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Abstract

Despite major demographic changes in recent years and in the future, a uniform view of
adult language learners has prevailed in foreign language research for a long time.
Young-old learners — the participants of my study — are an age group, which spans from
approximately 60 to 80 years of age and is in a transitional phase from work-life to
retirement (and beyond that time) and still shows a high interest in life-long learning. My
thesis investigates how young-old learners perceive themselves as foreign language
learners, by taking a closer look at their L2 self-concept and its temporal facets, i.e. their
past, actual, future/ideal L2 selves. To do so, my research brings together concepts from
gerontology, psychology, adult education, and foreign/second language research.

| have utilized a mixed method approach for my research to gain a better
understanding of the complexities of language learner self. Thus, my study combines and
analyses a quantitative data strand (a survey study with 195 respondents learning English
at German adult education centres; German: Volkshochschule) and a qualitative data
strand (21 in-depth interviews with young-old English learners at a local adult education
centre). The findings of the study indicate that young-old language learners’ priorities
with regard to foreign language learning undergo a shift with old age and retirement. It
is a shift towards an increased value of the social sphere in a language class, as well as
the intention of defying the effects of ageing by learning a foreign language (and with it
practicing the long-advocated ‘lifelong learning’). Moreover, the study illustrates the
importance of critical incidents abroad in the past as well as a connection to an L2-
community when it comes to shaping young-old language learners’ degree of resilience
and quality of an L2-vision (cf. Dérnyei 2014). With this, my thesis offers a new, more
differentiated perspective on older language learners. Its distinct contribution lies in
uncovering the importance of researching the temporal facets of their language learner

self.
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1. Introduction

The older I get, the braver I become.
Jennifer, 68, retired.

Jennifer' had only recently joined my English class at a local adult education centre
(Volkshochschule, hereafter: vhs centre). In her interview, she told me about her doubts
before she joined this course, which was specifically designed to practice conversation.
But despite her doubts she gave it a try and did not regret her choice. Yet, her statement
indicates that as a younger woman, she possibly would have refrained from doing so. It
is learners like Jennifer that made me want to find out more about how older learners
approach learning a language. On my search for answers, which started long before my
PhD during my studies at university, | discovered that research on how foreign or second
languages are learned and taught has widely neglected older adults (see chapters 3 and
4). Very often research in this field is based on the assumption that adulthood (i.e.
everything past the age of 18) is a stable and uniform concept (but see: Kade 2009;
Dannefer & Settersten 2010; Schmidt-Hertha 2014). Moreover, as soon as age and ageing
are explored in conjunction with this research, it is explored in terms of the possibilities
and boundaries of second language acquisition (e.g. critical period hypothesis; cf.
Singleton & Ryan 2004; cf. Schramm 2010; cf. Herschensohn 2007). Therefore, this
thesis aims to provide new perspectives on older language learners by studying their
language learner self and its temporal facets: how do older learners perceive their past,
current (or actual), and future language learner selves? In order to move away from a
uniform view of adulthood, my study will narrow down the focus on a specific group of
older learners | refer to as ‘young-old’ (see chapter 2). Young-old learners are between
60 and 80 years of age, mostly retired, and are still active in that they are interested in
starting or continuing learning English as a foreign language.” It is hoped that my study
can open up new ways to view older adults who learn foreign languages and that it
initiates further discussions about adapting language learning programmes to their

expectations and needs.

LAl participants’ names in this study have been changed.
% Due to the much larger numbers of female language learners and female teachers, | will use the female
forms (“she”; “her”) when using the singular.
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1.1 The Elephant in the Classroom — Demographic Changes, Adult Education, and
Language Learning

Industrialized nations, such as Germany in the context of this study, have witnessed a
demographic shift leading to an ageing society. More and more people grow older and
remain relatively healthy and active for longer, while at the same time birth rates remain
at a low level. This has its impacts on the structure of our life course and also on the
economy in that people will be able and possibly required to work longer throughout
their lives. Simultaneously, “perforated” working lives have become more common in
industrialized countries resulting in more frequent professional changes. These societal
and economic shifts require people to adapt to new circumstances and ultimately to be
willing to keep learning throughout their lives — the keyword here being “lifelong
learning” (cf. Jarvis 2009a; cf. Komp & Aartsen 2013).

Yet, while this has become a widely debated issue in politics and the economy, it
appears that the role of age and ageing in educational research is only slowly being
recognized as a pressing issue (cf. Jovic & McMullin 2011; cf. Kédpplinger 2014;
Hammond 2005). In other words, older language learners and their needs have been the
‘elephant in the classroom’, which will be addressed in the course of this study (cf.
Ramirez-Gémez 2016; cf. Berndt 2003; cf. Doff 2005; cf. Raasch 2005). If we are to
address the growing demand for lifelong learning, researchers and educational
practitioners need a better understanding of learning in adulthood, and, more
specifically, in later adulthood. As mentioned above, research — including foreign
language research — has treated adulthood as a uniform construct and for the most part
conducted empirical studies with younger adults (see chapter 3). However, it does not
take long for teachers to notice differences between a language learner who is 28 years
of age and a language learner who is 68 years of age and retired — both being adult
learners. Thus, | hope to redirect the focus of foreign language research to older language
learners and add to a growing field of “foreign language geragogy” (cf. Berndt 2003; cf.
Ramirez-Gémez 2016). With this, my study contributes to the research on lifelong
learning by looking at people who — quite literally — have chosen to keep learning their
whole life, even beyond their working life. The aforementioned vhs centres (see chapter
4) are the hub for lifelong learning in Germany as they are the main — and in some areas
the only — provider of informal, continuing education. Vhs centres in Germany attract

many of the older learners who are interested in starting to learn or in brushing up on
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their English. This makes this learning context a suitable starting point for carrying out
my research on how the young-old learn languages.

To better understand older learners, | decided to investigate their language learner
self-concept and its temporal facets (Dornyei 2005; Mercer 2011; Mercer & Williams
2014). As this study will exemplify, using a mixed method research design which
combines quantitative and qualitative data enables researchers in the field to explore the
complexities of language learner self (see chapters 4 to 7). It is hoped that the results of
this study will inspire other foreign language researchers to pursue this direction of
research. For institutions such as the vhs centres in Germany, it is important for them to
find out how to attract and retain older learners to their course programmes. This study
provides a foundation for future decision-making by these institutions. My research aims
to provide instructors who are working with older learners with a better understanding
of why and how young-old language learners approach learning English in- and outside

the classroom.

1.2 Chapter Outline
To achieve a better understanding of young-old language learners, the following chapters
cover the theoretical overviews (chapters 2 and 3), the methodological framework and
research context for this research project (chapter 4), and finally the empirical work
conducted (chapters 5, 6, and 7). A concluding chapter briefly outlines the results and
discusses the implications of the research outcomes. With regard to the theoretical
foundations, chapter 2 will provide a better understanding of the participants in this
study: the young-old language learners. What differentiates the young-old learners from
the participants in most other research studies on language learning is their age. As
chapter 2 will highlight, there is more to age and ageing than the mere chronological
perspective. Using different dimensions of ageing — biological, chronological,
sociological, and psychological age — chapter 2 provides a working definition of “young-
old” for this study. The chapter ends with a brief overview of previous studies on older
language learners in the field of SLA, which reveals the need for more research in this
area.

With a focus on self-concept within the realm of foreign and second language
research, the chapter 3 addresses a second theoretical foundation of this study — self-

concept within psychological research. This detailed overview includes the nature of
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self-concept and its formation over the life course. This is followed by a discussion of
other self-terms, which are also commonly investigated in SLA research, to further clarify
the meaning of self-concept. The focus is then further narrowed down to the temporal
aspects of self-concept and theories connected to this: possible selves, self-determination
theory, and self-discrepancy theory. What are the dynamics between our past, present,
and future self-concepts? What makes us work towards or away from a certain future
self¢ Do we learn a foreign language because of our personal ideals and aspirations, or
because we think we are expected to do so? In its final sections, chapter 3 connects these
temporal aspects of self-concept to recent SLA research on the language learner self. The
chapter introduces the L2 Motivational Self-System (Dornyei 2005, 2009) which
comprises ideal as well as ought-to L2 self guides, and the L2 learning experience. It is
hoped that this model helps to provide a better understanding of the young-old language
learners in this study. Having presented and discussed the theoretical foundations,
chapter 3 concludes with the major questions addressed by this study.

Chapter 4 outlines the study’s research design, in order to find answers to the
research questions. A mixed-method design has been chosen to investigate the young-
old language learners’ L2 self-concepts and their temporal facets. Combining the results
of a survey (quantitative data strand; QUAN) and an interview study (qualitative data
strand, QUAL) can provide an expanded understanding of the complexities of language
learner selves. Chapter 4 also introduces the research context: adult education centres —
so-called Volkshochschulen (vhs centres) — in Germany to which young-old language
learners typically turn if they intend to learn or brush up on a foreign language.

Chapters 5 and 6 present how the theoretical concepts introduced in earlier
chapters were operationalized in the quantitative and qualitative instruments and how
the respective data were collected and analyzed. Chapter 5 outlines the development
and analysis of the questionnaire on the self-concept of young-old language learners. It
brings together the results of 195 respondents, who are learning English as a foreign
language at vhs centres in the German state of Hesse, and correlates the results with
factors relevant to the research interests. The qualitative data strand evolves around
interviews with 21 young-old learners at a local vhs centre. Similar to the survey, the
interview guide aimed at eliciting information about young-old language learners. These
two chapters — 5 and 6 — also present and contextualize the research study’s results in

view of the research questions and the following merging stage. Following this, chapter
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7 merges the two data strands presented in chapters 5 and 6 and draws meta-inferences
based on the points of convergence and divergence between quantitative and qualitative
perspectives.

The conclusion in chapter 8 gives a brief overview of the results and examines the
implications of the results of the study for adult education institutions such as vhs centres
in Germany and foreign language instructors, who are teaching older learners. This final
chapter also presents questions for further research that emerged in the course of the

research project.
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2. Who are the Young-Old?

If, as seems presently true, the young-old will not form a strong age-group identification of
their own, they might become the major agents of social change in building the age-irrelevant
society. If they create an attractive image of aging, thus allay the fears of the young about
growing old, and if they help to eradicate those age norms which are currently meaningless
and those age attitudes which are currently divisive, they will do the society an untold
service. Theirs is an enormous potential.

- Neugarten, 1974: 198 —

Ageing is something all humans have in common from the day they are born. This makes
age a crucial part of our identities. In this chapter, however, we will see that there is more
to age than the number of candles on our birthday cakes, that is, our chronological age.
In the following, it will become clear in what ways age and ageing are multi-dimensional
and constructed. The overall aim of this chapter is to give a clearer picture of the young-
old and their age-specific characteristics. Referring to Neugarten’s quote above, the age
group ‘young-old’, which has been largely overlooked in language teaching and learning
research, is still widely exposed to persisting age-bias. How this affects their language
learning self-concept and in what ways instructors can foster their language learning shall

be at the core of this study.

2.1 Towards a Definition of the Young-Old

Internal and external factors affect how we age and they add to the individuality of the
ageing process. Some of these factors we can control more easily than others. It is, for
example, mostly our choice if we live healthily without smoking and follow a good diet,
hoping to decrease our chances of serious illnesses as we get older. But some other
factors, which impact how our bodies and minds age, we cannot influence. For example,
current cultural notions of age and ageing influence our perception of what is considered
old or how we evaluate old age. Furthermore, political or historical events, such as wars
or crises, impact the lives and ageing of a cohort or generation. It is for reasons like these
that variability among individuals increases with age (Dannefer & Settersten 2010: 4).
This, in turn makes it difficult to come to a definition of an older age group such as the
young-old.

| have taken the term young-old from literature on lifespan development and

gerontology — the most prominent use of it being in an article by Neugarten (1974). In
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the 20™ century, life expectancy (also referred to as population ageing or societal ageing)
has been increasing rapidly and researchers have started to further divide the old age
phase of life (Phillips et al. 2010: 171; cf. Nolda 2008). The former one-dimensional old
age phase (after retirement) is now more commonly divided into young-old (Third Age)
as well as old-old and oldest old (fourth age) (cf. Laslett 1987; cf. Neugarten 1974,
Bromley 1990: 42). Alongside the term young-old, the term ‘third agers’ has been
increasingly used when referring to members of an age group spanning from shortly
before, to approximately 10 or 15 years after, retirement (see section 2.1.3).

A perspective | would like to use as a starting point for my discussion of the young-
old appears in Neugarten’s (1974) article on age groups in American society. According
to Neugarten, perceptions of the life cycle and stages in life have changed. Over the last
centuries, concepts such as childhood or middle age have been introduced or become
more explicit in our minds due to societal changes (e.g. industrialization). She postulates
that the 20" century has been the onset of forming another distinctive age group or phase
in life: the young-old and their demarcation from the old-old (1974: 190f). She defines
the young-old as “relatively healthy, relatively affluent, relatively free from traditional
responsibilities of work and family and who are increasingly well educated and
politically active” (1974: 187). Even though Neugarten acknowledges the limited
meaning of chronological age for defining an age group such as the young-old, she sets
the age range at 55 to 75. Nevertheless, she sees a more important or defining
characteristic of the young-old in the sociological marker of retirement (1974: 191). From
these initial words on the young-old, it becomes clear that given the increased variability
in old age as well as the attempt to set boundaries in terms such as chronological age,
the definition of ‘young-old’ sails between vagueness and oversimplification.

We find four different dimensions of age or ageing in the gerontological literature
(Karl 2009: 23; Phillips et al. 2010: 12): biological, chronological, sociological, and
psychological. Departing from Neugarten’s definition here, | will use these four different
dimensions and discuss how the young-old are positioned within these dimensions to
find a working definition of the young-old for my study. | will discuss all of the
dimensions in the following. Due to the nature of my research project, however, | will

focus more strongly on the sociological and psychological dimensions.
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2.1.1 Biological Dimension

The biological dimension of age and ageing — also referred to as senescence — is about
how our body or physiological system ages. The ageing process of our bodies is
dependent on our genetic disposition, our behaviour (e.g. diet and exercise), and to some
extent also our environment (e.g. exposure to sun or chemicals). The physiological
functions subject to change represent the so-called biomarkers and help to indicate the
biological ageing process. These factors make our biological ageing a fairly unpredictable
process: While one person needs a hearing aid at age 50, another person’s ears function
very well until they are 75 (cf. Rowland 2012: 167). Thus, this dimension alone is not
very useful for describing the young-old learners in my study, as it is hardly possible to
universally define biomarkers that would negatively impact their language learning
process.

Neugarten in her definition above describes the young-old as relatively healthy
and active (see also Bromley 1990: 45). The word ‘relatively” again shows how difficult
it is to draw a clear picture of this age group. What, for example, would the word
‘relatively” entail for the young-old learners in my study? A broad definition of relatively
healthy in the domain of foreign language learning would include language learners still
independent enough to be able or to be enabled to undertake language learning away
from their homes.> Generally this would also mean that sensory impairments — visual and
auditory — as well as cognitive impairment (even though specific language classes for
participants with a mild dementia exist) have not progressed to a state making it too hard
for young-old learners to achieve their language learning goals. Additionally, with
constantly improving medical treatment and intervention programmes (e.g. improved
hearing aids or laser treatment) the biological dimension has become less of a
characteristic effectively differentiating the young-old from, for example, the middle-
aged or old-old with regard to language learning (cf. Phillips et al. 2010: 15f). Again, we
see how this age dimension presents us with more vagueness or problems when trying

to find a working definition of the young-old.

3 Similar to my argumentation, Smith and Ryan (2016: 305) use the ability to participate in a research
study as an indicator for vitality in their oldest-old study participants (aged 85+).
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2.1.2 Chronological Dimension

We may expect that our successors in the conceptualization of age and the life-course will
replace the nominal numerical adjectives and descriptions with which we have been dealing
with concepts of much greater epistemological and practical effectiveness.

- Laslett 1994: 445f -

The chronological dimension of age focuses on the number of years an individual has
lived, i.e. it is determined by the year of birth. Every ID or passport thus makes a statement
about one’s chronological age. Entering school or retirement, getting a driver’s license,
being able to vote or allowed to drink alcohol — all of these things are opened up or
restricted by a certain chronological age. They are not universal and they can change,
i.e. they are arbitrary, which is why some of these examples are regularly at the centre of
heated debates — as in the case of setting a retirement age (cf. Midwinter 2005: 10; cf.
Rowland 2012: 167). Like the aforementioned increasing variability in the biological age
dimension as individuals age, a person’s chronological age often sheds little light on
particularity of the ageing process (cf. Dannefer & Settersten 2010: 5). This means that
sometimes we find more differences between people of a particular cohort than between
individuals who are 20 or more years apart (Lehr 2006).

Researchers have set the chronological age boundaries or spans for the young-old
at different ages. While Neugarten (1974) cautions against only using chronological age,
she places the young-old at 55 to 75 years of age. However, she set this age range in the
mid-1970s and it is thus questionable today since the age span has shifted upwards due
to further life extension or population ageing over the last forty years (Phillips et al. 2010;
Victor 2010). Baltes and Smith write about the factors that have played into this
development:

In concert, better material environments, more advanced medical practice, the

improved economic situation of older persons, more effective educational and

media systems, increased psychological resources such as reading, writing and

computer literacy, and many other related factors allow older persons to approach

their own maximum life span in healthier and more vital conditions. (2003: 126)
However, we need to keep in mind that this development of approaching one’s
maximum age in a better condition does not affect all young-olds of a cohort equally due
to various factors such as their social background or environment (see next section). As

we will see in the following sections, today’s young-old, if reduced to their chronological

age only, can differ remarkably compared to the young-old 20, 30, or 40 years ago in
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terms of living longer and of an increasingly better overall physical and mental state.
Aside from Neugarten’s age span for the young-old, we find differing chronological age
spans of the young-old in other literature ranging from 10-year spans to 15-year spans

and 20-year spans (see table 2.1).

Age span (years) | Age range (years of age)

66-75 (Bromley 1990)

65-74 (Rowland 2012)

15 60-75 (Kade 2007)

55-75 (Neugarten 1974; Singleton & Ryan 2004

60-80 (Kruse 2008)
Table 2. 1 Chronological Age Spans for the Young-Old

10

20

From these different age ranges we see, firstly, that the ‘core’” of the young-old in terms
of chronological age lies between 65 and 71 years of age and the maximum boundaries
are set at 55 and 80 years of age. Secondly, we can see from these differing age spans for
the young-old in the literature that chronological age is a fuzzy concept — at least if it is
employed alone — and is not effective for defining members of an age group (cf.
Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields 2002: 1; Laslett 1987). Thirdly, researchers here gave
little or no explanation of how they arrived at the given age span for the young-old.

If, however, researchers are justifying the age boundaries, they usually do so by
referring to two factors: socio-political and epidemiological. The first factor’s entry point
to older age being 60+ or 65+ has been usually grounded on the welfare systems in
industrialized Western countries, i.e. the onset of retirement. As mentioned above,
retirement age is an arbitrary figure. Nevertheless, as we will see in the next two sections,
the factor of retirement is a crucial threshold to what is considered old. The second factor,
epidemiology, sets another boundary at 80+ or 85+ due to an age-related increase in
chronic diseases, mortality, and the use of health and social care resources (Victor 2010:
64; see also: Alley & Crimmins 2010). This further supports the age span 60 to 80 as an
appropriate boundary for the young-old in this study.

In addition to the factors of retirement and epidemiology, the age range 60-80
encompasses a typical 20-year timeframe for a generation. In the case of the current 60
to 80 year-olds, we are dealing with individuals who grew up or were born during or
shortly after a period of war, i.e. before 1955. However as discussed above, setting a
chronological age frame for the young-old group deceives us into black-and-white

thinking. Setting the age range for the young-old group at 60 to 80 in my study is thus
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more a preliminary guideline before focusing on more fruitful defining characteristics of
the young-old through the sociological and psychological lens. This also means, for
instance, that in the data collection and analysis of this study 59-year-old or 82-year-old
individuals might also be considered young-old due to such factors as the stronger
defining influence of the factor of retirement on them or their strong sense of belonging

to a particular cohort or generation (e.g. Baby Boomers or Silent Generation).

2.1.3 Sociological Dimension

Age-identification is getting increasingly shaky, in good part because social ageing — that is,
the roles which society cast us into at different ages — is getting more and more out of step
with biological ageing.

- Young 1991 in Midwinter 2005: 10 -

In the sense of ‘stage over age’ (Midwinter 2005: 11), the sociological dimension is the
most essential one for defining my understanding of the young-old in this study. The
discussion in the previous sections showed that there is a need to move away from a
mere biological and chronological view of age when describing members of an age
group such as the young-old. These views tend to bear very little differentiation and they
have added to a negatively blurred image of old age (e.g. the so-called “deficit model”
of ageing: Bromley 1990: 8; Kade 2007: 16f; Andrew 2012: 57). Chronological age, for
instance, is still part of the definition of the young-old by Neugarten and other
researchers. While still using the term ‘young-old” since it captures the young and old
facets of this group, | will move away from strongly focusing on the chronological aspect
to give this term a stronger sociological meaning.

Age can be socially constructed and as a sociological construct it changes over time
as well as between cultures. The 20™ century, for instance, has seen an increase in age
consciousness, i.e. using (mainly chronological) age to create and justify age norms that
shape social structures as well as what we see as ‘age appropriate’ and life trajectories
that comply with a ‘social clock’ (Elder et al. 2003: 6; cf. Dannefer & Setterston 2010):
At what age should one get married, move out of home, stop driving, stop working, etc.?
If we look at past centuries or even millennia we notice that attitudes to old age have
changed in different societies from seeing it as a source of wisdom to regarding it as being
a burden on a nation’s economy (cf. Johnson 2005; Schmidt-Hertha 2014: 18).

Connected to this, the time we are born into and the historical events throughout our
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lives shape how we age and how we perceive ageing. We refer to groups of birth cohorts
as particular generations (encompassing a 20- to 25-year span), a more prominent
example being the Baby Boomer generation born after World War Il and the more recent
Gen Y (cf. Phillips et al. 2010).

