Victory and Lockhart’s (1995) study looked at the results of metacognitive training for
professionals who are learning English or German as a second language, Wenden (1981)
studied how a group of adult English learners self-directed their learning, and Rivers’
(2001) study analyzed how a group of learners of Georgian, Kyrgyz, and Kazakh selfdirected their language learning process.
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Again, differential academic performance in this study was viewed from the
specific perspective of learners’ level of grammatical competence, which will be defined
later.
Rationale for considering this study as an Adult Education Study. In order to
situate this study in the adult education field, two concepts have to be addressed, namely,
adult person and adult education. It is a mistake “to speak of ‘the adult learner’ as if there
is a generic adult that can represent all adults” (Long, 1990, p. 25; emphasis in the
original). In fact, the concept of adulthood is constructed by societies and their culture(s)
(Merriam & Brockett, 1997). Some variation in the concept of adulthood can be seen, for
example, in the American society: at 18 you can vote and serve in the army, at 21 you are
allowed to drink, and at 14 you can be tried as an adult in some states (Merriam &
Brockett, 1997). Therefore, adulthood is a sociocultural construct (Merriam & Brockett,
1997). As such, there are at least three factors used to define what an adult is:
psychological maturity, social roles, and biological features. Because there is still
controversy regarding the definition of adult, Paterson (1979) states that what
differentiates children from adults, besides age, is that there is a series of social
expectations about adults. Therefore, although “adults are not necessarily mature, . . .
they are supposed to be mature, and it is on this necessary supposition that their
adulthood justifiably rests” (p. 13).
From the analysis above, college students may well be considered adults.
Moreover, there have been some changes in the demographics of college students
throughout the years. In terms of age, for example, college students used to range from 18
to 22 years of age (Merriam et al., 2007). However, about half of the student population
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in the United States is now 25 years old and older (Kasworm, Sandman, & Sissel, 2000).
Evidence in favor of that claim has been provided by the United States National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES): “the percentage increase in the number of students age
25 and over has been larger [i.e., 42% more in the first decade of the 21st century] than
the percentage increase in the number of younger students [i.e., 34% more during the
same period].” According to the NCES, this tendency is expected to continue. Yet,
perhaps a stronger role of age in the characterization of college students as adults,
particularly second language students, is that of maturational constraints in the learning
of a second language, as will be explored in detail later.
Some views of adult education, on the other hand, seem to leave some room for
the inclusion of college students. Merriam and Brocket (1997) for instance, posit that
planned educational activities, as opposed to incidental learning, are what adult education
is about. Therefore, they define adult education as, “activities intentionally designed for
the purpose of bringing about learning among those whose age, social roles, or selfperception define them as adults” (p. 8; emphasis in the original). Undoubtedly, higher
education consists of a series of planned educational activities. Finally, a classification of
adult education reported by Merriam and Brocket (1997) and Merriam et al. (2007), may
also allow for the inclusion of higher education as part of adult education. According to
that classification, adult education can be formal, nonformal, or informal. Formal
learning seems to include undergraduate programs because it “takes place in educational
institutions and often leads to degrees of some sort or credit” (Merriam et al., 2007, p.
24).
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In sum, three facts provide evidence in favor of the typification of college
students as adult learners, namely, college students’ age and the social expectations
deriving from it, the age at which a person starts learning a second language and its
influence on the L2 learning process, and higher education being a type of formal
education that can be included in the field of adult education.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Theoretical Foundations
Following is a review of the literature on self-directed learning, metacognition,
self-efficacy beliefs, and grammatical competence. The analysis of the literature has been
carried out in light of some theories that provide support for those four constructs.
Self-directed Learning
In the words of Bandura (1993), “a major goal of formal education should be to
equip students with the intellectual tools, self-beliefs, and self-regulatory capabilities to
educate themselves throughout their lifetime” (p. 136). Self-directed learning is a type of
learning in which people acquire skills and knowledge that they will later use to intervene
in their learning processes (Brookfield, 1985). It is operationalized through the
establishment of goals, the search for and use of material and human resources, the
application of suitable learning strategies, and the assessment of outcomes (Brookfield,
1985; Knowles, 1975; Oddi, 1987). Brookfield (1985) distinguishes between mechanistic
activities (which he calls “techniques”) and changes in learners’ consciousness. The
former refers to the SDL steps above, whereas the latter refers to a personality
perspective, which he views as self-directed learning per se. Oddi (1987) refers to the
process view of SDL as learning as instruction, and claims that this is the perspective
most frequently found in the SDL literature.
The view of SDL as a process is not without its critics, however. For instance,
Oddi (1987) posits that that view of SDL is “fragmented [and] incomplete” (p. 24). One
of the reasons she gives to support her argument (drawing on Penland) is that there could
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be external events that may interfere and actually control the learning process, such as a
lack of resources or the learner’s own learning preferences. But that point of view may be
superfluous, because learning is always affected (both positively and negatively) by
external influences anyway. One of those external factors is the support of other people.
There seems to be a continuous balance between external support and independence in
SDL. In fact, some authors emphasize the interdependence and collaboration features of
SDL. For example, that SDL is “a solitary act one cannot do alone” (Peters & Gray,
2005, p. 12); that it is viewed by some authors “from a collaborative constructivist
perspective” in which learners construct meaning both by themselves and with the
support of other people (Garrison, 1997, p. 19); that it is a “learning partnership”
(Brockett & Hiemstra, 1985, p. 34), or “informal learning networks” (Brookfield, 1985,
p. 8). Accomplished self-directed learners take into account the social context of the
learning situation and, therefore, they turn to other learners to get the information they
need, to ask for suggestions, and to learn skills (Brookfield, 1985). In fact, the results of a
study conducted by Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1986) on the self-regulation
strategies used by high school students show that students who are self-regulated often
seek assistance from others. Therefore, it as a mistake to think of SDL as a type of
learning that a person does independently and isolated from the rest of the world
(Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991). Finally, Brookfield (1985) rejects the dichotomy between
the two views of SDL above. Hence, he proposes a combination of the two perspectives.
From the discussion above, a series of elements of SDL can be identified, namely,
initiative, responsibility, goal setting, use of resources, collaboration, management of the
learning process, and evaluation of learning outcomes. Because some of those elements
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are also used to describe self-regulated learning (SRL), this study draws on the literature
on SRL insofar as it refers to those same aspects of the learning process. In fact, only a
small number of sources establish a difference between SDL and SRL (Loyens, Magda,
& Rikers, 2008). Although the literature on adult education views SDL as a characteristic
of learners learning in informal situations (i.e., not in school settings) (Loyens, Magda, &
Rikers, 2008), this research study used SDL as a variable because the construct is rooted
in the idea of a person taking responsibility for his/her own learning, a characteristic that
may help predict differential academic performance in second language learning.
Responsibility in learning is linked to initiative, another recurrent concept in SDL.
In the comprehensive model of SDL proposed by Garrison (1997), initiative is viewed as
a type of motivation that he calls “entering motivation,” which refers to people’s decision
to participate in a learning task (p. 26). Indeed, Houle (1961), a pioneer in adult education
research, proposed that learning requires the identification of needs and interests, a
process that is expected to generate a goal. Initiative is also the first step in the SDL
model proposed by Knowles (1975). Interestingly, procrastination is considered to be an
antonym of initiative (Stockdale & Brockett, 2011). Initiative, hence, includes behaviors
such as doing extra work and making a personal decision to find resources and learn
something, or to learn more about a topic after hearing about it at school (Stockdale &
Brockett, 2011).
Responsibility implies taking control of the learning process. A learner’s level of
control is directly related to his or her potential for self-direction (Brockett & Hiemstra,
1991). There are several references to control in the SDL literature, with a difference in
the terms used, such as conscious intervention (Wenden, 1981) and external management
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(Garrison, 1997). Control, therefore, refers to learners’ attitudes such as making changes
when their academic progress and results are not optimal, taking responsibility for their
own learning process, motivating themselves to learn, planning their learning, and
planning work completion (Stockdale & Brockett, 2011).
Evidence that responsibility, initiative, and control are interconnected components
of SDL has been provided by Guglielmino et al. (2005). They analyzed the learning
projects of 14 people whose peers considered them to have a high degree of self-direction
in learning. Their results show that the participants exhibited a high degree of
responsibility for the learning processes, which was evidenced by their taking the
initiative to learn, their choice of learning methods, and the control of the learning
process geared towards goal achievement. Stockdale and Brockett’s (2011) model of the
Personal Responsibility Orientation to Self-Direction in Learning Scale (PRO-SDLS)
was chosen as an instrument to measure SDL in this study because it focuses on two of
the SDL factors described above, namely, initiative and control, plus self-efficacy beliefs
and motivation. The PRO-SDLS is described in Figure 1 below.
Just like research in other areas, studies conducted on SDL vary depending on
their focus, the participants, the research approaches and instruments used, and the
context. There are some SDL studies conducted with adult language learners. Rivers
(2001), for instance, conducted a qualitative study to analyze the self-directedness of
adults learning a third language. He found that the participants displayed a number of
behaviors that he characterizes as self-directed. They include establishing priorities,
selecting tasks, being flexible in the use of learning strategies, self-assessing progress,
and making time for independent study. Those adult learners, who were either translators
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or interpreters, exhibited a high degree of autonomy and control, which are key aspects of
SDL. Thus, they autonomously chose to learn Georgian and Kazakh. That is, they took
the initiative to enroll in those classes.

The four-factor model of the Personal
Responsibility Orientation to SelfDirection in Learning Scale

Initiative

Control

Self-efficacy

Motivation

i.e., exhibiting
selfdetermination

i.e., taking
responsibility
for the
management of
the learning
process

i.e., perceived
self-efficacy for
self-direction in
learning

i.e., learner
autonomous
motivation

Figure 1. The four-factor model of the Personal Responsibility Orientation to SelfDirection in Learning Scale (adapted from Stockdale & Brockett, 2011)
Similarly, Wenden (1981) conducted a study on the self-directedness of adult
learners of English as a second language. She relied on self-reported data collected via a
“grid of daily activities” (p. 8), and semi-structured interviews. The results of the study
show that the participants exhibited self-direction “by engaging in seven processes,
[namely,] coping, designating, discriminating, evaluating, planning, self-analysing, [and]
theorizing” (pp. 8-9). Wenden defined coping as becoming aware of needs and
responding to them, designating as becoming aware of and interested in how language
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works, discriminating as monitoring performance, evaluating as assessing performance,
planning as setting goals, and self-analyzing as thinking of responsibility and how the
learning process affects the learner. As in Rivers’ (2001) study, the results of Wenden’s
study show instances of learners’ self-assessment and self-management of the learning
process. However, neither of those two studies measured learners’ actual level of
competence or performance in the target language. Finally, other studies have compared
learners’ use of strategies with academic performance. For example, Zimmerman and
Martinez-Pons (1986) developed and validated an interview to assess learners’ use of
self-regulated learning strategies. Also, they analyzed the relationship between
participants’ self-regulation and academic achievement. The results of the study show
that high-achieving students reported a higher use of 13 self-regulation strategies than
low achievers.
Metacognitive Awareness
“In learning a second language, the adult student almost inevitably thinks
about what he [sic.] is doing and reflects on the nature of the process” (Lewis, as cited
by Wenden, 1981; italics added). Metacognition is at the root of learning management.
Metacognitive awareness allows learners to monitor and control their learning processes
through activities such as planning, monitoring, and evaluating learning (Garrison, 1997;
Oxford, 1990). Therefore, it has been defined as “the ability to reflect upon, understand,
and control one’s learning” (Schraw & Dennison, 1994, p. 460). In second language
learning, metacognitive knowledge has to do with people’s beliefs about themselves as
learners, their beliefs about the variables that have an influence on learning, and also their
beliefs about language learning and language teaching (Victori & Lockhart, 1995).
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Metacognitive awareness and strategies play a key role in cognitive tasks related to
language such as language acquisition, memory, communication (oral and written),
comprehension, and problem solving (Flavell, 1985).
There exist several classifications of metacognition. Flavell (1985), for example,
classified it into metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive experience (See Figure 2
below). Metacognitive knowledge, which can be defined as what people know about
people’s cognition, has been further classified according to its focus, namely, a focus on
the learner himself or herself, a focus on the learning activity, or a focus on the learning
process (Wenden, 1998). Flavell (1985) calls those foci person knowledge, task
knowledge (e.g., the nature of learning activities), and strategic knowledge (i.e., the
means to achieving cognitive objectives). In the field of second language acquisition,
metacognitive knowledge allows learners to identify their own learning styles,
preferences, beliefs, and expectations (Victori & Lockhart, 1995). Metacognitive
experience, on the other hand, deals with cognitive or affective experiences related to a
cognitive task. As such, metacognitive experience includes the identification of feelings
such as anxiety and uncertainty, a person’s thoughts about how he or she did on a test, as
well as an assessment of progress (Flavell, 1985).
Other similar classifications of metacognition include Wenden’s (1999):
metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive strategies (See Figure 3 below), and Schraw
and Dennison’s (1994): knowledge about cognition, and regulation of cognition (See
Figure 4 below). Schraw and Dennison further divide metacognitive knowledge into
declarative knowledge (i.e., knowledge of useful learning strategies), procedural
knowledge (i.e., knowledge of how strategies are used), and conditional knowledge (i.e.,
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knowledge of the situations and the reasons for using learning strategies). Metacognitive
regulation, on the other hand, deals with a series of activities that can be used to control
learning such as planning, managing information, monitoring learning, and evaluating
outcomes. Finally, in the areas of developmental neurology and neuropsychology,
metacognition is also known as “executive functions,” which are divided into two types
of metacognition, namely, metacognitive self-assessment and metacognitive selfmanagement (Rivers, 2001, p. 279) (See Figure 5 below). Self-assessment is more
important than self-management because studies have shown that learners who have the
ability to self-monitor their own learning are also able to manage their learning process
(Rivers, 2001). Interestingly, Garrison’s (1997) model of self-directed learning includes
self-monitoring (i.e., self-assessment) and self-management. Figures 2, 3, 4, and 5 below
summarize the four classifications described above. Figure 6 is an extended version of
Schraw and Dennison’s (1994) classification. The words were taken verbatim from their
article.
In sum, research shows that successful learners use metacognitive strategies more
often than novice learners (Rivers, 2001), that their use has a positive relationship with
academic achievement (Coutinho, 2008; Mills et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2009), and that
not using some key metacognitive strategies (e.g., monitoring and evaluating learning)
has a relationship with students’ lack of confidence (Coterrall, 1999). As posited by
Bandura (1997), “in the exercise of self-directedness . . . people monitor their learning
activities, set goals and performance standards . . . and [even] enlist self-incentives by
[engaging] in leisure activities contingent on completing academic assignments” (p. 228).
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Metacognition

Metacognitive
knowledge

-

Metacognitive
experiences

Persons
Tasks
Strategies

Figure 2. Flavell’s (1985) classification of metacognition.

Metacognition

Metacognitive
knowledge

Metacognitive
strategies

Figure 3. Wenden’s (1999) classification of metacognition.
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Metacognition
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cognition

Regulation of
cognition

Subprocesses

- Declarative knowledge
- Procedural knowledge
- Conditional knowledge

- Planning
- Information management
strategies
- Comprehension monitoring
- Debugging strategies
- Evaluation

Figure 4. Schraw and Dennison’s (1994) classification of metacognition.
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Metacognitive
Self-assessment
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Figure 5. Rivers’ (2001) classification of metacognition.
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Metacognition

Knowledge of cognition

Regulation of cognition

Subprocesses that facilitate the
reflective aspect of metacognition:

Subprocesses that facilitate the
control aspect of learning:

- Declarative knowledge:
knowledge about one’s skills,
intellectual resources, and abilities
as a learner.
- Procedural knowledge:
knowledge about how to implement
learning procedures (i.e.,
strategies).
- Conditional knowledge:
knowledge about when and why to
use learning procedures.

- Planning: planning, goal setting,
and allocating resources prior to
learning.
- Information management
strategies: skills and strategy
sequences used on-line to process
information more efficiently (e.g.,
organizing, elaborating,
summarizing, selective focusing).
- Comprehension monitoring:
assessment of one’s learning or
strategy use.
- Debugging strategies: strategies
used to correct comprehension and
performance errors.
- Evaluation: analysis of
performance and strategy
effectiveness after a learning
episode.

Figure 6. Extended version of Schraw and Dennison’s (1994) classification of
metacognition.
Given the evidence on the usefulness of developing metacognitive awareness and
skills, some authors advocate the inclusion of metacognitive training in learning (e.g.,
Brown, 1987; Coutinho, 2008), and in language learning processes in particular (e.g.,
Cotterall, 1999; Wang et al., 2009; Wenden, 1998). In fact, research in educational
psychology shows that self-regulation processes can be taught (Mills et al., 2007). For
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example, some effort at developing college students’ awareness of metacognition can be
seen in a chapter of the textbook Your college experience: Strategies for success, written
by Jewler (2006). That chapter, entitled ‘Plan ahead,’ addresses topics that are, indeed,
metacognitive in nature (e.g., “set up a weekly schedule, discover how you learn best,
improve your study habits, [and] take workshops on how to study”) (table of contents for
chapter 1). One of the positive aspects of including strategy training in the second
language classroom is that learners are better prepared to take advantage of learning
opportunities, even outside of class (Chamot, 1987). Therefore, strategy training could
help beginning learners develop ways to learn a second language more easily (Chamot,
1987).
Finally, metacognition is closely related to self-directed learning (SDL) in the
sense that SDL requires motivation and the use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies
(Bandura, 1997). It is also related to self-efficacy in the sense that knowing the strategies
required to learn and succeed in school contributes to the development of a sense of
control of the learning process (i.e., self-efficacy) (Bandura, 1997; Wang et al., 2009),
and to an increase in motivation and self-esteem (Victori & Lockhart, 1995). But there
may be a reciprocal relationship between the two constructs because, as reported by
Graham (2006), learners who have positive self-efficacy beliefs seem to know
appropriate learning strategies.
Those positive views of metacognition notwithstanding, some studies have shown
that there is no relationship between some aspects of metacognition and achievement
(Sperling et al., 2004). For example, Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1986) analyzed the
self-regulated learning strategies used by both high achieving and low achieving high

31
school students and found that the only strategy (out of a total of 14 strategies) that was
not correlated with achievement was self-evaluation. However, the two authors claim that
self-evaluation is a key self-regulated learning strategy. Similarly, in their study on the
relationship among three self-regulated learning variables, namely, metacognition,
academic strategy use, and motivation, Sperling et al. (2004) found “an unexpected
significant negative correlation between SAT math ability and metacognition” (pp. 125126). Even more surprising, however, are the results obtained by Laskey and Hetzel
(2010). In their study on the relationship between the metacognitive awareness of at-risk
college students, and their achievement and retention, the two researchers found that
metacognition was related to students’ GPA in the fall semester, but unrelated in the
spring semester. Laskey and Hetzel hypothesize that the difference may be due to
students having the necessary metacognitive skills for the academic demands of the fall
semester, but not possessing the right skills for the course work of the spring semester.
Self-efficacy Beliefs
“If people believe they have no power to produce results, they will not attempt to
make things happen” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3; italics added). The foundation of self-efficacy
beliefs lies in social cognitive theory, a development of social learning theory carried out
by the Canadian psychologist Albert Bandura. According to social cognitive theory,
personal agency (i.e., the ability to do things in order to accomplish something) is a result
of permanent interactions between three factors, namely, personal (e.g, cognitive,
affective, and biological), behavioral, and environmental (Bandura, 1997). “Triadic
reciprocal causation,” or the reciprocal interaction of the three determinants above, as
well as the influence of other mediating mechanisms, allows people to exercise control
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over their behavior, and consequently over the environment (Bandura, 1997, p. 5). Social
cognitive theory includes self-efficacy beliefs. They refer to people’s perceptions of their
ability to achieve goals. Those beliefs have effects on people’s feelings, thoughts, selfmotivation, and behavior, as well as on the courses of action they will take, their effort,
perseverance, and even on the stress and depression they may experience (Bandura, 1993,
1997). In short, self-efficacy beliefs are central to motivation, well-being, and
accomplishments (Pajares, 2004).
Human agency operates through self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 2001). Simply
stated, human agency means that people are the agents of intentional actions aimed at
analyzing their environment and introducing the changes they deem necessary. Bandura
goes on to say that both the planning and the idea of purpose involved in people’s
“agentic action[s]” (p. 4) are important characteristics of human agency, even if the
effects of what people do end up being negative in some (sometimes unexpected) way(s).
Through agency, therefore, people establish goals while at the same time thinking of the
possible outcome(s) of their actions. “Forethought” or “foresightful behavior,” as
Bandura (2001, p. 7) calls the anticipation of possible outcomes, is a self-motivation
strategy that people use in order to guide what they do. Goals and outcome expectation,
therefore, motivate people and make them regulate their behavior. In sum, as posited by
Bandura (2001), “an agent has to be not only a planner and forethinker, but a motivator
and self-regulator as well . . . [a] self-directedness [that] operates through self-regulatory
processes that link thought to action” (p. 8). Gardner (2006) has identified two types of
motivation, namely, integrative and instrumental. “Integrativeness” refers to learners
being open to cultures, particularly to the cultures of speakers of the second language the

33
students are learning (p. 247). For some other learners the motivation for learning a
second language is instrumental. “Instrumentality” refers to situations in which the
second language “is being studied for practical or utilitarian purposes” (Gardner, 2006, p.
249). In this study, motivation was operationalized mainly through self-efficacy beliefs.
Bandura (1997) states that motivation “encompasses a system of self-regulatory
mechanisms” which include “self-monitoring, self-efficacy appraisal, personal goal
setting, outcome expectations, and affective self-reactions” (p. 228). He goes on to say
that motivation has three main characteristics, namely, selection of goals, activation of
those goals, and a permanent effort to reach certain goals. Figure 7 below (a concept
map) summarizes part of the process that people may follow in order to reach their goals,
according to Bandura (1993).
Because academic achievement is a type of outcome, self-efficacy beliefs are
associated with it (Bandura, 1997). Studies conducted with college students learning a
second language have revealed a positive correlation between self-efficacy beliefs in the
ability to learn a second language and academic achievement (e.g., Hsieh & Schallert,
2008; Mills et al., 2007). Mills and colleagues (2007) studied the relationship between
self-efficacy (and other motivational variables) and the academic performance of college
students learning French. They found that self-efficacy for self-regulation was a good
predictor of participants’ final grade in intermediate French. In other words, the
participants’ beliefs in their ability to use metacognitive strategies such as planning,
monitoring, and completing tasks predicted their success as learners of French. Hsieh and
Schallert (2008) set out to study the relationship among attributions of causality, selfefficacy, and academic performance. The results of their study suggest that there is a
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significant relationship between the self-efficacy beliefs and the achievement of college
students learning Spanish, German, and French. However, both studies used general
measures of achievement (i.e., students’ final grade), a practice that may not provide an
accurate reflection of the relationship between self-efficacy and academic achievement
(Bandura, 1997). Moreover, Mills et al. caution that the participants in their study were
from different colleges, which means that there is no evidence of uniformity in the
measurement of achievement.

People
motivate and guide their
actions
through
proactive control
by setting
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disequilibrium
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in order to
accomplish

skills & effort

Figure 7. Motivation and goal setting. (Based on Bandura, 1993, p. 132).
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Self-efficacy is related to academic achievement in other areas as well. For
example, Coutinho (2008) conducted a study aimed at examining the relationships among
metacognition, self-efficacy beliefs, and academic performance. The participants were
173 undergraduate college students enrolled in an introductory psychology class.
Coutinho used Schraw and Dennison’s (1994) Metacognitive Awareness Inventory
(MAI) to measure metacognitive awareness, and a 9-item subscale of Pintrich, Smith,
Garcia and McKeachie’s Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) (cited
in Coutinho, 2008) to measure self-efficacy beliefs. Her findings included:
a. that self-efficacy mediates the relationship between metacognition and
performance,
b. that metacognition is related to performance, and
c. that the influence of self-efficacy on performance does not depend on
metacognition.
Formal education is a social practice that may foster the development of selfefficacy beliefs, be they positive or negative. Moreover, high academic achievers usually
become models of efficacy and efficiency (Bandura, 1986). On the other hand, the
pressure that academic demands put on students may generate achievement anxiety,
which may lead to a low sense of self-efficacy and, eventually, to academic failure
(Bandura, 1997). For example, mathematics has been found to cause great anxiety in
students (Bandura, 1997). Similarly, anxiety in learning a foreign language can affect
learning negatively (MacIntyre & Gardner; cited in Brown, 2000). However, this refers to
high levels of anxiety, for low levels of it have been found to actually boost performance
(Gass & Selinker, 2001).
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In light of those ideas, it is advisable to foster learners’ confidence in their skills
and knowledge of grammar because heightened self-efficacy may help them achieve both
academic and social goals (Joyce & Burns, 1999). In fact, strong self-efficacy beliefs may
help students stay engaged and remain on task, as well as develop their skills (Schunk,
1982). Most college students are young adults. If young adults enter adulthood feeling
that they lack skills and doubting their capabilities, they may view their years ahead as
being full of insurmountable problems (Bandura, 1997), instead of seeing them as
presenting a series of challenges that have to be (and that can be) faced. This is
particularly true of adult L2 learners because they may feel embarrassed (and even
discouraged) due to their lack of understanding and/or the difficulty of communicating
their thoughts in the target language, which may lead to feelings of frustration,
inadequacy, and failure (Lightbown & Spada, 1999).
Finally, the three constructs addressed above, namely, self-directed/regulated
learning, metacognition, and self-efficacy beliefs are interconnected. Bandura (1993)
posits that SDL requires motivation as well as cognitive and metacognitive strategies.
According to him, motivation consists of a series of self-referent processes such as selfmonitoring, goal setting (both metacognitive strategies), outcome expectations, selfincentives, and self-efficacy perceptions.
Grammatical Competence
“In our view, [in] an integrative theory of communicative competence . . . there is
a synthesis of knowledge of basic grammatical principles . . . of how language is used in
social contexts to perform communicative functions, and . . . of how utterances and
communicative functions can be combined according to the principles of discourse”
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(Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 20; emphasis added). Canale and Swain’s (1980) view of
communicative competence contains three elements that most modern SLA researchers
consider to be some of the fundamental aspects of language competence, namely,
grammatical knowledge, knowledge of how language is used in context, and knowledge
of language functions/purposes. But before addressing the theories that provide the
foundation for grammatical competence, let us analyze what grammar is. “Confusion” is
the word used by DeCarrico and Larsen-Freeman (2002, p. 19) referring to definitions of
grammar. The reason, they state, is that the view of grammar seems to vary from person
to person. If we think of “person” as “researcher,” we find that the variation in views is
not at all strange in SLA, a field characterized by differing views on almost everything,
from how languages are or should be learned to how they should be taught. Thus,
inconclusive evidence and opposing findings seem to be the norm, not the exception.
Therefore, grammar can refer to speakers’ knowledge of the “systems and
patterns” of a language and their ability to use that knowledge to make vocabulary
choices and combine the selected words and expressions to communicate their thoughts
(Joyce & Burns, 1999, p. 4). Scheffler (2011) sees it as “a mechanism” that allows
language learners to communicate their thoughts in a second language (p. 197). Grammar
knowledge is characterized by being unconscious, that is to say, by being a “mental
grammar” (DeCarrico & Larsen-Freeman, 2002, p. 19) or “a knowledge in the mind”
(Cook, 2001, p. 23). That view of grammar can be evidenced in Noam Chomsky’s
conception of language competence as an “abstract and hidden representation of language
knowledge held inside our minds” (Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p. 10). But grammar can
also refer to a more explicit relationship between knowledge and the ability to use that
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knowledge in a variety of contexts and situations, as can be evidenced in Widdowson’s
(1978) notions of usage and use, in Canale and Swain’s (1980) theory of communicative
competence, in Bachman’s (1990) theory of communicative language ability, and in
Larsen-Freeman’s (2002) view of grammar from the perspective of form, meaning, and
use. After all, in day-to-day social interactions we have to use knowledge of language
with a communicative purpose or goal in mind (Bachman, 1990; Joyce & Burns, 1999;
Widdowson, 1978).
Based on what they consider differing views of grammar, Joyce and Burns’
(1999) classify it into three types, namely, traditional, formal, and functional grammar.
Traditional grammar sees language as a fixed set of rules that need to be used
unmodified, that is, as they have been prescribed (hence the term “prescriptive grammar,”
as posited by DeCarrico and Larsen-Freeman, 2002). Formal grammar, on the other hand,
analyzes grammar from the point of view of sentence structure. This is a descriptive type
of grammar initiated by the linguist Noam Chomsky in the late 1950s, which brought
about a movement called Transformational Generative Grammar. The problem that Joyce
and Burns see with formal grammar is that it is detached from meaning in context and
that, instead, it places too much emphasis on the grammaticality or the ungrammaticality
of utterances. They make clear, however, that Chomsky may not have intended to
influence language teaching in any way. Finally, functional grammar deals with the way
people actually use the language in different contexts and situations in order to negotiate
meaning (hence the term “descriptive grammar,” as stated by DeCarrico & LarsenFreeman, 2002).
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If there are different conceptions and types of grammar, there are also variations
in grammar itself. On the one hand, the use that speakers make of grammar depends on
their purpose (Joyce & Burns, 1999). Also, grammatical forms (and meaning) seem to be
influenced by the vocabulary a speaker chooses to use (DeCarrico & Larsen-Freeman,
2002). Similarly, languages very often show syntactical variation among other types of
variation that include lexical, morphological, and phonological. Thus, dialects of a
language usually differ in one or more of the aspects above (Akmajian, Demers, &
Harnish, 1984). For instance, in the Spanish spoken in the Caribbean, when the subject is
a personal pronoun there is a tendency to use the order interrogative pronoun – subject –
verb (translated from Azevedo, 2009, p. 267). Therefore, whereas in Colombia a person
would most likely ask, “Qué piensas tú?,” or “Tú qué piensas?” (i.e., what do you
think?), a Cuban would probably ask, “Qué tú piensas?” In sum, as posited by Joyce and
Burns (1999), “there is no such thing as a uniform or ideal native speaker of a language .
. . [because] anything as complex, dynamic and responsive as language will show
variation” (pp. 4, 12, and 13; emphasis in the original).
Those differing views of grammar have had an effect on how language learning
and teaching are conceived. Some SLA researchers think that L2 learners go through a
series of developmental stages (Mitchell & Myles, 1998), much in the same way that a
person acquiring his or her first language goes through a sequential process of language
development. Therefore, learners seem to learn language structures when they are
cognitively ready to acquire them (Ellis, 1997). In fact, learners’ interlanguage (i.e., the
language a language learner speaks, according to SLA theory) is constantly changing and
shows a lot of variability (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). Moreover, research shows that some
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grammatical structures are more difficult to acquire than others (Ellis, 1997). Drawing on
Goldin-Meadow, Ellis states that “resilient” aspects of the language are acquired more
easily than “fragile” (i.e., complex) features (pp. 50-51). Ellis mentions the following
among the factors that are believed to affect the acquisition of grammatical structures:
resilient and fragile features, saliency, frequency, and redundancy. In a similar way,
DeKeyser (2005) states that there are three factors that may make a grammar structure
difficult to learn, namely, “complexity of form, complexity of meaning, and complexity
of the form-meaning relationship” (p. 3).
As for teaching, applied linguists tend to focus on pedagogical grammar, which
has been designed exclusively for the context of second language learning and teaching
(DeCarrico & Larsen-Freeman, 2002). A pedagogical grammar, therefore, is eclectic in
the sense that it gets information from “formal and functional grammars . . . as well as
[from] corpus linguistics, discourse analysis, and pragmatics” (p. 20). There exist several
approaches to the teaching of grammar. They range from a total disregard for the explicit
inclusion of grammar to more eclectic approaches and those with an overt and permanent
focus on language forms. Ellis (1997) refers to the approach that rules out any direct
teaching of grammar as the “zero option” (p. 47). The rationale behind this idea is that
second language learners are believed to be able to learn the target language in a natural
way (i.e., like first language acquisition) by focusing on meaning rather than on form.
Those who criticize this view of language teaching, however, do it on the basis that a
complete competence and a high level of accuracy in a L2 cannot be achieved by an
exclusive focus on communication in the classroom (Ellis, 1997; Widdowson, 1978).
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Therefore, a focus on grammar should be a part of a communication-oriented approach to
second language instruction (Nassaji & Fotos, 2011).
The view of grammar instruction as a necessary condition for L2 learning is also
supported by the followers of the so-called Interface Hypothesis (Ellis, 1997). According
to that hypothesis, the explicit grammatical knowledge obtained through instruction can
lead, through practice, to an implicit knowledge of those structures. In other words, the
mechanical manipulation of language forms seems to lead to automaticity. Automaticity
happens when there is a mental connection generated by the association of input and
output patterns in the language (Gass & Selinker, 2001). Automatization is a concept
derived from psychology and used in the information-processing model, which states that
learning takes place when information is processed first in a controlled manner and then
automatically (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). In a book on cognitive development, KarmiloffSmith (1992) refers to automatization as ‘proceduralization,’ and states that it is one of
the two complementary directions taken by development and learning. However, Krashen
(1981) cautions that the use of conscious learning of the grammar rules of the target
language in communication is hardly an easy task.
Proponents of the inclusion of grammar in the language classroom can be divided
into those who advocate a combination of communication and focus on form as a
permanent practice (e.g., Dekeyser, 2003), even from the very beginning of the second
language learning process (at least in adult learning instruction) (e.g., Scheffler, 2011),
and those who would rather focus on the language forms only when it is absolutely
necessary (e.g., Long, 1997). Explicit learning is important and necessary because some
aspects of a second language are “too abstract, too distant, too unreliable, or too hard to
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notice” and, therefore, they are hard “to learn . . . through simple association” (DeKeyser,
2003, p. 334). Long, on the other hand, advocates what he calls a ‘focus on form’ (i.e., a
focus on grammar on an as-needed basis), as opposed to a focus on forms of the target
language (i.e., a direct and constant concentration on grammar instruction). In other
words, Long’s (1997) point of view is that grammar instruction should be provided only
when the need arises.
Those are the views of some SLA researchers. Second language learners have
their own beliefs about the language learning process. For example, regardless of the
challenges it poses for second language learners, many of them actually embrace the
study of grammar because they see it as the main element of language (Ellis, 2002).
Evidence in favor of that claim can be seen in Schultz’s (2001) study in which the
researcher found that some Spanish speakers learning English as a foreign language had a
very positive view of grammar instruction and error correction (by the instructor).
A discussion about second language learning needs to address what some
researchers consider to be a crucial factor of that process: age (e.g., Hyltenstam &
Abrahamsson, 2003; Lightbown & Spada, 1999). Studies have found that there is a
significant correlation between age of onset and ultimate second language proficiency
(Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2003). A cultural anecdote may illustrate how some adults
feel about the learning of a second language. When some adult people in Colombia,
South America, comment on the difficulty of learning a second language in adulthood,
they often use the Spanish equivalent of the saying “you can’t teach an old dog new
tricks.” In Spanish, the saying actually has the word “speak” in it: “loro viejo no aprende
a hablar” (i.e., literarily, “an old parrot does not learn to speak”). After puberty, the
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ability to acquire a first or second language seems to decline progressively (Gass &
Selinker, 2001; Hyltemstam & Abrahamsson, 2003; Lenneberg, 1967; Lightbown &
Spada, 1999). However, according to Locke (1997), the sensitive period actually goes
from the child’s first experience with language to the age of 6 or 8, with a progressive
decline until the person becomes an adolescent. The term ‘sensitive period’ is actually
preferred by some researchers because it best represents what happens with the sensitivity
to learn a language, namely, that it declines over a period of time, “perhaps covering later
childhood, puberty and adolescence” (Hyltemstam & Abrahamsson, 2003, p. 556). A
related concept, developmental sharpening, is used by some authors (e.g., Doughty,
2003) to refer to the development of input-processing mechanisms for language learning.
Thus, even though the aural input children receive from adults is complex (because adult
speech is fast and variable), children are eventually able to perceive the linguistic
information, process it, identify components and patterns, and also to link sound to
meaning, among other cognitive processes (Doughty, 2003). For instance, in his theory of
neurolinguistic development, Locke (1997) posits that in the activation of language
learning mechanisms there comes a time when children are able to analyze utterances that
they have stored in memory. Thus, one type of analysis refers to the decomposition of
utterances into their elements or parts. Moreover, according to Locke, the effect of
inactivation of language learning mechanisms can be compared to the effect of brain
damage.
Therefore, there seems to be a “biological clock of the brain” (Penfield &
Roberts, as cited in Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2003) for the acquisition of abstract
rules of a language in aspects of grammar such as syntax (Gass & Selinker, 2001) and
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phonology (Karmiloff-Smith, 1992). Karmiloff-Smith, for example, claims that in early
infancy a child growing up listening to Spanish does have a sensitivity to distinguish
between the phonemes “v” and “b,” but that because the Spanish language does not make
a difference between those two sounds, his or her sensitivity to tell them apart simply
disappears. In fact, according to Locke’s (1997) theory of neurolinguistic development,
whereas grammar “has a narrowly circumscribed activation period . . . lexical
development is more open” (p. 305). The biological explanation for such a decline in the
ability to pick up abstract rules of a language from the input seems to be a result of “the
brain’s steady loss of flexibility or plasticity” (Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2003, p.
561). According to Locke (1997), because at age 5 or 6 children are already using
complex cognitive and linguistic mechanisms, keeping the activation period for those
mechanisms open longer may be unnecessary. Hence, because simply being exposed to a
language does not aid in acquisition as we age, L2 learning and instruction requires “a
conscious and labored effort” (Lenneberg, 1967, p. 176). In other words, adult learners
may need to rely on cognitive abilities other than the ones they were equipped with at
birth (Lightbown & Spada, 1999).
At least three lines of thought in the SLA literature establish a radical difference
between adult SLA and language acquisition by children (Doughty, 2003). According to
one of those views, the Fundamental Difference Hypothesis (Bley-Vroman, as cited in
Doughty, 2003), whereas adult SLA is more explicit and requires the development of
problem-solving strategies, acquisition by children is implicit and somewhat automatic.
That is, to children “language acquisition just happens” (Pinker, 1994, p. 291). Moreover,
after conducting a literature review of studies dealing with implicit learning, Dekeyser
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(2003) concluded that there are doubts about the possibility of adults learning abstract
rules of a language in an implicit way. Therefore, because there is no definitive evidence
against the effect of maturational constraints on L2 learning, we can say that “maturation
does have a significant impact on decreasing learning potentials with higher AOs [i.e.,
ages of onset]” (Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2003, p. 563; emphasis added). That being
said, however, there are some “exceptionally successful late L2 learners” who reach high
levels of L2 proficiency thanks to a series of “advantageous learning circumstances . . .
[characterized by] motivational, affective/attitudinal . . . input . . . [and]
social/psychological factors . . . verbal/analytical ability, metalinguistic awareness, and a
general talent for acquiring languages” (Hyltenstam & Abrahamsson, 2003, pp. 563-564).
In order to counter the effects of age in L2 learning, therefore, some authors such
as Scheffler (2011) advocate the inclusion of grammar practice from the beginning of the
adult L2 learning process. In fact, although some researchers are against form-focused
instruction, it actually benefits L2 learners (Loewen, Li, Fei, Thompson, Nakatsukasa,
Ahn, & Chen, 2009). One reason for that claim is that grammar knowledge may
compensate for maturational constraints (Ellis, 2002), and it may support the acquisition
of other types of knowledge (e.g., pragmatic knowledge) (Gass & Selinker, 2001).
Moreover, systematic practice of explicitly acquired grammar knowledge for a long
period of time may lead to the automatization of those language forms (Dekeyser, 2003),
which aids in communication.
Grammatical knowledge may also help language learners in the use and
development of language skills such as reading comprehension in the target language,
specifically in dealing with unknown vocabulary (Paribakht, 2004). Paribakht claims that
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grammar knowledge may have a “significant mediating influence . . . in the process of L2
lexical processing” (p. 155). She goes on to say that grammar competence seems to aid
in the use of strategic competence by allowing learners to rely on different sources of
information (which include linguistic knowledge of both their native language and the
target language) in order to deal with unknown vocabulary in the target language. She
found that the participants in her study (i.e., learners of English as a second language at a
university in Canada) used a series of strategies in order to deal with unknown
vocabulary while doing a reading comprehension task. Thus, for example, learners used
sentence-level grammatical knowledge (e.g., syntactic knowledge), morphology,
punctuation, and knowledge of homonyms.
In conclusion, the following words by Scheffler (2011) describe the role that the
development of grammar knowledge in adult second language learning contexts may
play: “it seems that instead of trying to achieve the impossible, namely, replicate or
approximate what happens in naturalistic settings, teachers in an adult foreign language
context should capitalize on their learners’ capacity for abstract logical thinking and
provide their learners with systematic grammar instruction and communicative practice”
(p. 193; emphasis added).
Those positive views of grammar learning/instruction notwithstanding, the SLA
literature also offers a different perspective. For example, in a study on the beliefs that
learners of different languages hold about grammar instruction and error correction,
Loewen et al. (2009) found that the participants’ views and attitudes varied considerably.
Thus, whereas the participants learning Chinese and Arabic had more positive views,
those learning English as a second language had negative views about grammar and error
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correction. Several reasons were given by the learners who held that latter view, among
them the number of rules and exceptions to rules, and the amount of memorization.
Moreover, most learners stated that they did not like grammar because it was boring.
Loewen et al. (2009) concluded that the difference in opinions may be partly due to the
students’ native languages and to the second language learning methodology they were
exposed to in their countries of origin. However, even holding those negative views,
some learners in that study stated that they think learning grammar is important.
There are also studies whose results indicate a lack of relationship between
learners’ study of grammar and their improvement of their grammatical competence. For
instance, Macaro and Masterman (2006) conducted a study to analyze the effect of an
intervention to develop learners’ grammatical knowledge of French. They found that
intensive grammar instruction did not result in learners’ improvement of their
grammatical knowledge. Similarly, no evidence was found of learners’ effective
monitoring of performance, a finding that may shed some light on the development of
metacognitive awareness. Yet, on the positive side, the researchers found that some
learners showed an increased ability for error correction. Finally, a thought-provoking
(although rather discouraging) argument has been put forward by Ellis (1997) regarding
language instruction in formal settings: “there may be limits [to] what most learners are
capable of achieving . . . no matter what the conditions” (p. 55; emphasis added). He
supports his assertion by citing a study conducted with adult learners of French in
Canada. After 900 hours in a program that combined focus on forms and functional
activities, most of the learners did not seem to learn much. In sum, there is a lot of
variability in the degree of achievement obtained by second language learners (Mitchell
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& Myles, 1998). Those claims are related to the issue that inspired this research project:
differential academic performance.
Based on the discussion above, the measure of academic performance (i.e., the
outcome variable) chosen for this research study is grammatical competence. There are
two reasons for this choice. First, self-efficacy beliefs, one of the three predictors in the
proposed study, require that they be measured in a specific rather than a general way
(Bandura, 1997). The reason for that claim is that the use of general measures in studying
self-efficacy beliefs has been found to lack predictive relevance and validity and,
therefore, it is more appropriate to conduct assessments of specific perceived abilities to
do something (Bandura, 1997). ‘Spanish learning’ is too broad a term because the
learning of a second language is a complex process consisting of cognitive, affective, and
social factors. Gass and Selinker (2001), for instance, list five aspects that are part of
language learning, namely, “phonology, syntax, morphology, semantics, and pragmatics”
(p. 6). Second, it is important to bear in mind that knowledge of grammar forms is as
important as the ability to use them in social interactions. In fact, “linguistic performance
involves the simultaneous manifestation of the language system as usage and its
realization as use” (Widdowson, 1978, p. 3). Moreover, knowledge of grammar features
such as syntax and morphology is thought to be a very important part of language
learning, which is the reason why the development of those two aspects of language is
included in most second language learning theories (Mitchell & Myles, 1998).
This study will draw on Bachman (1990), Canale and Swain (1980), and
Widdowson (1978) in order to define and describe grammatical competence. In Teaching
language as communication, Widdowson (1978) states that language performance
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requires two types of ability, namely, the ability to select the language forms that are
appropriate in a particular social interaction, and the ability to recognize the function that
language forms have in that interaction. Widdowson refers to the former type of ability as
usage, and to the latter as use. They are somewhat equivalent to Chomsky’s distinction
between language competence and language performance (Widdowson, 1978). A radical
difference between Chomsky’s view and Widdowson’s view, however, is that
Widdowson sees usage as an aspect of use. In other words, usage and use do not function
as separate entities in human interactions.
The contribution of Canale and Swain’s (1980) theory of communicative
competence to the theoretical framework of this study has to do with their holistic view
of competence. Thus, their model links grammatical competence (i.e., knowledge of
language principles), sociolinguistic competence (i.e., knowledge of how language is
used in context), and strategic competence (i.e., the combination of language forms and
language functions according to the principles of discourse). Therefore, a key goal of a
communicative approach to language teaching should be to guide learners through a
process that integrates the three types of knowledge in their theory (Canale & Swain,
1980). Figure 8 below summarizes Canale and Swain’s (1980) description of their theory
of communicative competence.
Bachman’s (1990) general definition of his theory of communicative language
ability (CLA) shows no difference between his theory and Canale and Swain’s theory:
“CLA can be described as consisting of both knowledge . . . and the capacity for
implementing [it] . . . in appropriate, contextualized communicative language use” (p.
84). However, what he calls the “framework” of his theory is much more detailed than
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Canale and Swain’s. Thus, Bachman’s CLA has three components: language competence
(i.e., knowledge of language), strategic competence (i.e., the ability to use language in
communicative contexts), and psychophysiological mechanisms (i.e., the neourological
and psychological processes involved in communication). In addition, he includes what
appear to be two subcomponents, namely, knowledge structures (which he describes as
knowledge of the world), and the context of the situation. According to him, those two
latter features interact with the three CLA components above.
Moreover, Bachman’s further detailed description of language competence also
adds to the conceptualization of grammatical competence that was used in this study. He
divides language competence into two types: organizational competence and pragmatic
competence. He further subdivides the former into grammatical competence and textual
competence, and the latter into illocutionary competence and sociolinguistic competence.
Figure 9 below summarizes Bachman’s (1990) theory of communicative language ability,
and Figure 10 illustrates his view of language competence.
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in one of the
other
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Figure 8. A summary of Canale and Swain’s (1980, pp. 20, 27) theory of communicative
competence.
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KNOWLDEGE
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LANGUAGE
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Knowledge of language