We ascribe certain characteristics to each generation affected by the historical
change and circumstances in which they grew up (“cohort effects”). For example, we
think of the current young-old, namely the young-old in my study, as being born between
1934 and 1954, we are dealing with members of the so-called Silent Generation (early
1920s until early 1940s) and Baby Boomers (late 1940s until mid-1960s). Apart from the
effects war and post-war times had on these two generations, they also grew up with an
evolving three-box model that shaped the life course in industrialized countries from the
mid-20" century (cf. Hardy 2011; cf. Marshall & Taylor 2005; Dannefer & Settersten
2010: 9ff). The three-box model structures life into a pre-employment phase, in which
children and adolescents are prepared for the workforce, a second phase of life
dominated by becoming part of that workforce, in which one earns and saves for the
third and last phase: retirement. Dannefer and Settersten (2010: 10) regard the three-box
model as a good example of the institutionalization of the life course since it reflects how
“the laws and policies of the state (e.g., compulsory schooling or mandatory retirement)
as well as organizations, such as schools (with age-graded classes) and work
organizations (with age-graded promotion ranks), define and structure the life course.”
This life course structure, as Silent Generation members and Baby Boomers have come
to live by and expect, is about to disappear due to recent socioeconomic changes such
as higher fluctuation in the job market, diminishing public pension funds, and the
transition to either higher retirement ages or removing fixed retirement ages completely.
Thus, current and future generations can expect to live without this tripartite structure of
the life course but rather with a ‘perforated” life course, i.e. alternating phases of job
training, working, and unemployment, while increasingly relying on making provisions
for old age themselves (cf. Marshall & Taylor 2005: 575f; Dannefer & Settersten 2010:
10; cf. Reutter 2004). Concluding from this, the three-box model shaped one major
characteristic of the young-old (in contrast to later generations at least), which is the role
of retirement they had expected all their working lives as being a crucial transition into
a phase with more freedom to consume and to invest in resources (cognitive, temporal,

financial) as they please.
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Of course, we cannot make rigid connections between the common experiences
of a cohort or generation such as a three-box model of life with every individual young-
old’s life path. A major sociological approach to studying age and ageing which takes
this into consideration is the life-course perspective (Elder 1974; Elder et al. 2003;
Dannefer & Settersten 2010). Dannefer and Settersten describe how the life course
perspective has changed gerontological research:

Old age is no longer viewed as embodying a set of common and universal
experiences, nor as a dark period of inevitable decline. Rather, old age is recognized
as comprised of a set of experiences that are highly variable across individuals,
groups, and nations, and highly contingent on health, wealth, social relationships,
social policies, and other factors. (2010: 4)

The life-course perspective also employs cohort analysis, which studies the lives of
individuals born in a particular year and this approach “provides an anchor point from
which individual trajectories can be constructed and change can be tracked, allowing
comparisons across multiple cohorts” (Dannefer & Settersten 2010: 5). Thus, to gain a
better understanding of an age group such as the young-old, it is helpful to take a closer
look at their ‘social pathways’ (Elder et al. 2003: 8) and identify social, cultural, political,
and historical effects influencing the lives of a birth cohort or even a whole generation.
When looking at one generation usually covering 20 years, we need to keep in mind that
cohort effects such as the start or end of a war affect individual birth cohorts at different
stages of their lives. In the case of the young-old participants in this study who were born
between 1934 and 1954, this means that some experienced the end of the World War Il
as teenagers or young adults and others only as newborns, in utero, or not at all. Early
crucial developmental factors, such as malnutrition, education, employment, etc. during
or after WWII have had different effects on a child, a teenager, or young adult and
affected the way individuals or cohorts age.

To what extent can we predict that today’s young-old language learners and the
way they perceive their learning process have been influenced by such background
period factors in their younger years? In the long run, period effects are part of
accumulated patterns influencing the ageing of a whole cohort or generation, ‘trickling
down’ to the individual. But more individualized accumulating factors (e.g. the socio-
economic status or milieu in which someone grows up) (cf. Elder et al. 2003: 5) also
affect the ageing process and need to be considered. Life-course researchers refer to this
as ‘cumulative advantage/disadvantage’ (CAD), which is derived from the ‘Matthew

Effect’ (Merton 1968; cf. Settersten & Angel 2011). Alwin (2010: 272) describes this
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phenomenon as follows: “[The S]ocial environment is structured in such a way as to
promote the accrual of greater resources to those who already have them —or, cumulative
advantage — and the withholding of resources from those who begin with less — or
cumulative disadvantage.” Thus, researchers use CAD to explain the intra- and inter-
cohort variation. It also explains the age stratification from birth to death, i.e. the
aforementioned increased variability (and inequality) as we age (O’Rand etal. 2010: 127;
Dannefer & Settersten 2010; Settersten & Angel 2011). Applied to the young-old in this
study, we can postulate that their early educational context during and shortly after WWII
was limited or negatively affected which in turn impacted their opportunities to make full
use of their cognitive potential. Keeping CAD in mind here again, the impact of this can
still vary greatly within a cohort if we take the socioeconomic status or milieu in which
a young-old language learner grew up into account. The degree of wealth and
socioeconomic stability in times of war and shortly after war in a young-old’s early life
gave some individuals of this generation a ‘head start’ (for example regarding their
education) and continued to accumulate positively as they age in contrast to other less
well-off contemporaries. The degree of education attained in their younger years, is a
valuable predictor for the young-old’s interest in lifelong learning — with the Baby
Boomers and Silent Generation displaying higher educational levels than generations
before them (Berndt 2003: 14; Phillips et al. 146f).

A term that is often used alongside young-old and one that will add to my
definition of my study participants is Third Age (Laslett 1987; 1994; cf. Gilleard & Higgs
2002). Laslett’s definition of the Third Age moves away completely from the
chronological dimension of age to a more sociological understanding of Third Agers.
According to him, Third Age is a phase in life when one has achieved one’s main goals
(‘era of personal fulfilment’) and is now free from obligations regarding such things as
work or child bearing. He considers the existence of Third Age starting in the second half
of the 20™ century in the British population (1987: 137). Before the rise of the Third Age,
and reminiscent of the aforementioned three-box model, people moved directly from the
Second Age (independence, child bearing, earning and saving for retirement) to the
Fourth Age (dependence, decrepitude, death), which still adds a negative connotation to
retirement today. With the prolonged life expectancy and quality of life in old age in the
20™ and this century, Third Age has evolved as a time in life when one is without familial

or employment obligations but not yet dependent on others. It is a time when the young-
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old or Third Agers can reap the fruits of their labour usually after the onset of retirement,
making this transition in the life course yet another defining characteristic of the young-
old.

Going back to life course perspective, Elder et al. (2003: 8) remind us what
transitions such as retirement mean to individuals: “Transitions often involve changes in
status or identity, both personally and socially, and thus open up opportunities for
behavioral change.” Retirement is often (though not exclusively) regarded as the onset of
Third Age and the often-debated transition from the Third Age to the Fourth Age is seen
in the loss of independence due to factors such as illness. Laslett (1987) points out that
retirement is an important, but not a necessary, condition for the Third Age, since some
people can find personal fulfilment early in their lives meaning that, for some, Third Age
can even occur much earlier in life, when others are still experiencing Second Age. This
is where the definitions of Third Agers and young-old diverge, making the term Third Age
less functional overall (cf. Staehelin 2005: 167). Based on this and the discussion in the
previous section, the cohort effects and the retirement factor constitute important
characteristics of what | consider young-old. In this study, these are not the only
characteristics but they are nevertheless more determining than chronological age.

How do the young-old — similar to Laslett’s Third Agers — make use of their time
of personal fulfilment and their maintained independence in retirement? As mentioned
above, most of the young-old grew up expecting a three-box model life course. Saving
and preparing for their Third Age, they also formed expectations of what it would be like
once they are free from other obligations and hopefully still independent enough to do
more travelling, gardening and — in the context of this study — engaging in lifelong
learning (cf. Hardy 2011). In other words, with these expectations of retirement, the
young-old have formed possible selves of their future retired self (see next chapter). This
trend among the images of previous and current young-old cohorts has been picked up
on an overall societal level and redirected to an image of optimal / successful /
productive / positive ageing: defying age-related diseases and maintaining an active
lifestyle in later life (Daatland 2005: 375; Withnall 2012: 652-657; Rowe & Kahn 1997:
433; Phillips et al. 2010: 209-213; Schmidt-Hertha 2014; cf. Schaie 2015). Due to the
expanding life expectancy in relative good health and independence after retirement,
and with it, the rise of the Third Ager and Young-Old concepts, expectations toward this

phase of life and age group changed within industrialized societies. Making the most of
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one’s retirement, maintaining quality of life for as long as possible, and ‘ageing
successfully’” (Rowe & Kahn 1997; cf. Schaie 2015) have become key issues for the
young-old. Nevertheless, the goal to age successfully has also put more pressure on the
individual. However, making lifelong learning obligatory (e.g. by employers or health
insurances) could possibly compromise an individual’s motivation to pursue lifelong

learning (cf. Pongratz 2003; cf. Gronemeyer & Buff 1992; Whitnall 2012; cf. Kade 2009).

2.1.4 Psychological Dimension

The psychological dimension of ageing looks at how our personality, our mental
functions (e.g. our memory or intelligence), and sensory and perceptual processes change
as we get older (Phillips et al. 2010: 12f; cf. Lehr 2007). In particular, how old age and
ageing are perceived in society and by the young-old themselves is interesting for this
study. This will also be discussed with regard to language learning in greater detail and
from a more temporal perspective (i.e. in terms of past, present, future/ideal possible
selves) and in the following chapter.

Regarding the perception and self-perception of the young-old, we can see how
the components of the term — ‘young’ and ‘old” — come into play in this and other
dimensions; biological ageing, or the aforementioned bio markers such as wrinkles, grey
hair, or sensory impairments indicate the ageing process and mark someone as ‘old” (Karl
2009: 23). The chronological dimension together with the sociological dimension also
denote a traditionally constructed old age by setting a point in time when a person moves
from working and thus contributing to the economy, to a phase in life when a person
withdraws from the workforce and receives a pension. From the sociological discussion
of age, we can see how the interplay of these dimensions and developments define when
a society regards an individual as old. These rules or perceptions that are established on
a societal level also trickle down to the level of the individual’s perception of his or her
age and the ageing process, making it a more internal dimension of the construction of
age (compared to the sociological dimension of ageing).

The psychological dimension of ageing takes a closer look at how individuals
perceive and cope with the ageing process (Mlinac et al. 2011; Brandstadter et al. 1993;
cf. Ammon & Maehr 2008; Kotter-Grithn & Hess 2012). Several studies have indicated,
for example, that older study participants usually feel younger than their actual

chronological age (Smith & Ryan 2015: 311; Kade 2007: 14). With regard to resilience
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and coping with the ageing process, Mlinac et al. (2011: 4f) report that older people tend
to rate others of the same age more poorly in terms of negative ageing stereotypes while
perceptions of themselves improved thereby indicating a coping strategy: “This
mechanism can be seen as a protective factor; older adults reject negative information
about aging rather than allowing it to harm their self-perceptions.” (2011: 5) The
psychological dimension is also related to the ability of a young-old individual to adapt
to new circumstances and environments as he or she ages. Thus, going back to the
sociological age factor of retirement, psychological gerontologists have divided this
crucial transition in the life course into three phases: retirement planning, retirement
decision-making, and retirement transition and adjustment (Wang & Shi 2015: 349).

How the young-old progress through these three phases of retirement — from
envisioning their life in retirement, planning, and exiting their working lives to settling
into their post-retirement life, ideally close to what they previously envisaged — can tell
us a lot about their ability to cope psychologically with change in later years. This
information also helps them to maintain or even improve their psychological wellbeing.
Dorfman and Kolarik (2005), for instance, report that engaging in bridging employment,
volunteer work, and leisure activities (which can also include lifelong learning activities
such as language learning) contribute to an improvement of psychological wellbeing in
the transition and adjustment phase of retirement. It is thus not surprising that more and
more young-old people engage in language learning as a way of improving and
maintaining their post-retirement quality of life —i.e. enhancing personal agency, control,
and emancipation (cf. Ammon & Maehr 2008; cf. Moody 2010: 485; Walker 2010;
Whitnall 2012: 652; Ramirez Gémez 2016: 136). For adult learner institutions, this
transitioning phase in life constitutes a promising starting point for new educational
programmes (cf. Schmidt 2005; cf. Costard 2006; cf. Tippelt et al. 2009; cf. V6lkening
2006).
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2.2 The Young-Old Language Learner

It is even on the cards that by the end of next century the share of the oversixties not of adults
but of the whole population may exceed half, and the expectation of life at birth rise into the
nineties or higher. Can we really contemplate a future where a third or a half of all these
people are regarded as the fag-end of the population, inactive, uncontributing, in limbo?

- Laslett 1994: 444 -

As mentioned above, the current cohort of young-old, comprised of members of the
Silent Generation and Baby Boomers, have higher educational levels than previous
generations. Correlating with this, there is also an increased interest in lifelong learning
and, in the context of this study, an increased interest in post-retirement language
learning (cf. Berndt 2003; Whitnall 2012). Although a uniform view of adulthood in
second and foreign language learning research still prevails, a few publications in recent
years show the emergence of a distinct focus on older language learners and the first
visible traits of a foreign language geragogy (Berndt 2003; Andrew 2012; Ramirez Gémez
2016).

In foreign language research, the majority of studies related to age have almost
exclusively focused on language acquisition from childhood to old age and, connected
to this, a discussion of a critical period for language learning (e.g. Singleton & Ryan
2004). This type of research has — in concert with the deficit-model of ageing — added to
the age-bias in society and the classroom, which also negatively impacts the self-image
of older learners and thus their language learning performance (Andrew 2012; Ramirez
Gbmez 2016). It is for reasons like these that a discussion of a critical period will not be
considered here. Other second and foreign language research often ignores older learners
as a distinct group and instead focuses on more vocational-related issues of particular
adult groups (e.g. migrants or university students) between 25 and 64 (European
Commission 2016; Jarvis 2009; Dornyei 2010; Mercer 2011a; Murray 2005).

To understand the young-old language learner better, it is worth more closely
examining what makes them start or continue learning a foreign language after
retirement. The social aspect of attending language classes at a physical institution is
probably — next to the aforementioned intentions to maintain or enhance psychological
well-being, maintaining a stable self-concept, and maintaining quality of life (cf. Walker
2010; Wang & Shi 2015; cf. Schmidt-Hertha 2014: 62ff; Staudinger & Heidemeier 2009)

— one of the most important motivational factors (cf. Murray 2011; cf. Schnurr & Theisen
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2009; Lang et al. 2012). However, as Ramirez Gémez (2016: 140) points out, this should
not make instructors “overestimate the importance of socialization” and ignore the older
learners” main reason for attending a language class and thus neglecting the quality of
foreign language instruction (on the outdated conflict between learning and socializing,
see also Kade 2009: 59). As we will see in the data analysis (chapters 5 and 6), social
reasons can differ in nature; a person can experience socialising within a community of
practice (i.e. joining a group with shared goals and identity at a language learning
institution) — especially if one’s children have grown up and left the home (empty nest
syndrome), or, if a person’s social network has become much smaller after leaving the
workforce. These are some of the reasons and ways the young-old may look for ways to
enlarge or to maintain their social network in these life-changing phases.

Finally, it should be noted that studying the young-old is not without its
challenges, some of which will be brought up again in the methodology chapter. The
aforementioned minor role of the young-old language learner in language teaching and
learning research means that there are few to no existing studies and research instruments
available. I will discuss the ways in which existing research instruments need to be
adapted or new instruments need to be developed in chapters 5 and 6, hopefully making
a crucial contribution by adding older learner-appropriate research designs and
instruments to the field of language teaching and learning research. Moreover, in existing
gerontological research the majority of studies are longitudinal in nature — to better
capture developments of different cohorts and generations. This, however, requires more
resources than cross-sectional studies. Cross-sectional studies, such as this study, take a
‘snapshot’ of the current situation of older age groups, which is why outcomes may be
limited to the cohorts under investigation. Nevertheless, these outcomes can be a
valuable resource to enable both young-old learners and foreign language teachers
become aware of the complexity and constructive nature of age (and self-concept), as
well as providing both parties with strategies to enhance the foreign language teaching

and learning processes.
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3. Self-Concept, Its Temporal Facets, and Foreign Language Learners

In this chapter, | hope to provide the reader with a better understanding of what self-
concept is and how its temporal facets play a role in how determining the young-old in
my study conceptualize themselves as foreign language learners. After a discussion of
the use and misuse of self-terminology and a look at what concepts mean on a more
general level, | will attempt to clarify the meaning of self-concept and the aspects of it
relevant to my research project by firstly, considering its structure and formation and,
secondly, contrasting it with some commonly investigated self-terms in SLA research.

I would then like to further narrow the focus on self-concept’s temporal aspects,
or more specifically, on the idea of the psychological construct of possible selves (Markus
& Nurius 1986). How do we perceive the past, present, and future aspects of our self?
And related to this, how do we form ideal selves and ought-to selves over time and in
what ways do they impact our life course? In the area of second language learning,
Dornyei (2005, 2009) has developed the Second Language Motivational System to find
answers to these and more questions regarding the language learner self-concept. This
and several other models in current Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research will be
discussed in greater detail at the end of this chapter. Out of these models, Dornyei’s
Second Language Motivational System in particular will serve as the foundation for

understanding the young-old language learner’s ideal and ought-to L2 selves.

3.1 A Note on Self-Terminology

Of certain fallacies to which the psychologist is exposed by reason of his peculiar point of view
- that of being a reporter of subjective as well as of objective facts,
we must presently speak.

- James, 1890: 184f -

Due to a long history of research in the area of self, a “potpourri” (Klein & Gangi 2010:2)
of terms related to this phenomenon has evolved over the centuries. Most of the self-x
terms, such as self-esteem, self-worth, self-awareness or self-confidence, we - as
laypersons — tend to use interchangeably in everyday parlance. This may be because we
are constantly and naturally preoccupied with our self from an early age and throughout

our lives (cf. Hattie 1992: 1f; Marsh & Hattie 1996b: 446ff; Mercer 2014: 160).
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Mummendey (2006: 17) nicely illustrates this with an example for the usage of the term

Selbst (self) by ordinary people on a daily basis:

Monika muss mal wieder etwas fiir ihr Selbst tun, Klaus hat immer noch nicht zu seinem
Selbst gefunden, Inge scheint erhebliche Probleme mit dem Selbst zu haben, iberhaupt
haben Frauen oft immer noch ein schwicheres Selbst als Manner [...].*

According to him, the use of Selbst in these situations actually refers to various
psychological phenomena such as a general change of lifestyle, self-esteem, or self-
confidence. Mummendey (2006: 16f) points out that keeping in mind that these people
are not professional psychologists, the way they (mis-)use the term self is no problem.
When it comes to researchers in the field, however, the usage of self-related terms is a
different story and he cautions researchers to avoid such reification of psychological
phenomena. Even though taking caution with the use of terminology as a researcher is
justified, it may in turn erroneously lead to thinking that the two worlds of lay persons’
usage and researchers’ usage of psychological terminology are to remain separate entities
which are never meant to impinge upon each other.

But research does not exist in a vacuum and those two worlds do in fact collide
attimes. This happens, for example, when laypersons are participants in research studies.
Researchers such as Mercer (2014) have taken this issue into account by adapting
instructions for their studies to participants’ everyday or lay understanding of the self or
self-concept: “They [the pilot study participants] were shown the video and asked to
evaluate their feelings of confidence. This self-construct was chosen because of its easy
comprehensibility for the participants and relatively broad scope.” (ibid.: 166) She used
the term ‘confidence’ when instructing participants in her study when, in fact, she was
investigating ‘dynamics of the self’. In what ways | have adapted my research instruments
(questionnaire and interview) to the self-understanding of my participants, and how this
may or may not have an impact on the ethical dimensions of my research will be
discussed in chapter four.

Going back to the latter quote by Mummendey, he nevertheless does make a valid
point when warning about substantialisiertes Denkgebilde or “reification” (2006: 14). As

with the usage of the term Seele (soul), which has been used more widely in research

4 »,Monika needs to do something for her Self, Klaus still hasn’t found his Self, Inge seems to have severe
problems with the Self, and overall it can be said that women still often have a weaker Self than men [...]“
(author’s translation)
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before the 20" century, Mummendey (2006: 18) sees a similar development of reification
of the self in psychology, which may trick us into thinking of it as an independently acting
entity. He then lists numerous examples of formulations in scientific articles and books,
which imply an active role of the self. Other researchers in the field, such as William
James (1890: chapter XII.) and John Hattie (1992), also remind their readers of this fallacy.
In his book Self-Concept (1992: 242), Hattie takes up Ryle’s (1949) phrase ‘ghost in the
machine’ to exemplify how not to approach psychological terms — in this case, self-

concept:

The intention is not to reify self-concept. Self-concept is not a ‘ghost in the machine.’
There is no hidden homunculus that sits inside our body that drives our view of the
world. The psychological term ‘self-concept’ is no more real than are the notions of
locus of control, intelligence, gravity, or electricity. Self-concept exists only in its
manifestations.

Even though it may not always be possible to refrain from lending the words ‘self’
or ‘self-concept’ a sense of agency in my formulations, the issue of reification is important
to bear in mind when trying to grasp the aforementioned complexity of self-terminology.
It is exactly this complexity which requires me — just like other researchers at the
beginning of their research — to provide clear-cut boundaries of the terms self-concept
and self within the framework of my research. Just as a surgeon needs a sharp knife to
perform accurately, a theoretical foundation with sharp edges is required for easy
navigation through one’s research project.

So, to start sharpening my terminological edges in this chapter, | will give an
overview of some central characteristics of self-concept by, firstly, summarising
suggestions regarding its structure taken from relevant research literature; and, secondly,
contrasting it with some commonly (mis-)used terms in the areas of second language

acquisition (SLA) research and psychology.