STRATEGIC
COMPETENCE

PSYCHOPHYSIOLOGICAL
MECHANISMS

CONTEXT OF
SITUATION

Figure 9. Components of communicative language ability in communicative language
use (Bachman, 1990, p. 85). Used with permission of the author.
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Figure 10. Components of language competence (Bachman, 1990, p. 87). Used with
permission of the author.
In this study, therefore, the analysis of grammar competence focuses on both the
forms of the language (i.e., what Canale & Swain and Bachman refer to as “grammatical
competence”) and their use in a communicative context. The study does not focus on the
participants’ overall level of proficiency in Spanish but on how they use their knowledge
of the Spanish grammar in order to communicate their ideas in writing. Because they
worked on a specific task that does not involve listening to Spanish or speaking it, the
participants were not able to demonstrate their use of competencies usually required in
conversation. For example, participants did show their knowledge of some of the
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functions listed by Bachman (1990) under illocutionary competence such as the
manipulative and the heuristic functions. And, for obvious reasons, the instrument did not
measure the participant’s knowledge of Spanish phonology either. Therefore, the specific
focus was on the aspects of language usage and use below, operationalized through the
correction codes that appear in the rubric in appendix M.
•

Vocabulary or lexis: the use of “words with appropriate signification” (Bachman,
1990, p. 87).

•

Morphology: the use of word formation, which includes inflectional morphemes
(Bachman, 1990), derivational morphemes, and collocations (Gass & Selinker,
2001).

•

Syntax: “the knowledge we have of the order of elements in a sentence” (Gass &
Selinker, 2001, p. 7). It is also known as word order.

•

Cohesion: drawing on Halliday and Hasan, Bachman (1990) defines cohesion as
“marking semantic relationships such as reference . . . conjunction and lexical
cohesion” (p. 89).

•

Semantics: knowledge of what words mean, that is, of what they refer to (Gass &
Selinker, 2001).

•

Pragmatics: “the relationship between utterances and the acts or functions that
speakers (or writers) intend to perform through these utterances” (Bachman, 1990,
p. 89). In other words, it refers to the use of language in context (Gass & Selinker,
2001). Canale and Swain (1980) refer to some aspects of pragmatics as
sociolinguistic competence.
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Rationale for assessing grammatical competence through writing. Like speaking
a language, writing in a language is considered to be a type of output or, as it is also
known in SLA theory, an instance of a person’s communicative performance. Although
SLA researchers sometimes use findings derived from neurological research related to
language processing, it is more common for them to use evidence gathered from direct
observation of L2 learners’ use (i.e., performance) and knowledge (i.e., competence) of
the target language (Spada & Lightbown, 2002). The reason for that approach to the
study of second language acquisition is that people’s cognitive processes obviously
happen in their mind and thus they cannot be observed directly (Bachman & Palmer,
1996). Therefore, a language test, for instance, “is a special form of a second language
acquisition . . . elicitation device” (Douglas, 2001, p. 442).
There are several reasons for the use of writing in L2 assessment. Let us consider
three of them. First, writing leaves a “permanent record” which may make learners focus
their attention on language forms (Williams, 2012, p. 325), test their hypotheses
regarding the target language, and make modifications to those hypotheses (Swain,
1998). Second, writing usually has “more generous time constraints” (Williams, 2012, p.
323) than speaking, and it very often requires more time, too. Therefore, having a
permanent record and more time may allow learners to plan and monitor their writing
(Williams, 2012), and make revisions to it (Schoonen, Snellings, Stevenson & Van
Gelderen, 2009; Williams, 2012). Furthermore, because writing is cyclical (Kormos,
2012; Schoonen et al., 2009), writers can go from thinking to putting ideas into writing
and back to the conception of ideas again (Schoonen et al., 2009). Finally, current SLA
theories such as Bachman’s (1990) theory of communicative language ability advocate a
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focus on “extended response, performance-based tasks” (Douglas, 2001, p. 448), as
opposed to tasks that require a selected response (e.g., multiple choice tests) or a limited
response.
Therefore, by observing L2 learners’ performance, both instructors and SLA
researchers make inferences about those learners’ Interlanguage (Douglas, 2001). There
are two implicit concepts in that assertion, namely, language use and language ability, as
they relate to yet another implicit concept: language testing. Based on Bachman and
Palmer (1996), language use through writing can be viewed as, “the creation . . . of
intended meanings in discourse” (p. 61). In language testing specifically, language use “is
realized in the performance of specific situated language use tasks” (p. 75). Through
learners’ use of the target language researchers observe learners’ language ability. In fact,
language ability is a crucial aspect of language testing (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). The
definition of language ability underlying a testing procedure determines the types of
inferences that can be made from learners’ performance in that test (Bachman & Palmer,
1996). When it is viewed from the perspective of measurement, language ability becomes
a construct (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). Construct definition is viewed by Bachman and
Palmer as both a fundamental quality of language testing and a step in the measurement
process. A construct is “a meaningful interpretation of observed behavior” (Chapelle,
1998, p. 33). Therefore, the way a construct is defined establishes the criteria that will be
used to decide why a particular instance of performance is correct (Bachman & Palmer,
1996).
Because language ability has a variety of components, there should also be
several criteria for correctness and, therefore, the components should have separate
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ratings (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). This is the basis for the rubric and the corresponding
scoring method that was used in this study. They are based on the notion of written
corrective feedback (WCF), which is used by a number of L2 instructors, particularly
when providing feedback on students’ writing (Ferris, Liu, Sinha, & Senna, 2013). In
fact, drawing on Brutton, Ferris et al. state that “for most writing instructors, the
questions around WCF are not if, but how best to provide it” (p. 308; emphasis in the
original). Corrective feedback can be given in several ways (Ferris et al., 2013). Thus,
there is focused and unfocused WCF. The former refers to correction directed at specific
types of errors whereas the latter deals with the correction of all errors made by learners.
There is also direct and indirect WCF. Drawing on Hendrickson, Ferris et al. (2013) state
that direct feedback is given when instructors both mark errors and provide learners with
the correct language forms. With indirect WCF, on the other hand, the learners are shown
that there is an error, but the correction is not given to them. Finally, there is explicit (i.e.,
using a series of error correction codes or labels), and unlabeled corrective feedback.
Because corrective feedback is given based on learners’ errors, let us see how
researchers’ views of errors have evolved over time. In the 1950s and 1960s, second
language research usually focused on second language pedagogy (Gass & Selinker,
2001). At that time, contrastive analysis was a line of research that informed pedagogy.
In contrastive analysis, researchers contrasted pairs of languages looking for differences
between them, with the aim of describing the difficulties that second language learners
would likely encounter (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). Moreover, contrastive analysis
concluded that all types of errors made by learners were due to interference from their
native language (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). A shift in focus was introduced by Corder in
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the late 1960s with the publication of “The significance of learners’ errors” (Gass &
Selinker, 2001; Mitchell & Myles, 1998). Thus, errors began to be seen not as something
to be identified and eliminated, but rather as evidence of learners’ developing language
system (Gass & Selinker, 2001). In other words, the focus shifted from the learners’
native language to the attempts they made at producing the target language (Mitchell &
Myles, 1998; Gass & Selinker, 2001). That new view of errors came to be known as
error analysis, which is a “systematic investigation” (Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p. 38) or a
“linguistic analysis” (Gass & Selinker, 2001, p. 79) of the errors made by L2 learners.
However, error analysis has had some criticism. Gass and Selinker (2001) list
four problems that some SLA researchers have seen with error analysis. First, it focuses
on errors, thus excluding language produced without errors. Second, it is not always easy
to “[determine] . . . what an error is an error of” (p. 82). In other words, errors may be
subject to interpretation. Third, error correction “[attempts] to ascribe cause to errors” (p.
83) by relying on the assumption that if a form is used correctly, it means that the learner
has figured out the underlying abstract rule. That is not always the case, however. A final
problem with error analysis is that it attempts to categorize errors according to the source
of the error. Drawing on Dulay and Burt, Gass and Selinker (2001) posit that in some
instances it is impossible to determine the exact type of error made by a learner. Thus,
there are ambiguous errors as well as cases in which the language produced by learners is
influenced by several factors at the same time.
Concomitant with the use of error analysis in the L2 classroom and as an object of
study, SLA researchers continued working towards an understanding of “learner-internal
errors” (Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p. 39). In 1972, Larry Selinker coined the term
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Interlanguage to characterize the language produced by L2 learners as a dynamic system
that has its own rules (Gass & Selinker, 2001; Mitchell & Myles, 1998; Spada &
Lightbown, 2002). Therefore, interlanguage gained momentum with its holistic view of
the L2 learner’s language, in contrast with the existing narrow focus on those forms of
the language that did not conform to the L2 grammar (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). This
newer approach to the study of the L2 acquisition process was inspired by research in
first language (L1) acquisition, particularly by the finding that L1 acquisition happens in
developmental stages (Spada & Lightbown, 2002). Therefore, like L1 learners, L2
learners seem to “acquire [several] grammatical features of the language in a predictable
order” (Spada & Lightbown, 2002, p. 124).
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Overview
“A crucial area for further research . . . is the congruence or disjunction
between adults’ own judgment regarding the quality of their learning and that quality as
measured by some external, objective standard” (Brookfield, 1985, p. 13; italics added).
Based on two aspects of research, namely, participants and methodology, there are some
similarities and differences between some of the studies reviewed and this research study.
Although the participants in most of the studies reviewed are college students learning
the second language of their choice, none of those studies focuses exclusively on
participants learning Spanish. As for data collection, for example, Rivers (2001) and
Wenden (1981) used self-reported data in the form of extensive writing, Zimmerman and
Martinez-Pons (1986) used interviews, and Wenden (1981) used semi-structured
interviews. In this study, self-reported data was obtained via a survey and further
comments written by participants.
This study consisted of four steps, namely, an analysis of Spanish learners’ selfassessment of their own self-directedness, metacognitive awareness, and self-efficacy
beliefs; an analysis of the relationships among those three constructs; a measurement of
the participants’ level of grammatical competence in Spanish; and an analysis of the
relationship between the participants’ self-directedness, metacognitive awareness, and
self-efficacy beliefs, and their grammatical competence in Spanish.
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Participants
The population for this study is The University of Southern Mississippi students
who were either majoring or minoring in Spanish at the time of data collection. The
sample consisted of the students who expressed an interest in participating in the study,
except for those who are native speakers of Spanish (i.e., students who were born and
raised in a Spanish speaking country). This type of sampling can be categorized as
convenience sampling, which is a “nonrandom procedure” (Rudestam & Newton, 2007,
p. 91). According to the Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures database,
there were 76 Spanish majors and 164 Spanish minors in the Fall 2013-2014 semester.
Upon receiving approval from the IRB and permission from the Chair of the Department
of Foreign Languages and Literatures, the students were contacted via e-mail. They were
asked to reply to the e-mail if they were interested in participating in the study. A total of
three e-mails were sent to the Spanish majors and minors. Visits to some Spanish classes
at the 300 level and above were also made in order to describe the study and recruit
candidates.
Research Design
This study on the self-directedness, the metacognitive awareness, the self-efficacy
beliefs, and the grammatical competence of college students studying Spanish utilizes
quantitative research with a correlational design. Other data were also collected with the
instrument that was used to measure grammatical competence, as will be explained later.
The additional data were analyzed in search of common themes.
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Instruments
Self-directed learning was measured using Stockdale and Brockett’s (2011)
Personal Responsibility Orientation to Self-Direction in Learning Scale (PRO-SDLS).
This instrument was specifically designed to measure the self-directedness of higher
education students. It consists of four factors, namely, initiative, control, self-efficacy,
and motivation (see Figure 1 above). The items from the instrument deal with learners’
description of things they do and beliefs they hold while involved in self-directed
learning situations. The PRO-SDLS is a 25-item survey with a 5-point Likert-style
format, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. According to Stockdale and
Brockett (2011), Cronbach’s alpha was used to measure the internal consistency of the
PRO-SDLS, with a resulting coefficient of α .91. Finally, a confirmatory factor analysis
generated four factors whose internal consistency values were: “initiative (.81), control
(.78), motivation (.82), and self-efficacy (.78)” (p. 170).
Metacognitive awareness was measured using Schraw and Dennison’s (1994)
Metacognitive Awareness Inventory (MAI). One reason for this choice is that Schraw
and Dennison’s classification seems to be much more precise and thorough than others,
including that by Flavell (1985), who is a pioneer in research on metacognition. The MAI
measures a series of subprocesses of knowledge of cognition and regulation of cognition
(see figure 6 above). It is a 52-item questionnaire that uses a 5-point Likert scale that asks
participants to indicate whether each statement is true or false about them. According to
Schraw and Dennison, the forced two-factor solution (i.e., knowledge of cognition and
regulation of cognition) is “in close accord with theoretical predictions” (p. 464). The
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internal consistency of the instrument was α .95, and the two factors were inter-correlated
(r = .54).
Self-efficacy was measured using the same scale Hsieh and Schallert (2008) used
in order to measure the self-efficacy beliefs of undergraduate students taking Spanish,
German, or French courses. The scale consists of two parts. First, participants have to
express whether they expect to get a series of grades on the writing assignment they are
about to complete. The grades range from 100 to 70 in 5-point intervals (i.e., a total of
seven possible grades). After that, the participants are asked to rate their degree of
confidence that they will obtain the grades that they said “yes” to in the previous step.
That second part relating to confidence uses a 0-100 scale. The scale has been used by
other researchers and has been shown to explain a lot of the variability in the outcome
variable (Hsieh & Schallert, 2008). The internal consistency of the scale was .85.
An effort was made to follow Bandura’s (1997, 2006) suggestions regarding selfefficacy scales in the sense that they should measure specific perceived abilities (e.g.,
Spanish grammar) instead of general ability (e.g., GPA, overall language proficiency).
Therefore, the directions made it clear to the participants that the scale should be used
taking into account their present perceived abilities and confidence about Spanish
grammar. The degree of confidence component of the instrument is based on Bandura’s
(2006) self-efficacy scale construction guide. According to those guidelines, participants
should be asked to provide their answers based on their current capabilities instead of
future performance capabilities. Also, Bandura (1997) suggests that the scale used be a
100-point scale which may consist of 10-unit intervals ranging from 0 (e.g., “Cannot
do”); through intermediate leveles, 50 (e.g., “Moderately certain can do”); to full
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assurance, 100 (e.g., “Certain can do.”) The reason for that is that the 0-100 format has
been found to be psychometrically more powerful than the more frequently used short
Likert scale (Pajares, Hartley, & Valiante, 2001). Similarly, a 100-point scale should
increase variation in participants’ answers, which may also make the instrument more
reliable (Schraw & Dennison, 1994). It is important to mention, however, that neither
Bandura (2006) nor Hsieh and Schallert (2008) provide any psychometric information
other than the internal consistency of the scale, which Hsieh and Schallert say is .85.
Finally, grammatical competence was measured with a writing task developed by
the researcher in which the participants had to write (in Spanish) about their own Spanish
learning process. They were given a series of guiding questions about their views on their
language learning process and were told to use the answers to those questions to write
their reflection. The questions were written in English to better isolate their ability to
write in Spanish (i.e., questions in Spanish would have provided them with vocabulary
and language structure cues that were going to be measured). One reason for the use of a
writing task to measure grammatical competence is that in order to express their ideas in
Spanish, students had to use their grammatical knowledge (i.e., their knowledge of
vocabulary and how it is used in context, morphology, and syntax, among other aspects).
In other words, grammatical competence was assessed through students’ performance, in
the form of written communication in the target language.
Bachman (1990) classifies language tests according to five features, namely,
purpose (i.e., what they are used for), content, “frame of reference upon which they are
based,” how they are scored, and “the specific technique or method they employ” (p. 70).
Figure 11 below summarizes that classification.
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Features for classifying different types of language tests
Use

Content

Frame of reference

Scoring

Specific

for interpreting test

procedure

testing

results

method

-selection

-achievement

-norm

-subjective

-multiple-

-entrance

-proficiency

-criterion

-objective

choice

-readiness

-aptitude

-completion

-placement

-essay

-diagnosis

-dictation

-progress

-cloze

Figure 11. Features for classifying different types of language tests (Adapted from
Bachman, 1990).
Based on that classification, the assessment that was used to measure grammatical
competence can be classified like this:
•

Based on its use, it is a diagnostic assessment in the sense that it will generate
information on the current state of students’ knowledge of Spanish grammar.

•

Based on its content, it is a proficiency assessment because it is based on theories
of language proficiency (Bachman, 1990). The assessment will not measure
overall language proficiency, however.

•

Based on the frame of reference to interpret its results, it is a criterion or domainreferenced type of assessment. In other words, the results will be interpreted “with
reference to a criterion level of ability or domain of content” (Bachman, 1990, p.
74). In this case, students’ degree of mastery of Spanish grammar.
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•

Based on the scoring procedure, the assessment is objective because it will be
scored using a series of error correction codes.

•

Based on the testing method, the instrument has an essay format (to a certain
extent) because students will be asked to write an analysis of/a reflection on their
Spanish learning process.
Regarding the measurement process, researchers are advised to provide evidence

of the appropriateness of a test for the intended purpose and of the consistency of scores
or performance (Douglas, 2001). In fact, besides construct definition, validation and
reliability are fundamental qualities of language testing (Douglas, 2001). There is a
connection between validation and construct definition in the sense that validation is the
process of providing evidence that a test is appropriate to measure a particular construct
(Douglas, 2001). In order to insure the consistency of ratings (i.e., reliability) an estimate
of consistency between raters, also known as inter-rater consistency or reliability, can be
obtained (Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996). This is done by calculating the
correlation between at least two different raters (Bachman, 1990). Accordingly, two
students minoring in Spanish were asked whether they were willing to take the pilot
assessment of grammatical competence. Upon their consent, they completed the
assessment. After being trained in the use of a rubric created for that purpose, two
instructors of Spanish graded the assessments using it. The inter-rater reliability for the
two raters was r = 1.0 (p < .001). According to Multon (2010), “consistency estimates of
interrater reliability . . . [with correlation] values of .70 or better are generally considered
to be adequate” (p. 2). Table 1 below shows the data used for the inter-rater reliability
test.
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Table 1
Inter-rater Reliability

Rater

Grade obtained by Student 1

1
2

83.26
82.82

Grade obtained by Student 2

82.98
81.33

The instruments that were used to measure self-directed learning, metacognitive
awareness, self-efficacy beliefs, and grammatical competence appear in the appendixes
section.
Procedures
Because the population for the proposed study was college students either
majoring or minoring in Spanish, there are some variables that needed to be accounted
for. For example, the number of years that students studied Spanish before entering
college, whether they have ever lived in a Spanish-speaking country, whether they
interact in Spanish with Spanish speakers and how often, and whether students are
heritage speakers of Spanish. A heritage Spanish speaker in the U. S. is someone who has
been raised in a home where Spanish is spoken and who may either speak it very well or
simply understand it. Therefore, a heritage speaker has some degree of bilingualism
(Valdés, cited by the Center for World Languages, University of California, 2011).
Heritage speakers are also known as “generation 1.5” second language learners (Ferris et
al., 2013). That is, they are learners whose parents are first-generation immigrants, who
were born in the United States, or that were brought to the United States when they were
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young, and who have been educated in the United States (Ferris et al., 2013). Native
speakers of Spanish were not asked to participate in the study. For the purpose of this
study, a native speaker of Spanish is someone who was born and raised in a Spanish
speaking country. Another confounding variable is whether students have taken (or are
taking at the moment of data collection) any class that deals specifically with Spanish
grammar (e.g., Spanish 313).
Following IRB approval, permission was obtained from the Chair of the
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures to conduct the study. Then, a list of the
students pursuing a major or a minor and their associated university e-mail addresses
were obtained from the administrative assistant. The students were then asked via e-mail
whether they were willing to participate in the study. As an incentive for participation,
students were told that they could enter a drawing for a chance to win one of three gift
cards. The researcher set up an appointment with the 64 students who expressed an
interest in participating. During the appointment, the students read and signed the
informed consent letter, answered the demographic questions, filled out the
questionnaires, and completed the writing task/grammatical competence assessment.
There was a point in the process in which more participants had to be recruited.
Specifically, the researcher wanted to include his students in a grammar class during the
summer. Therefore, a modification of the IRB was submitted. Upon approval, the
students in that class were given instructions on how to voluntarily participate. The two
informed consent letters, the demographics form, and the instruments appear in the
appendixes section.
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Data Analysis
This study is correlational in nature. Multiple regression (MRA) was the statistical
procedure used to analyze the relationship among the variables. Although a path analysis
was initially planned, the fact that no significant relationships were found rendered that
procedure unnecessary. Multiple regression aims at “[finding] the linear combination of
predictors that correlate maximally with the outcome variable” (Field, 2005, p. 157). In
other words, a MRA helps in the prediction of a dependent variable from a series of
independent variables (Shavelson, 1981). Finally, besides the data collected with the
survey, further data was obtained with the instrument that measured grammatical
knowledge. The instrument consisted of a series of questions that prompted the students
to reflect on their Spanish learning process. The reason for that is that the participants
were asked to reflect on their Spanish learning process.
The participants’ written production was assessed taking into account form errors,
accurate language forms, and meaning. In order to do that, their reflections were analyzed
using an unfocused, indirect, explicit approach to their production. Based on Blaz’s
(2001) suggestions on performance assessment, the rubric that was used in this study is
analytical in nature because, as opposed to a holistic rubric, it assesses several aspects of
performance in order to obtain a quantitative measure. In that way, the correction codes
used represent the criteria for assessing learners’ performance and, through it, their
knowledge of Spanish grammar. Figure 12 below shows the grammar components, the
correction codes that represent those components, their meaning, an explanation, and
some sample errors. Both the components and the codes were adapted from Ferris (2007),
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Ferris et al. (2013), González-Bueno and Pérez (2008), and Lalande (1982). The
explanation of the grammar components and the error samples are provided for clarity.
GRAMMAR
COMPONENT
Verb Tense

CORRECTION
CODE
VT

Mood

M

Agreement
1. Subject-Verb
2. Noun-Adjective
3. Adverb-Noun
Word Order

AGR

Preposition

P

Word Choice (i.e.,
lexical error)
Unnecessary word(s)

WC

Non-existent
construction/word
What do you mean?

NE

Punctuation

PU

Incorrect Form
1. Article
2. Verb
3. Gender
4. Number
5. Part of speech
6. Pronoun
7. Spelling*
Missing Word(s)
1. Adjective
2. Adverb
3. Article
4. Conjunction/conn.
5. Noun
6. Preposition
7. Pronoun
8. Verb

IF

WO

Word

?

MW

EXPLANATION

SAMPLE ERROR

The verb tense is not
appropriate for the context.
The mood is not appropriate
for the context.
There is a lack of agreement
between two words.

Yo voy a cine el sábado
pasado.
Mis padres quieren que yo los
visito este fin de semana

The order of the words is
not appropriate.
This is not the appropriate
preposition for this context.
This word/expression is not
appropriate in this context.
The word(s) is/are not
needed in this context.
This construction/word does
not exist in Spanish.
The message is not clear.
The punctuation affects
comprehension/communicat
ion.
The word used may be
correct, but its form is not.

There is --or there seem(s)
to be-- one or more words
missing.

1. Mi mamá vives en Ohio
2. Tengo dos camisas roja
3. Mucho personas
Mi favorita clase es español
Estudié para tres horas
Yo estudio en la escuela
Estoy buscando por trabajo
Mis abuelos casa es muy
grande
Ella es tiene muy Hattiesburg
Yo como la mayoría de los
estudiantes soy joven
1. Fui a la fiesta el sábado
2. Me gusta caminando
3. La problema
4. Con mi amigos
5. Yo amor a mi novia
6. Yo se ducho en la tarde
7. Tengo viente anos
1. La casa era y muy bonita
2. Mi gato es grande que ese
3. Internet es necesario
4. Ella es alta bonita
5. Tiene y cuatro llantas
6. Me casaré mi novia
7. Yo cepillo los dientes
8. Yo en un restaurante

Figure 12. Grammar components, correction codes, explanation, and sample errors.
*Note: Spelling will only be counted as a mistake when a misspelled word causes a break
in communication or a misunderstanding. Accent marks will be counted as an error in the
same circumstances.
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In the grading of the grammatical knowledge assessment (i.e., the
reflection/analysis written by participants) several factors were taken into account. First,
grammatical knowledge as a construct consists of multiple criteria. As has been
suggested by Bachman and Palmer (1996), language ability is made up of a variety of
components. Second, for measurement purposes, the assessment provided a single score.
Therefore, a composite score (Bachman & Palmer, 1996) was calculated. Third, because
some of the criteria are viewed as more important than other criteria, they were
“weighted . . . more heavily” (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 223). Therefore, some criteria
were worth 2 points and some others were worth 1 point. For instance, verb tense,
preposition, word choice, non-existing word/expression, not clear, and missing word
were given 2 points as a weight due to their influence in the comprehensibility of an
utterance. Because the criteria are grammar errors made by participants, the weight
actually means points were deducted from a total of 100 points, as suggested by Bachman
and Palmer (1996). Finally, a percentage was calculated by dividing the number of
grammar errors a participant made by the total number of words he/she wrote (Bachman,
1990). The resulting percentage, which corresponds to the errors made, was used to
calculate the grade on the assessment like this: 100% – percentage of errors = assessment
score. A summary of the formula used to obtain a score on the writing task is:
100 – ((Total errors/number of words) (100))
As an example, participant #36 obtained 15 points as total errors and wrote 240
words. Applying the formula above, we have the following:
100 – ((15/240) (100))
100 – ((.06) (100))
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100 – 6.25
Participant’s score = 93.7
Figure 13 below shows the grammar components, the correction codes, and the
weight assigned to each error. The actual rubric/grading form used to grade the texts
written by participants appears in appendix M.
GRAMMAR COMPONENT

CORRECTION CODE

WEIGHT

Verb Tense
Mood
Agreement
1. Subject-Verb
2. Noun-Adjective
3. Adverb-Noun
Word Order
Preposition
Word Choice (i.e., lexical error)
Unnecessary word(s)

VT
M
AGR

2 points
1 point
1 point

WO
P
WC
Word

1 point
2 points
2 points
1 point

Non-existent construction/word
What do you mean?
Punctuation
Incorrect Form
1. Article
2. Verb
3. Gender
4. Number
5. Part of speech
6. Pronoun
7. Spelling*
Missing Word(s)
1. Adjective
2. Adverb
3. Article
4. Conjunction/connector
5. Noun
6. Preposition
7. Pronoun
8. Verb

NE
?
PU
IF

2 points
2 points
1 point
1 point

MW

2 points

Figure 13. Grammar components, correction codes, and weight assigned to each error
type.

73
CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
A total of 64 students participated in the study: 56 from the first recruitment and 8
more from the second recruitment. There were 21 men and 43 women. Thirty-five
participants were Spanish minors and twenty-eight were Spanish majors. One participant
did not answer. Six participants were freshmen, eleven were sophomores, seventeen were
in their junior year, and twenty-nine (45%) were in their senior year. Their ages ranged
from 18 to 61 years old, with an age mean of 23.39 years. According to Kasworm et al.
(2000), about half of the student population in the United States is now 25 years old and
older. Similarly, according to the United States National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), “the percentage increase in the number of students age 25 and over has been
larger [i.e., 42% more in the first decade of the 21st century] than the percentage increase
in the number of younger students [i.e., 34% more during the same period].” According
to the NCES, this tendency is expected to continue. The results of this study did not find
that to be true. About 61% of the participants were between 19 and 22 years old, and only
15 (23%) of the 64 participants were 25 years old or older, as shown in table 2 below.
Table 2
Number of Participants Whose Age was 25 and Older

Age

Frequency

25
26

1
2
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Table 2 (continued).

Age

Frequency

27
28
29
31
32
37
38
61

2
2
3
1
1
1
1
1

All of the participants in the study have been exposed in one way or another to the
target language because they are either Spanish majors or minors. Table 3 below
summarizes some data dealing with their exposure to the Spanish language.
Table 3
Participants’ Exposure to Spanish

Question

Yes

No

Have you taken a grammar class?
Have you studied Spanish abroad?
Did you take Spanish in high school
Do you speak with native speakers?

29
13
52
41

35
51
12
23

Of the 52 students who said they took Spanish in high school, 41 (almost 79%)
did so between 2 and 4 years. Of those who said they speak with native speakers, 12
(29%) do it every day, and 10 (24%) do it once or twice a week. Six students said they
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are heritage speakers, and 12 said they have lived in a Spanish-speaking country, which
includes participation in the Spanish abroad programs. The three bar charts below
(Figures 14 to 16) summarize the data mentioned above.

Figure 14. SPSS-generated bar chart showing the percentage of participants who took
Spanish in high school and for how long.
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Figure 15. SPSS-generated bar chart showing the percentage of participants who have
lived in a Spanish-speaking country and for how long.
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Figure 16. SPSS-generated bar chart showing the percentage of participants who speak
with native speakers of Spanish and how often they do it.
One of the questions participants had to answer dealt with their reasons for
studying Spanish. They had to choose all applicable options among six given to them.
Table 4 below summarizes participants’ responses.
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Table 4
Reasons for Studying Spanish

Reasons

Yes

(%)

No

(%)

1. I like Spanish

48

(75)

16

(25)

2. I think I am good at learning Spanish

28

(43.8)

36

(56.3)

3. I would like to become a Spanish teacher

9

(14.1)

55

(85.9)

52

(81.3)

12

(18.8)

5. I would like to travel

43

(67.2)

21

(32.8)

6. Other

15

(23.4)

49

(76.6)

4. Knowing Spanish would give me an advantage
when applying for a job

Most participants (75%) said they like Spanish, but only about 44% said they are
good at learning it. The vast majority (almost 86%) said they would not like to become
Spanish teachers, while 81% said knowing Spanish would potentially help them when
applying for a job. Fifteen participants mentioned other reasons for studying Spanish,
among them:
•

An instructor of Spanish suggested taking more Spanish classes.

•

It is a requirement for my major/graduation.

•

I would like to learn several languages.

•

I like learning languages.

•

Knowing Spanish will help me be a better attorney to serve Spanish-speaking
clients.
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•

My grandmother is from Nicaragua but never taught us Spanish.

•

I want to be a missionary to a Spanish-speaking country.

•

I have friends that speak Spanish.

•

I want to be an international media planner.

•

Business opportunities.

•

I think communicating with others in their heart language is important.

•

To break the boundaries between native Spanish speakers and myself.

•

It’s in my blood (It is worth mentioning that the person who said this is a
heritage speaker of Spanish).
Four instruments were used for data collection. Self-directed learning was

measured using Stockdale and Brockett’s (2011) Personal Responsibility Orientation to
Self-Direction in Learning Scale (PRO-SDLS), which is a 25-item survey with a 5-point
Likert-style format. Metacognitive awareness was measured using Schraw and
Dennison’s (1994) Metacognitive Awareness Inventory (MAI), which is a 52-item
questionnaire that also uses a 5-point Likert scale. Self-efficacy was measured using a
scale that Hsieh and Schallert (2008) used to measure the self-efficacy beliefs of
undergraduate second language learners. Finally, grammatical competence (i.e., the
outcome variable in the study) was measured with a writing task in which participants
wrote (in Spanish) about their own second language learning process. The four
instruments appear in the appendixes section.
For the first two predictors (i.e., self-directed learning and metacognitive
awareness), a score was calculated by summing participants’ responses on the Likertscale type instruments. Coutinho (2008) employed this procedure with the MAI scale. As
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for the PRO-SDLS, in a personal communication via e-mail, one of the researchers who
created the scale (S. Stockdale, personal communication, July 3, 2014) indicated that a
score was obtained by summing participants’ answers as well. It should be noted,
however, that 11 items in the PRO-SDLS (i.e., items 3, 6, 11, 13, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22, 24,
and 25) had to be reverse-scored so as to make their scores match the values of the
remaining items. For instance, item #3 is, “I don’t see any connection between the work I
do for my courses and my personal goals and interests.” Clearly, the option “strongly
disagree” should be worth 5 points, whereas “strongly agree” should be worth 1 point in
this item. Similarly, the option “disagree” should be worth 4 points, while “agree” should
be worth 2 points. Finally, none of the items in the MAI scale needed to be reversescored.
PRO-SDLS Results
The maximum score that participants could get on the PRO-SDLS scale was 125.
The mean was 98.30, the standard deviation was 11.200, and the mode was 108. The
minimum obtained score was 72 and the maximum score was 116. Items #3 (reversed)
(i.e., I don’t see any connection between academia and my personal goals) and #5 (i.e., I
take responsibility for my own learning) had the highest mean of 4.45, followed by item
#22 (i.e., I am unsure about my ability to find needed additional materials) mean of 4.39,
and item #12 (i.e., I am very convinced I have the ability to take personal control of my
learning) mean of 4.36. Item #16 (i.e., The primary reason I complete course
requirements is to obtain the grade that is expected of me) had the lowest mean of 2.56.
Table 5 below shows the PRO-SDLS items, the mean, and the mode for each item.
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Table 5
Summary of PRO-SDLS Results for Each Item

Item

3
5
22
12
21
4
14
24
7
8
20
1
11
19
6
10
13
17
15
9

Mean Mode

I don’t see any connection between the work I do for my
courses and my personal goals and interests.
I always effectively take responsibility for my own learning.
I am unsure about my ability to independently find needed
outside materials for my courses.
I am very convinced I have the ability to take personal control
of my learning.
I am really uncertain about my capacity to take primary
responsibility for my learning.
If I am not doing as well as I would like in a course, I always
independently make the changes necessary for improvement.
Most of the work I do in my courses is personally enjoyable
or seems relevant to my reasons for attending college.
I don’t have much confidence in my ability to independently
carry out my student plans.
I am very confident in my ability to independently prioritize
my learning goals.
I complete most of my college activities because I WANT to,
not because I HAVE to.
Most of the activities I complete for my college classes are
NOT really personally useful or interesting.
I am confident in my ability to consistently motivate myself.
For most of my classes, I really don’t know why I complete
the work I do.
I am very successful at prioritizing my learning goals.
I often have a problem motivating myself to learn.
I often use materials I’ve found on my own to help me in a
course.
I usually struggle in class if the professor allows me to set my
own timetable for work completion.
I often collect additional information about interesting topics
even after a course has ended.
Even after a course is over, I continue to spend time learning
about the topic.
I would rather take the initiative to learn new things in a course
rather than wait for the instructor to foster new learning.

4.45
4.45

5
5

4.39

5

4.36

5

4.34

4

4.25

5

4.25

4

4.13

5

4.13

4

4.09

4

4.08
4.08

4
5

4.06
4.03
3.97

4
4
4

3.94

4

3.91

4

3.77

4

3.75

3

3.64

4
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Table 5 (continued).

Item

25
2
23
18
16

Mean Mode

I always rely on the instructor to tell me what I need to do in
the course to succeed.
I frequently do extra work in a course just because I am
interested.
I always effectively organize my study time.
The main reason I do the course activities is to avoid feeling
guilty or getting a bad grade.
The primary reason I complete course requirements is to obtain
the grade that is expected of me.

3.58

4

3.44
3.38

3
3

3.28

4

2.56

3

MAI Results
The maximum score that participants could get on the MAI scale was 260. The
mean was 208.02, the standard deviation was 24.579, and the result was multimodal. The
minimum obtained score was 152 and the maximum score was 259. Item #46 (i.e., I learn
more when I am interested in the topic) had the highest mean of 4.84, followed by item
#52 (i.e., I stop and reread when I get confused) mean of 4.73, and item #3 (i.e., I try to
use strategies that have worked in the past) mean of 4.53. Item #22 (i.e., I ask myself
questions about the material before I begin) had the lowest mean of 3.20, followed by
item #37 (i.e., I draw pictures or diagrams to help me understand) mean of 3.22. Table 6
below shows the MAI items, the mean and the mode for each item.
Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1986) found that self-evaluation, one of the 14
strategies they tested, was not correlated with achievement. Self-evaluation in that study
included participants’ “evaluations of the quality or progress of their work” (p. 618). One
of the components of the MAI is evaluation, which the authors define as an “analysis of
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performance and strategy effectiveness after a learning episode” (p. 475). Because both
sources may be referring to the same construct, the relationship between this important
aspect of metacognition and academic performance was analyzed in this study.
Therefore, a new variable was created consisting of the factors in the MAI that refer
exclusively to evaluation (i.e., items 7, 19, 24, 36, 38, and 50). Then, a multiple
regression was run. The results of the regression analysis show a non-significant
relationship between evaluation and grammatical competence: R2 = .025, R2 Adjusted =
.009, F(1, 62) = 1.594, p = .212
Table 6
Summary of MAI Results for Each Item

Item

46
52
3
15
26
2
39
51
29
5
32
13
12
9
16
30
25
27
31
17

Mean Mode

I learn more when I am interested in the topic.
I stop and reread when I get confused.
I try to use strategies that have worked in the past.
I learn best when I know something about the topic.
I can motivate myself to learn when I need to.
I consider several alternatives to a problem before I answer.
I try to translate new information into my own words.
I stop and go back over new information that is not clear.
I use my intellectual strengths to compensate for my weaknesses.
I understand my intellectual strengths and weaknesses.
I am a good judge of how well I understand something.
I consciously focus my attention on important information.
I am good at organizing information.
I slow down when I encounter important information.
I know what the teacher expects me to learn.
I focus on the meaning and significance of new information.
I ask others for help when I don’t understand something.
I am aware of what strategies I use when I study.
I create my own examples to make information more meaningful.
I am good at remembering information.