3.2 Self-Concept is...

Confronting the vast amount of self-terminology, it comes as no surprise that definitions
of self-concept are not easy to put down on paper in a concise way. Self-concept has
been referred to as beliefs (Mercer 2011a; Canfield & Wells 1976; Pajares & Schunk
2002; Jopling 2002), knowledge (James 1890; Neisser 1988), a theory (Turner & Onorato
1999; Neisser 1988), a perception (L'Ecuyer 1975; Mercer 2011a; Mills 2014; Pajares &
Schunk 2002) and cognitive appraisals (Hattie 1992) about our self. At first sight, all of
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the above terms are attempts to find synonyms for the word concept. But do they express
precisely and equally well what a self-concept is? To find an answer to this, | would like
to take up the approach by Ulric Neisser (1993) and start by taking a look at the word

concept.

3.2.1 Back to Basics: Concepts
What is a concept in the first place? A concept, broadly defined, is what we associate
with and what we believe — true or not — about something. This ‘something’ can be
concrete like a bird or a dog (“Can it fly? Does it have four legs? Does it have feathers or
fur?”); it can also be rather abstract and complex like war or peace (Neisser 1997: 4). Our
concepts of these things can overlap, but are never exactly the same, and the extent to
which concepts differ or are similar between different individuals can depend on different
cultures (Jopling 2002: 45; Hattie 1992). The network of concepts to which a single
concept refers can be considered a ‘theory” (Neisser 1988: 53).

All of the above factors regarding concepts also apply to our concepts of the
people around us and, of course, the network of concepts (or theory) we have about
ouselves, i.e. our self-concepts. The important thing here is that self-concepts are more

about what we believe to be true of our selves, or as Neisser (1993: 3) put it:

Concepts are one thing, reality is another. The same thing can be said of your concept
of Ulric Neisser. More important, the same thing can also be said of my concept of
Ulric Neisser. Self-concepts never do full justice to the self.

This makes self-concepts something subjective, something idiosyncratic; in other words,
we need to keep in mind that the self creates a reality for an individual — one reality out
of many. A reality of one’s self also diverges from how others create it from the outside.
We can only assume that it is the sum of these created realities of self, which are shaping
what is reality as Neisser describes. Since we as researchers are nowhere near being able
to measure this objective reality, it is the subjective view of self of the young-old language
learner that is methodologically more feasible to capture here in this study — even if not
in its totality. In the light of this, ‘beliefs” and ‘perceptions’ are the most appropriate terms
to define self-concept in the context of my research, since they best capture its subjective
and dynamic nature.

In the following, | will also use self-concept in both its singular and plural form,

which — as we will see — highlights the fact that we can investigate self-concepts in
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different domains of our everyday life, but that there is at the same time a relatively stable
part — the sum of our self-concepts, our theory of self — that is needed to give us a sense
of unity (cf. Canfield & Wells 1976; cf. Markus & Wurf 1987; cf. Jopling 1997). Are there
other things we can agree on concerning human self-concept? Taking a closer look at
different ideas of its structure and formation, which have been proposed by research so

far, might present us with more universal characteristics of self-concept.

3.2.2 Of Pyramids, Jellyfish, and Molecules: Situating the Self and Self-Concepts in our Minds

If, in short, there is a community of computers living in my head,
there had also better be somebody who is in charge;
and, by God, it had better be me.

- Jerry Fodor, 1998 -

Even though we should not imagine self-concept or the self to be some homunculus in
our heads, i.e. we should not reify the self, the following questions remain: Where are
self and the self-concept located in our brains (and beyond)? How is self-concept
structured? Again, answers to these questions cannot result in an exact description of an
entity in our heads.” The answers will remain on a conceptual level, just as a structural
formula of water is merely a graphic representation of its molecular structure. In his work
Principles of Psychology (1890), James provided us with one of the earliest attempts to
illustrate our self-concept structure. James thought of the self to be comprised of the /-self
(the knower; the subjective self) and the Me-self (what is known). What he labelled Me-
self has also been referred to as the objective self or the empirical self, and later as the
self-concept (Harter 1996: 11).° James further divided the Me-self into three parts: the
spiritual self, the social self, and the material self (1890: chapter X). His formulation has
influenced researchers after him (e.g. Shavelson et al. 1976; Song & Hattie 1984; Marsh
& Shavelson 1985): He considered these three constituents to be in a somewhat
hierarchical order based on their importance for the individual — with a spiritual self at

the top, a social self in the middle, and a material self at the bottom (cf. Harter 1996).

> However, Northoff (2014: 157) reports that at least the empirical self (in this case, the self as a biological process
in the body and brain) can neurobiologically be located in the e.g. prefrontal regions of the brain; the pre-
reflective (phenomenal) self as well as the minimal self could be located in the subcortical regions and cortical
midline structures.

® In consonance with this, Oyserman et al. (2011: 94) have taken up this idea of self-concept being ,nested’ in the
self in their definitions and differentiation of self, self-concept and identity.
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This idea of a self-conceptual hierarchy in our minds has been taken up, refined, and
tested in numerous studies (for a detailed review see, e.g.: Marsh & Hattie 1996a; Byrne
1996a) — with Shavelson et al.’s model (1976) probably being the most prominent and
influential.

The hierarchy of the Shavelson et al. model (figure 2.1) was ordered in the
following way: a general self-concept was at the apex of the model, which was then
further divided into non-academic and academic self-concepts. Academic self-concepts
in particular have been at the centre of attention in follow-up research and will also be
relevant for this research project. It is also notable that their model implied
multidimensionality (academic and non-academic factors; the academic dimension
further included subjects such as math self-concept or English/verbal self-concept) of the
self-concept, in addition to a hierarchical structure. Both hierarchical and
multidimensional aspects of the self-concept have been validated in numerous follow-
up studies (for a detailed review see Byrne 1996b).

The academic self-concept strand in the original Shavelson et al. model identified
by Marsh & Shavelson (1985) has, however, been revised after testing the model had
indicated a close to zero correlation between math and English self-concepts (q.v. the
following section). Based on empirical findings, the new model now had two separate
higher-order academic factors (Math/Academic Self-Concept and Verbal/Academic Self-
Concept) rather than one global academic self-concept (1985: 120; cf. Marsh 1990; cf.
Xu et al. 2013). From her review of these different validation studies, Byrne draws the

following conclusion:

These findings underscore the domain specificity of academic self-concept and, thus,
the need to use instrumentation designed to measure specific rather than global
dimensions of academic self-concept research that bears on perceptions of self relative
to particular academic subject areas. (1996b: 292)

Clearly, self-research has moved from investigating one global self-concept to viewing
and measuring it in a more multidimensional and domain-specific way (cf. Markus &
Wurf 1987: 301; Marsh et al. 1988; cf. Swann & Bosson 2010); a hierarchical and
multidimensional self-concept whose facets are becoming more differentiated and
independent with age (Shavelson & Marsh 1985). But to what extent do we actually “run

around with pyramids in our heads” (Hattie 1992: 242)?
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Instead of a two-dimensional or “monolithic” (Mercer 2011a: 70) entity in our
minds, other researchers have argued for three-dimensional representations of our self-
concept (e.g. Bracken 1996). The introduction of the book A 700 Ways to Enhance Self-
Concept in the Classroom (1976) serves as an early, intuitively accessible example of
this. Here, the authors Canfield and Wells depict self-concept as a glob with dots in it,
or, as they write, a “strong jellyfish” (p. 2). With the help of the dots’ positions, they
explain the role of core and peripheral beliefs within our self-concept:

Notice that some of the dots are more ‘internal” than others. The more central a belief
is to your Self, the more value - either negative or positive - you attach to it. For
example, most teachers feel that to be smart is more important than to be a good
swimmer. (Not everyone feels that way.) (1976: 2)

They argue that the more central or internalized a dot (belief) is, the more difficult it
becomes to change this belief. Markus and Wurf (1987: 302) also make this
differentiation between core and peripheral conceptions based on their importance with
regard to their overall sense of self. They consider core conceptions to be well elaborated
and, thus, to have a higher impact on our behaviour than peripheral conceptions. This
makes the core beliefs less susceptible to change than peripheral, i.e. less stable, self-
beliefs.

Another alternative model — similar to that by Canfield and Wells’ glob or jellyfish
— has been developed by Mercer (2011a: 68). Her model focuses specifically on the self-
concept domain of ‘language learning’. Based on the data of the participant “Joana”,
Mercer created a molecular model or network model of Joana’s self-concepts (e.g.
Physical Self-Concept, Academic Self-Concept, General Languages Self-Concept, English
as a Foreign Language Self-Concept). The advantages of this approach to modelling self-
concept are that multiple connections between different facets or domains of self-concept
can be made. The strength of connections as well as the size (importance) of individual
facets can be highlighted in the ‘molecule’ and these give a more realistic impression of
self-concept complexity (ibid.: 67). In this model Joana’s English (EFL) and Italian (IFL) as
a Foreign Language self-concepts are not only quite well elaborated and complex (= size
of spheres), but also have a strong connection (= size of connecting line between spheres)
based on the collected data.

Nevertheless, Mercer highlights that this representation of Joana’s self-concept is
only valid for this particular part of her self-concept, in the context of foreign language

learning and at the time of data collection. This in turn means that this type of model is



Chapter 3 — Self-Concept, Its Temporal Facets, 27
and Foreign Language Learners

able to capture the dynamic and contextual nature of self-concepts (2011a: 68f). This

leads to the next question about self-concept: How do we develop or form self-concepts?

3.2.3 Self-Concept Formation

People often say that this or that person has not yet found himself.
But the self is not something one finds, it is something one creates.

-T.Szasz 1973: 49 -

As we grow up, we are accumulating more and more information about our self. Every
new piece of information is scanned with regard to our already established perception of
self. It is then either confirmed and internalized, or disconfirmed and discarded (cf.
Canfield & Wells, 1976: 2). Markus and Wurf write: “When stimuli, experiences, or
events cross the threshold of self-concept such that they achieve self-relevant meaning,
they become special” (1987: 328). As we grow up and grow older we learn to filter
incoming information (“stimuli, experiences, or events”) in a personalized fashion.”

As mentioned in the previous section, self-concepts are stable and dynamic at the
same time and thus peripheral concepts are more susceptible to change than core self-
concepts (cf. Markus & Wurf, 1987). Sometimes they can even become part of our core
self-concept and change it. On the one hand, as we are learning more about ourselves
through experience, this shapes our current self-concept accordingly. On the other hand,
Neisser (1997: 4) writes “the opposite direction of causation is also important: If | behave
in certain ways in order to live up to an idealized self-concept, for example, my real self
is being partly shaped by my conceptual self.” In other words, self-concept is not the
passive receiver of our experiences but also has the power to make changes to the core
perceptions if deemed necessary. What do | mean by writing ‘if deemed necessary’?

[ wrote at the beginning of this section that we scan, confirm, or disconfirm pieces
of incoming information. But | have not discussed where this information comes from
and how we decide whether it contains, as Markus and Wurf (1987: 328) wrote, “self-
relevant meaning” or not. Rubio (2014: 43) lists some of the most important factors which
help us to determine this: “The process of perception for the self-concept, as happens
when looking at a picture, can vary depending on the personal maturation of the self,

age, personality, situational conditions, metacognitive strategies, and many other

’ If and in what way our self shapes and possibly distorts reality will be discussed in section 2.3.1.
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individual contextual factors.” What Rubio does not explicitly mention here are if and in
what way other factors such as ‘gender” and ‘significant others’ (in the case of young-old
learners, significant others could be other learners, the teacher, but also partners,
children, grandchildren, and friends) can influence our self-concept. Some of the factors
listed by Rubio and these two additional factors, which will be important for my research
context, need further discussion.

In Rubio’s quote we can detect the premise of a dynamic or changing self-
concept, which is dependent on the process of perception in different situations and
contexts. Related to this, Shavelson et al. (1976: 412ff) postulated that within the
framework of their hierarchical model, self-concept facets become more dynamic (or less
stable) when moving downwards from the apex, i.e. when moving from “General Self-
Concept” down to “Evaluation of Behavior in Specific Situations” (in the case of EFL, this
specific situation could be the acting out of a role-play together with another learner) in
their model; see figure 2.1). According to Markus and Wurf (1987: 328), self-concept is
considered to be dynamic in that it is “an active, interpretive structure that is continually
involved in the regulation of on-going behaviour” — which they have depicted in their
model of the dynamic self-concept (see figure 2.3). They support the view that there is
not a single, unitary self-concept but that it rather consists of active and non-active parts.

Markus and Wurf (1987) refer to the active parts of our self-concept as the working
self-concept (see also: Markus & Nurius 1986) and describe it as “continually active,
shifting array of accessible self-knowledge” (p. 306). The working self-concept comprises
self-representations, which have been or can be activated through internal processes (e.g.
motivational state) and/or through current social situations, which is why they also refer
to it as “self-concept of the moment” (ibid.). In their model, self-concept (core) is a
collection of self-representations, which are — in contrast to their subset in the working
self-concept — not accessible in a particular situation (ibid.: 314). It also illustrates how
our working self-concepts affect — and are affected by — intrapersonal behaviour and
interpersonal behaviour. Markus and Wurf (1987: 306) conclude: “The working self-
concept thus consists of the core self-conceptions embedded in a context of more
tentative self-conceptions that are tied to the prevailing circumstances.” Based on this,
their model can be linked to the symbolic interactionsts’ view that self-concepts are

greatly affected by social conditions. Additionally to that, it also accounts for the, at first,
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paradoxical sounding claim that our self-concepts are stable and malleable at the same
time (ibid.).

Age and our ageing process also affect the development of our self-concepts. We
start to form our self-concepts quite early in our lives, i.e. towards the first year (Neisser
1993: 5; see also: Tomasello 1993). And, as mentioned before, self-concepts become
increasingly differentiated and multidimensional, as we grow older (Shavelson et al.
1976; Byrne & Shavelson 1996; Leung et al. 2013). The hierarchical model (see figure
2.1 in the previous section) reflects this by the number of different domains in academic
and non-academic self-concepts.

It should be noted, though, that this process does not mean we only differentiate
our self into more unrelated, distinct self-concepts, but that we simultaneously integrate
similar or related self-concepts. In the words of Marsh and Ayotte (2003): “with
increasing age and cognitive development, there are counterbalancing processes of
integration and differentiation” (p. 702). The notion of a more differentiated self-concept
with increasing age, however, has mainly been tested and validated for children, pre-
adolescents, and adolescents (cf. Byrne 1996a). As we will see in chapter 5, the lack of
appropriate research instruments (e.g. questionnaire items that consider the age-specific
situation of individuals post-retirement) for older participants is still an issue. Our
cognitive development (maturation) has an impact on how we deal with incoming
information to develop our self-concept. The types of information we receive from
outside — i.e. the question of what we receive — also shape our self-concept. This external
information can come from our own actions but also from other people around us. Thus,
we need to ask next: What roles do significant others around us play in shaping our self-
concepts?

The two symbolic interactionists Cooley (1902) and Mead (1922) highlighted the
idea that the formation of self is a social process. Cooley’s looking glass self, summarized
in his couplet “Each to each a looking glass, reflects the other that doth pass” (1922: 184),
illustrates that we construct our selves based on our perceptions of how people around
us perceive us (see also: Oyserman and Markus, 1998; Swann & Bosson 2010). We
internalize the appraisals of significant others. Bouchey and Harter (2005), for instance,
based their study on this premise. They revealed that reflected appraisals of parents and

teachers (“socializers”) influence students’ academic self-perceptions during early
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adolescence. Interestingly, perceived reflected appraisals of adults even had a stronger
impact than those of their peers (ibid.: 682).

Since the young-old are not as dependent on “socializers” as adolescents, does
this mean that they are more independent in forming their self-concepts, i.e. the looking
glass is no longer needed? Or, is it that the perspectives are reversed? Are many of the
significant others shaping the young-old’s self-concept now part of younger generations:
children, grandchildren, and — quite often — their English teachers? To the best of my
knowledge, research is still needed to investigate if there is still an impact of this reverse
situation on self-concept.

Another study by Harter and Whitesell (2003) points to the case of ‘major life
transitions’ and their influence on self-concept formation. In their study they noticed that
even when moving on from high school to college, approval received from significant

others had an impact on participants’ global self-worth.? They posited:

With regard to the applicability of Cooley’s formulation, one may question whether
external approval should have such an impact if, over the course of development,
one presumably internalizes the perceived approval of significant others such that
one is no longer dependent on this type of social feedback. (p. 1041)

Major life transitions (in their context: educational transitions) seem to explain why

individuals turn to Cooley’s looking glass once more to reassess their self-concepts:

The point is that looking-glass self-processes are appropriately reactivated in new
academic and social settings, although such activation is unlikely to persist as students
develop a new understanding of the self in the face of the opinions of those in the
new campus culture. (ibid.)
With regard to the young-old then, we need to ask if and to what extent retirement, as a
major life transition in the life course (see chapter 2), has a similar influence on self-
concept formation. Leaving the workforce changes our social environment when we, for
example, no longer see our former colleagues that often (if at all). Retirement leaves us
with more free time that many retirees feel required to structure with daily and weekly

routines. Among these are often new activities that have been either put off or neglected

for a long time such as pilates, a computer class, starting to learn Italian, or refreshing

8 self-Worth is often used interchangeably with self-esteem and refers to one’s perceived value as a person
(Rubio 2014: 42). Self-concept is regarded by some researchers as perceptions of self plus judgments of one’s
self-worth (Mills 2014: 10; Pajares & Schunk 2002: 21).
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English language skills. The new challenges and new people (classmates and teachers)
the young-old meet shortly before, during, and after the transition from work to retirement
have the potential to re-shape their self-concept (see also Mercer 2011a: 152f).

The role of others in forming our self-concepts is a subject that was also taken up
by Marsh (1986) when revising the model of Shavelson et al. (1976). As noted in section
2.2.2, when testing the model in various studies, researchers were puzzled by the close
to zero correlation between math and English self-concepts (cf. Marsh 1986), even
though they predicted all academic self-concepts on that level correlate to at least some
extent. Marsh explained this with the Internal/External (I/E) frame of reference model
theory. According to his theory, students formed their verbal and math self-concepts
based on internal and external frames of reference (ibid.: 133):

a) Students compare their perceived math performance with their perceived verbal
performances and other academic areas (internal).
b) They compare their perceived math and verbal performance to the perceived
abilities of their peers in one particular subject (external).
To illustrate this, Marsh gives the example of a student who correctly perceives that both
his or her verbal and math performances are below average compared to peers’
performances in these areas (i.e. external comparison), but who also perceives his or her
math abilities to be better than his or her verbal ones (i.e. internal comparison). Then,
according to Marsh, “[d]epending on how these two components are weighted, this
student may have an average or even an above-average self-concept in mathematics
despite his or her poor math skills.” (ibid.: 133) Linked to this, researchers also reported
differences in self-concept based on gender, with female learners favouring verbal and
male learners favouring math self-concepts (cf. Marsh 1986; Hattie 1992: 176-180; cf.
Mercer 2011a: 80-83). It is arguable, however, if and to what extent these gender-biased
beliefs regarding verbal and math domains are existent in the cohort of young-old in this
study.

Mercer (2011a) has used the I/E frame of reference in her study on language
learner self-concept in order to illustrate the self-concept formation of university students.
Within her study, the internal frame of reference focuses on comparisons across other
domains (e.g. other foreign languages learned) and learner beliefs regarding learning a
foreign language (ibid.: 125). The external frame of reference refers, for example, to social

comparisons, feedback from significant others, (perceived) experiences of success and
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failure, and critical incidents (ibid.: 161). Both internal and external frames of reference
— though not defined as broadly as in Mercer’s study — have also proved to be significant
in the analysis of this study’s interviews (cf. chapter 6). The findings of Mercer’s study
have also indicated a change of L2 self-concept over time, experience, and learning
context (i.e. the transition from school to university). Thus, it is hoped that the findings of
my study of young-old language learners which uses a mixed methodology might expand
these insights to later stages in life (pre- and post-retiring) and other learning contexts (vhs
centres).

What the overview shows once more is that the majority of studies on the learner
self — here more specifically related to the I/E frame of reference theory — are focused on
younger age groups. It would therefore be of great interest to expand the idea of internal
and external comparisons to the learning context of young-old language learners. Do the
young-old compare their language learning performance to their previous learning
experiences (internal) and to the performance of their young-old classmates (external)?
Thus, in particular, the interview conducted for this study contained questions about the

language learning group and other learners in the group (see chapter 6).

3.2.4 Definition by Demarcation: What Self-Concept is Not

In the following, | would like to further sharpen the terminological edges of self-concept
by contrasting it with other self-related terms. Since there are numerous self-terms’®, | will
focus on those most commonly discussed in today’s SLA-research, namely self-esteem,
self-efficacy, and self-confidence. In what ways do these terms differ from, and overlap

with, self-concept?

William James (1890: 310) gave a very early, if not the earliest, definition of self-esteem
in the mode of a formula:

pretensions/success = self-esteem
Based on this formula, we form our self-esteem in a particular area of our life or domain
(e.g. learning a language) based on how highly we value it or aim at succeeding in it. If

a student has strong aspirations (i.e. pretensions) to, for example, be good at speaking

? Mummendey (2011: chapter 3), for instance, discusses 25 different German and English self-terms and Leary
& Tangney (2012: 10) list 66 different self-related terms.



Chapter 3 - Self-Concept, Its Temporal Facets, 33
and Foreign Language Learners

English, then, because he or she thinks that this is important, success or failure in this
endeavour affects his or her self-esteem more strongly in this particular domain.

While self-concept is what we believe about our self, self-esteem involves an
evaluation — positive or negative — of what makes up our theory of our self. In other
words, self-esteem is a subjective evaluation of one’s worth (Orth & Robins 2014: 381).
Rubio (2014: 42) compares the difference between self-concept and self-esteem using
the metaphor of a picture: “Self-esteem would correspond to the resulting evaluation of
the picture; while the picture would be the self-concept.” The keyword when it comes

to differentiating the two terms here again is “evaluation.”