4.84
4.73
4.53
4.44
4.42
4.41
4.41
4.39
4.34
4.31
4.28
4.28
4.25
4.23
4.16
4.16
4.14
4.13
4.13
4.11

5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
4*
5
4
4
5
4
5
5
5
5
4
5
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Table 6 (continued).

Item

38
44
18
20
33
40
10
1
11
43
47
8
36
42
14
34
48
23
41
6
21
7
35
28
24
49
45
4
19

Mean Mode

I ask myself if I have considered all options after I solve a
problem.
I reevaluate my assumptions when I get confused.
I use different learning strategies depending on the situation.
I have control over how well I learn.
I find myself using helpful learning strategies automatically.
I change strategies when I fail to understand.
I know what kind of information is most important to learn.
I ask myself periodically if I am meeting my goals.
I ask myself if I have considered all options when solving
a problem.
I ask myself if what I am reading is related to what I already
know.
I try to break studying down into smaller steps.
I set specific goals before I begin a task.
I ask myself how well I accomplished my goals once I’m finished.
I read instructions carefully before I begin a task.
I have a specific purpose for each strategy I use.
I find myself pausing regularly to check my comprehension.
I focus on overall meaning rather than specifics.
I think of several ways to solve a problem and choose the
best one.
I use the organizational structure of the text to help me learn.
I think about what I really need to learn before I begin a task.
I periodically review to help me understand important
relationships.
I know how well I did once I finish a test.
I know when each strategy I use will be most effective.
I find myself analyzing the usefulness of strategies while I study.
I summarize what I’ve learned after I finish.
I ask myself questions about how well I am doing while I am
learning something new.
I organize my time to best accomplish my goals.
I pace myself while learning in order to have enough time.
I ask myself if there was an easier way to do things after
I finish a task.

4.08
4.06
4.05
4.05
4.03
4.02
4.00
3.98

4
4
4
5
4
4
4
4

3.97

5

3.97
3.97
3.92
3.91
3.91
3.89
3.88
3.88

4
4
5
4
4
5
5
4

3.84
3.83
3.80

4
4
4

3.75
3.70
3.69
3.63
3.59

4
4
4
4
4

3.58
3.56
3.55

4
4
4

3.42

4
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Table 6 (continued).

Item

50
37
22

Mean Mode

I ask myself if I learned as much as I could have once
I finish a task.
3.42
I draw pictures or diagrams to help me understand while learning. 3.22
I ask myself questions about the material before I begin.
3.20

4
4
4

Note: * The SPSS output states that multiple modes exist and that the smallest value is shown.

Self-efficacy Beliefs Results
The instrument that was used to measure self-efficacy required participants to
choose, from a total of seven grades, those that they thought they could earn on the
writing task that they were about to do. Then, for each of the grades they said yes to, they
were to select a level of certainty (from 0 to 100) that they could get those grades. Due to
a misunderstanding of the instructions, participants were told to select only one grade that
they thought they would get, and then they selected their level of confidence that they
could get that grade. Therefore, the self-efficacy score is not the average of levels of
certainty for a series of grades (as the instrument was intended) but the level of certainty
that they could get one grade they selected. The mean was 69.06, the standard deviation
was 18.233, and the mode was 80 (selected by 16 participants --i.e., 25%). The minimum
level of certainty was 20 (selected by one participant) and the maximum level of certainty
was 100 (selected by 4 participants).
Grammatical Competence/Writing Task Results
Finally, the instrument that was used to measure grammatical competence
required participants to write a reflection on their Spanish learning process. The writing
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task was guided by 18 questions written in English. Participants were to write about 350
words (i.e., about two pages). The reflection was graded based on the participants’
grammatical competence. Therefore, a rubric that included grammar components,
correction codes, the weight of each error type and a total was used to grade what
participants wrote. The grade was calculated by obtaining a percentage of errors and then
subtracting that amount from 100 (i.e., the highest score a participant can get). The mean
was 70.69, the standard deviation was 18.756, and the mode was 77 (obtained by 4
participants). The SPSS output states that there were several modes and that 77 was the
smallest value. The second mode was 88 (also obtained by 4 participants). The minimum
score was 8 (obtained by one participant) and the maximum score was 98 (also obtained
by 1 participant). Table 7 shows the frequency of scores and the histogram in Figure 17
shows the distribution of scores.
Table 7
Frequency of Writing Assignment Scores

Score

Frequency

8
30
38
40
47
48
50
54
56
59
60
61

1
1
1
2
1
2
2
3
2
1
1
2
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Table 7 (continued).

Score

Frequency

62
64
65
66
68
69
70
71
72
73
76
77
78
79
82
85
86
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
97
98

3
1
3
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
4
1
1
1
2
3
4
3
1
1
2
1
2
1
1
1

88

Figure 17. SPSS-generated histogram showing the distribution of scores on the
grammatical competence assessment.
An analysis of the types of errors (see figure 13 above) and the number of errors
made by participants on the writing task shows that the most frequent error was Incorrect
Form (424 times), followed by Missing Word (382 times), Word Choice (335 times), and
Agreement (332 times). The number of times all types of errors were made (i.e., the
frequency) appears in table 8 below.
Table 8
Types of Errors and Frequency

Type of error (Correction code)

Frequency

Incorrect Form (IF)

424

89
Table 8 (continued).

Type of error (Correction code)

Frequency

Missing Word (MW)
Word Choice (WC)
Agreement (AGR)
Unnecessary Word (Word)
Preposition (P)
Non Existent Word (NE)
Verb Tense (VT)
Word Order (WO)
Confusing idea (?)
Mood (M)
Punctuation (PU)

382
335
332
195
151
143
83
81
47
26
0

Incorrect form means that a participant used, for example, the wrong part of
speech (i.e., grammatical function) or the wrong ending for a verb in a particular context,
among other errors. Below is an analysis of some sample errors made by participants in
the study. The type of error, the appropriate form, and a grammatical explanation of the
error are presented. Both the errors and the correct forms appear in bold face.
Sample error(s) 1:

“Antes hablo o escrito”

Type of error:

Missing word and incorrect form

Appropriate form:

Antes de hablar o escribir (i.e., Before speaking or writing)

Explanation:

In some constructions, such as after a verb, the preposition “antes”
(i.e., before) is a compound preposition consisting of two words,
namely, “antes” and “de.” Therefore, the word “de” was missing.
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Also, in Spanish, a verb following a preposition has to be in the
infinitive form (i.e., not conjugated).
Sample error(s) 2:

“Eso es mi primero año en escuela”

Type of error:

Incorrect form (twice), missing word, and word choice

Appropriate form:

Este es mi primer año en la universidad (i.e., This is my first
year in college)

Explanation:

First, the demonstrative pronoun is not appropriate in this
context. “Eso” means “that.” Second, although “primero” does
mean “first,” a grammar rule in Spanish says that some adjectives
ending in “o” such as “uno,” “malo,” and “primero,” when they are
used before a masculine noun, become “un,” “mal,” and “primer.”
“Año” is a masculine noun. Finally, the word “escuela” cannot be
used in Spanish to mean “college.” “Universidad” should be used
instead.

Sample error(s) 3:

“Mucho aspectos de los clases español son fáciles”

Type of error:

Agreement (twice) and missing word

Appropriate form:

Muchos aspectos de las clases de español son fáciles (i.e., Many
aspects of the Spanish classes are easy)

Explanation:

In Spanish, adverbs and adjectives have to agree both in gender
and number with the noun they refer to. The adverb “mucho”
refers to “aspectos,” which is a plural noun. Therefore, it should be
“muchos.” Similarly, the definite article “los” refers to “clases,”
which is a feminine noun. Hence, the appropriate form should be
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“las.” Finally, the preposition “de” should be added before
“español.” It should be noted, however, that this participant wrote
the appropriate form of the verb “ser” (i.e, “son”), the appropriate
form of the adjective (i.e., “fáciles”), and the correct number (i.e.,
singular) of the definite article “el.” In sum, this participant seems
to have a partial awareness/knowledge of the concept of agreement
in Spanish.
Sample error(s) 4:

“Estudiando español es muy difícil para me”

Type of error:

Incorrect form and word choice

Appropriate form:

Estudiar español es difícil para mí (i.e., Studying Spanish is
difficult for me)

Explanation:

Unlike English, a verb in the present participle form (i.e.,
with the endings –ando or –iendo) cannot be used as a noun. The
infinitive (i.e., a non-conjugated verb) has to be used instead. That
is why “estudiar” is the appropriate form of the verb in the
sentence above. On the other hand, Spanish requires what is known
as prepositional pronouns after a preposition. Therefore, the
prepositional pronoun required by the subject pronoun “yo” is
“mí.” “Me” is a word in Spanish, but it can be a reflexive pronoun,
a direct pronoun or an indirect object pronoun.

Sample error(s) 5:

“Yo decidé aprender español porque quiero ser maestro de español
y porque creo es tan importante ser fluente en dos o más
idiomas.”
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Type of error:

Incorrect form, missing word, non-existent word, and word choice

Appropriate form:

Yo decidí aprender español porque quiero ser maestro de español y
porque creo que es muy importante tener fluidez en dos o más
idiomas (i.e., I decided to learn Spanish because I want to be a
Spanish teacher and because I think it is very important to be fluent
in two or more languages.)

Explanation:

The appropriate form of the verb “decidir” in the preterite for the
first person singular (i.e., yo) is “decidí.” This participant used the
ending for “-ar” verbs where he needed to use the ending for “-er/ir” verbs. Also, the verb “creer” requires the connector “que.” On
the other hand, the word “tan” means “so” and “as,” but in this
context, the participant wanted to say “very.” Therefore, he should
have written “muy” instead. Finally, “To be fluent” should be
“tener fluidez” in Spanish.

Sample error(s) 6:

“Nunca hago planes practicar español, pero practicarlo en cada
oportunidad.”

Type of error:

Missing word, syntax, incorrect form

Appropriate form:

Nunca hago planes para practicar español, pero lo practico en
cada oportunidad que tengo (i.e., I never make plans to practice
Spanish, but I practice it when I have the opportunity.)

Explanation:

The expression “hacer planes” (i.e., to make plans) followed by a
verb requires the preposition “para” between the expression and
the verb. Unlike English, Spanish requires that direct object
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pronouns be placed before a conjugated verb. Therefore, the
participant should have conjugated the verb “practicar” as
“practico” (i.e., I practice), and should have placed the direct
object pronoun “lo” before that verb. Finally, the expression “en
cada oportunidad” requires the words “que tengo” in this context,
to mean “in every opportunity that I have,” or “when I have the
opportunity.”
Second language learners very often translate directly from their native language
into the target language, thus creating utterances that do not make sense in the target
language. Table 9 shows some phrases and sentences written by participants in which a
direct (i.e., literal) translation was done as part of their interlanguage development.
Table 9
Utterances Translated Literally from English to Spanish

Utterance

What was meant

Appropriate form

Hacer tiempo
Otros tiempos
Español clases
En la escuela
Uso español afuera de
clase
Tengo un semestre de
español
Mi grado está mal
Son la fundación de
aprender
Estoy requerido tomar
Hice errores

To make time
Other times
Spanish classes
At school (in college)
I use Spanish outside of
class
I’ve had one semester of
Spanish
My grade will be bad
They are the foundation
of learning
I am required to take
I made errors/mistakes

Sacar tiempo (para)
Otras veces
Las clases de español
En la universidad
Uso español por fuera de
clase
He estudiado un semestre
de español
Mi nota será mala/baja
Son la base del aprendizaje
Se requiere que tome
Cometí errores
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Table 9 (continued).

Utterance

What was meant

Appropriate form

No he hacer una punta de
estudiando gramática

I haven’t made a point of
learning grammar

Pregunto preguntas
En lunes
Él ayudame
Pensar de mis errores
Para expresar mi misma
Más que un año
Tengo un tiempo duro

I ask questions
On Mondays
He helps me
To think of my errors
To express myself
More than a year
I have a hard time

No he tenido la
determinación de estudiar
gramática
Hago preguntas
Los lunes
Él me ayuda
Pensar en mis errores
Para expresarme
Más de un año
Me cuesta mucho/Me es
difícil

Other errors show that some participants used either English words or parts of
English words (e.g., prefixes) as if they were words in Spanish. Table 10 shows some
examples.
Table 10
English Words Used as Spanish Words

Word(s)

What was meant

Appropriate word(s)

Es dificil a remembra
muchos verbos
Es dificil translando a
inglés
Unfortunadamente
Ser fluente
El profesor fue muy
ayudable
No soy muy confidenta
en mi uso del español
Expecto un 70-75

It is difficult to remember
many verbs
It is difficult to translate
into English
Unfortunately
To be fluent
The teacher was very
helpful
I am not very confident
in my use of Spanish
I expect a 70-75

Es difícil recordar
muchos verbos
Es difícil traducir al inglés
Desafortunadamente
Tener fluidez
El profesor me ayudó mucho
No tengo mucha confianza
en mi uso del español
Espero sacar 70 o 75
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All those errors notwithstanding, as will be mentioned in the discussion chapter,
participants’ production is the result of an evolving interlanguage system. Moreover, their
reflections could be understood by an educated Spanish speaker (although in some
instances only a bilingual person may understand what was meant.)
Multiple Regression Analysis Results
Multiple regression analysis was used to test whether self-directed learning,
metacognitive awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs significantly predicted participants’
results on a grammatical competence assessment. Using IBM’s SPSS version 22, the
three predictors were entered using the forced entry method (also known as Enter). In this
method, the researcher enters the predictors without a decision regarding the order in
which they will be entered (Field, 2009). The results of the regression indicate that the
three predictors explain only a very small amount of the variance in the outcome variable
(i.e., grammatical competence) R2 = .022, R2 Adjusted = -.027, F(3, 60) = 0.451, p = .717
Similarly, no relationships were found between self-directed learning and self-efficacy
beliefs (r = -.126, p = .160), or between metacognitive awareness and self-efficacy beliefs
(r = .019, p = .440). However, there is a significant positive correlation between selfdirected learning and metacognitive awareness (r = .492, p < .001).
Assumptions
In a diagnostic of the regression model, there are no cases that can be considered
outliers: (Std. Residual Min = -3.192, Std. Residual Max = 1.442). Field (2009) states
that, “absolute values greater than 3.29 are a cause for concern” (p. 216). On the other
hand, tests for multicollinearity indicated a very low level of multicollinearity (Selfdirected learning, tolerance = .740, VIF = 1.352; Metacognitive awareness, Tolerance =
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.752, VIF = 1.331; Self-efficacy, Tolerance = .975, VIF = 1.025). Tolerance values
“below 0.1 indicate serious problems,” whereas a variance inflation factor (VIF) value
lower than 10 is fine (Field, 2009, p. 224). Drawing on Bowerman and O’Connell, Field
(2009) states that “if the average VIF is greater than 10, then multicollinearity may be
biasing the regression model” (p. 224). In the results of this study, the average VIF =
1.236. This value may be due to the fact that two predictors in the model, namely, selfdirected learning and metacognitive awareness, were significantly correlated, r = .492, p
< .05. However, as stated by Field (2009), multicollinearity is present when there is a
strong correlation between or among predictors. Moreover, he claims that there has to be
a perfect collinearity (i.e., r = 1) for multicollinearity to exist. Such is not the case with
the two predictors mentioned above. Therefore, the assumption of collinearity has been
met.
The assumption of independent errors, which means that “for any two
observations the residual terms should be uncorrelated” (Field, 2009, p. 220), was
checked by looking at the Durbin-Watson statistic. The value of the Durbin-Watson
statistic ranges from 0 to 4. A value of 2 means that the residual terms are independent
(i.e., uncorrelated). A value greater than 2 represents a negative correlation; a value
below 2 represents a positive correlation (Field, 2009). Based on Field’s claim that
researchers should be concerned about values below 1 or above 3, the obtained value of
1.262 does not seem to indicate a problem. Therefore, the data met the assumption of
independent errors.
The assumption of non-zero variances, which checks whether there is variation in
the values of the predictors, was met (Self-directed learning, Variance = 125.450;
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Metacognitive awareness, Variance = 604.143; Self-efficacy beliefs, Variance =
332.440). Finally, the assumptions of homoscedasticity (i.e., homogeneity of variance)
and linearity were also met. The analysis of the scatterplot shows that the points in the
plot are not forming a cone or a curve, but seem to be evenly distributed around zero
(Field, 2005). If the multiple regression assumptions were met, there have to be other
factors explaining the lack of significance of the regression model. This issue will be
explored in the discussion chapter below.
Comments Written by Participants in the Reflection on their
Second Language Learning Process
What participants wrote in the writing task, which was a reflection on their
Spanish learning process, provides information that is worth analyzing. There were
comments that show participants’ motivations, and beliefs, and also how self-directed,
metacognively aware, and self-efficacious they are. First, there is evidence of different
types of motivation. At least 11 participants said that they like the Hispanic culture. Also,
at least three participants stated that Spanish will help them when looking for a job in the
future, one said she would like to be an attorney and that Spanish would allow her to help
the Hispanic community, four said they would use it for traveling, and three said that they
currently work with Hispanics (one of them is a nurse assistant who said that many of her
patients are Spanish speakers who do not speak English). Finally, twenty- four
participants (37%) said that they like Spanish. Table 11 shows examples of participants’
motivation and the frequency of those comments.
Motivation is actually one of the four factors in the PRO-SDLS along with
initiative, control, and self-efficacy. In order to see whether the motivational factor of the
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PRO-SDLS is related to academic performance, a new variable was created with the
items in the PRO-SDLS related to motivation (i.e., items 3, 8, 11, 14, 16, 18, and 20).
Then, a multiple regression was run. The results of the statistical analysis indicate that
there is a significant negative correlation between motivation and grammatical
competence. It is important to note, however, that the R2 value is rather low: R2 = .063,
R2 Adjusted = .048, F(1, 62) = 4.143, p = .023. That means that the motivation factor of the
PRO-SDLS explains only 6.3% of the variability of grammatical competence, although
the relationship between the two variables is inverse. Also, there are comments about
beliefs held by participants about language learning and teaching. Table 12 shows some
of those comments and the frequency with which they appear in the reflections.
Table 11
Comments on the Motivation to Learn Spanish

Comments about motivation

Frequency

I like Spanish
I like the Hispanic culture
I love languages
Knowing Spanish allows me to communicate with my Hispanic family
Learning Spanish will help me when I start looking for a job
I will use it in a future job
I work with Hispanics

24
11
5
4
3
3
2
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Table 12
Participants’ Beliefs about Language Learning

Beliefs

Frequency

1. Grammar is important
2. Grammar is necessary
3. Grammar is difficult to learn
4. Grammar helps me to communicate
5. Learning Spanish is difficult
6. Grammar has helped me a lot
7. Learning vocabulary is easy
8. Speaking Spanish is difficult
9. Learning Spanish is easy
10. Learning vocabulary is difficult
11. Writing in Spanish is difficult
12. Grammar helps me to understand Spanish
13. Grammar helps me in writing
14. Reading is easy
15. Learning another language is difficult
16. Writing in Spanish is easy

38
20
15
9
9
7
7
6
5
5
5
4
4
4
3
3

Several written comments made by the participants indicate that they self-direct
their learning process in some ways, that they are metacognitively aware of their learning
process, and that they have a set of self-efficacy beliefs. (All the comments below have
been translated from Spanish.)
Self-directed learning:
•

My goal is to use Spanish without problems, especially in my job (i.e., Mi meta es
usar español sin problemas, especialmente en mi trabajo).

•

I found a Hispanic community that can help me learn Spanish in a more complex,
natural way (i.e., Encontré una comunidad hispana que puede ayudarme a
aprender español de una manera más compleja y natural).
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•

Learning grammar rules was not difficult for me because I think logically and I
have the help of my Hispanic friends (i.e., Aprender reglas gramaticales no fue
difícil para mí porque yo pienso de manera lógica y tengo la ayuda de mis amigos
hispanos).

•

I am passionate about languages; that is why I study a lot (i.e., Tengo pasión por
las lenguas; por eso estudio mucho).
Metacognitive awareness:

•

I study two or three hours a day the information that I do not understand (i.e.,
Estudio dos o tres horas al día la información que no entiendo).

•

I do not know any learning techniques (i.e., No sé técnicas de aprendizaje).

•

The learning process is difficult when you do not have an anchor, access to
practice, or the need to do it (i.e., El proceso de aprendizaje es difícil cuando no
tienes un ancla, acceso a práctica o la necesidad de hacerlo).

•

When I want to memorize information, I use mnemonics and association (i.e.,
Cuando quiero memorizar información, uso pnemotecnia y asociación).

•

I try not to think too much of my mistakes when I write (i.e., Trato de no pensar
mucho en mis errores cuando escribo).

•

I need to learn more vocabulary (i.e., Necesito aprender más vocabulario).

•

I analyze my level of Spanish every time I speak (Analizo mi nivel de español
cada vez que hablo).
Self-efficacy beliefs:

•

I think I can learn a language (i.e., Creo que puedo aprender un idioma).
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•

I am not qualified to communicate the rest of the questions successfully (i.e., No
estoy calificado para comunicar el resto de las preguntas de manera exitosa).

•

My confidence needs to be stronger (i.e., Mi confianza necesita ser más fuerte).

•

I think I am a great language learner. It’s just the issue of staying focused (i.e.,
Creo que soy un gran aprendiz de una lengua).

•

I think I am a good student (i.e., Creo que soy un buen estudiante).

•

I don’t have any difficulty remembering new rules (i.e., No tengo dificultades
para recordar reglas nuevas).
Finally, there are some comments that show participants’ affective reactions

toward their learning process, for example:
•

Grammar makes me feel confident when I speak (i.e., La gramática me hace tener
confianza cuando hablo).

•

Learning Spanish is interesting (i.e., Aprender español es interesante).

Additional findings
Because they have had ample opportunities to develop their language skills and
their grammatical competence, Spanish majors in their senior year are expected to be
more proficient in their second language than Spanish minors, than students just
beginning their language learning process, or those who are halfway through the process.
An independent t-test was conducted in order determine whether Spanish majors in their
senior year did better on the writing task (i.e., the grammatical competence assessment)
than Spanish minors. The t-statistic generated by a t-test “is used to test whether the
differences between two means are significantly different from zero” (Field, 2005, p.
747). The results indicate that on average, Spanish majors in their senior year obtained
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higher scores on the writing task (i.e., the grammatical competence assessment) (M =
82.27, SE = 3.8), than Spanish minors (M = 62.63, SE = 3.0). This difference was
significant t(44) = 3.392, p = .001; however, it represented a small sized effect r = .24.
Table 13 shows some of the types of errors made by the 11 participants who are Spanish
majors in their senior year, and Table 14 shows the correct language they should have
used.
Table 13
Frequent Errors Made by Spanish Majors Who Are in their Senior Year

Sample error
Este es mi semestre final a la
universidad
Me gradue a de mayo
Yo aprendi español en escuela
primario
Cuando yo llegare a la universidad
Gramatica es importante a comunicar
Después de tome español 313
Yo practico con hablantes nativa
Hay mucho leys
Me decidió aprender español
Quiero ser un missionario a un país
espano
Asisto una iglesia espano
Son de mucho paise difirente
A mí, pronombres y pronombres
reflexivos son muy dificil
Graduo con un titulo de español en
el verano
La gramatica pueda ayudar a una persona
mejorar su español
Mis amigos me ayuda mucho
Siempre he sido muy motivada y
responsable para mi propio proceso
de aprendizaje

A

VC/VT/M

X

P

V

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X
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Table 13 (continued).

Sample error

A

Cuando empezó a la universidad
Quería a aprender
No me estudia extranjero
Pienso que mi grado está entre 75 y 85
Tuvo trece años
He gustado español y idiomas diferentes
Yo pienso que recibirá un 80

X

VC/VT/M
X

P

V

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X

Note: A = agreement, VC = verb conjugation, VT = verb tense, M = mood, P = prepostion, and V = Vocabulary

Table 14
Correction of Frequent Errors Made by Spanish Majors Who Are in their Senior Year

Sample error

Appropriate form

Este es mi semestre final a la
universidad
Me gradue a de mayo
Yo aprendi español en escuela
primario
Cuando yo llegare a la universidad
Gramatica es importante a comunicar
comunicarse
Después de tome español 313

Este es mi último semestre en la universidad

Yo practico con hablantes nativa
Hay mucho leys
Me decidió aprender español
Quiero ser un missionario a un país
espano
Asisto una iglesia espano
Son de mucho paise difirente
A mí, pronombres y pronombres
reflexivos son muy dificil

Me gradúo/me voy a graduar en mayo
Yo estudié español en la escuela primaria
Cuando yo llegué a la universidad
La gramática es importante para
Después de tomar/de que tomé español
313
Yo practico con hablantes nativos
Hay muchas leyes
Decidí apreder español
Quiero ser un misionero en un país hispano
Asisto a una iglesia hispana
Son de muchos países diferentes
Para mí, los pronombres y los pronombres
reflexivos son muy difíciles
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Table 14 (continued).

Sample error

Appropriate form

Graduo con un titulo de español en
el verano
La gramatica pueda ayudar a una persona
mejorar su español
Mis amigos me ayuda mucho
Siempre he sido muy motivada y
responsable para mi propio proceso
de aprendizaje
Cuando empezó a la universidad
Quería a aprender
No me estudia extranjero
Pienso que mi grado está entre 75 y 85
Tuvo trece años
He gustado español
Yo pienso que recibirá un 80

Me gradúo/me voy a graduar con un título
en español en el verano
La gramática le puede ayudar a una persona
a mejorar su español
Mis amigos me ayudan mucho
Siempre he estado muy motivada y he sido
responsable de mi propio proceso de
aprendizaje
Cuando empecé en la universidad
Quería aprender
No he estudiado en el extranjero
Pienso que mi nota será entre 75 y 85
Tenía trece años
Me ha gustado el español
Yo pienso que sacaré 80

For the purpose of analysis, 0-100 scores were expressed in the college grading
system of A, B, C, D, and F, in which A = 90-99, B = 80-89, C = 70-79, D = 60-69, and F
= 0-59. Table 15 below shows the number and the percentage of participants who
obtained each of those grades.
Table 15
Grade Participants Obtained on the Writing Task

Grade

Number of students who obtained it

Percentage

Cumulative %

A

10

15.62

15.62
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Table 15 (continued).

Grade

Number of students who obtained it

Percentage

B
C
D
F

13
12
13
16

20.31
18.75
20.31
25.00

Cumulative %

35.93
54.68
74.99
100.00

Approximately 75% of the participants obtained grades from A to C, and 25% of
the participants obtained an F. For the purposes of this analysis, participants who
obtained either an A or a B (about 36%) were considered high achievers, whereas those
who obtained either a D or an F (45%) were considered under achievers. Participants who
received a C were not included in the analysis. Table 16 below shows a comparison
between high achievers and under achievers based on seven aspects, namely, the number
of participants, whether they are a Spanish major or a minor, the predicted grade, the
degree of confidence, whether they have taken a grammar class in college, whether they
took Spanish in high school, and whether they have studied abroad.
Table 16
Comparison of High Achievers and Under Achievers

Aspect

High achievers

Under achievers

Number
Major/Minor

23 (35.9%)
18 (78%) Spanish majors

29 (45%)
23 (79%) Spanish minors
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Table 16 (continued).

Aspect

High achievers

Under achievers

Predicted grade

21 (91%) predicted either
an A or a B and obtained it

Degree of confidence
≥ 70%
Grammar class
Spanish in high school
Study abroad

13 (62%) of the 21
participants above
16 (69.6%)
20 (87%)
7 (30%)

7 predicted an A,
10 predicted a B,
12 predicted a C.
17 (58.6%)
7 (24%)
23 (79%)
5 (17%)

Eleven of the participants are Spanish majors in their senior year. Using the
college grading scale, four of those participants obtained an A, three obtained a B, two
obtained a C, and two received a D. In other words, 7 (63.6%) are high achievers, two
(18%) are in the middle with a C, and two (18%) are under achievers. The score obtained
by those eleven participants and the number of errors they made are shown in table 17.
The types of errors are agreement, verb tense, mood, preposition, word choice, incorrect
form, word order, non-existing word/expression, and missing word.
Table 17
Score and Number of Errors Made by Spanish Majors Who Are Seniors

Participant

Score

Total number of errors

6
40
56
41

98
95
94
90

4
6
12
11
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Table 17 (continued).

Participant

Score

Total number of errors

53
37
64
26
22
48
33

89
86
82
73
71
65
62

21
33
19
35
28
63
56

Table 18
Samples of Well-Written Sentences

Spanish major/minor

Year

Sentence

Major

3

Major

1

Major
Major

2
3

Minor
Minor

4
4

Minor
Minor

4
4

Español es mi carrera y estoy en mi tercer año de
estudios.
Hasta la fecha, en esta universidad, yo he tomado
una clase de español.
He aprendido muchísimo en mis clases de español.
Fui a España con un grupo de USM y estudié
español por tres meses. Hablo español con mis
amigos de españa y mis vecinos.
Hablo con mi amigo Matt en español.
No puedo recordar exactamento cómo fue (y
cuándo fue) que aprendí español.
Creo que la gramática es muy importante.
El vocabulario sobre la comida y el baño es fácil
para mí porque yo puedo utilizar este vocabulario y
es muy interesante para mí.

All the errors notwithstanding, there are a lot of well-written sentences in the
reflection written by the participants, as shown in Table 18 above.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of differential academic
performance in Spanish as a second language by analyzing the relationship among three
variables found in the literature on adult education and second language acquisition,
namely, self-directedness, metacognitive awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs. Selfdirected learning deals with the process learners go through in a learning endeavor as
well as the attitude they exhibit. Metacognition focuses on the management and
assessment of learning processes through an awareness of oneself as a learner and of how
the subject matter can be best learned. Self-efficacy is a motivational component of
learning in the sense that the beliefs people hold about their ability to learn or do
something have a crucial influence on how they feel about the learning task, on their
outcome expectations, and on the results they eventually obtain (Bandura, 1997). In
addition, the study analyzed the relationship between those three predictors and
grammatical competence in Spanish. Therefore, the research questions were:
1. What is the relationship among Spanish learners’ self-directedness, metacognitive
awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs?
2. What is the relationship between each of those three constructs and academic
performance as measured by learners’ grammatical competence in Spanish?
The underlying hypotheses, guided by previous research, were:
1. Learners who are found to self-direct their own learning have a high level of
metacognitive awareness, and vice versa. In other words, there is a positive
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relationship between self-directed learning (SDL) and metacognitive awareness
(Wenden, 1981).
2. Learners who are found to self-direct their own learning have high self-efficacy,
and vice versa. That is, there is a positive relationship between SDL and selfefficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1993, 2001).
3. There is a relationship between SDL and achievement (Zimmerman & MartinezPons, 1986).
4. There is a relationship between metacognitive awareness and achievement
(Nietfeld et al., 2005; Schraw & Dennison, 1994).
5. There is a relationship between self-efficacy beliefs and achievement (Coutinho,
2008).
Conclusions
Although no quantitative relationship was found between any of the three
predictors and the outcome variable, participants’ responses to the survey as well as the
ideas they wrote in the reflections on their second language process provide some
information worth exploring.
Motivation
Two of the three predictors chosen for this study are related to motivation in
learning, namely, self-directed learning and self-efficacy beliefs. The literature on SDL
(e.g., Stockdale & Brockett, 2011), on self-regulated learning (e.g., Dinsmore et al., 2008;
Sperling et al., 2004; Usher & Pajares, 2008), and on metacognition (e.g., Coutinho,
2008; Wenden, 1998) often refers to self-efficacy beliefs as a key motivational variable
related to human activities, both physical and cognitive. Research shows that motivation
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predicts success in second language learning (Gass & Selinker, 2001). Motivated students
are characterized by their high level of effort and persistence in achieving their goals
(Gardner, 2006). The eleven participants in this study who said they like the Hispanic
culture have a type of motivation that Gardner (2006) calls integrative motivation.
“Integrativeness” refers to learners being open to cultures, particularly to the cultures of
speakers of the second language the students are learning (p. 247). For some other
participants the motivation for learning Spanish is instrumental. “Instrumentality” refers
to situations in which the second language “is being studied for practical or utilitarian
purposes” (Gardner, 2006, p. 249). Thus, the participants who said that Spanish will help
them in some way either to find a job or to advance their careers (i.e., 52 of them) see the
learning of a second language as a tool or instrument that will help them reach their
goal(s). The same is true of the forty-three participants who said they are learning
Spanish because they would like to travel. Finally, the twenty-four participants (37%)
who said that they like Spanish have an intrinsic motivation towards the learning of the
target language. After all, people show long-term intrinsic interest in activities that are
self-satisfying (Bandura, 1997). Given the fact that most of the participants (i.e., 75%) are
motivated to learn Spanish, the negative relationship found between motivation (using the
factors in the PRO-SDLS dealing with motivation) and grammatical competence was
unexpected.
Self-directed Learning
Some comments written by participants show different degrees of self-direction in
learning. Self-directed learning (SDL) is operationalized through the establishment of
goals, the search for and use of material and human resources, the application of suitable
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learning strategies, and the assessment of outcomes (Brookfield, 1985; Knowles, 1975;
Oddi, 1987). Thus, comments supplied by participants in the reflection on their second
language learning process indicate either the presence or the absence of factors such as
initiative, goals, planning, resources, and control. Table 19 provides some examples. 0
indicates the absence of a factor.
Table 19
Participants’ Comments that Show Whether they Self-direct their Learning or Not

Comment

Initiative Goal/plan Resources Control

1. I want to make some time to study, but
I never get to do it.
0
2. I plan to practice more
3. I plan to use Spanish for work and travel.
4. I want to work for the Coast Guard.
5. I want to work for the UNO.
6. I read news in Spanish in order to
monitor my abilities.
X
7. I use online tools/apps
X
8. I found a Hispanic community that can
help me learn Spanish in a more complex,
natural way.
9. Learning grammar rules was not difficult
for me because . . . I have the help of my
Hispanic friends.

X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X

Several comments refer to asking people for help. This provides support for the
claim that self-directed learners take into account the social context of the learning
situation and, as a result, they turn to other learners to get the information they need, to
ask for suggestions, and to learn skills (Brookfield, 1985). Therefore, it as a mistake to
think of SDL as a type of learning that a person does independently and isolated from the
rest of the world (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991).
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Metacognition
Contrary to findings by Coutinho (2008), Mills et al. (2007), and Wang et al.
(2009), this study did not find a correlation between metacognition and academic
performance. There is still inconclusive evidence regarding the relationship between
metacognition and academic performance. Some researchers claim that there is a
significant positive relationship, for example, Coutinho (2008); Graham (2006); Mills et
al. (2007); Rivers (2001); Swanson (cited by Schraw & Dennison, 1994); Wang et al.
(2009); and Wenden (1998). On the other hand, besides the findings of the present study,
other researchers have found that there is no relationship between some aspects of
metacognition and achievement (Sperling et al., 2004), that the correlation between
metacognition and achievement was not high (Pintrich, cited in Sperling et al., 2004), that
students’ awareness of metacognitive strategies did not lead to strategy change in the face
of learning difficulties (Cao & Nietfeld, 2007), and even that there was “an unexpected
significant negative correlation between SAT math ability and metacognition” (Sperling
et al., 2004, pp. 125-126).
Several comments written by participants provide evidence of metacognitive
awareness or a lack thereof. Some of the comments may be either similar or the same as
those chosen for self-directed learning because the two predictors have elements in
common. Metacognition is closely related to self-directed learning in the sense that SDL
requires motivation and the use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies (Bandura,
1997). That may be the reason why the multiple regression shows a correlation between
those two factors, although it was not significant enough for a violation of collinearity in
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the model. An analysis of the comments, based on Schraw and Dennison’s (1994)
classification of metacogntion, is presented in table 20 below.
Table 20
Analysis of Metacognitive Awareness in Participants’ Comments

Comment

Knowledge of
cognition

1. I think I can learn Spanish well
2. I can memorize a lot of information
3. I have problems remembering information
4. I monitor my level of Spanish when I speak
5. My grammar is not the best
6. My vocabulary is very poor
7. Grammar helps me to evaluate my own
thoughts in Spanish
8. In order to learn Spanish you need to study
on a daily basis
9. My memory is not good, I don’t know any
native speakers, and I am shy
10. Reading has helped me to learn vocabulary
11. In class, I prefer to learn a rule and then
practice it with examples
12. I study two or three hours a day the
information that I do not understand
13. When I want to memorize information,
I use mnemonics and association
14. I have always been very motivated and
responsible for my own learning process
15. I have problems with the agreement of
feminine and masculine words

X
X
X

Regulation of
cognition

X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X

Self-efficacy Beliefs
Studies conducted with college students learning a second language have revealed
a positive correlation between self-efficacy beliefs in the ability to learn a second
language and academic achievement (e.g., Hsieh & Schallert, 2008; Mills et al., 2007).
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Also, the results of a study conducted by Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1986) show
that high-achieving students reported a higher use of 13 self-regulation strategies than
low achievers. Although the findings of this study failed to provide quantitative evidence
in favor of the claims above, some comments made by participants do provide qualitative
evidence of either a high or a low sense of self-efficacy as Spanish learners. An analysis
of those comments appears in table 21 below.
Table 21
Analysis of Self-efficacy Beliefs

Comment

High selfefficacy

1. I think I can learn a language
2. I am not qualified to communicate the rest
of the questions successfully
3. My confidence needs to be stronger
4. I think I am a good language learner
5. I think I am a good student
6. I don’t have any difficulty remembering
new [grammar] rules
7. I am not strong in writing in Spanish
8. Learning Spanish is difficult for me
9. My memory is not good . . . but I have a
lot of determination and I study more hours
than others

X

Low selfefficacy

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

The first part of comment nine above shows a low sense of efficacy in
memorizing information while the second part shows a high sense of efficacy in trying to
learn something. Drawing on White, Bandura (1997) states that “a resilient sense of
efficacy enables individuals to do extraordinary things by productive use of their skills in
the face of overwhelming obstacles” (p. 37). Finally, the participants’ responses to one of
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the demographics questions may indicate that their self-efficacy beliefs as Spanish
learners are low for many of them. One of the answer choices to the question “Why did
you decide to study Spanish?” was “I think I am good at learning Spanish.” Thirty-six of
the participants (56%) did not select that option. Moreover, although most participants
(i.e., 75%) said they like Spanish, only 44% said they are good at learning it.
Beliefs about Language Learning
The reflection written by participants also reveals a series of beliefs about
learning, which provides evidence for the claim that adult second language learners
“almost inevitably” think and reflect about their learning process (Lewis, cited by
Wenden, 1981, p. 3). Research indicates that learners’ beliefs of how a second language
is learned may have an effect on their learning outcomes (Victori & Lockhart, 1995). For
instance, metacognitive knowledge allows learners to identify their own learning styles,
preferences, beliefs, and expectations (Victori & Lockhart, 1995). Participants’
comments that refer to the importance of grammar (i.e., 38 participants) and the need to
learn it (i.e., 20 participants) provide support for the idea that regardless of the challenges
it poses for second language learners, many of them actually embrace the study of
grammar because they see it as the main element of language (Ellis, 2002). In fact,
Schultz (2001) found that some Spanish speakers learning English as a foreign language
had a very positive view of grammar instruction and error correction (by the instructor).
On the other hand, the fact that there are several comments written by participants
that refer to the difficulty of learning grammar may be explained by DeKeyser’s (2005)
claim that three types of complexity may make a grammar structure difficult to learn,
namely, the degree of complexity of the language form, of its meaning, and of the
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relationship between the form and its meaning. Moreover, participants’ reported
difficulty of learning grammar may have affected their answers and performance, which
consequently may have played a role in the results of the study. Knowing that their
reflection was going to be scored based on grammar, and that they had to write it
immediately after answering the survey (i.e., without any type of preparation for the
event or any type of tool such as dictionaries), may have generated anxiety. The pressure
that academic demands put on students may generate achievement anxiety, which may
lead to a low sense of self-efficacy and, eventually, to academic failure (Bandura, 1997).
It goes without saying, however, that this refers to high levels of anxiety, for low levels
of it have been found to actually boost performance (Gass & Selinker, 2001).
Interestingly, the identification and expression of certain types of feelings is related to
metacognitive experience, which deals with cognitive or affective experiences related to a
cognitive task (Flavell, 1985). Therefore, metacognitive experience includes the
identification of feelings such as anxiety and uncertainty, a person’s thoughts about how
he or she did on a test, as well as an assessment of progress (Flavell, 1985).
Some participants claim that grammar has helped them learn Spanish. Thus, there
are comments about how grammar has aided them in communicating, understanding,
writing, and reading in Spanish. A similar idea has been expressed by Paribakht (2004),
who posits that grammatical knowledge may help language learners in the use and
development of language skills such as reading comprehension in the target language,
specifically in dealing with unknown vocabulary. On the opposite side, however, one
participant said, “although grammar has helped me, it is not necessary in order to make
yourself understood.” In sum, there are differing views about the role of grammar among
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participants. In a similar way, Loewen et al. (2009) found that learners’ views and
attitudes vary considerably. Thus, whereas the students in their study who were learning
Chinese and Arabic had more positive views, those learning English as a second language
had negative views about grammar and error correction.
Finally, one of the participants made a comment related to automaticity, which
results from the mechanical manipulation of language forms: “I studied grammar on a
daily basis so that I didn’t have to think too much when I speak.” Automaticity happens
when there is a mental connection generated by the association of input and output
patterns in the language (Gass & Selinker, 2001). Automatization is a concept derived
from psychology and used in the information-processing model, which states that
learning takes place when information is processed first in a controlled manner and then
automatically (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). However, Krashen (1981) cautions that the use
of conscious learning of the grammar rules of the target language in communication is
hardly an easy task.
Affective Factors
There are also feelings toward the target language and culture, and toward the
learning process. As posited by Siegel (2003), “most theories of SLA agree that the
affective variables of learner motivation, attitudes, self-confidence, and so forth have
some effect on L2 attainment” (p. 197). Here are some comments that reveal feelings and
attitudes toward language learning:
•

Spanish grammar is my friend, but it is also the devil . . . because it is
backwards.