The slogan “Yes, we can!” used in the US presidential elections in 2008 nicely captures
what self-efficacy is all about. The way we evaluate our capabilities to perform a task
depends on our self-efficacy regarding that particular task: “Self-efficacy differs from self-
concept in that it is concerned less with the skills and abilities one thinks one has but
more with what one can do with whatever skills one possesses.” (Skaalvik & Skaalvik
2008: 224). Linked to this, self-efficacy can also be considered to be more cognitive than
self-concept in that it contains more concrete or explicit judgments of one’s own
perceived abilities (Mercer 2011a: 15; Leary & Tangney 2012: 10).

Self-efficacy can guide and predict people’s behaviour, motivation, and decision-
making. Thus, it can influence the way we think about our abilities, e.g. whether a
language learner approaches the experiences of language learning with an optimistic or
pessimistic mindset (Bandura 2001, 2012). But prior to that self-efficacy already comes
into effect: when making the decision to attend a language class, a person is convinced
that she has what it takes to learn a language. Bandura (2001: 10) writes: “It is partly on
the basis of efficacy beliefs that people choose what challenges to undertake, how much
effort to expend in the endeavour, how long to persevere in the face of obstacles and
failures, and whether failures are motivating or demoralizing.” Whether at the moment a
person takes on language learning or in the midst of the common ups and downs of the
language learning experience, self-efficacy beliefs continuously act as guides.

Several researchers see the difference between self-concept and self-efficacy

beliefs in terms of specificity. Self-efficacy is measured at a more context- or task-specific
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level than self-concept (Mills 2014: 11; Pajares & Schunk 1994: 194). Mercer (2011a:
15) orders the three concepts of self-esteem, self-concept, and self-efficacy on a scale
from global (self-esteem) to tightly context-specific (self-efficacy), with self-concept being
in-between. Bandura (2012: 17), however, points out that in many studies the
understanding of self-efficacy is often too narrow, being merely on a task-specific level.
While he does not doubt the validity or accuracy of studies measuring self-efficacy, he
nevertheless reminds us that self-efficacy should be measured in terms of ‘activity
domains’ rather than of reducing it simply to the level of tasks. He illustrates this as
follows:

[1In the standard self-efficacy assessment, an activity domain is measured by a set of
specific items representing gradations of challenge, but the self-efficacy score is for
the totality of items encompassing the domain of activities, not for a specific item
within it. [...] It is time to retire the misleading claim that self-efficacy theory is
inherently wedded to ‘narrow measures’. (2012: 17)

What he calls “activity domains” can encompass different degrees of complexity.
It is, for example, possible to measure efficacy beliefs regarding learning a new language
(broad scope efficacy) or to measure efficacy beliefs regarding making a booking over
the phone in another language (limited scope efficacy). This means that it is more difficult
than anticipated at first sight to differentiate self-concept and self-efficacy measures in
terms of their specificity (Mercer 2011a: 15). Concluding from this, the primary remaining
difference between the two concepts lies in the fact that self-efficacy is more closely
bound to “can-do”-appraisals than self-concept. Measuring via a can-do appraisal in this
study by asking if a young-old participant can, for instance, envision him- or herself
communicating successfully with a native speaker in the near future (see chapter 6) tells
us primarily something about his or her self-efficacy regarding that task. Nevertheless,
we can draw conclusions — together with the results of similar questions — regarding his

or her self-concept in the domain of using (or speaking) English in the future.

Self-confidence is another self-term often used interchangeably with other self-terms in
everyday life. As previously mentioned, Mercer made use of its commonality when
investigating the L2 self. When interviewing her study participants, she used the more
lay-friendly term ‘self-confidence’ when, in fact, she was actually researching the more

complex concept of ‘L2 self’ (2014: 166 & 173). What exactly constitutes self-confidence
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— or, in this case, more specifically L2 self-confidence (L2C) — and how it is developed,
shows in what way it differs from self-concept.

Clément has done extensive research on L2 self-confidence. Together with
Sampasivam (2014: 25), he refers to L2C as a “higher-order variable encompassing both
a lack of anxiety and positive self-ratings of L2 proficiency.” On a more general level,
Dornyei (2005: 73) defines self-confidence as a “belief that a person has the ability to
produce results, accomplish goals, or perform tasks competently.” At first glance, this
definition of self-confidence is reminiscent of self-efficacy. According to Mercer (2011a:
17), however, L2 self-confidence is less domain-specific than self-efficacy. Moreover,
Dornyei (2005: 73f) adds that self-confidence is less cognitive than self-efficacy and
primarily socially constructed.

Indeed, when it comes to the development of self-confidence, Sampasivam and
Clément (2014: 25) report that self-confidence develops through “contact experiences.”
Based on this, context of L2 acquisition plays an important role for the developing L2
self-confidence. Sampasivam and Clément (2014: 26) conclude that it is worthwhile to
organize L2C literature according to learning outside and inside the classroom. Previous
research suggested that “it is considered to have a less influential role in communities
with infrequent intergroup contact compared with multilingual communities.
Nevertheless, the quality and quantity can have different effects.” (p. 25)

In the case of the young-old learning at Volkshochschulen (hereafter vhs centres)'®
in Germany, which can be considered a foreign language learning (FLL) context, contact
with native L2 speakers is rare. Does this mean that learners’ self-confidence does not
develop as well in a FLL context as it would develop in a SLA context due to a lack of
“contact experiences” with L2 community members? Clément et al. (1994: 42) write that
language self-confidence and language anxiety can be linked to L2 classroom
experiences (e.g. evaluations by the teacher or other learners). Moreover, Sampasivam
and Clément (2014: 27f) report studies which “suggest that in the FLA context, foreign
media use and perceived importance of contact were better predictors of motivated
learning behaviours (items concerning the different aspects of students’ learning

behaviour) than more direct forms of contact.” The young-old learners who are learning

Ovolkshochschule (lit. transl.: folk high-school — from here referred to as vhs centres) is a German adult
education organization offering a wide range of continuing education classes (languages, crafts and art, sports,
politics) to the public (regardless of age or degree) at centres all over Germany (see chapter 4).
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a language at vhs centres in Germany can form their self-confidence independently of
direct contacts with the L2 community. Classroom experience (e.g. external frame of
reference; see chapters 7 & 8) and indirect contact through such things as media, as well
as the degree of importance they place on these aspects of language learning, shape their
feelings of anxiety and self-confidence. Mercer (2011a: 17) also contrasts self-concept
and self-confidence respectively in regard to the focus of their affective dimension:

It thus seems that whilst L2 linguistic self-confidence reflects some aspects of self-
concept, such as domain-specific beliefs of competence, the affective dimension
differs as it focuses more on feelings of anxiety, whereas the affective aspect of self-
concept is more typically concerned with evaluative feelings associated with the self-
beliefs in the domain.

Summing up this short discussion of L2 self-confidence, the key differences in
regard to self-concept lie in, firstly, its development through direct and indirect contact
experiences (in- as well as outside the L2 classroom) and, secondly, its more specific link

to anxiety.

3.2.5 Summary

In the above, | have discussed what we need to consider when using self and self-concept
terminology. | have introduced several perspectives on self-concept structure and its
formation, and finally have contrasted self-concept with some other self-terms, which are
commonly investigated in SLA research but often confused, in order to create a clearer
picture of what self-concept is, or is not in the context of this study. In the following, |
would like to sum up the discussion in this section and come to my understanding of
self-concept.

e The conceptions of our self are subjective. From the various attempts to describe
or paraphrase self-concept, the two key terms perceptions or beliefs highlight particularly
well how our self-concepts create a subjective reality of our selves. The way a young-old
conceptualizes his or her language learner self diverges and overlaps with how others —
teacher and classmates — may view his or her, creating a dynamic between different
subjective realities. Whether we are talking about one general self-concept or about a
multitude of self-concepts: we are dealing with different, domain-specific self-concepts,
such as foreign language learning, but also at the same time with a unifying, core sense
of self. The core and peripheral facets of self-concept also come into play when taking a

look at its structure and formation.
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e Self-concept has a hierarchical, multidimensional structure, which becomes
increasingly differentiated with age. Inspired by William James’ earliest works on
psychology from the 19" century, the hierarchical structure model of self-concept has
dominated research until today. Of particular interest for my research project is the
academic strand of Shavelson et al.’s version of this model (1976), which not only depicts
the hierarchical order of self-concept facets (with the general self-concept at the apex
resembling a core or relatively stable part), but also its multidimensionality (e.g. self-
concept across different academic domains). Within the verbal academic dimension of
self-concept (including foreign language learning), for example, Mercer (2011a)
approached depicting different foreign language self-concepts in a three dimensional
model. Unlike the hierarchical model, this sphere model is able to capture the contextual
and dynamic nature of and, more importantly, between different foreign language self-
concepts.

e Self-concept has a relatively stable core and more dynamic peripheral parts. In
what ways is self-concept dynamic and contextual? Markus and Wurf’s model (1987)
takes up the symbolic interactionist’s notion that forming one’s self-concept is a social
process. It also takes into account that how we ourselves perceive our actions and
appraisals shapes our self-concept. Both inter- and intra-personal factors affect how our
working self-concept either internalizes or discards incoming, potentially self-relevant,
information. In the case of the young-old language learners, how they perceive their own
language learning process and progress (intra-personal factors), as well as how they ‘filter’
incoming self-relevant information from the teacher, other language learners in their
class, and people they communicate with in the target language outside the classroom
(inter-personal factors), form the basis of their language learning self-concept. Markus
and Wurf’s model shows how self-concept can be stable and dynamic at the same time.
Finally, what we need to keep in mind is that self-concept formation is a bi-directional
process between our real and idealized self. A young-old language learner’s self-concept
grows out of the tension of his or her perceived status quo and his or her envisioned ideal
language learner self, guiding his or her further language learning process.

* Self-concept differs from other self-related constructs in the degree of cognition,
evaluation, and specificity involved in its development and measurement. It is not always
easy to keep clear-cut boundaries between the commonly addressed concepts in SLA

research such as self-concept, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and self-confidence when trying
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to measure or to investigate them. Contrasting them makes boundaries and overlaps
visible. On a scale ranging from highly evaluative to highly cognitive, self-esteem is more
on the evaluative side than self-concept, which is more cognitive in nature. Self-efficacy
is even further down on the cognitive side of the scale compared to self-concept. What
remains somewhat open to debate and difficult to differentiate when measuring is the
degree of task-specificity of self-concept vs. self-efficacy, with the latter being considered
the more task-specific one. Self-confidence, another often investigated psychological
concept in SLA-research, differs from self-concept in that it is more strongly connected
to anxiety and has its roots mainly in contact experiences with the L2 (direct and indirect).
Thus, in many cases a single item or a group of items in the questionnaire for this study
as well as an interview question can indeed point to several self-aspects of a young-old
language learner. For instance, asking a young-old learner to rate her English skills on a
scale from 1 to 10 together with an elaboration of the rating, can help to draw
conclusions not only about her self-concept but also about, for example, her self-esteem.

Finally, to illustrate all of the central characteristics of self-concept that | have
discussed above in a more condensed way, | would like to draw on Hattie’s (1992) facet
analysis of self-concept (see figure 3.1). While he uses the term cognitive appraisals to
describe self-concepts (alongside expectations, descriptions, and prescriptions), | have
used the terms beliefs and perceptions. The integration across various dimensions and
the ways in which this happens (self-verification etc.) corresponds with the
multidimensional, hierarchical structure (self-concept structure) and the internalization
process (self-concept formation) discussed in sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3. The last part of
his facet analysis refers to the stability vs. dynamics of self-concept (the core and
peripheral parts of self-concept discussed in section 2.2.3) as well as how we use intra-

and inter-personal information (dis-/confirmation) to (re-)shape our self-concept.
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self-concepts
Our conceptions of self are cognitive appraisals,

expectations

descriptions
expressed in terms of prescriptions, integrated across various dimensions that
we attribute to ourselves.

self-verification

self-consistency

self-complexity
The integration is primarily via self-enhancement.

consistent type
These attributes may be inconsistent depending on the amount of

confirmation others
disconfirmation our appraisals receive from ourselves.

Facet analysis of self-concept by Hattie (1992: 37 - bold by me)
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Arriving at an overall understanding of what constitutes self-concept and how it

is formed, | would like to focus on a more specific area of self-concept in the next section:
its temporal facets. As mentioned above, the dynamic between actual and ideal self is a
driving force in a young-old learner’s language learning process. What roles do the past,
present, and future selves have on the young-old language learners? What can we learn

from investigating their possible, ideal, and ought-to selves in order to find out how to

facilitate their language learning process? Second language acquisition research has

already focused on the temporal aspects of self-concept and possible selves, resulting in

different models that help to understand the language learner self from a temporal and

motivational perspective (see section 3.4). The next section on the temporal self presents

and discusses the foundation for SLA models of language learning and the self.
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3.3 The Temporal Self
What's past is prologue.
- Shakespeare, The Tempest, act II, scene I, lines 253-54 -

Mercer and Williams (2014), in their concluding remarks, divide research on the self in
the SLA classroom into two broad categories: the contextual self and the temporal self."
Based on this distinction | would like to focus on the latter — the temporal — aspect of self-
concept in this section. This is not to say that context or the contextual self do not play a
role in my study, as we will see in the next chapter. | focus on the temporal aspect for
two main reasons:

Firstly, as we will see in this and the following section, the temporal perspective
on the self in psychology and SLA research lays the foundation for central theories and
models used to explore the self. In SLA research, for example, Doérnyei ’s (2005) L2
Motivational Self System (L2MSS) draws on future-oriented self-aspects such as ideal and
ought-to selves of L2 language learners (see section 3.4.1).

Secondly, for no other younger age group does time play such a central role as
for the young-old (cf. Carstensen 2006; cf. Koutoukidis et al. 2013: 234; cf. Russell 2011).
They can look back onto a longer past than younger age groups, with various experiences
to feed their current perception of self and construct future-oriented selves.
Simultaneously, this particular phase of life is connected to major life changes, such as
retirement, children having moved out from home (‘empty-nest syndrome’), or higher
death rates among friends of their age, which trigger an increased awareness of time and
the limits of life.

A first basic distinction of the temporal self can be past, present, and future self.
Pinpointing the present, where it begins and where it ends (and inextricably linked to this
are the beginnings and ends of past and future), is debatable. Is the present, and with it

the present self, just that millisecond moment slicing the past and the future?'

Keeping
this in mind, | am going to introduce and discuss three different constructs, which

subsume influences of our past, present, and future selves: possible selves (Markus &

1 Taylor (2014), in the same publication, makes a similar differentiation of synchronic and diachronic views of
self, with the latter being an equivalent of temporal self.

12 connected to this debate is the issue of measuring or investigating the present or actual self, but also the
dynamics and stability of self and the working self, as discussed in section 3.2.3.
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Nurius 1986), self-discrepancy (Higgins 1987), and self-determination (Deci & Ryan
1985).

3.3.1 Possible Selves

Markus and Nurius (1986) define possible selves as self-representations of what we might
become, what we would like to become (ideal selves) or what we are afraid of becoming
(feared selves). The authors link possible selves to the dynamic nature of self-concept,
i.e. motivation, distortion, as well as momentary and enduring change, and thus see it as
“a conceptual link between cognition and motivation” (ibid.: 954), or, in the words of
Dornyei (2009: 11), “how the self regulates behaviour by setting goals and expectations”.
This means that possible selves function as a major impetus to behave in a certain way
in order to, on the one hand, move closer towards a particular ideal self, e.g. “the
successful self, the creative self, the rich self, the thin self, or the loved and admired self”
(Markus & Nurius 1986: 954). In the case of a young-old language learner an ideal L2
self could be conversing fluently with other tourists and L2 speakers at the hotel bar, or
feeling more at ease when partaking in speaking activities in class. On the other hand,
possible selves make us move or stay away from a particular feared self: “the alone self,
the depressed self, the incompetent self, the alcoholic self, the unemployed self, or the
bag lady self” (ibid. 954). Again, regarding our young-old language learners, this feared
self could be the L2 self who is not understood at the hotel reception, or who fails to
formulate requests in the L2 when booking over the phone.

Based on this linking of cognition and motivation illustrated above, possible selves
are also often referred to in the literature as guides. Ryan and Irie, for instance, describe
them as self-representations which “guide individuals towards becoming the person they
would like to be, a hoped-for self, or away from outcomes they seek to avoid, a feared
self” (2014: 112). Similarly, Dornyei and Ushioda speak of future self-guides that reflect
a “dynamic, forward-pointing conception that can explain how someone is moved from
the present toward the future” (2011: 80). The latter view, however, has led some
researchers to put a strong emphasis only on the future when discussing possible selves.

Different from this view, then, it is necessary to remember that possible selves are
not only linked to the future: “Possible Selves derive from representations of the self in
the past and they include representations of the self in the future. They are different and

separable from the current or now selves, yet are intimately connected to them” (Markus
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& Nurius 1986: 954). Past and future possible selves are mirrored in current
representations of self (Ryan & Irie 2014: 111). Past selves may become relevant in the
future again: The past self of a student who never did her homework or did not do well
in English tests at school may influence the perception of her current self as well as the
formation of a possible future self which this young-old learner may be afraid of again
becoming when attending English classes decades later. But the future possible self of a
young-old language learner could also be one she hopes to become again, if, for
example, she used to be an A-student in English and later experienced successful
communication using the L2 with others in her job or on holidays. Consideration for the
fact that young-old learners in our classes each have long and quite varied pasts gives us
an idea of how both multifarious and personalized their possible selves must be.

The view that possible selves are unique to an individual, i.e. personalized
(Markus & Nurius 1986: 954), is linked to the discussion of self-concept formation (see
section 3.2.3). One of the reasons lies — once more, similarly to self-concept (looking-
glass self) — in a person’s socio-cultural history and context as well as the influence of
significant others:" “Possible selves thus have the potential to reveal the inventive and
constructive nature of the self but they also reflect the extent to which the self is socially
determined and constrained” (ibid. 954; see also Oyserman 2008). If we apply this to a
specific age group such as the young-old, it becomes clear that cohort effects (socio-
cultural, historical, political and other impacts on a cohort) play a role in the formation
of their possible selves. On a more general level then, possible selves exist for a whole
age group or cohort, down to more personalized influences on the individual’s possible
selves. But future-oriented possible selves develop on the basis of an individual’s history
and are therefore to a great extent also personalized.

To illustrate this cohort effect on possible selves of the young-old, | would like to
take up the influence of media, which Markus and Nurius (1986: 954) list as one
example. The representation of aged people in the media — e.g. advertisements,
commercials, and films — has changed considerably. Firstly, the theme of ageing is
addressed and older people are shown more often than 20 years ago. Secondly, the way

older people are portrayed has changed from being ‘old and feeble’ to a more active, still

13 Markus and Nurius (1986: 954) use the term “salient others” when writing about how possible selves are
socially derived.
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younger looking individual not to be underestimated (see chapter 2). This image
promoted by the media in recent years has added to the possible selves of the current
cohort of the young-old. The goal of staying younger, more active, and healthier for
longer thus trickles down to individuals and has the potential to shape their possible
selves along with more immediate socio-cultural factors such as significant others.

The factor of significant others — family, peer group, teachers, co-workers etc. —
especially comes into play with another type of possible self (apart from, for example,
ideal selves): ought selves. Ought selves are what we think others expect us to become.
But again, as pointed out in section 3.2.1, it is about what we believe others may or may
not expect us to be or to become. Like ideal selves, ought selves can act as guides for
young-old language learners. The difference between the two is that ideal selves are more
related to language learners’” own goals and hopes, whereas ought selves are related to
the expectations of significant others (e.g. their partners, children, grandchildren, or
friends) regarding an ideal future self for the young-old language learners. Ushioda and
Dornyei (2011: 82) conclude that ought selves “may therefore bear little resemblance to
one’s own desires or wishes or the possibility of ever attaining them.”"

On a final note, with regard to ageing and possible selves, crucial life transitions
such as retirement once more come into play (see chapter 2). Cavanaugh and Blanchard-
Fields (2002: 355) write that possible selves “facilitate adaptation to new roles across the
life span [and] offer a way to bridge the experience of the current self and our imagined
future self.” Thus, connecting the research on possible selves to this study’s young-old
participants leads to the question in what ways L2 possible selves change or adapt to
new circumstances as they grow older. Ryff (1991), for instance, showed in her study that
actual and ideal selves approximate with old age (in contrast to younger age groups she
tested in her study) and thus described the results of her study as “shifting self-evaluative
horizons” over the life-span (294). She concluded from the results of her study in view of
the older respondents that there “appears to be a later life gain wherein the ideal self
better fits the real self, warts and all, with whom one has become an accustomed
traveller.” (ibid.) In other words, the results of this study may shed light on how young-

old language learners have adapted (or possibly approximated) their ideal L2 selves to

Y a similar vein, Higgins (1997: 1281f) described in his article on the regulatory focus theory that ought
selves have a prevention focus whereas ideal selves have a promotion focus.
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their past and actual L2 selves (e.g. critical incidents in the past or current self-

perceptions).

3.3.2 Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
Going back to the concept of ought selves, they can become ideal selves when they
become internalized by individuals because of group or role conformity (Ryan & Irie
2014: 112f; Boyatzis & Akrivou 2006: 628). This process forms the basis of the self-
determination theory formulated by Deci and Ryan (1985). Dornyei and Ushioda (2011:
25) summarise it by writing that “SDT’s central notion of a continuum of self-
determination focuses attention on how motivation for externally defined goals and
behaviours may be socialised and gradually internalised” (see also: Deci & Ryan, 1985:
131f; Ushioda 2014)." The notion of a continuum, however, makes it difficult to draw a
boundary between ideal and ought selves in situ: Is my ideal self for a particular domain
in my life truly what / want for myself? Was it me who generated it, or have | internalized
what others (through expectations, pressure or force from peer group, my parents, and
society in general) see as an ideal self for me, i.e. the ought self?