•

I fell in love with Spanish from the very beginning.
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•

Spanish is a beautiful language.

•

Spanish is a romantic language.

•

I like the sound and the rhythm of the language.

•

I am passionate about languages. That’s why I study a lot.

•

Learning Spanish is interesting.

•

Studying grammar is important, but I don’t like it and I don’t study.

•

I like Spanish.
In conclusion, the analysis of the comments made by participants in this study

shows that there are instances of self-direction in learning, metacognitive awareness, selfefficacy beliefs, beliefs about second language learning, and of affective factors
influencing the learning process. Therefore, it is surprising that no quantitative
relationship was found between any of the predictors and the outcome variable.
Limitations
From the outset it was clear that in order to obtain significant results the sample
size had to be large. The statistical power of a test refers to “the probability that . . . [it]
will find an effect assuming that one exists in the population” (Field, 2009, p. 58). A
power analysis was run using G*Power 3.1. The results of that analysis indicate that, for
this study, a minimum sample size of 74 participants was required. Similarly, Green
(cited by Field, 2009) claims that if a researcher wants to test the regression model
overall, the minimum sample size can be calculated using the formula 50 + 8k, with k
indicating the number of predictors in the model. Therefore, applying that formula to this
study we have: 50 + 8(3) which, again, gives us a minimum sample size of 74. Therefore,
with only 64 participants in the study, 10 more were needed to obtain a power of 0.95,
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according to the G*Power analysis. In sum, the lack of significance of the regression
model may have been a result of the study being underpowered. Consequently, the path
analysis that was initially planned was not conducted.
A second limitation of the study is the use of self-report by participants. In selfreport questionnaires, participants may misrepresent themselves (Hsieh & Schallert,
2008) because their “responses are often colored by what [they] assume is desired by the
investigator or by what is socially acceptable” (Gass & Selinker, 2001, p. 353).
Participants may also misinterpret questions (Hsieh & Schallert, 2008), or that type of
instrument simply may not reflect participants’ attitudes appropriately (Mills, Pajares, &
Herron, 2007). Other possible explanations for the lack of relationship found include the
characteristics of the grammatical competence instrument and the way it was scored, the
characteristics of some of the scales that measured the predictors, the misinterpretation of
the self-efficacy scale instructions, and individual differences.
The assessment used for measuring grammatical competence is a challenging one.
Participants had to write (in Spanish) a two-page reflection on their Spanish learning
process, right after answering the survey (i.e., without previous preparation), and with no
tools other than a pen or a pencil. This, together with the fact that they were told their
reflection would be graded based on their knowledge of grammar, may have increased
their anxiety, thus affecting the results. Moreover, anxiety may have had an effect on
participants’ beliefs in their efficacy to write in Spanish.
The system used to grade the grammatical competence assessment may have also
had an effect on the results. Errors were assigned a weight depending on how much they
presumably affected comprehension. Thus, whereas errors such as agreement and
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incorrect form were given one point, such errors as verb tense and missing word were
given two points. Every grammar error counted toward the score participants received,
which means that the reflection was graded based on how an educated Spanish speaker
would write. In sum, the measurement standard was very high. A learner’s level of
grammatical competence and his or her overall language proficiency depend on how
developed his or her interlanguage is. It should be expected, therefore, that a student
majoring in Spanish who is in his or her senior year has a more advanced level of
grammatical competence than one who is just beginning the second language learning
process, and more so than someone who is a Spanish minor. Moreover, more experienced
learners may be more self-directed, have more metacognitive awareness, and be more
self-efficacious than beginning learners. Finally, an advantage of the grammatical
competence assessment is that it is a uniform measure of performance, unlike studies
such as Mills and colleague’s (2007) in which the participants were from different
colleges, which means that there was no uniformity in the measurement of performance.
In conclusion, the results of the grammatical competence assessment show
degrees of interlanguage development, as far as grammar knowledge is concerned. Most
of what the participants wrote can be understood by a person with a high-intermediate to
an advanced level of proficiency in Spanish. There are some instances, however, in which
only a bilingual reader may be able to guess what was meant, such as cases when a
participant used either words in English or English-like constructions. Therefore, the
variety of participants’ grammar knowledge may provide support for Hyltenstam and
Abrahamsson’s (2003) claim that, “adult L2 acquisition results neither in the rudimentary
levels reached by Genie or Chelsea [two people with limited or non linguistic input as
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children], nor the proficiency levels of native speakers, but in outcomes somewhere
between those extremes” (p. 557). The grades obtained by participants, which appear in
table 15, are evidence of the variability in participants’ grammatical knowledge and
interlanguage development (specifically their writing skills).
A second explanation for the lack of quantitative significance is that some of the
scales used to measure the predictors may not effectively measure the constructs. For
example, the self-efficacy scale asked participants to first select from a list of seven
grades they thought they could get on the writing task, and then to select the degree of
certainty (on a 0 to 100 scale) that they would get those selected grades. What is rather
unusual about the scale is that in the calculation of self-efficacy it disregards the grades
altogether and uses the selected degree of certainty only. In order to test whether the
grade (which will be referred to as “predicted grade”) is related to grammatical
competence, a regression analysis was run. The results of this analysis indicate that
predicted grade explains 12.1% of the variability in grammatical competence. In other
words, there is a significant positive relationship between predicted grade and
grammatical competence: R2 = .121, R2 Adjusted = .107, F(1, 62) = 8.558, p = .002. In sum,
in this study in particular, the predicted grade seems to be a better predictor of
grammatical competence than degree of confidence. In fact, whereas the mean for degree
of certainty (69.06) is very close to the mean for the writing task (70.69), the predicted
grade mean is much higher: 83.28. In retrospect, it might have been better to have
participants actually write their predicted grade instead of giving them only seven options
to choose from (a list of options that actually did not include grades below 70). A further
complication was the misunderstanding of the self-efficacy scale instructions.
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Consequently, the resulting self-efficacy score was not an average of levels of certainty
about several grades, but the level of certainty for one single grade that participants
thought they could get on the writing task.
Similarly, the PRO-SDLS may not measure motivation accurately, as mentioned
above, or at least not in a complete fashion. An analysis of the motivation items in the
PRO-SDLS reveals that some of them refer to one type of motivation only: participants’
attitudes towards the class and the class activities. Dörnyei (cited in Dörnyei & Skehan,
2003) contends that motivation is a complex concept that involves at least seven factors,
among them the general and specific motives for learning, the motivation instilled by
instructors, and the specific characteristics of the curriculum. Therefore, items 3, 11, 14,
and 20 (i.e., four of the seven items of the PRO-SDLS that test motivation) emphasize the
courses and their content, which rules out the learners’ specific motives for learning the
target language. In other words, there may be a problem with the validity of the
instrument, at least in the section that was intended to measure motivation. Items from
that section include:
•

Item 3: I don’t see any connection between the work I do for my courses and my
personal goals and interests.

•

Item 11: For most of my classes, I really don’t know why I complete the work I
do.

•

Item 14: Most of the work I do in my courses is personally enjoyable or seems
relevant to my reasons for attending college.

•

Item 20: Most of the activities I complete for my college classes are NOT really
personally useful or interesting.
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That issue notwithstanding, participants’ answers to the items above and others
reveal a generalized sense of focus and a meaningfulness of the academic work they are
undertaking. Thus, most students express that they see a connection between the work
they do for their courses and their personal goals and interests, that they know why they
complete the work in most of their classes, that most of the activities they complete for
their classes are personally useful and interesting, that they are able to motivate
themselves to learn, and that they do most of the academic activities because they want
to, not because they have to. Table 22 below shows the frequency of answers to items 3,
11, 20, 14, 8, and 6 (in that order).
Table 22
Frequency of Participants’ Responses to Some of the Items in the PRO-SDLS

Item

Strongly

Disagree

Sometimes

Agree Strongly

disagree
#3: I don’t see any
connection . . .
#11: I really don’t
know why I complete
the work . . .
#20: Most of the
activities . . . are not
really personally
useful . . .
#14: Most of the
work I do . . . is
personally enjoyable
or seems relevant . . .

agree

37

21

4

2

0

21

27

15

1

0

20

31

11

2

0

0

1

7

31

25
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Table 22 (continued).

Item

Strongly

Disagree

Sometimes

Agree Strongly

disagree
#8: I complete most
of my college activities
because I WANT to,
not because I HAVE
to.
0
#6: I often have a
problem motivating
myself to learn.
20

agree

4

10

26

24

25

16

3

0

Finally, individual differences may also be an explanation for the results obtained.
Thus, the difficulty of a grammar rule, for example, depends not only on the rule itself
but also on the learner’s ability to comprehend and apply that rule (DeKeyser, 2003).
Simply put, “what is a rule of moderate difficulty for one student may be easy for a
student with more language learning aptitude or language learning experience” (p. 331).
Conclusions about the Errors Made in the Writing Task by Participants
What the participants in this study wrote in their reflection on their second
language learning process can be analyzed from the point of view of Selinker’s concept
of interlanguage. According to Selinker, the language produced by L2 learners is a
dynamic system that has its own rules (Gass & Selinker, 2001; Mitchell & Myles, 1998;
Spada & Lightbown, 2002). In other words, although second language learners’ oral or
written production may differ from that of a native speaker’s, there is an underlying
system in that production (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). The participants’ interlanguage
development shows a lot of variation. Thus, there are those who are just beginning their
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learning process, those who are halfway through, and others whose communicative
competence (via writing) is very advanced. This variation is very similar to what second
language instructors usually find in their classes. As a matter of fact, variation in
differential performance is one of the motivations for this research study.
Some errors made by learners are the result of an influence of their native
language, but that does not mean that all the errors they make are due to the same cause
(Mitchell & Myles, 1998). It is quite clear, for instance, that some of the errors listed in
tables 8 and 9 above are, indeed, caused by an influence of the participants’ native
language (i.e., English). However, other errors provide evidence of the “high degrees of
variability” of the interlanguage development (Towell & Hawkins, as cited by Mitchell
& Myles, 1998, p. 16; emphasis in the original). For example, the production of the
participant who wrote, “Mucho aspectos de los clases español son fáciles” shows that
although there is an absence of agreement between the adverb “mucho” and the noun
“aspectos” at the beginning of the sentence, there is agreement between that same noun
and the verb phrase “son fáciles” at the end of the sentence. That is why this researcher
concluded that that participant seems to have a partial awareness/knowledge of the
concept of agreement in Spanish. This is in line with the claim that the variability of
learners’ output sometimes happens “from moment to moment . . . and learners seem
liable to switch between a range of correct and incorrect forms over lengthy periods of
time” (Mitchell & Myles’s, 1998, p. 16). On the other hand, the utterances in which some
participants used either English words or parts of them (e.g., prefixes) as if they were
words in Spanish may be instances of the concept of creativity in second language
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learning, which refers to the idea that second language learners can “produce original
utterances” as part of their interlanguage development (Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p. 17).
In conclusion, as can be inferred from the reflections written by the participants in
this study, their interlanguage development is characterized by systematicity, variability,
and even creativity. That being said, there are aspects of the target language that a college
second language learner who is about to obtain his or her degree is expected to know. A
Spanish major in his or her senior year, for example, is expected to have a clear
understanding of such aspects of grammatical competence as agreement, verb
conjugation (i.e., basic verb tense and mood), the appropriate use of prepositions,
appropriate syntax, and vocabulary. Eleven of the participants are Spanish majors in their
senior year. Using the college grading scale, the results show that most of the Spanish
majors in their senior year (63.6%) are, in fact, high achievers. However, a higher
number was expected. All the errors notwithstanding, there are a lot of well-written
sentences in the reflections written by the participants, as shown in table 18 above.
Recommendations
For Practice
Second language instruction may benefit from learners’ development of selfdirection in learning, of metacognitive awareness, and of positive self-efficacy beliefs.
There are two reasons for that assertion. First, other studies have found a positive
relationship between the three predictors used in this study and academic performance.
Second, as shown above, some of the participants in this study do seem to possess some
knowledge and skills related to self-direction in learning, metacognition, and self-efficacy
beliefs. Given the evidence on the usefulness of developing metacognitive awareness and
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skills, for example, some authors advocate the inclusion of metacognitive training in
learning (e.g., Brown, 1987; Coutinho, 2008), and in language learning processes in
particular (e.g., Cotterall, 1999; Wang et al., 2009; Wenden, 1998). In fact, very often,
students do not have the metacognitive skills required for successful self-directed
learning (Fisher et al., as cited in Cotterall & Murray, 2009). Fortunately, however,
research in educational psychology shows that self-regulation processes can be taught
(Mills et al., 2007). That being said, it is also important to be cautious because, according
to Bandura (1997), the transfer and continued use of metacognitive skills may not
automatically result from strategy training. Therefore, he claims that people need to be
shown repeatedly how effective metacognitive skills and strategies are.
All in all, language instructors are advised to find ways to get to know the beliefs
learners hold about their language learning ability (Wenden, 1998), and to intervene
whenever they notice low confidence (Cotterall, 1999; Hsieh & Schallert, 2008). Even
when learners lack self-efficacy, it is possible to help them think of successful and
unsuccessful academic achievement as results they are capable of controlling (Hsieh &
Schallert, 2008). In fact, according to research, the use of learning and study strategies
has a relationship with both ability and the perception of ability (Cao & Nietfeld, 2007).
Moreover, as posited by Lakey and Hetzel (2010), “teaching at-risk students how to
cognitively approach learning content can be as important as content itself” (p. 12).
Finally, the information above may be helpful for the improvement of language
tutoring and language resource centers. The idea is to go from simply offering help with
topics with which students are having difficulties or with homework assignments to
helping students become self-directed learners who are metacognitively aware of their
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language learning process, and that have positive beliefs in their self-efficacy. As posited
by Victori and Lockhart (1995), self-access centers very often neglect metacognition.
One of the jobs tutors could do, for example, is administering the survey on self-directed
learning, metacognition, and self-efficacy beliefs to the underperforming students
referred by instructors.
For Future Research
Researchers wanting either to replicate this study or parts of it will definitely need
a larger sample size because the reliability of the regression model depends on having
enough data (Field, 2009). Additionally, problems with instruments should be addressed.
Once those requirements are met, there are some ideas worth exploring:
1. To study the relationship between language aptitude and grammatical
competence: language aptitude consists of at least four components, namely,
phonetic coding ability, grammatical sensitivity, rote learning ability, and
deductive learning (Carroll, as cited by Kormos, 2012). According to Kormos
(2012), there are two instruments that test those four components of language
ability: the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT), and the Language Aptitude
Battery (PLAB).
2. To study the relationship between amount of exposure to the target language and
the participants’ level of grammatical competence: exposure could include factors
such as the number of years that participants took Spanish in high school, what
year they are in at the moment of data collection, whether they have studied or
lived abroad and for how long, and whether they interact with native speakers and
how often they do it. As shown in table 16, exposure to the target language seems
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to have a relationship with the degree of performance on the grammatical
competence assessment, particularly having taken a grammar class and being a
language major. In fact, the results of this study show that most of the high
achievers (78%) are Spanish majors, whereas most of the under achievers (79%)
are Spanish minors. Moreover, almost half (45%) of the participants are under
achievers.
3. To develop a self-efficacy scale that measures participants’ self-efficacy beliefs
about specific aspects of grammar, and then use that scale to study the
relationship between self-efficacy beliefs and grammatical competence: the use of
general measures in studying self-efficacy beliefs has been found to lack
predictive relevance and validity and, therefore, it is more appropriate to conduct
assessments of specific perceived abilities to do something (Bandura, 1997). In
other words, “scales of perceived self-efficacy must be tailored to the particular
domain of functioning that is the object of interest” (Bandura, 2006, pp. 307-308).
Such a scale may help to explain why all of the under achievers in this study had
issues with self-efficacy beliefs in the sense that they predicted scores which were
much higher than those they actually obtained, with almost 59% of them choosing
their predicted score with a degree of confidence ≥ 70%.
4. To develop an instrument that measures grammatical competence which can be
completed in a short amount of time. Writing a two-page reflection, although
productive in terms of research, took some participants between 30 and 45
minutes to write, which may not be appropriate.
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The idea for this study originated from a desire to understand differential
performance in the learning of Spanish as a second language. The initial thinking was
that learning depends on several factors, among them using a series of skills and having a
positive attitude towards learning. The literature in the fields of adult education and
second language acquisition offered three factors that have been found to have a
relationship with academic achievement, namely, self-directedness, metacognitive
awareness, and self-efficacy beliefs. Because the selected population for the study was
college students studying Spanish, it was hypothesized that the participants who said that
they self-direct their learning process, that they use metacognitive strategies in order to
both manage and assess their learning process, and who also said they have a strong
belief in their efficacy as Spanish learners would obtain high scores on an assessment of
their knowledge of some aspects of Spanish. The statistical analysis did not provide
quantitative evidence to support that general hypothesis. However, an analysis of the
reflection written by the participants provided qualitative evidence that some of them are
indeed self-directed learners, they exhibit some forms of metacognitive awareness, and
they believe they are good language learners. Moreover, the reflection showed an
evolving interlanguage system. That developing interlanguage system is evidence of the
challenge faced by adult learners in their quest to learn a second language. One of those
challenges is the amount of time that it usually takes adult learners to reach high levels of
proficiency in a second language. At least 720 hours of intensive language learning
classes are required at the Foreign Service Institute (i.e., the Federal Government main
training institution for its foreign affairs personnel) for an adult learner of French or
Spanish to reach a Superior level in oral proficiency (Hadley, 2001). There is little
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optimism to reach that same level in college (at least at the college where this study took
place) with only 30 hours of language instruction for majors and 18 for minors. In sum,
based on at least one Canadian immersion study, second language proficiency may
benefit from extended instruction (Hadley, 2001).
There is a need to delve deeper into the reasons for differential performance in
second language learning in college. That being said, based both on the evidence shown
by most of the literature reviewed for this study and on the reflection written by the
participants in this study, second language instruction which takes into account the three
predictors explored in this study may facilitate the development of language learning
skills, positive attitudes towards language learning, and, ultimately, proficiency in the
second language. Additionally, a focus on student motivation may be required, for
“teaching that instills a liking for what is taught fosters self-initiated learning long after
the instruction has ceased” (Bandura, 1997, p. 219). Moreover, language learners whose
goal is to be proficient in Spanish may benefit from ideas on how to self-direct their
second language learning process. In sum, the coordinated efforts of both instructors and
learners may be needed to accomplish the academic goal of learning Spanish as a second
language in college. After all, self-directed leaning is “a solitary act one cannot do alone”
(Peters & Gray, 2005, p. 12).
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APPENDIX B
FIRST INFORMED CONSENT FORM
THE UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN
MISSISSIPPI AUTHORIZATION TO PARTICIPATE
IN RESEARCH PROJECT
Consent is hereby given to participate in the study titled:
The self-directed learning, metacognitive awareness, self-efficacy beliefs, and
grammatical competence of college students studying Spanish.
1. Purpose: The purpose of this investigation is to study the relationship among three
factors that may be related to academic performance. The results are expected to
contribute to the fields of adult education, second language acquisition, and second
language instruction, particularly to the learning and teaching of Spanish in college.
2. Description of study: Participants will answer three questionnaires and write (in
Spanish) a two-page reflection about their Spanish learning process. It will take
participants between 45 and 60 minutes to answer the questionnaires and write the
reflection. It will be done during class.
3. Benefits: Potential benefits to the participants include getting information about their
self-directed learning, metacognitive awareness, self-efficacy beliefs, and grammatical
competence in Spanish, if they request that information once the investigation is finished.
Also, all students will get 3 extra points on the midterm exam just for writing the
reflection in Spanish, which will be used as a group diagnostic test.
4. Risks: Potential risks may include discomfort due to the time it will take the student to
complete the questionnaires and the writing task.
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5. Confidentiality: Participants will not be asked to write their name on any of the
questionnaires or on the paper in which they will do the writing task. Instead, all the
papers will have a code.
6. Alternative procedures: Should the student become uncomfortable, he or she may ask
the researcher to make another appointment to finish the work, or he or she may simply
decide to discontinue participation.
7. Participant’s assurance: Whereas no assurance can be made concerning results that
may be obtained (since results from investigational studies cannot be predicted) the
researcher will take every precaution consistent with the best scientific practice.
Participation in this project is completely voluntary, and participants may withdraw from
this study at any time without penalty, prejudice, or loss of benefits. Questions
concerning the research should be directed to Juan Loaiza at 601 266 5088 or at
Juan.Loaiza@usm.edu. This project and this consent form have been reviewed by the
Institutional Review Board, which ensures that research projects involving human
subjects follow federal regulations. Any questions or concerns about rights as a research
participant should be directed to the Chair of the Institutional Review Board, The
University of Southern Mississippi, 118 College Drive #5116, Hattiesburg, MS 394060001, (601) 266-5997. A copy of this form will be given to the participant.
8. Signatures: In conformance with the federal guidelines, the signature of the
participant or parent or guardian must appear on all written consent documents. The
University also requires that the date and the signature of the person explaining the study
to the subject appear on the consent form.
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Signature of the Research Participant

Date

Signature of the Person Explaining the Study

Date

In instances where the participant is a minor (under the age of eighteen years), a
signature line for the minor's assent and a signature line for the parents/guardians' consent
is required:
Signature of the Minor Research Participant

Date

Signature of Parent/Guardian

Date

Participant’s Initials ____
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APPENDIX C
SECOND (MODIFIED) INFORMED CONSENT FORM
THE UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN
MISSISSIPPI AUTHORIZATION TO PARTICIPATE
IN RESEARCH PROJECT
Consent is hereby given to participate in the study titled:
The self-directed learning, metacognitive awareness, self-efficacy beliefs, and
grammatical competence of college students studying Spanish.
1. Purpose: The purpose of this investigation is to study the relationship among three
factors that may be related to academic performance. The results are expected to
contribute to the fields of adult education, second language acquisition, and second
language instruction, particularly to the learning and teaching of Spanish in college.
2. Description of study: Participants will answer three questionnaires and write (in
Spanish) a two-page reflection about their Spanish learning process. It will take
participants between 45 and 60 minutes to answer the questionnaires and write the
reflection. It will be done during class.
3. Benefits: Potential benefits to the participants include getting information about their
self-directed learning, metacognitive awareness, self-efficacy beliefs, and grammatical
competence in Spanish, if they request that information once the investigation is finished.
Also, all students will get 3 extra points on the midterm exam just for writing the
reflection in Spanish, which will be used as a group diagnostic test.
4. Risks: Potential risks may include discomfort due to the time it will take the student to
complete the questionnaires and the writing task.
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5. Confidentiality: Participants will not be asked to write their name on any of the
questionnaires or on the paper in which they will do the writing task. Instead, all the
papers will have a code.
6. Alternative procedures: Should the student become uncomfortable, he or she may ask
the researcher to make another appointment to finish the work, or he or she may simply
decide to discontinue participation.
7. Participant’s assurance: Whereas no assurance can be made concerning results that
may be obtained (since results from investigational studies cannot be predicted) the
researcher will take every precaution consistent with the best scientific practice.
Participation in this project is completely voluntary, and participants may withdraw from
this study at any time without penalty, prejudice, or loss of benefits. Questions
concerning the research should be directed to Juan Loaiza at 601 266 5088 or at
Juan.Loaiza@usm.edu. This project and this consent form have been reviewed by the
Institutional Review Board, which ensures that research projects involving human
subjects follow federal regulations. Any questions or concerns about rights as a research
participant should be directed to the Chair of the Institutional Review Board, The
University of Southern Mississippi, 118 College Drive #5116, Hattiesburg, MS 394060001, (601) 266-5997. A copy of this form will be given to the participant.
8. Signatures: In conformance with the federal guidelines, the signature of the
participant or parent or guardian must appear on all written consent documents. The
University also requires that the date and the signature of the person explaining the study
to the subject appear on the consent form.
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Signature of the Research Participant

Date

Signature of the Person Explaining the Study

Date

In instances where the participant is a minor (under the age of eighteen years), a
signature line for the minor's assent and a signature line for the parents/guardians' consent
is required:
Signature of the Minor Research Participant

Date

Signature of Parent/Guardian

Date

Participant’s Initials _____
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APPENDIX D
DEMOGRAPHICS QUESTIONS FORM
Name of the Study: The self-directedness, metacognitive awareness, self-efficacy beliefs, and
grammatical competence of college students studying Spanish.
Date: ____________________
a. What is your name? ___________________________________________________________
b. How old are you? _______ years old.

c. Sex:

☐ Male

d. Choose one: ☐	 I am a Spanish major

☐	 I am a Spanish minor

☐	 Female

e. Have you taken any class in college that deals directly with Spanish grammar (such as Spanish
313—Grammar review)?
☐	 Yes
☐	 No
f. Have you been to any of the study abroad programs (Spanish) at USM? ☐	 Yes

☐	 No

g. If you have, which program(s) have you been to? ____________________________________
h. Are you a heritage Spanish speaker? (i.e., did you grow up in a home where Spanish was
spoken on a daily basis?)
☐	 Yes
☐	 No
i. Did you study Spanish in high school?

☐	 Yes

☐	 No

j. If you did, how many years of Spanish did you take?
☐1
☐	 2 ☐	 3
☐	 4 ☐	 More than four
k. Have you ever lived in a Spanish speaking country?

☐	 Yes

l. If you have, for how long?

☐	 A few months

☐	 One year

☐	 Two years

☐	 Three or more years

m. Do you speak Spanish with native speakers? ☐	 Yes

☐	 No

☐	 No

n. If you do, how often do you do this? ☐	 Everyday
☐	 Once or twice a month
o. Why did you decide to study Spanish? Select all that apply.
☐	 I like Spanish
☐	 I think I am good at learning Spanish
☐	 I would like to become a Spanish teacher

☐	 Once or twice a week
☐	 Every now and then
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☐	 Knowing Spanish will give me an advantage when applying for a job
☐	 I would like to travel
☐	 Other: _______________________________________________________
p. What year are you in? _________________________
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APPENDIX E
PERMISSION TO USE THE PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY ORIENTATION
TO SELF-DIRECTION IN LEARNING SCALE (PRO-SDLS)
(Stockdale & Brockett, 2011)
Re: A question about the PRO-SDLS
Susan Stockdale [sstockda@kennesaw.edu]
To: Juan Loaiza
Tuesday, August 05, 2014 5:12 PM
You replied on 8/6/2014 8:30 AM.
Dear Juan Loaiza,
You have my permission to include the PRO-SDLS as a appendix in your dissertation.
Susan Stockdale, Ph.D.
Associate Dean of Graduate Studies
Professor of Educational Psychology and Middle Grades Education
Kennesaw State University
Email: sstockda@kennesaw.edu
Phone: 678-797-2060
From: "Juan Loaiza" <juan.loaiza@usm.edu>
To: sstockda@kennesaw.edu
Sent: Friday, August 1, 2014 1:27:58 PM
Subject: RE: A question about the PRO-SDLS
Dear Susan,
I used the PRO-SDLS in my dissertation study. I need your permission to actually
include it as an appendix in my dissertation document. And I actually need to include
your written permission in the document as well. I was wondering if you could please
help me with that.
Thank you.
Juan G. Loaiza
Instructor of Spanish
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures
The University of Southern Mississippi
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APPENDIX F
THE PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY ORIENTATION TO SELF-DIRECTION
IN LEARNING SCALE (PRO-SDLS)
(Stockdale & Brockett, 2011)
Please check one answer for each statement. There are no “right” answers. Please think
of your recent learning experiences in Spanish classes in college when giving the
answers.
ITEM

Strongly
Disagree

1. I am confident in my ability to consistently
motivate myself.
2. I frequently do extra work in a course just
because I am interested.
3. I don’t see any connection between the work
I do for my courses and my personal goals and
interests.
4. If I am not doing as well as I would like in a
course, I always independently make the
changes necessary for improvement.
5. I always effectively take responsibility for
my own learning.
6. I often have a problem motivating myself to
learn.
7. I am very confident in my ability to
independently prioritize my learning goals.
8. I complete most of my college activities
because I WANT to, not because I HAVE to.
9. I would rather take the initiative to learn new
things in a course rather than wait for the
instructor to foster new learning.
10. I often use materials I’ve found on my own
to help me in a course.
11. For most of my classes, I really don’t know
why I complete the work I do.
12. I am very convinced I have the ability to
take personal control of my learning.
13. I usually struggle in Spanish classes if the
professor allows me to set my own timetable
for work completion.

Disagree

Sometimes

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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14. Most of the work I do in my courses is
personally enjoyable or seems relevant to my
reasons for attending college.
15. Even after a course is over, I continue to
spend time learning about the topic.
16. The primary reason I complete course
requirements is to obtain the grade that is
expected of me.
17. I often collect additional information about
interesting topics even after the course has
ended.
18. The main reason I do course activities is to
avoid feeling guilty or getting a bad grade.
19. I am very successful at prioritizing my
learning goals.
20. Most of the activities I complete for my
college classes are NOT really personally
useful or interesting.
21. I am really uncertain about my capacity to
take primary responsibility for my learning.
22. I am unsure about my ability to
independently find needed outside materials for
my courses.
23. I always effectively organize my study
time.
24. I don’t have much confidence in my ability
to independently carry out my student plans.
25. I always rely on the instructor to tell me
what I need to do in the course to succeed.

144
APPENDIX G
PERMISSION TO USE THE METACOGNITIVE AWARENESS
INVENTORY (MAI)
(Schraw & Dennison, 1994)
Re: Permission to use the Metacognitive Awareness Inventory
Gregory Schraw [gschraw@unlv.nevada.edu]
To: Juan Loaiza
Saturday, August 02, 2014 12:00 PM
Juan,
Yes, you have my permission to include the MAI in an appendix..
Gregg
On Fri, Aug 1, 2014 at 10:25 AM, Juan Loaiza <juan.loaiza@usm.edu> wrote:
Dear Gregory:
I emailed you a few months ago asking you for permission to use the MAI in my
dissertation study. You kindly granted me that permission. Now I need your permission
to actually include the MAI as an appendix in my dissertation document. And I actually
need to include your written permission in the document as well. I was wondering if you
could please help me with that.
Thank you.
Juan G. Loaiza
Instructor of Spanish
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures
The University of Southern Mississippi
Phone: 601 266 5088
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APPENDIX I
THE METACOGNITIVE AWARENESS INVENTORY (MAI)
(Schraw & Dennison, 1994)
Please respond to the questions in this packet by indicating how true or false each
statement is about you. If a statement is always true, circle the number 5 under “Always
true”. If, on the contrary, the statement is always false, circle the number 1 under
“Always false,” and so on. Please think of your experience as a Spanish language
learner when answering the questions.
Statement
1.

I ask myself periodically if I am

Always

Sometimes

Neutral

Sometimes

Always

false (1)

false (2)

(3)

true (4)

true (5)

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

meeting my goals.
2.

I consider several alternatives to a
problem before I answer.

3.

I try to use strategies that have
worked in the past.

4.

I pace myself while learning in
order to have enough time.

5.

I understand my intellectual
strengths and weaknesses.

6.

I think about what I really need to
learn before I begin a task.

7.

I know how well I did once I
finish a test.

8.

I set specific goals before I begin
a task.

9.

I slow down when I encounter
important information.

10.

I know what kind of information
is most important to learn.
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11.

I ask myself if I have considered

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

all options when solving a
problem.
12.

I am good at organizing
information.

13.

I consciously focus my attention
on important information.

14.

I have a specific purpose for each
strategy I use.

15.

I learn best when I know
something about the topic.

16.

I know what the teacher expects
me to learn.

17.

I am good at remembering
information.

18.

I use different learning strategies
depending on the situation.

19.

I ask myself if there was an easier
way to do things after I finish a
task.

20.

I have control over how well I
learn.

21.

I periodically review to help me
understand important
relationships.

22.

I ask myself questions about the
material before I begin.

23.

I think of several ways to solve a
problem and choose the best one.

24.

I summarize what I’ve learned
after I finish.

25.

I ask others for help when I don’t
understand something.

26.

I can motivate myself to learn
when I need to.

27.

I am aware of what strategies I
use when I study.
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28.

I find myself analyzing the

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

usefulness of strategies while I
study.
29.

I use my intellectual strengths to
compensate for my weaknesses.

30.

I focus on the meaning and
significance of new information.

31.

I create my own examples to
make information more
meaningful.

32.

I am a good judge of how well I
understand something.

33.

I find myself using helpful
learning strategies automatically.

34.

I find myself pausing regularly to
check my comprehension.

35.

I know when each strategy I use
will be most effective.

36.

I ask myself how well I
accomplished my goals once I’m
finished.

37.

I draw pictures or diagrams to
help me understand while
learning.

38.

I ask myself if I have considered
all options after I solve a
problem.

39.

I try to translate new information
into my own words.

40.

I change strategies when I fail to
understand.

41.

I use the organizational structure
of the text to help me learn.

42.

I read instructions carefully
before I begin a task.

43.

I ask myself if what I am reading
is related to what I already know.
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44.

I reevaluate my assumptions

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

when I get confused.
45.

I organize my time to best
accomplish my goals.

46.

I learn more when I am interested
in the topic.

47.

I try to break studying down into
smaller steps.

48.

I focus on overall meaning rather
than specifics.

49.

I ask myself questions about how
well I am doing while I am
learning something new.

50.

I ask myself if I learned as much
as I could have once I finish a
task.

51.

I stop and go back over new
information that is not clear.

52.

I stop and reread when I get
confused.
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APPENDIX J
PERMISSION TO USE THE SELF-EFFICACY BELIEFS SCALE
Hsieh and Schallert (2008)
ReplyRE: Request for permission to use your self-efficacy scale
Diane Schallert [dschallert@austin.utexas.edu]
To: Juan Loaiza
Sunday, August 03, 2014 10:30 AM
You replied on 8/4/2014 9:11 AM.
Dear Juan,
Of COURSE you have my permission. From one researcher to another there should be no
need to have to do this. In any case, yes, permission granted.
Sincerely,
Diane L. Schallert
Professor of Educational Psychology
From: Juan Loaiza <juan.loaiza@usm.edu>
Sent: Friday, August 01, 2014 8:57 PM
To: Diane Schallert
Subject: Request for permission to use your self-efficacy scale
Dear Diane,
I am a faculty member at the Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures of The
University of Southern Mississippi. I am in the final stages of my dissertation, for which I
used the self-efficacy scale that you published in your 2008 article on self-efficacy beliefs
and attribution theories. Because I would like to include that scale in the appendixes
section of my dissertation, I am requesting your permission to do so. I actually have to
include your e-mail granting me permission to include it.
Thank you very much and, again.
Juan G. Loaiza
Instructor of Spanish
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures
The University of Southern Mississippi
Phone: 601 266 5088
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APPENDIX K
SELF-EFFICACY BELIEFS SCALE
Hsieh and Schallert (2008)
Directions: In a few minutes, you will be given an instrument that will assess your
writing skills in Spanish. For each of the scores below, please indicate whether you think
you are able to score that on that particular assessment. Therefore, select either “yes” or
“no” for each score (the scores range from 100 to 70). After you do that, indicate how
certain you are of scoring each score you responded “yes” to (using the 0-100 scale).
Write an X in the appropriate boxes.
Your score on the grammar test

Certainty (0 = very uncertain; 50 = moderately certain; 100 = very certain)

Score Yes No

0

10 20 30

40 50

60

70

80

90 100

















100
95
90
85
80
75
70
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APPENDIX L
WRITING TASK/GRAMMATICAL COMPETENCE ASSESSMENT
Directions: Write (in Spanish) a 350-word (i.e., roughly two pages) analysis
of/reflection on your Spanish learning process. Address the issues/questions below and
other aspects of the process that you deem important or appropriate.
- Is Spanish your major or your minor?
- What year are you in?
- When did you start learning Spanish? If in high school, how many years did you take?
- Approximately how many classes of Spanish have you taken at this or any other
university/community college?
- Mention the reason/reasons why you decided to learn Spanish.
- Mention any difficulties or challenges that you have had during the Spanish learning
process.
- Mention the aspects of the process that have been rather easy and why you think they
have been easy.
- Express your views on the learning of grammar. Is it necessary?
- Has your knowledge of grammar helped you in any way throughout the Spanish
learning process? Explain.
- Have you actually made a point of studying/learning Spanish grammar?
- Mention the types of activities in the classroom that have helped you to improve your
language skills in Spanish.
- Do you plan and/or monitor your learning of Spanish in any way? Explain.
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- Mention the resources that you have used in order to learn Spanish. Have they been
useful?
- Have you ever spoken Spanish outside of the classroom/university? Explain. If you do it
on a regular basis, how often do you do it?
- How good do you think you are as a language learner? Is it related in any way to how
good you are as a student in general? Explain.
- How do you plan to use your knowledge of Spanish in the future?
- If this reflection/analysis you are now writing were graded based on your knowledge of
grammar (i.e., vocabulary, syntax, etc.), what grade (from 0 to 100) would you expect to
get? Explain.
- Add any other information/ideas that you consider appropriate for this
reflection/analysis.
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APPENDIX M
RUBRIC/GRADING FORM
Directions (for test raters):
1. Read the text written by a student, identify students’ grammar errors, and label
them using the correction codes in the first column.
2. Count the number of errors per error type and write the number in the
corresponding box in the fourth column (i.e., number of errors in this component).
3. Multiply the number of errors by the weight assigned to the component and write
that number in the corresponding box in the last column.
4. Add the numbers in the last column and write that total at the bottom of the last
column next to the word TOTAL.
GRAMMAR
COMPONENT
Verb Tense

CORRECTION
CODE
VT

WEIGHT

Mood

M

1 point

Agreement
1. Subject-Verb
2. Noun-Adjective
3. Adverb-Noun
Word Order

AGR

1 point

WO

1 point

Preposition

P

2 points

Word Choice (i.e.,
lexical error)
Unnecessary word(s)

WC

2 points

Word

1 point

Non-existent
construction/word
What do you mean?

NE

2 points

?

2 points

Punctuation

PU

1 point

Incorrect Form
1. Article
2. Verb
3. Gender
4. Number

IF

1 point

2 points

Number of errors
in this component

Subtotal (weight x
number of errors)
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5. Part of speech
6. Pronoun
7. Spelling*
Missing Word(s)
1. Adjective
2. Adverb
3. Article
4. Conjunction/connec
5. Noun
6. Preposition
7. Pronoun
8. Verb

MW

2 points

TOTAL:
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APPENDIX N
PERMISSION TO USE TWO FIGURES BY BACHMAN (1990)
RE: Permission to use two of your figures in my dissertation
Bachman, Lyle [lfb@humnet.ucla.edu]
To:
Juan Loaiza
Monday, September 15, 2014 5:14 AM
Juan, you have my permission to use the figures for your dissertation.
Regards, Lyle
Lyle F. Bachman, Professor Emeritus
Department of Applied Linguistics
3300 Rolfe Hall
University of California, Los Angeles
405 Hilgard Avenue
Los Angeles, CA 90095-1531
Web: http://appling.ucla.edu/people/faculty/bachman/
Retirement is an endless holiday and a weekend without end.
From: Juan Loaiza [mailto:juan.loaiza@usm.edu] Sent: Sunday, September 14, 2014
11:39 PM To: Bachman, Lyle Subject: Permission to use two of your figures in my
dissertation
Hello, Dr. Bachman:
I am planning to use two of the figures from your book Fundamental considerations in
language testing in my dissertation and would like to obtain permission from you in order
to do it.
The two figures are:
1. Components of communicative language ability in communicative language use (p.
85), and 2. Components of language competence (p. 87).
Thank you.
Juan G. Loaiza
Instructor of Spanish
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures
The University of Southern Mississippi
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