Boyatzis and Akrivou (2006: 628) do not regard it as a problem if an ought self is
intentionally or consciously internalized into one’s ideal self system. But problems do
arise if there is no congruence between the two:

To the extent this [the ought self] becomes intentionally integrated into a person’s
ideal self, there appears to be no conflict among the various selves. But if they are
somewhat different and a person works toward the ought self, at some point in the
future, they will awake and feel betrayed, frustrated, and even angry at the time and
energy they wasted in pursuit of dreams and expectations that they were never
passionate about.
If we connect this to the discussion about self-concept formation in section 3.2.3, it is
debatable whether the problem of incongruent ought and ideal selves affects the young-
old as much as it affects younger age groups. As stated in section 3.2.3, high school
students were more influenced in their self-concept formation by the appraisals of (adult)

socializers than young-old learners, who are not dependent on socializers to that extent

anymore (see also: Kormos & Csizér 2008: 347). Are the sources for ought selves for the

3 Note that the process of internalization here is linked to the dynamics of self-
concept and the idea of a “working self-concept” discussed in section 3.2.3
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young-old different to those of younger age groups? And do the young-old internalize

external projections at all?

3.3.3 Self-Discrepancy Theory

The interplay of ideal and ought selves described in self-determination theory — the
degree of internalisation on a continuum of external control and internal regulation — has
also been the focus of the self-discrepancy theory introduced by Higgins (1987),
however, with the inclusion of the actual self."® Higgins (1987: 320f) refers to ideal,
ought, and actual self as domains of the self. He adds to this dimension a second cognitive

dimension: standpoints on the self (own and other).

Standpoints Domains on the Self
on the Self Actual Ideal Ought
Own actual/own ideal/own ought/own
Other actual/other ideal/other ought/other
Self-Concept Self-Guides

The domains of actual, ideal, and ought combined with the standpoints of own/other
create six different types of “self-state representations” (p. 321; cf. table 3.1): actual/own,
actual/other, ideal/own, ideal/other, ought/own, and ought/other (see also Taylor 2011).
He points out that both types, actual/other and particularly actual/own, constitute a
person’s self-concept, whereas the other four types (ideal/own, ideal/other, ought/own,
and ought/other) can be regarded as self-guides. Similarly, Dornyei — as a foundation for
his L2 Motivational Self-System (L2MSS) — has described ideal and ought-to L2 selves as
future self-guides in order to highlight this particular temporal facet of the construct.

As with possible selves, it is also important to note that self-guides — i.e. the
existence or degree of manifestation of ought and ideal self-guides in a person’s self-
system — differ between individuals: “[Pleople differ to which self-guide they are
especially motivated to meet” (Higgins 1987: 321). In other words, one person has more
ought self-guides than another person, who only or mainly has ideal self-guides. Higgins’
self-discrepancy theory is essentially concerned with the discrepancy of self-concept and
self-guides and the emotional problems this discrepancy may have on the individual:

“[W]e are motivated to reach a condition where our self-concept matches our personally

%8 | contrast to Markus & Nurius (1986), who emphasise a multitude of possible selves, Higgins (1987) uses
the singular form of ideal, ought, and actual self.
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relevant self-guides” (p. 321). Higgins (1987: 336) investigated and validated two types
of emotional problems caused by discrepancies between self-concept/ideal self-guides
(leading to dejection-related emotions) and self-concept/ought self-guides (leading to
agitation-related emotions) in his study.

How then can the self-discrepancy theory be applied to young-old language
learners? If we believe what this theory postulates — the discrepancies and their
emotional effects, respectively — we can assume that a young-old learner who evaluates
or realizes today that he or she has not met his or her ideal L2 self he or she hoped for
five years ago, might develop a feeling of disappointment or sadness. If he or she
perceives in hindsight that his or her self-concept and ought L2 self-guides (i.e. the
perception of not meeting the expectations of his or her teacher, partner, children or
grandchildren etc.) do not match, he or she might end up with a feeling of fear or tension
(Higgins 1987: 336). As we will see in the analysis of the interviews in chapter 6,
however, resilience and ageing (see also chapter 2) may influence this interplay of self-
guides (Brandstadter & Greve 1994). The degree of self-discrepancy between self-
concept and these two types of self-guides also has an impact on his or her future
motivation and performance when learning a foreign language. But if we do not view
self-discrepancy or self-guides from a present perspective into the past, as in this
example, but rather as powerful and future-directed motivational tools, it is worthwhile
considering Dornyei’s L2ZMSS at this point, and with it, the role of self-concept in SLA

research.

3.4 Self-Concept in SLA-Research: the L2 Motivational Self-System (L2MSS)

Sometimes I can’t figure designers out.
It’s as if they flunked human anatomy.
- Erma Bombeck -

To anyone who has ever delved — even just a little — into the role of the self and self-
concept in SLA research, it may come as no surprise if | write here that the issue of the
self in language learning processes has been shifting more and more to the centre of
attention again. | am writing ‘again’ here because, as Pajares and Schunk (2002: 4) point
out in their historical overview, “interest in the self and self-beliefs in psychological and

educational research has waxed and waned”, and after a longer period of neglect,
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studying the self in educational contexts has started becoming en vogue again ever since
the 1980s (ibid.: 13).

Like designs in the fashion industry and all new up-and-coming trends, new
strategies and models are developed by different researchers develop different to
approach a particular phenomenon (self-concept) or targeted populations (young-old
language learners) to better understand the self in language learning contexts. But as we
will see in this section and particularly later in the methodological section, just as skinny
jeans do not work on everybody (or every body), some SLA models and research
methodologies do not work for all contexts and targeted populations (McEwon et al.
2014). From the plethora of SLA studies and theories on the self, | have already addressed
some that have been applied to research on the self in educational contexts on a more
general level (e.g. Self-Determination Theory by Deci & Ryan 1985 — see section 3.3.2),
as well as models or approaches that focus more specifically on the self and language
learning (e.g. Network Model by Mercer, 2011 — see section 3.2.2). In this section, |
would like to focus on one particular theory: the L2 Motivational Self-System (Dornyei
2005, 2009). | chose this model over others because of its relation to the temporal facets
of self outlined above, helping to shed light on the past, present, and future possible

selves of young-old language learners.

3.4.1 L2MSS: Roots and Application
Considering the previously discussed focus on possible selves or temporal aspects of self-
concept, the L2 Motivational Self-System of Dornyei fits well with my particular research
context and young-old language learners as a targeted population. His theory contains
three different components (Dérnyei 2009: 29), two of which | have discussed in section
2.3.3 regarding their psychological roots:
= [deal L2 self: Similar to Mercer’s network model (see section 2.2.2.), which
contained different L2-related self-concept facets, Dornyei presents the Ideal
L2 self as “the L2-specific facet of one’s ‘ideal self””. It is a future self-guide
of what an L2 learner would like to achieve in the realm of language learning
(promotion focus);
*  Ought-to L2 Self: A future self-guide of what an L2 learner thinks or believes

he or she is expected to achieve in the realm of language learning: “This
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dimension corresponds to Higgins’s ought self and thus to the more extrinsic
(i.e. less internalised) types of instrumental motives.” (Dérnyei 2009: 29);

= |2 Learning Experience: motivating factors related to the learning experience
but also to the learning environment. This can be the teacher, other young-
old learners, the curriculum, and the language learning experience itself

(enjoyment or dislike; success or failure).

Dornyei (2009: 29; Dornyei & Ushioda 2011: 79f) based his theory on SLA
research (Gardner & Lambert, 1959: integrativeness or integrative motivation) and
psychological research (Markus and Nurius 1987: possible selves). Out of a “growing
dissatisfaction with integrative motive” (2009: 22) or integrativeness, which had been
introduced by Gardner and Lambert in 1959, Dérnyei combined integrativeness with
possible selves research. The original idea behind integrativeness was the wish to get
closer to an L2 community by learning the L2 (Masogret & Gardner 2003: 126, Gardner
et al. 2004; Ushioda & Doérnyei 2009). This, however, is difficult to apply to many L2
contexts nowadays (Coetzee-Van Rooy 2006). For instance, most young-old learners
learning English at adult education centres have very limited or no contact with L2
speakers. Can integrativeness, in this sense, thus explain their motivation to learn a
foreign language or predict their success in doing so at all? Additionally to this, Dornyei
(2009: 24) points out that in the days of an increasingly more important global English,

integrative motivation towards the L2 community is losing its relevance:

The language of this global identity is English, and from this perspective it is not at all
clear who EFL (English as a foreign language) learners believe the ‘owner’ of their L2
is. This lack of a specific target L2 community, in turn, undermines Gardner’s
theoretical concept of integrativeness: in Gardner’s (2001) definition cited above, for
example, what exactly would be — to quote Gardner (2001) — ‘the other language
community’ that the learner would want to ‘get closer to’?

Instead of focusing on an L2 community then, Dornyei decided to gear
integrativeness towards possible selves. As already mentioned above, he focused on a
combination of L2 motivation theory and the psychological concept of possible selves
(2009: 24). He postulates that what keeps us motivated to learn an L2 is moving from our

actual self towards the future self-image (particularly the ideal L2 self) of successful

communication in the L2. With this, Dornyei has joined the move from target group and
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environment as key factors for motivation research in SLA towards more internal aspects
of motivation such as self and identity as described at the beginning of this section
(Mercer 2011: 30; Dornyei & Ushioda 2009).

It is mainly for the ideal L2 selves, that he developed strategic implications for a
“motivational intervention” (2009: 33). He derived these implications from a list of
conditions for the ideal L2 self being motivationally effective:

1. The learner has a desired L2 ideal self or future self-image;

2. This future self-image is elaborate and vivid;'”

3. It is perceived as plausible and is in harmony/does not conflict with
expectations of significant others or other external factors;

4. The desired L2 ideal self is regularly activated in a learner’s working self-
concept;

5. It needs “relevant and effective procedural strategies that act as a roadmap
towards the goal”; and,

6. The latter also includes negative consequences (feared self) if the L2 ideal self
is not achieved.

(adapted from: Dornyei 2009: 32 and Dornyei & Ushioda 2011: 83f)

For transferring these conditions into practical implications, the roles of imagery and
vision are of particular importance to Dornyei since their motivational power has been
demonstrated in other contexts such as professional sports (Dornyei 2009: 25). | will not
discuss his detailed list of how vision and imagery make learners aware of their ideal L2
self nor how it helps to nurture and maintain it at this point, but rather come back to it
during the discussion of my research results and conclusion (see chapters 7 and 8).

But can this model be applied to my research context and, more specifically, to
the young-old language learners at all? The interplay of language learners’ ideal L2 selves,
ought-to L2 selves and language learning experience presented in the framework of
L2MSS nicely captures how the temporal L2 selves — especially the future-related ones —
can influence a young-old’s language learning experience and motivation. However, the
past or actual dimensions also need to be considered and included in the L2MSS
framework. As mentioned in section 2.3.1, future-related possible selves (ideal and

ought-to L2 selves) are not created in a vacuum but have their roots in a learner’s past

7 see also: Erikson & Erikson 2007
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and actual selves, as Dornyei acknowledges in his practical implications for creating or

constructing the ideal L2 self:

Strictly speaking, the term ‘constructing’ the Ideal L2 Self is not really accurate
because it is highly unlikely that any motivational intervention will lead a student to
generate an ideal self out of nothing — the realistic process is more likely to involve
awareness raising and guided selection from multiple aspirations, dreams, desires,
etc. that the students have already entertained in the past. (2009: 33)

Taylor (2011: 56f) adds to this criticism that Dérnyei’s L2MSS model is lacking an actual
L2 self position from which learners can work towards their ideal L2 self. | would argue
that the model’s constituent “L2 learning experience”, which has been criticised as
structurally different from the other two constituents by Dornyei (2009: 29) himself,
encompasses actual and past L2 selves. As with the effects of the ought-to L2 self, results
of my collected data (the interviews in chapter 7 in particular) may offer grounds for an
extension of the existing model regarding these past and actual L2 selves that most likely
form the up until now broad L2MSS constituent “L2 learning experience”. More
importantly, the results of this study may further shed light on the interplay between the
two self-guides and the learning experience.

Since the age of participants has been an issue with the use or application of
research instruments such as questionnaires in other contexts (see end of section 2.2.3),
we also need to ask if the L2MSS is suitable for doing research on young-old language
learners. McEwon et al. (2014: 32), for instance, notice in their detailed comparison of
studies on the Socio-Educational model (Gardner 1985, 2010), Self-Determination theory
(Deci & Ryan 1985) and Doérnyei’s L2ZMSS (2009) that the L2MSS has to date been more
often used in research with young learners (<18 years of age, elementary level and
secondary level learners) and additional research is required in this area across age
groups. In their study on age-related differences in motivation (in which they also tested
the two key factors ideal and ought-to L2 self of Dornyei’s L2MSS model), Kormos and
Csizér (2008: 349) came to the conclusion that regarding age it is impossible to find a
universal motivation theory, since “it is not only the case that a fixed set of factors play
different roles in L2 motivation at different ages but also that certain factors are not even
meaningful in a particular setting or for a specific age group.”

McEwon et al. (2014) add to this finding by Kormos and Csizér (2008) that some

researchers regard the L2MSS as more appropriate for older age groups (in the case of
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McEwon et al.’s overview, they listed studies with a focus on post-secondary language
learners which were 18 years and over, as well as teachers) because “an individual’s
capacity to think self-reflectively and to envision an ideal self might emerge in
adolescence and young adulthood” (2014: 34). Others, however, envisage better
possibilities for using this model to investigate and understand younger learners because
the L2MSS model has — according to McEwon et al. — a strong focus on intrinsic
motivation, which may be “particularly relevant to younger learners” (ibid.).

It becomes clear, with regard to the latter argument against the use of L2MSS with
post-secondary language learners over 18 years, that McEwon et al.’s (2014) overview of
studies reflects the lack of a more differentiated view of “older” or adult language
learners. Indeed, young-old learners are a more suitable target population for the use of
the L2MSS model because of their increased capacity to think self-reflectively. But even
when it comes to the degree of intrinsic motivation when starting to learn a foreign
language, it is worthwhile differentiating young-old learners from other adult age groups.
As they are moving towards retirement or are already retired, they have more
opportunities to do what intrinsically drives them. Instead of learning or refining their
English language skills because they are required to do so for their job, they are free to
do so for completely different reasons which are more in line with what they want for
themselves (e.g. travelling, meeting other people in class or abroad, or keeping their mind
active: see chapters 5 and 6). If these two dimensions — degrees of self-reflectivity and
intrinsic motivation — are prerequisites for the application of the L2MSS model, young-

old language learners are — of all age groups — the most suitable target population.

3.4.2 Summary

At the beginning of outlining my theoretical foundations, | have formed a focus on self-
concept — what it is and what it is not — and then moved on to its temporal facets in the
shape of possible selves. In the last part of this chapter, | have arrived at a theory — the
L2 Motivational Self-System by Dérnyei (2005, 2009) — that takes up my initial theoretical
considerations of self-concept and that is directed more specifically at SLA research than
most other existing self-models and theories. Yet, going back to the fashion metaphor at
the beginning of this section, the skinny jeans might still need mending and adapting to
fit my research perfectly. What does this mending process entail? In terms of age, the

young-old might seem to constitute a suitable target group for the application of the
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L2MSS, but other facets of the temporal or possible selves theory might have to be added
in order to fully comprehend the language learning process of young-old learners. To
grasp the full picture of young-old language learners’ possible selves, other temporal
dimensions, namely past and actual selves, need to be explored since future-related ideal

selves and ought-to L2-selves build on them.

3.5 Research Questions

Using traveling as a metaphor, a research question is the destination of your journey, and
where you choose to go to some extent determines your means of transportation, what you
will bring on the journey, who you would like to accompany you, etc.

- Nugrahenny 2012: 47 -

Research questions constitute the focal point of any research project, and finding answers
to them shapes and guides the whole research process and its methodological design
(methods, instruments, data analysis). My research questions are anchored in the
theoretical areas | have outlined in this and the previous chapter. But it may also be
accurate to say that they have grown out of the theoretical foundations, since research
questions can — especially in qualitative research — change, develop, or evolve over the
course of a research project (Nugrahenny 2012: 48; Maxwell 2005). Furthermore, Nunan
(1992: 213) provides preconditions for good research questions by pointing out that they
should be “worth asking in the first place” and be “capable of being answered.”

What does the development of my research questions look like and to what extent
do they comply with what Nunan posited as preconditions of good research questions?
Looking back to the beginning of my research journey, | started out with the following

research questions:

1. How do older language learners (60-75) learn foreign languages in a formal
language learning environment?
2. Are older learners (60-75) affected by...
a. ...their life experience...
b. ...their self-image (age, culture)...
...when learning a foreign language?
3. On the basis of the answers to the questions above: What does this mean for the
development of language learning material for older learners?



Chapter 3 - Self-Concept, Its Temporal Facets, 53
and Foreign Language Learners

These initial questions are worth asking, but are not amenable to answers — at least not
within the given time frame and resources available to me. The questions are very broad
and difficult to grasp or answer (e.g. how to measure life experience?) and are in some
ways limited to the wrong areas (a strong focus on chronological age only). Even though
this research project will undoubtedly point to necessary changes in the design of
material for young-old language learners, it is probably too broad, and thus probably
misdirected for research purposes, to include the third question above as a research
question. Therefore, | have considerably restructured and limited my research questions

and research focus to the following:

How do the young-old conceptualize themselves as foreign language learners?
a. How do they perceive their past, present, and future L2-self/selves?
b. Which factors (e.g. age-related: retirement) influence their language
learner self-concept?

My main question is thus now followed by two sub-questions. In contrast to the set of
research questions | started off with, these questions show a narrower focus on the
temporal aspect of self-concept, i.e. possible selves. | have moved away from using
chronological age to define the target group and have instead adopted the term young-
old which encompasses the different dimensions of age and ageing (see chapter 2).
What are the best tools to tackle my new research questions? As | have mentioned
earlier in this section, research questions guide the researcher and shape the
methodological framework or design. And, as discussed in the previous chapter as well,
the methodological framework needs to fit the individual research project just like a piece
of clothing fits a particular body. In view of the complexity of investigating the young-
old language learner’s self-concept, a mixed method design has been chosen to address
the research problem. In the next chapter, | will explain why this methodological
framework is suitable for my research and outline the tools within my mixed

methodology design, to help find answers to my research questions.
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4. Methodology, Research Design, and Research Context

The title of this chapter promises a detailed description and discussion of the
methodological blueprint of my research project. Using Creswell ’s (2009: 204f) checklist
and guiding questions for designing mixed methods research as well as the article on
publishing mixed method research (hereafter MMR) by Mertens (2010) as reference
points for the structure of this chapter, | focus on aspects such as definitions of mixed
methods research, its background and characteristics, reasons for employing mixed
methods and what to consider when employing them (degree of interaction, timing,
prioritizing/weighting, and mixing). Following this, | will briefly present the quantitative
and qualitative research instruments used for my mix and discuss in what way they relate
to the MMR design, criteria, and issues. In the final section of this chapter, | will introduce
the research context of “vhs centres” (German adult education centres). They constitute
and provide the learning environment of the young-old language learners in this study.

As will become apparent in the following paragraphs, MMR is a fairly new
methodology next to the two more established qualitative and quantitative
methodologies. Even though the combined use of quantitative and qualitative data can
be traced back to a study conducted by Campbell and Fiske (1959), its manifestation —
e.g. in the shape of an MMR-specific terminology — can still be considered in its
adolescence. The recently skyrocketing number of studies employing this approach
(Bergman 2008: 1; Tashakkori & Teddlie 2010: 809f; Morse 2010: 340; Creswell & Plano
Clark 2007: 14) is another indicator that it is evolving and forming a distinct shape more
rapidly than ever before. Its recent development has seen a heated debate about its
characteristics, conventions, and quality criteria. | hope to apply the insights from these
new developments in MMR to the process of my own research in the following. | will
outline how | have addressed the MMR challenges to pursue my research in the field of
foreign language teaching and learning as well as to find answers to my research
questions.

In addition to this, all of the emerging issues of MMR in research as a whole are
even younger in nature in the field of foreign language teaching and learning research.
Given this research field’s traditionally stronger qualitative tradition (Schramm: 2016;
Dornyei 2007: 187; Macintyre et al. 2009: 53), MMR still needs further development and

refining to be employed in the language learning context. Researchers and practitioners



Chapter 4 — Methodology, Research Design, and Research Context 55

can profit from the combined use of quantitative and qualitative strands in order to better
understand the complexity of the language learning classroom (Knorr & Schramm 2016:
90; Turner & Meyer 2000; Dérnyei 2007: 313f). In their review of language teaching and
learning studies employing MMR methodology, Riazi and Candlin (2014) found that
there is still a lack of discussion of theoretical constructs (see chapters 5 & 6) and the
purposes of MMR (see sections 4.1.2 & 4.2), in order to produce coherent research and
valid outcomes. They conclude that foreign language teaching and learning researchers
need to become familiar with the rules of this methodology and take a critical stance.
However, facing a “dearth of extensive critical discussion on MMR in language teaching

and learning” (ibid. 161), they admit that this is a complex task.

4.1 Mixed Methods Research — Why?, What?, How?

Writing about mixed methods and the specific design is important because it foreshadows the
methods and provides a means by which readers can evaluate the study.

- Creswell & Plano Clark 2007: 89 -

As mentioned above, one sign of MMR’s currently evolving nature is in terms of its
terminology and this, as Bryman (2008: 88) and Johnson et al. (2007) point out, is not
without its problems. It starts with the name: researchers have used different titles or key
words for this way of doing research such as combining, integrating, hybrid,
methodological triangulation, multitrait method, blending, meshing, or merging (Creswell
& Plano Clark 2007: 5f; Bryman 2008). An agreement has been established for
differentiating mixed methods from multiple or quasi-mixed methods. The different
names indicate whether quantitative and qualitative data are fully integrated, i.e. if we
are dealing with one complete study (mixed methods), or if there remains separation of
the two types of data and if we are thus dealing with two studies that could stand alone
(multiple or quasi-mixed methods; Morse & Maddox 2013: 224f). Thus, to emphasize
that | aim to integrate both qualitative and quantitative data in a single study but also to
join the growing number of researchers using this terminology (Creswell & Plano Clark
2007: 6), | will refer to this approach as mixed methods research (MMR) in the context
of my research.

I align my understanding of MMR with the definition presented by Johnson et al.
(2007: 123), which they have synthesized from a range of definitions from leading
researchers in the MMR-field:
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Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of

researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches

(e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis,

inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of understanding

and corroboration.
With this definition, Johnson et al. cover the key questions guiding the following sections
in this chapter: Why? (not only the broad but also more specific purposes of MMR will
be looked at); What? (the qualitative and quantitative elements making up this MMR
study); and, How? (the design and process of data collection, analysis and inference
making).

Adding to the definition by Johnson et al. (2007), | share Bryman’s (2008: 89) view
that MMR is more than the mere sum of its quantitative and qualitative parts and that it
is this what sets MMR apart from these approaches. Teddlie and Tashakkori (2010: 16f)
further highlight the distinctiveness of MMR compared to other methodologies with the
following two characteristics: a) “Rejection of either-or at all levels of the research
process”; and, b) “Subscription to the iterative, cyclical approach to research.” (see
chapter 7)

While the latter is strongly facilitated by the actual design of my research project,
which will be outlined and discussed in a later section of this chapter, the first
characteristic listed here points to the methodological eclecticism underlying mixed
method research. Teddlie and Tashakkori see the MMR researcher as a “connoisseur of
methods” (2010: 16) and bring up Rossman and Wilson’s (1994) statement that MMR
researchers are “shamelessly eclectic”. The methodological eclecticism of MMR is
aligned with the philosophical orientation of pragmatism, which is regarded as the most
common conceptual stance among MMR studies (Creswell & Plano Clark 2007: 23) and
which is also part of the foundation of my research project. Nevertheless, there are also
MMR studies — given they view MMR as a method instead of a methodology, and
depending on the weighting of quantitative and qualitative components (see section
4.1.3) — that rely on either postpositivism or constructivism (ibid. 27f). Going back to

pragmatism, Creswell and Plano Clark (2007: 23) define it in relation to MMR as follows:

The focus is on the consequences of research, on the primary importance of the question
asked rather than the methods, and multiple methods of data collection inform the
problems under the study. Thus it is pluralistic and oriented toward ‘what works’ and
practice.



Chapter 4 — Methodology, Research Design, and Research Context 57

Due to the fact that the pragmatic worldview is oriented toward “what works” and a
“practical problem-solving attitude”, McCaslin (2008: 9) argues that studies with this
conceptual stance are less prone to the effect of ‘When all you have is a hammer,
everything looks like a nail.” — though, on the other hand, this should not seduce
researchers into thinking “When in doubt, mix methods...” (Dérnyei 2007: 46)'® Creswell
and Plano Clark (2007: 23) add that, when based on pragmatism, MMR can combine
deductive thinking (or top-down), which is associated with a postpositivist research
procedure, and inductive thinking (or bottom-up), which is associated with a
constructivist research procedure (see also Tashakkori & Teddlie 2010:16, for a top-
down/bottom-up distinction of research-driven dimensions in MMR). This ultimately also

affects the research question(s) in a research project.

4.1.1 Intermezzo: Research Questions Revisited

Like the process of conducting mixed methods research itself, mixed research questions are
necessarily complex and dynamic. The field of mixed methods is only beginning to think
about the nature of these questions.

- Plano Clark & Badiee 2010: 300 -

Even though | have already discussed the development of my research questions in
relation to the theoretical foundations and research context in the previous chapter,
looking at the research questions through an MMR lens here might lead to a further
readjustment or refinement of them. The main question arising from the discussion in the
previous section is how research questions reflect the combination of
inductive/deductive, top-down/bottom-up, or qualitative/quantitative approaches in the
way they are formulated and structured. Interestingly, very few researchers have
explicitly addressed this issue previously (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011: 161). Just as, for
example, the ‘signature’ terminology of MMR is in the process of development, other
constituents of this methodology such as the research questions or designs (see section
4.1.4) are also evolving. These signature MMR research questions need to indicate a need
for mixing quantitative and qualitative data sets in order to find answers (cf. Teddlie &

Tashakkori 2008).

18 Related to this, Riazi and Candlin (2014: 167) see a developmental phase of ‘principled eclecticism’ in the use
of MMR in language teaching and learning research.
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Plano Clark and Badiee (2010) have described four dimensions for the writing of

MMR research questions: rhetorical style (format; level of integration), the relationship of

questions to other questions; and the relationship of questions to the research process. In

what ways are my research questions aligned with these dimensions?

Rhetorical style (format)

Plano Clark and Badiee list questions, aims, or hypotheses as possible ways to
formulate research questions. In the case of my study, research questions come in
the form of questions. In the process of data analysis of the quantitative data set,
however, hypotheses will be formulated on the basis of the quantitative aspects
of the research questions in order to analyse the survey results (see chapter 6).
Rhetorical style (level of integration)

The two authors identify five different ways researchers employ or structure their
questions in order to express the degree of integration of different data in the
design: “Broadly speaking, mixed methods researchers state either separate
quantitative and qualitative questions or mixed methods research questions or
both.” (2010: 293) Taking a look at my research questions, it becomes clear that
they are a combination of different types of questions: an overarching question
calling for an MMR approach, followed by two sub-questions which hint in their
formulations at employing qualitative or quantitative measures. In what way is the
overarching research question “How do the young-old conceptualize themselves
as foreign language learners?” calling for an MMR approach? Plano Clark and
Badiee (2010: 294) report a study in which researchers indicate the justification
of an MMR approach by referring to the language used in the question. They argue
that the word how, like the formulation of my overarching MMR research
question, is indicating a qualitative and the word do a quantitative component
(i.e. adding a component similar to a hypothesis that needs to be confirmed or
disconfirmed). Put differently, starting the question “How do they conceptualize
themselves?” contains two layers: firstly, to find out if they do or don’t
conceptualize anything regarding their language learning experience, at all.
Secondly, if certain aspects of this can be confirmed, how is their language
learning self formed or what shape and values are attached to this? Furthermore,
Plano Clark and Badiee report another study where researchers used the word

perceive (comparable to my use of conceptualize) and, by treating it neutrally,
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justified an MMR approach because answering this question “required qualitative
and quantitative information to adequately describe the perception of impact.”
(2010: 294).
= The relationship of questions to other questions
Does one question depend on the findings of another question (dependent) or are
they related but independent questions? In the case of my research questions, |
have chosen an independent option for their relationship, which is in line with
what MMR researchers have noticed in existing studies to be the better
combination for convergent designs (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011: 163). In
addition to this, in some MMR projects the research questions are ordered
according to their importance. Since the quantitative and qualitative strands are
treated equally in my design (see section 4.1.4), the order of the sub-questions is
irrelevant.
= The relationship of questions to the research process

Here, the authors differentiate between predetermined and emergent options for
writing research questions. Predetermined research questions are set at the
beginning of a study based on, for example, literature, whereas emergent
questions can be (re-)formulated in the process of data collection, data analysis,
or interpretation. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011: 162) see a tendency of
predetermined questions being used more often in convergent designs. In my
study, however, | would argue that my research questions are emergent in nature
since they have been refined beyond the review of the literature (see chapter 3)
through other stimuli during the research process (e.g. the data itself or discussions
with fellow researchers). Moreover, interesting (research) questions for further

research will eventually emanate from this study’s interpretation stage or findings.

The way | have positioned my research questions within these four dimensions relates or
foreshadows my MMR design, which will be further outlined in the following. However,
as | have mentioned at the beginning of this intermezzo, further refinement of the
research questions may be necessary. For this, | would like to take Plano Clark and
Badiee’s (2010: 294f) suggestion to include a procedural/mixing question (rhetorical
style: level of integration) for the purpose of “providing initial direction to a study where

topics are expected to emerge, highlighting the use of an integrated design,
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foreshadowing integration procedures for audiences unfamiliar with mixed methods, and
conveying the complexity inherent in mixed methods designs.” Adding this extra

question results in the following research question framework for my study:

How do the young-old conceptualize themselves as foreign language learners?
a. How do they perceive their past, present, and future L2-self/selves?
b. Which factors (e.g. age-related: retirement) influence their language
learner self-concept?
c. In what ways do survey and interview study converge?

The procedural/mixing question (c.) further emphasizes the fact that both types of data
will be eventually integrated and underlines the use of a convergent type of MMR model
(see section 4.1.3). Since this sub-question is a different type of question
(methodological), it will be integrated and addressed differently than questions a. and b.

in the discussion (chapter 7).

4.1.2 Why? — Reasons for Employing MMR

We should be shamelessly eclectic in our use of methods to understand
the intractable and persistent problems of education today.

- Rossman & Wilson 1994: 326 -

Several researchers in the field of MMR have highlighted the importance of giving reasons
for mixing methods and being ‘shamelessly eclectic’. Thus, before going into details
about what | am going to mix and how quantitative and qualitative parts will be
combined in the following sections, | will firstly give reasons for employing this
methodology for my research purposes. Bryman (2008) has conducted a comprehensive
mixed method study to find out more about the rationales given by researchers to use
this way of doing research. He was looking for rationales that go beyond a simple fashion
or fad in recent research tradition, and which also point to the idea that, as already
mentioned above, MMR is more than the sum of its qualitative and quantitative parts.
Drawing from those rationales | am going to outline my reasons for employing mixed
methods in my research project in this section.

A first major source for my methodological rationale is a review of the literature. As
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the complexity and multi-layeredness of

phenomena in foreign language research — including language learner self-concept — is
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better understood through the use of both qualitative and quantitative strands (Knorr &
Schramm 2016: 90; Candlin & Riazi 2014; Dérnyei 2007: 186f; Turner & Meyer 2000).
In the case of my research on language learner self-concept, Mercer (2011a: 6, 2011b:
338) has pointed to the majority of quantitative approaches to researching the self or self-
concept (particularly in psychology; see also Mummendey & Grau 2008; Reinders
2011a). Mercer, thus, has focused her research on doing qualitative research on the
language learner self-concept using case studies and Grounded Theory in order to better
capture the contextual or situated nature of the language learner self-concept. Ryan and
Irie (2014: 120) also see the quantitative approach to studying the language learner self
playing a major role but are critical about the applicability of quantitative research results

for educators:

Educators need to know more about the real stories learners tell themselves and how

these are incorporated within their self-concept. The extent to which events, actual

or imagined, are incorporated into the self-concept is very much an individual

subjective judgment. This suggests that it may be more profitable for researchers to

investigate this subjective dimension, rather than adhere to notions of objective
investigation.

Apart from the literature review, rationales are closely connected to or derive from
research factors such as the research questions, existing research using MMR, and
philosophical assumptions underlying the research. As mentioned above, researchers
conducting an MMR study tend to neglect bringing up and discussing the reasons for
employing this particular methodology. But even if researchers list the rationales in their
reports, they often do not match the rationales in practice (Bryman 2008; Candlin & Riazi
2014: 160f). One of the reasons for this seems to be that these researchers did not expect
certain outcomes when starting out with an MMR study or merging the different data.
The opposite of this is also the case. Bryman refers to this as the ‘Gatling gun approach’
to rationales for MMR. In the sense of ‘more is better’, some researchers are inclined to
make a long list of rationales. He hypothesizes that uncertainty about using this
methodology may be a reason for this. Another reason, however, could be that a
researcher is well aware of the complexity of research reality. In sum, MMR in particular
can result in more outcomes and thus reveal more rationales than anticipated (Bryman
2008: 94f).

Thinking about and discussing the reasons for choosing an MMR approach over

another methodology is creating solid ground for data collection, its analysis, and
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interpretation of the results. Before moving on to explain my actual design, | am going to

introduce and discuss the rationales | consider relevant to my use and expectations of

MMR in this research project. For this, | draw on Bryman'’s study on MMR rationales in

theory and in practice, which he in turn derived partly from the five major rationales

(triangulation, complementarity, development, initiation, and expansion) extracted from

a range of MMR studies by Greene et al. (1989):

Completeness or Expanded Understanding (Creswell 2009: 204f)
As noted earlier in this section and in the chapter on theoretical foundations
of my research, language learner self-concept and its temporal facets are
complex. Mixed methods can provide a better understanding of its complexity
than either a qualitative or a quantitative approach could alone (Candlin &
Riazi 2014: 156; Dornyei 2007: 313f; Lazaraton 2005: 219; Schramm 2016:
54ff). In the words of Creswell and Plano Clark (2011:8): “One type of
evidence may not tell the complete story, or the researcher may lack
confidence in the ability of one type of evidence to address the problem.”
Offset

This rationale is based on the notion that both quantitative and qualitative
research have their strengths and weaknesses. By bringing them together, they
offset each other in their weaknesses. In the case of my research, | have
received interesting answers to the questions in my survey. They have been
provided by a high number of participants, reducing the bias and increasing
the validity of this part of my study. However, the downside of this is that I
cannot go back to the survey participants and ask further questions about
interesting or unexpected results. Therefore, the interviews, i.e. the qualitative
part of my study, provide the depth the survey lacks.

Utility

As mentioned above, Ryan and Irie (2014) called for approaching research on
learner self-concept in a way that would better capture its subjective
dimension as well as its contextuality and thus improve the applicability or, as
Bryman refers to it, utility for practitioners in the field of language learning.
Connected to this, Dornyei (2007: 166) adds that employing a mix of methods
helps to make it ‘more palatable’ for a broader audience, i.e. scholars working

with either a qualitative or quantitative paradigm.
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= Validity (see also: Morse & Maddox 2013; cf. Hammersley 2008), Inference
Quality (Teddlie & Tashakkori 2010), or Corroboration
Finally, combining the results of the qualitative and quantitative strands in my
study enhances the validity of the overall interpretation or meta-inferences
(Teddlie & Tashakkori 2008: 101). The term validity, however, is more
commonly used in the context of quantitative studies, thus Teddlie and
Tashakkori (2008) proposed the term ‘inference quality’. | use this term to
further highlight that both approaches are treated or weighed equally in my
study.

The last rationale might especially raise issues regarding inference quality criteria. Are
the results of the study still valid if there are incongruities between qualitative and
quantitative results and inferences? Section 4.2 is dedicated to possible criteria as well

as strategies for dealing with incongruent data results.

4.1.3 What? — Research Instruments

This section explores the quantitative and qualitative strands or components of my study,
before explaining in detail how these components will be combined in the next section
(4.1.4). In the brief introduction of the instruments it will become clearer in what way
the aforementioned rationales come into effect. A more in-depth discussion of the
research instruments’ development, contents, and structure, however, will be provided
in chapters 5 and 6.

The survey represents the quantitative element of my MMR study and has been
developed on the basis of self-concept literature in the field and adapted questions from
already existing questions by, for example, Dornyei (2010). After an initial testing of a
pilot survey with a follow-up revision of the structure and questions, survey data has been
collected from six different Volkshochschulen in the German state Hesse (see section
4.3). Altogether, 195 participants returned their completed questionnaire. Due to time
constraints, a preliminary analysis of 50 surveys using t-tests and ANOVA tests (see
chapter 5.4) was completed with its results partly contributing to the construction of the
interview questions. One example of this is the survey question “The way | study English
has changed over time.” (From German: “Die Art und Weise, wie ich Englisch lerne, hat
sich mit der Zeit verandert.”). The preliminary analysis of the answers to this question

showed that a greater proportion of the participants stated that this statement applied to
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them (Likert scale values 4-6). In this case, the survey’s limits concerning its depth
became visible. Thus, the rationale ‘offset’ comes into play, as only the qualitative strand
can provide further insight into this topic by asking in what ways exactly participants
have changed approaching EFL learning.

The interview study was conducted shortly after having received all
questionnaires from the survey study and the preliminary analysis. The questions of the
semi-structured interview were mainly based on the literature, but, as outlined in the
example above, the preliminary analysis of the survey helped to further accentuate a few
topics in the interview. As with the questionnaires, the main interview study was also
preceded by a pilot study in order to test the instrument. Four young-old language
learners from a language class | taught for one semester as a substitute teacher
participated in the pilot interview study. While the 195 participants of the survey study
were from other vhs centres in the state and participated anonymously, the participants
of the main interview study were 21 young-old learners from three of my own language
classes | had been teaching for three to five years (intermediate and upper-intermediate
levels; CEFR-level B1-B2). The transcribed interviews were analysed using a qualitative
content analysis (see chapter 6.3) and to avoid a potential conflict between my
teacher/researcher role and ensure reliability of the category system, an inter-coder
agreement check was carried out (see chapter 6.4).

In terms of this and the other rationales mentioned in the previous section, it
becomes apparent how both qualitative and quantitative strands in my study have their
strengths and weaknesses, and in what ways survey and interview together can produce
a more complete picture of language learner self-concept of young-old learners. The
quantitative part of my research project balances the weakness of my qualitative study,
i.e. the bias caused by my role of researcher and teacher to the interview study
participants (offset and inference quality/validity). The rationale utility is addressed with
this combination of data as well. On the one hand, practitioners are able to apply the
meta-inferences to a broader population because of the survey representing young-old
learners from rural and urban vhs centres in the state of Hesse as well as from a range of
English class levels. On the other hand, English teachers also get a valuable in-depth
perspective on the complexities of the young-old language learner self through the

qualitative strand in my research project.

4.1.4 How? — Finding the Right Mix
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In the following, | am going to present the structure of my MMR design using the common
models and the four criteria of level of interaction, priority (or weighting), timing, and
mixing (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011: 64-68; see also: Creswell 2009; Creswell &
Ivankova 2009) as reference points. In an earlier version of these four criteria, Creswell
and Plano Clark (2007) have listed the factor of ‘theorizing’ instead of the level of
interaction between qualitative and quantitative strands. Since the theoretical and
conceptual stances have already been outlined above, this criterion will not be
considered again here. It will become clear as this section unfolds how some of the
rationales discussed in section 4.1.2 influence the structure of my MMR design.

Firstly, Creswell and Plano Clark (2011; with reference to Greene 2007) point out
that the level of interaction between the quantitative and qualitative components needs
to be considered when choosing a MMR model or design. They differentiate between
independent and interactive levels. In the independent option both strands are processed
separately and only mixed at the final stage of interpretation. In the interactive option,
the two methods are mixed at some point(s) before the final interpretation. Referring to
my design outlined in the previous section on what | have collected and analysed in my
research project, one could criticize the authors’ presentation of this criterion. In my
design, a direct mixing of the two strands before the interpretation stage involved the
adaptation of only a few interview questions; the majority of the interview guide is,
however, based on theoretical input and research questions. This shows that the
independent/interactive distinction is not necessarily a black and white decision, but
should rather be placed on a scale from fully integrated/interactive to fully independent.
On this scale, my research design would be placed closer to the fully independent side.

The next factor for deciding on an MMR design is about the degree of priority
given to each of the strands. This criterion was referred to as “weighting” in an earlier
edition of their book (Creswell & Plano Clark 2007). In the notation system specific to
the emerging MMR terminology, the prioritizing of one strand over the other is expressed
by the use of capitalization (Teddlie & Tashakkori 2010: 11f; Morse 2010; Creswell 2010:
57). For instance, QUAL/quan would indicate that priority is given to the qualitative part
of an MMR study with the quantitative part being supplemental (Morse 2010: 340f). The
use of QUAN/QUAL then indicates that equal weight is given to both strands, as is the
case in my study: the results of the interview and the survey are regarded as equally

valuable in my study and contribute to eventual meta-inferences to the same extent.
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In terms of timing, Creswell (2009) categorized different MMR models into
sequential and concurrent designs. In the second edition of their handbook, Creswell and
Plano Clark (2011: 66) add a third timing possibility to this list: ‘multiphase combination
timing’ containing three or more phases with a possible combination of sequential and
concurrent timing. The interesting question about the timing factor is which stage(s) need
to happen in a particular order for a design to be classified as a sequential or a concurrent
design. Taking a look at my design, one could argue that | have conducted a sequential
design since collection of quantitative and qualitative data happened one after the other.
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011: 65), however, stress that the criterion timing refers to
“the order in which the researchers use the results from the two sets of data within a study
— that is, timing relates to the entire quantitative and qualitative strands, not just data
collection.” Thus, a classical example of a sequential design would include a phase in
which quantitative data is collected and completely analysed first, then qualitative data
is collected as a follow-up phase, in order to further explain quantitative results (as in the
prototypical explanatory sequential design; Creswell & Plano Clark 2011: 69). In this
case, the more crucial phases of analysis and points of time of interaction (or merging of
interpretations) between the strands are sequential in nature. In the case of my study, the
qualitative component was not conducted for the sole purpose of explaining the
quantitative results. At that stage, the preliminary results of the survey would not have
justified or provided enough information for conducting a supplemental interview study.
Even though data collection happened in a more sequential way — which is also
explained by the fact that data collection was carried out by one researcher and not a
research team — the crucial phases of my study (data analysis and interpretation) give it a
stronger concurrent timing characteristic.

The fourth criterion that directs the decision for my MMR design concerns the
points of interface (Where are both strands merged?; Creswell & Plano Clark 2011: 66)
and the procedures or ways of mixing qualitative and quantitative data. As pointed out
in the previous section, some interrelation between my survey and the interview study
occurred at the instrument design stage of the interview questions. Furthermore, both
quantitative and qualitative strands build on the same theoretical framework and include
or are structured by the temporal aspects of language learner self-concept (for a detailed
description see chapters 5 and 6). Creswell and Plano Clark (2011: 67f) refer to this as

theoretical framework-based mixing. The crucial mixing or merging in my design,
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however, is done in the final interpretation stage of the research process after both data
sets have been analysed. This decision also has an impact on the writing up stage of the
research project and its results (cf. Dahlberg et al. 2010). Analysis of both data sets are
carried out separately and presented in two separate chapters (5 and 6). Using SPSS, the
analysis of the quantitative data focuses on finding answers or testing hypotheses derived
from the research questions. The qualitative data is analysed using a qualitative content
analysis method to get a general sense of the topics addressed in the interview regarding
the temporal aspects of language learner self-concept (cf. Bryman 2008: 89). In chapter
7, the interpretation and discussion (i.e. the mixing or merging of the two strands) of the
results of the two analyses are presented.

Different combinations of the decisions over these four criteria have led to the
development of different models or typologies for MMR designs (Creswell & Plano Clark
2011: 69f; Creswell et al. 2008; Nastasi et al. 2010). Thus, the way | have positioned
myself in view of the four factors, my design (figure 4.1 below) comes closest to what
Creswell and Plano Clark have called the convergent parallel design (2011: 69; figure
4.2 below). In their earlier 2007 edition, they called it ‘triangulation design” but later
changed its name to avoid confusion with the term ‘triangulation” also used in qualitative
research (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011: 77; Bryman 2008: 88). This move shows once
more how the MMR terminology is evolving, as mentioned in the introduction to this
chapter.

The differences between my design (figure 4.1) and the convergent parallel design
‘template’ (figure 4.2) reflect the discussion in the previous paragraphs and illustrate in
what ways | have deviated, based on my positioning, from the original typology. Does
this make my research design invalid? Not necessarily. In fact, researchers such as
Teddlie and Tashakkori (2010: 24f) and Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) caution that
researchers interested in employing mixed methods should not necessarily view these
models or typologies as a “cookbook recipe” (Creswell and Plano Clark 2011: 60).
Rather, in the tradition of pragmatism, they should use them as a guide to choosing, from
the variations available, the most suitable combination or elements to address research
problems and questions: “Typologies provide the researcher with a range of available
options to consider that are well defined, facilitate the researcher’s use of a solid
approach for addressing the research problem, and help the researcher anticipate and

resolve challenging issues.” (ibid.)
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In connection with how my research design deviated from some of the proposed
criteria and models in theory, | would like to add to their advice that in ‘research reality’
things do not always go as planned. The researcher’s degree of experience and skills
(Creswell & Plano Clark 2011: 13ff) regarding the qualitative and quantitative approaches
as well as the timing or planning can affect a research process. Moreover, the availability
of participants and the cooperation with institutions and teachers can also influence the
actual research process. The next section will address some other unexpected outcomes
when it comes to the interpretation stage of the MMR process and discuss if they might

be what could be called a ‘blessing in disguise’.
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Figure 4.1 My MMR Research Design based on the Parallel Convergent Design
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4.2 Agree to Disagree? Inference Quality and Handling Divergence

[T]he outcomes of mixed methods research are not always predictable.
In fact, it may be more accurate to say that they are rarely predictable.

- Bryman 2008: 95 -

Once the why, what, and how of MMR in my research study have been set and data
analysis and interpretation are in progress, it happens that the different data strands
produce divergent results — even if the researcher has taken care to ensure that both
strands address the same theoretical construct (Candlin & Riazi 2014: 154). So far, very
little has been discussed with regard to ensuring the quality of results and dealing with
divergence. This may be due to the underlying assumption that the data analysis and
interpretation stages are supposed to be a harmonious act, otherwise indicating a failure
of an MMR design. Bringing up again the term ‘inference quality’ (also one of the
rationales for this study discussed in section 4.1.2), Teddlie and Tashakkori (2008)
suggest a framework for evaluating the quality of meta-inferences (i.e. an overall
conclusion or understanding) drawn from data analyses and the interpretation of
qualitative and quantitative data sets. The possible challenge when assessing the quality
of inferences made in MMR is that researchers using this methodology need to comply
with the standards of three different domains of their design: quantitative standards,
qualitative standards, and meta-inferences (MMR) based on both these strands (Teddlie
& Tashakkori 2008: 110). They point out that “[t]his is especially difficult when the two
sets of inferences are not consistent with each other.” (ibid.)

What happens when both data sets are merged or integrated in the final stage and
meta-inferences are made? The example of the survey question and its preliminary
analysis from section 4.1.3 serves as a possible scenario to illustrate the difficulty
mentioned in the quote above and also why the final interpretation stage is the most
crucial — and possibly the least predictable — phase of my MMR design: While a high
number of participants in the survey study agreed with the statement that they have
changed their ways of studying English over time, an initial analysis of the interviews has
not confirmed or supported this finding. Most interview study participants answered this
question with the answer “no” and/or could not think of any particular aspects of their
English learning (e.g. strategies) they had changed over time. Here, bringing the two

analyses together in a final interpretation yields divergence in the findings. The question
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of “What went wrong?” may arise at this point. Addressing possible answers to this

question, Creswell et al. (2008: 72) write in a way that is both worry- and hope-inducing:

Disconfirming findings may indicate flaws or inconsistencies in the research design.
Erzberger and Kelle (2003) explain that discrepancies between quantitative and
qualitative data may be the result of researcher’s errors in data collection and analysis
or poor application of theoretical propositions. Divergent findings, however, can also
be thought of as a means to uncovering new theories or extending theories.

Is it errors in earlier stages of the research process (e.g. sampling, data analysis,
appropriateness of the chosen MMR model for the research problem) that caused the
divergence? Or is it rather a revelation of something new? Is it, for example, a new
perspective on the self-concept in young-old language learners? Or, to be more precise,
does the inconsistency show two perspectives on one phenomenon — an argument that
is also supported by Teddlie and Tashakkori who state that “[i]ntegration does not
necessarily mean creating a single understanding on the basis of the results” (2008: 115;
my italics).

Concerning the two scenarios of convergence and divergence in findings,
Creswell et al. (2008: 70f) present an overview of issues in conducting MMR and present
strategies collected from the literature for dealing with arising issues for concurrent,
sequential, and all designs. For the problem “contradictory findings” they list the
following strategies:

= Help uncover new theories

= Collect additional data

= Reanalyse original data

= Use as a springboard for new inquiry (see chapter 8)
= Give priority to one form of data

From this list, the reanalysis of data sets and the formulation or uncovering of new
theories were used as steps for explaining or dealing with divergence in the interpretation
stage of my study. Similar to the ones listed by Creswell et al. (2008) above, Teddlie and
Tashakkori (2008: 116) offer more detailed steps in the case of disconfirming findings in
the context of their quality framework for MMR inferences (quality criterion ‘interpretive
rigor’):

1. Refocusing: “Inconsistency might be a diagnostic tool for detecting possible

problems in data collection and analysis, or the inferences derived from the results
of one strand or the other.”
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2. Degree of complementarity: “revealing two different aspects of the same
phenomenon”

3. Elaboration or conditionality: “one set of inferences provides the conditions for
the applicability of the other”

They conclude that, if these measures do not lead to a plausible explanation or
understanding of the divergence, the findings might reveal that “two different but equally
plausible realities exist” (2008: 116; see also Lazaraton 2005: 219; Flick 2011). Applied
to the example from my preliminary analysis above, the divergence could be explained
or understood in the following ways:

a) The sampling caused divergent findings, since interview participants were not the
same as the ones in the survey. However, in terms of context and demographics,
participants in both strands did not differ.

b) The instrument design or nature of the instruments led to different answers.
Answering questions in a survey can be affected by factors such as fatigue, the
time provided to think about the question, or social desirability (see chapter 5).
Answering a question in an interview and being asked to elaborate on the answer
might require a more critical or in-depth awareness of e.g. changes in the learning
style und thus lead to a different answer than in a survey.

c) Another possibility related to the different instruments could be the formulation of
the questions. While the survey questions or statements were more open to
interpretation, interview questions generally were aided by prompts and probes
(see chapter 6), which provided the participant with more contextual information.

d) Related to b): Asking the question(s) in the context of different instruments could
have tapped into or revealed different aspects (regarding the depth or awareness)

of the (temporal) language learner self-concept.

Going through some of the steps with this brief example from my study already reveals
the complexity that goes into the integration of both qualitative and quantitative strands
in an MMR study. This is particularly the case when, as it was the case here, the findings
show inconsistency. The discussion of the example and possible reasons for divergence
has also shown that asking What went wrong? may not always be the appropriate
reaction to inconsistency: “Inconsistency, or divergence, may in fact be considered an
advantage of mixed methods. One of the major values of mixed methods research might

lie in specific instances in which the two sets of inferences do not agree with each other.”
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(Teddlie & Tashakkori 2008: 115f) As we will see in the final interpretation stage of this
research project (chapter 7), it is sometimes precisely this “friction” between quantitative
and qualitative strands that make MMR findings so unpredictable, as the quote by
Bryman at the beginning of this section states, but is also a chance for expanded
understanding of the complexities in the foreign language classroom (Knorr & Schramm
2016: 92). Thus, employing MMR in this research project has the potential to open up

new ways of viewing the language learner self-concept of the young-old.

4.3 Research Context: Adult Education Centres in Germany

Lifelong learning'® has grown in importance in recent decades (Jarvis 2009a; Aspin et al.
2012; Moody 2010: 485; European Commission 2016; Komp & Aartsen 2013). The
European Commission, for instance, has made it its goal to increase the number of adults
participating in adult learning scenarios in order to “acquire new work skills, for active
citizenship, or for personal development and fulfilment,” with the latter reasons of
‘personal development and fulfilment’ cited as being of special meaning to young-old
learners. However, the adult education initiatives and statistics provided by the European
Commission have their major focus on providing more adults aged 25-64 with access to
lifelong learning and, with this, more vocational-related goals in mind rather than
personal development and fulfilment (Jarvis 2009b: 272). While this limited focus
hopefully does not imply the end of adulthood or life after 64, it does exclude a high
number of lifelong post-retirement learners and thus blurs the actual lifelong learning
situation in Europe, providing another reason for taking a closer look at lifelong learning
after entering retirement.

Lifelong learning can take the shape of incidental (informal) learning situations in
everyday life, non-formal learning, and institutional (formal) learning settings. This
research project focuses on young-old language learners in a formal lifelong learning
context. The German adult education centre Volkshochschule (vhs centre; lit. trans.
people’s high-school) has been chosen as an example for a formal lifelong learning
institution. As has been indicated by some young-old learners in this study’s

questionnaire (see chapter 5), for many of those language learners — particularly in rural

19 Here, in line with the definition of the European Commission (2006: 2) “all forms of learning undertaken by
adults after having left initial education and training, however far this process may have gone (e.g., including
tertiary education).”
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areas — it is the most important and often the only place providing them with
opportunities to learn a foreign language.

Taking a closer look at the research or learning context Volkshochschule can
provide us with answers to the following questions: Under what circumstances do the
young-old learn English as a foreign language at this institution? In what way does this
context have an impact on the quality of language teaching? How does it influence the
young-old’s language learning process and how they perceive themselves as foreign
language learners? It can also reveal limits or potential problems for conducting my
research in this area. In the case of my research project, the German adult education
institution Volkshochschule has more than 900 centres all over Germany: a better
understanding of vhs centres and their learners, is a crucial step towards a clearer picture
of adult education and lifelong learning in Germany.

In the following, | will move from more general information of the German vhs
centre to familiarize the reader with this type of adult education institution — such as its
history, its current situation, and the overall course programs — to more language
learning-specific issues as, for instance, the role of language learning and English as a
foreign language (EFL), the course structure and language learning material, as well as
the English teachers and their learners. Along with national statistics regarding vhs
courses, teachers, learners etc., | will also include the statistics of the German state of

Hesse, since the data for this research study were collected there.

4.3.1 Volkshochschule — The Institution

Da stand tatsichlich wieder in der Zeitung, die Haushaltsdebatte im Bayerischen Landtag
habe leider “nur Volkshochschulniveau” gehabt. Eine stadtweite Imagekampagne haben sie
gemacht, eine professionelle Pressearbeit aufgebaut, ihr Kursprogramm einem strengen
Qualitits-TUV unterworfen, und dann so was.”

- Wiarda 2010 -

First of all, what exactly is a Volkshochschule (vhs centre)? The main idea of vhs centres
is to give all people — regardless of their age or their previous education — access to
lifelong learning or further education. What comes closest to German Volkshochschulen
originated from Scandinavian countries — Denmark, Sweden, and Norway (Kulich 1964;

Greenberg 1991; Bagley & Rust 2009). The University of the Third Age in France also

21t was reported in the press that the budget debate of the Bavarian state parliament was reportedly ‘only vhs
centre-level’. They had conducted a publicity campaign in the whole city, built up professional PR, assessed
their courses with a strict quality controls, and then this.
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initiated a similar approach to vhs centres in 1975 by offering learning opportunities
without barriers (Whitnall 2012: 653; Moody 2010: 485f). If in other parts of the world
we try to find institutions equivalent to adult education institutions in English-speaking
countries, community colleges and Elderhostel come close to the system or structure of
German Volkshochschulen (Raby 2009; Whitnall 2012; Moody 2010).

Because Volkshochschule is a nationwide concept with more than 900 centres
(including 16 coordinating vhs centres for each German state) all over Germany and
more than six million participants each year (Haustein & Mischke 2011; Huntemann &
Reichart 2014; Bastian et al. 2004), these centres are particularly valuable for large-scale
assessment the situation of adult education and the lifelong learning of adults in
Germany. Moreover, they are the biggest supplier of further education for older people,
with steadily increasing numbers of participants aged 50 years and over (Friebe 2007:
18; Schmidt-Hertha 2014: 24). This is also the reason why Kade (2009: 58) referred to
vhs centres as schools for the young-old. But even though a degree of uniformity is
provided by the fact that the institutional framework is the same on a national scale,
differences become apparent on a smaller, regional scale: course programmes, course
contents, materials, and teachers adapt to the local demand for lifelong learning.

Despite the large number of vhs centres and participants, the current situation and
image of the centres in Germany are in crisis. In the public mind vhs centres have the
image of providing extremely slow-paced and low quality education for bored
housewives or retirees (Wiarda 2010). One such display of this association occurred in
2014 when Helmut Kohl, former German chancellor, tried to insult Wolfgang Thierse,
the former president of the German Bundestag, by referring to him as Volkshochschulhirn
(lit. transl. folk high-school brain; Weiland & Wittrock 2014). Interestingly, this was
followed by outraged reactions on twitter (#volkshochschulhirn) by vhs centre
representatives and also from former and current vhs centre learners expressing that
having a vhs brain is not an insult at all, but rather a compliment. The question behind
this is in what way the perception of vhs centres and their quality may influence the
perception of young-old language learners. If the widely held opinion of language classes
at these centres is not a good one or one that does not take language learning and
teaching at this institution seriously, how can the learners take their learning seriously?
In other words, we need to ask whether and to what extent does the public image of vhs

centres influence the young-old’s language learner self-concept.
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What do vhs centres have to offer for the general public, i.e. its current and potential
learners? Its course programme is varied and this is what, according to Wiarda (2010),
secures its success: it can adapt to local demands and interests easily. The downside of
this, however, is that participants living in more rural areas — and this applies to the ageing
population more than to younger generations (Haustein & Mischke 2011) — can only
choose from a limited range of course options in contrast to the multitude of courses
offered in bigger cities such as Munich (Wiarda 2010). Nevertheless, what vhs centres in
Germany do have in common are the general course programme areas (or departments).
The vhs course programme is divided into six different areas of studies:

1. Politics, society, environment (e.g. classes on historical developments in a
particular area, environmental projects)

2. Arts (crafts such as pottery, painting, etc.)

3. Health (sports classes such as yoga, dancing, etc.; cooking classes; psychology
classes)

4. Languages (popular languages, such as English, Spanish, French; but also rarely
studied languages such as e.g. Danish, Arabic, Persian, Japanese; German as a
second language classes for migrants)

5. Job-related skills (computer classes, interview preparation, etc.)

6. Basic education and degrees (a second chance for getting a high-school or other
related degrees)

According to the statistics for the year 2013, the study area of languages had the most
classes to offer (43.5%), followed by health (20.3%) (Huntemann & Reichart 2014;
Huntemann 2014). Very few courses have instructors who are trained teachers (8.6%) or
whose day job is teaching at German public schools (3.7% out of that 8.6%).
Unfortunately, the statistics do not differentiate this into different areas. It would be
interesting to see, for instance, how many trained teachers (i.e. with a university degree
or equivalent qualifications to teach foreign languages at German public schools) of that
8.6% are working in the foreign languages area. In terms of demographics, most learners
attending classes at vhs centres are female (75.7%) and especially older people (50 years
and older) make up the greater proportion of all participants at vhs centres (41.5%). More

than half of the vhs centres in Germany are operated by the local communities (54.2%).
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Regarding their financial basis, the centres mainly rely on public support (40.8%) and
course fees paid by course participants (40.2%).

The course fee for 45 minutes of English at a vhs centre in the state of Hesse, is
between approx. 2.30€ and 3.60€ (depending on the region or city, the number of
participants and type of class/level, usually excluding material). The times and duration
of classes also vary from e.g. 14 weeks of 1x90 minutes per week, 10 weeks with 1x180
minute class per week, and 2-week intensive courses with several hours of class every
day (usually during school holidays). For people who rely on public financial support
(due to e.g. low income or unemployment), a concession of 33-75% is available — again,
depending on the individual vhs centre or region. Keeping this in mind, experts expect a
growing number of people to slip into poverty on reaching retirement in the upcoming
years, because of the increasing instability of employment, lower wages, and the overall
demographic development in Germany (Haustein & Mischke, 2011: 63). Thus, in the
future, the attendance of young-old learners in a vhs class will increasingly rely on
whether they can afford it — with or without concession. Thus, we can expect a shift of
future young-old generations (depending on their digital literacy levels) towards a
preference for cheaper digital language learning instead of attending vhs classes (see
chapter 8). Furthermore, the factor of decreasing mobility — especially if a young-old
learner is from a rural area and getting to the vhs centre venue is only possible by car —
might add to this development. The only major factor which will keep current and future
young-old learners from relying much more or only, on the Internet, is the social aspect
of attending classes (Murray 2011).

Another interesting aspect of the course programmes at vhs centres indicated by
these statistics is the large number of classes directed at particular target groups. The
salient target groups in the statistics are classes for migrants and classes for older people
(Huntemann 2014). However, as noted by Friebe (2007), fewer older people are tending
to take these aged-specific classes over the years. It is a trend which has also been
confirmed by programme coordinators interviewed for my diploma thesis (Neigert 2011).
In the 1990s and at the beginning of the 2000s many course titles included the term
‘seniors’, e.g. English for seniors. Because of the negative connotation of the term ‘senior’,
however, fewer aged people were attracted to this type of course. ‘Senior’ was soon
replaced in many vhs course programmes with a more “neutral” term using the

chronological age (e.g. English 50plus). But even this new name caused some confusion
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among potential participants: “If | am 48, can I still join the 50plus class?” One of the
programme coordinators in my study in 2011 said that, rather than indicating the target
group in the course title, they are trying to move to addressing older participants by the
allocated course times. According to him, classes in the morning or throughout the day
are generally more appealing to older people than classes taking place in the evening.
After taking a more general look at the different subjects a vhs centre has to offer,
the next step is to look closely at the subject foreign languages and how they are taught
at vhs centres. In order to do so, the next section will explore this study area by taking a
closer look at important factors such as contents (topics and materials), the teachers, and

the learners of English as a foreign language.

There is certainly no particular point in the ageing of healthy adults
where L2 learning becomes impossible.

- Singleton & Ryan 2004: 214 -

As mentioned above, the foreign language sector of all study areas at vhs centres offers
the largest number of classes (43.5% of all classes offered) and usually has the second-
highest number of enrolments (after health-related courses). What characterizes learning
foreign languages at vhs centres compared to other language learning institutions for
adults or learning languages at a public school in Germany?

If we take a look at the statistics again, English, followed by French, Italian, and
Spanish, is the most popular language. Of all three latter languages, however, only
Spanish has seen a steady increase in courses offered between 1987 and 2008 (Ambos
et al. 2010: 5). While originally structuring the classes by using the terms beginners,
intermediate, and advanced, more and more vhs centres have adopted the categories
provided by the Common European Framework (CEF levels: beginner: A1, A2;
intermediate: B1, B2; advanced: C1). In addition to this, they used to offer more targeted
group-specific titles which were, as mentioned above, often the result of addressing or
adapting to local demands (e.g. conversation classes, business English, English for travel,
preparation classes for tests or certificates such as TOEFL or IELTS, English for seniors).
The target group-specific options still exist, but in more recent years they are offered in
combination with CEF levels (e.g. AT English 60plus, B2 English conversation group, B1

Business English Refresher).
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Again, learners in more rural areas have a limited access to furthering their
language proficiency beyond certain levels as there are simply not always enough
interested learners in the area to reach the minimum number of participants needed for
starting a class (usually at least 6 or 8 participants). Textbook publishers, it seems, have
adapted their product range to these course offers such as textbooks targeting adult
language learners in conversation courses, refresher courses, and business English
courses.”" It is also possible, however, that this is a mutual process: on the one hand,
there are vhs centres offering classes based on existing textbook formats (e.g. a course
called Sterling Silver at a Hessian vhs centre named after the respective textbook for older
learners beginning to learn English) or certificates (e.g. TOEFL or IELTS) and, on the other
hand, there are textbook publishers trying to address the needs and interests of local vhs
centres and their customers.

From these initial descriptions of (English) language class characteristics at vhs
centres, some differences to foreign language classes offered at German public schools
become apparent. Firstly, the learner — or, in the case of vhs centres, customer — has more
impact on the courses offered at vhs centres than students at high school. At German
public schools, more general decisions on the curriculum are made at a state level.
Specific decisions regarding which textbooks are to be used are made at the (language)
teacher conference level (often textbooks from a certain publisher will be used for years
or decades). This is often done in order to achieve uniformity within schools. Decisions
on course format and contents are more of a top-down process. At vhs centres, this
process is somewhat reversed since the existence of classes is dependent on participants
and the money they pay for the course (as mentioned above: 40.2%). Although the
teacher and learners in each class have a considerable amount of influence on the
contents and material used, most vhs centres are trying to attain a more uniform structure
and contents — especially at the beginner level — within individual institutions in terms of
such things as textbook choice.

As already addressed in the previous section, another major difference between
foreign language classes at German public schools and vhs centres are their instructors
or teachers. Merely 8.6% of all vhs instructors in Germany are trained full-time teachers
(this includes teachers from all study areas, not only foreign languages). This may come

as no surprise, as teaching classes at a vhs centre is usually not suitable for a full-time

2L ¢f. In Conversation (Klett) or Network B1 Refresher (Langenscheidt)
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job but rather as a side-job, freelancing or even working voluntarily (cf. Bastian et al.
2004). The average vhs centre instructor earns 18€ (25€ for German as a foreign
language/integration classes) for 45 minutes (Wiarda 2010). The majority of vhs teachers
in Germany work on a casual or voluntary basis (188,058 teachers in 2013), whereas
only 3,289.2 teachers work full-time (75.3% of which have permanent positions;
Huntemann & Reichart 2014). The backgrounds of teachers and reasons for teaching at
a vhs centre are thus multifarious. Some vhs centres prefer, for example, native speakers
as teachers for foreign language classes, often regardless of their qualification. Some other
vhs centres in the state of Hesse make it compulsory for new language teachers to attend
a workshop introducing them to the basics of foreign language teaching in adult
education. Fairly recently, vhs centres all over Germany offer their course instructors a
further education or qualification programme called Erwachsenenpddagogische
Qualifikation (EPQ; transl. lit.: adult pedagogical qualification; Pfirrmann 2015)
consisting of different modules such as an introduction to adult pedagogy (or: andragogy),
subject-specific workshops, a report reflecting on the teaching experiences, and a
colloquium. Even though this qualification programme is not obligatory for teachers, it is
an attempt to work towards a homogenization of teaching performance and to foster
teaching quality.

The existing heterogeneity of teachers and course contents enables vhs centres to
adapt to local needs. One could even argue that teachers with different kinds of
backgrounds outside university initiate, or are more open to, innovative teaching
concepts. The downside of this, however, is that getting good quality or professional
language instruction — especially in rural areas where more young-old people tend to live
— is a matter of luck. Providing vhs teachers with opportunities for further education or
training can help reduce this risk. Moreover, these opportunities to further develop
teaching skills and vhs teachers’ knowledge of adult education and more specifically
language teaching/learning give them often the only space where they can exchange
their language teaching experiences and ideas with colleagues. In contrast to teachers at
public schools, teachers at vhs centres rarely have faculty rooms to meet and to prepare
classes. Thus, workshops for teachers at vhs centres, which are also an organized way of
networking, are valuable for their development, both professionally and socially.

Expanding one’s skills set for language teaching and feeling less isolated in this job can
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instil greater confidence among vhs teachers and thus help improve and sustain their
language teaching quality.

Even though the increased teacher training possibilities promise improvement,
vhs centres in Germany experience greater fluctuation among teaching staff than public
schools. This may partly be due to the different backgrounds of teachers and their
working conditions. As mentioned above, teachers at vhs centres mainly work as casuals
on the side and, additionally, in rural areas with few participants, there is less stability
for many classes, which means less stability of income for teachers. But despite that,
some classes or learner groups grow together and remain together for decades. Several
participants of two English conversation classes interviewed for this study have been part
of their class since the 1980s and 1990s. They have seen many other learners and
different teachers come and go. Furthermore, in contrast to public schools, despite the
stronger tendency to fluctuation of teachers (and often learners), a core of young-old
learners often stay in their English class. The analysis of their interviews (see chapter 6)
will shed further light on this phenomenon.

What about the learners (customers)? The term “customer” applies here because,
after all, in contrast to public schools, language learners pay for the service of being
taught a language (Bastian et al. 2004). Referring to statistics again, the study area of
foreign languages at vhs centres has more female (67.9%) participants than male. As
mentioned above, vhs classes in Germany generally have more female (75.7%) than male
participants (this applies to the sum of all participants regardless of age). In terms of age,
22.8% (Hesse: 21.0%) of language class participants are between 50 and 64, and 14.4%
(Hesse: 13.1%) are 65 years and older. Combined, language learners in the 50plus group
make up more than one third of all language learners at vhs centres in Germany, and this
number has been increasing (Volkening 2006; Eschmann 2005). Does this have
noticeable effects on the foreign language area at vhs centres?

The results of a small-scale survey for my diploma thesis indicated surprisingly
that the main reason given for attending EFL classes at vhs centre, by young-old
participants was keeping their mind active (followed by travelling as another major
reason for learning English), which is considered by some young-old language learners
to be an effective method of dementia prevention. The earlier survey (Neigert 2011), but
also the present study, showed that very few young-old learners were interested in

learning English or receiving preparation for tests for English certificates. Most young-
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olds were no longer working and could finally spend their free time in the way they
wanted and approach language learning with less pressure. Vhs centres have responded
to this wish or preference by including this in some course descriptions for their 50plus
or 60plus, by classes including such key words as “relaxed”, “slow paced”, or “pleasant
atmosphere.” As mentioned above, the young-old make up more than one third of
language learners at vhs centres, which rely heavily on their fees; the existence of courses
sometimes depends on their staying due to the aforementioned minimum number of
participants required to continue offering a course, making it particularly difficult to offer
and maintain certain language courses. It follows from this that the young-old possibly
have a greater impact on the language class design in terms of topics, material, and pace.

What could the positive and negative consequences of this be?

4.4 Summary and Outlook

Studying and understanding young-old language learners’ self-concepts, and in particular
their temporal aspects, can help us predict what they expect from themselves, from the
institution of vhs, and from their teacher in the realm of language learning. Understanding
their self-concepts in the domain of foreign language learning in view of their past,
present, and future possible selves can shed light on what keeps them in a language class,
but also on which factors of their possible selves probably discourage them. Reaching
this level of understanding requires measures that can capture the complexities of the
language learner self on both a large- and small-scale level. Therefore, this chapter
outlined why and how using mixed methods provides a means of working towards a
better understanding of young-old language learners.

Both quantitative and qualitative strands offer different perspectives on the quite
complex issue of language learner self of young-old learners. The survey (QUAN strand)
in the next chapter, for instance, offers a broad look at L2 self-concept based on a larger
sample of learners (n = 195) at several vhs centres in Germany. The interviews (QUAL
strand) in chapter 6 provide an in-depth exploration of 21 young-old learners’ L2 self-
concepts in three different classes at one vhs centre in Germany. Most importantly,
however, this chapter has illustrated that the combination of the two strands (in chapter
7) extends individual perspectives on the L2-learner self in terms of how and why they

converge and diverge.
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5. Numbers: The Survey

As | have outlined in my chapter on methodology (chapter 4), the survey represents the
quantitative (QUAN) strand of my mixed methods design. This chapter addresses the
processes involved in creating the questionnaire, testing it, and sending it out to
participants. The development and design section in this chapter, will show how in
particular it is often the underestimated small things such as aspects of formulation or
layout in a questionnaire can often have a great impact on the results. This chapter also
covers the processing and analysis of the completed questionnaires using the statistical
software SPSS. It will thus begin with the construction of the questionnaire, the
administration of the survey, and the eventual processing of the completed
questionnaires. A final section in this chapter presents a detailed analysis of the survey
results.

What makes questionnaires valuable for my research project and what are the
potential pitfalls in employing them? Questionnaires are highly structured instruments
(Dornyei 2010: 9): they are the main or only interface between researcher and
respondents, meaning that their design and the formulation of questions need to be
considered carefully in order to avoid misinterpretation among respondents. Fortunately,
it is this high degree of structure that also makes questionnaires compatible with
quantitative research. According to Dornyei (2010: 9), quantitative research “employs
categories, viewpoints, and models that have been precisely defined by the researcher in
advance, and numerical or directly quantifiable data are collected to determine the
relationship between these categories and to test research hypotheses.” Thus,
questionnaires are a versatile and effective instrument to test research hypotheses and to
find correlates of various factors for a relatively large group of people (Cohen et al. 2011;
Dornyei 2010: 6; Gillham 2000: 6). In this way, they provide a good “counterbalance”
for the qualitative strand of my research project, i.e. interviews with 21 young-old
learners. Furthermore, Nunan and Bailey (2009: 125) describe the purpose of
questionnaires as a “snapshot of conditions, attitudes, and/or events” by eliciting these
from a sample of a population. If the data collection and analysis of questionnaire data
are carried out appropriately, i.e. if validity criteria are met, the results can be applied to
larger populations. In the case of my research project, survey participants constitute a

sample of young-old language learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) at different
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vhs centres in the German state of Hesse (see also the sub-section on “Research Context”
in chapter 4).

But a questionnaire’s effectiveness in terms of time, effort, and money comes at a
price. Questions and their possible answers in a structured instrument such as a
questionnaire (Gillham 2000: 2f) are predetermined by the researcher and thus,

[T1he element of discovery is much reduced (unless there is a very unexpected pattern
to the answers selected). You don’t know what lies behind the responses selected or,
more importantly, answers the respondents might have given had they been free to
respond as they wished.

In other words, as already discussed in the previous chapter, the results of questionnaires
may derive from and be applied to a broad spectrum within a certain population. But at
the same time, they lack depth in contrast to interviews. The results are limited to, or
hinge on, the predetermined questions and answers, which are potentially contextualized
differently by each respondent. As we will see by the end of this chapter, the scope of a
questionnaire ends where the insight of interviews begins.

As already mentioned in the previous chapter on mixed methods, the research
questions need to be reformulated into hypotheses, which are a more appropriate form
of research questions in QUAN-studies. Related to this, the second sub-question of my
research questions (see also section 5.1 below) strongly points to the aims of this
quantitative data strand:

Which factors (e.g. age-related: retirement) influence the young-old learners’ self-

concept?
Correlating demographic data of survey participants with their responses to the
questionnaire items, therefore, can help find answers to this question as well as to the
overarching research question on gaining a better understanding of the self-concept of
young-old language learners. Thus, the hypotheses formulated below explicate the
influential “factors” in the above research question and are based on the theoretical
implications in earlier chapters of this thesis.

As Ryff’s study on possible selves (see chapter 3.3.1) and age spans has indicated,
there has been a higher past possible self in older participants. Furthermore, the possible
self scores between male and female participants have differed significantly. In addition
to this, the mathematical and verbal self-concept scores of male and female students in
Marsh’s study have differed as well, with the latter showing a preference or higher scores

for verbal self-concept (see chapter 3.2.3). Thus, both studies indicate a requirement that
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a hypothesis for the purposes of my study tests possible female/male differences of young-
old language learners. A hypothesis which also explores the sociological dimension of
age and its potential impact on young-old learners’ self-concepts is also needed. Chapters
2 and 3 have both highlighted the relevance of the sociological age marker and major
life transition, “retirement”. Another relevant factor that may influence self-concept and
that demarcates young-old learners from younger learners at school is the relatively long
time some of them spend learning English at the vhs centre. As mentioned in chapter
4.3.1.2, some of the young-old learners interviewed for this study as well as some in the
survey study (as the descriptive statistics below will show) have spent one or more
decades in their English class. It may therefore be interesting to compare their responses
with the ones of young-old learners who have only recently joined their vhs centre
English class. From the research questions in the methodology chapter and the theory
presented in chapters 2 and 3, | derived the following hypotheses for the quantitative

data analysis purposes:

1. Past and present L2-self scores are higher than the future/ideal L2 self among
young-old learners. This discrepancy increases with age (i.e. when comparing
different age groups among the young-old language learners).

2. Being retired has a negative impact on L2 self-concept and its temporal aspects.

3. The time spent in a vhs centre English course has a positive effect on L2 self-
concept.

4. Female language learners have higher L2 self-concept scores than their male

counterparts.

It is the aim of the data analysis section 5.4 to find answers to these hypotheses and, in
this way, to the main research question about young-old language learners’ self-concept.
Before going into the results of the survey, however, the next sub-chapters first give an
insight into how the questionnaire items were developed based on the theory and

research aims, and how the questionnaire was designed and administered.
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5.1 From Theory to Instrument: Development of Questionnaire Items
In the development phase of my questionnaire, | turned to already existing survey studies
for the collection of appropriate items, which would help me “operationalize” (Nunan &

Bailey 2009: 130) the L2 self-relevant constructs addressed in my research questions:

How do the young-old conceptualize themselves as foreign language learners?

a. How do they perceive their past, present, and future L2-self/selves?

b. Which factors (e.g. age-related: retirement) influence their language learner
self-concept?

c. In what ways do survey and interview study converge?

As pointed out in chapter 3, however, existing questionnaires on language learner self-
concept are predominantly directed at children and young adults. If adult learners were
addressed, the age range of the participants rarely went beyond 30 or 40 (Byrne 1996a;
Weil 2015; Mercer 2011a; Marsh & Ayotte 2003; Dornyei 2010). Thus, parts of the
already existing item pools needed to be adapted to the perspective of my study
participants. For example, in the item pools developed by Taguchi (Doérnyei 2010),
participants are asked about the role of parents in the language learning process at
university (e.g. expectations, pressure, decision-making, motivation — in other words,
mainly aspects of the realm of ought-to selves). In view of the young-old participants in
my study, their parents do not play a role as a socializer since they are either usually the
ones dependent on their young-old children or are no longer alive. Thus, | have included
the factor of grandchildren and partners in several questions in the questionnaire.

In the questionnaire’s development phase, | collected around 50 different items for
the section using the Likert scale. The items were translated into German, adapted from
Taguchi’s contributions to Dornyei’s book (2010: appendices A & B), and some were
based on the interview questions in Mercer’s study (2011a: appendix C). Since the latter
consisted of open-ended interview questions, the questions relevant for my study, i.e. for
answering my research questions above, needed to be reformulated as statements
suitable for a Likert scale. For example, the question in her interview guide “Do you think
you're a ‘typical’ language learner? Explain.” became “I consider myself a typical
language learner.” (question 22) in my questionnaire. This item conceptualized the
general and actual/present facets of the young-old language learners’ selves addressed in

research question a. above.
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Drawing on items from existing surveys necessitated following the advice of

Sudman and Bradburn (1983: 119, as cited in Dornyei 2010: 24):

The best advice we can offer to those starting out to write attitude questions is to
plagiarize. While plagiarism is regarded as a vice in most matters, it is a virtue in
questionnaire writing — assuming of course, that you plagiarize good quality
questions.
Further, drawing on questions from existing studies also meant that they had been tested
for their purposes and, to some extent, made it possible to compare study results
afterwards.

The Likert scale items were grouped around different concepts based on temporal
aspects of self-concept as identified in chapters 2 and 3: general self-concept, past-,
present-, and ideal-L2-selves, perceived learning progress and impact on cognitive
abilities, as well as learning environment. General self-concept items addressed self-
concept aspects of young-old learners that were not directly related to learning a foreign
language but to learning in general, as well as to the way young-old respondents perceive
themselves (e.g. in terms of self-confidence) in general. Past, actual, and ideal L2 self
items were based on the theories of possible selves and — in relation to learning a foreign
language — Dornyei’s future self-guides (ideal and ought-to L2 self) within his L2
Motivational Self-System (L2MSS). The operationalized L2 construct designated as the
“impact on cognitive abilities” is derived from the active ageing trend discussed in
chapter 2 and it also ties in with Dornyei’s ought-to L2 self presented in chapter 3. Items
under this heading capture the young-old learners’ intention to learn a foreign language
to keep their minds active. As the descriptive statistics below indicate, this motive seems
to be particularly strong within this target group (see section 5.4). Finally, questionnaire
items for the operationalized constructs “perceived language learning progress” and
“learning environment” are derived from the L2MSS component of “language learning
experience”. According to Dornyei, this component encompasses other language
learning aspects such as the learning context, teacher, experiences of success using the
L2, etc. Table 5.1 “Likert Scale Items and Operationalized L2-Constructs” below shows
a complete list of the 28 Likert items in the order they are used in the final version of the
questionnaire and it indicates which operationalized L2-self constructs are addressed by

each item.
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As an example, figure 5.1 below illustrates how the concept of “ideal L2 self”,
introduced in chapter 3, has been operationalized as Likert item number 16 in the

questionnaire and is represented in table 5.1 below:

L2
Learning
environ-

ment

Impact
Past L2  Actual L2 | Ideal L2 | Learning on
Self Self Self progress  cognitive

abilities

Items (translated from German) General
self-

concept

16. 1 can imagine myself using English when travelling abroad and to
effectively communicate with the locals.

Figure 5. 1 Sample Item for Ideal L2 Self
In this way, together with items 10, 13, and 24 in the questionnaire, a group is then
formed, which addresses aspects of the ideal L2 self of the survey participants:

10. I can imagine a situation where | am using English with people from abroad.

13. There will be situations that require me to use English outside the classroom.

16. I can imagine myself using English when travelling abroad and to effectively
communicate with the locals.

24. | can imagine myself speaking English like a native speaker.”*

As the different numbers of the item group for ideal L2-self example reveal, mixing the
questions of different item groups is another strategy to mitigate leading participants
significantly in their answers. If, for example, all questions of one group were listed
sequentially in the questionnaire, participants would become aware of the internal
structure and would thus put less effort into answering the individual questions more
carefully. The strategy of grouping items targeting abstract phenomena such as self-
concept is referred to as multi-item scales. Since a single question item can be interpreted
differently — even if it is carefully formulated — multi-item scales use the sum of a group
of items targeting that particular phenomenon and in this way “any idiosyncratic
interpretation of an item will be ironed out during the summation of the item scores.”
(Dornyei 2010: 24). Nevertheless, this is not to say that responses to individual Likert
scale items cannot also already reveal interesting information about the temporal facets
of the language learner self-concept. For this reason, the final merging of quantitative and
qualitative data strands (see chapter 7: micro-level results) will also include the
comparison/contrasting of single Likert scale items with individual qualitative themes.
Table 5.1 on the following page shows all 28 Likert scale items in the order they appear

in the questionnaire and the L2-constructs they operationalize.

2 Translated and adapted from Dornyei and Taguchi’s Ideal L2 Self item list (2010: 140). For
example, “living abroad” was changed to “when travelling abroad” as this seemed closer to the
young-old participants’ everyday lives.
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Items (translated from German)

=hd > B Bl B

14.
15.
16.

17.

18.
19.

I'm looking forward to my English class.

| enjoyed going to school.

It is no problem for me to use English in class.

[ feel that I'm making progress with my English.

[ enjoy speaking in class.

I've always had a talent for languages.

I’'m happy with my learning strategies.

I’'m ambitious when it comes to studying English.

It is hard for me to study English.

.| can imagine a situation where | am using English with people from

abroad.

. My English class is what | expect to be an ideal foreign language class.

12.
13.

I’'m working intensively on my English skills.

There will be situations that require me to use English outside the
classroom.

[ think | can speak English well.

Whenever | encounter problems while studying English, | give up quickly.
| can imagine myself using English when travelling abroad and effectively
communicating with the locals.

| approach learning English in a more relaxed way than in the past / at
school.

| feel mentally more active and fitter because of studying English.

The vhs centre has the best learning conditions.

General
self-
concept

Operationalized L2-Constructs

Impact
on
cognitive
abilities

89

L2
Learning
environ-

ment

X
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20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

25.
26.

27.

28.

Chapter 5 — Numbers: The Survey

I’'m a self-confident person.

Learning English comes naturally to me.

| consider myself a typical language learner.

Learning English helps me to feel younger and fitter.

[ can imagine myself speaking English like a native speaker.

I’'m happy with my current language level.

The way English is taught at the vhs centre is comparable to the English
classes | had at school.

There are no comparable language learning options other than the vhs
centre for me.

The way | study English has changed over time.

X

xX X X X
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5.2 The Questionnaire Design

Because in surveys employing self-completed questionnaires the main interface between the
researcher and the respondent is the hard copy of the questionnaire;

the format and graphic layout carry a special significance

and have an important impact on the responses.

- Dérnyei 2010: 13 -

Regarding its structure, | have included different question formats in the questionnaire
(see appendix A) and divided it into several parts, framed by a greeting, instructions and
a final thank you to the participants (Reinders 2011a). The greeting plays an important
part in a questionnaire, because it sets the stage for what is to come and gives background
information to respondents. For example, it tells the participant who is involved in the
conduct of the survey the reasons and goals in conducting it, e.g. in this case the
improvement of learning conditions for adult language learners at vhs centres. In this
way, participants know for what purposes they are “sacrificing” their time. When
formulating the greeting or introduction to my questionnaire, | took great care to use
comprehensible terminology but at the same time not to confuse participants or to lead
them too much in a certain direction when later answering the questions (Nunan & Bailey
2009: 126). The greeting also gave an overview of the overall structure of the
questionnaire (three parts) and gave participants an idea of how long it would take them
to complete it (15 minutes). Participants were also reminded of the importance of their
answers being truthful and assured that the questionnaire was not a test, there being no
correct or incorrect answers. Finally, participants were also assured of the confidentiality
their answers and data and that the survey would only be used within the framework of
the dissertational project. The greeting ended with thanking them for their participation
and support, which at the same time indicated the start of the three parts of the
questionnaire.

Before describing each of the three question parts in the following, a few words
are needed on the instructions regarding questionnaire items. The instructions were
particularly important for participants unfamiliar with completing research
questionnaires. They needed to be formulated concisely and clearly, giving participants
a quick but comprehensible idea of how and why to answer questions (Reinders 2011a).

Ambiguous or unclear instructions lead to incorrectly answered questions making the
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results unusable for further analysis. For instance, part | (Likert scales) and question 3 in
Part Il (adjective scales) were preceded by an example to illustrate the values of the scale
parts (i.e. what does “6” on the Likert scale from 1 to 6 represent?) and the instructions
also indicated whether participants were required to tick or to circle an answer or a

number:

1 2 3 4 5 6
Trifft gar nicht zu Trifft nicht zu Trifft eher nicht zu Trifft eher zu Trifft zu Trifft voll zu

Beispiel: Wenn die folgende Aussage |hrer Meinung nach voll und ganz zutrifft, markieren Sie:
Ich trinke gerne Tee. 1 2 3 4 5 @

Figure 5. 2 Likert Scale example illustrating the values of 1 to 6 with the sample sentence "I like to drink tea" (Ich trinke
gerne Tee).

Here, the pilot study already provided useful feedback on how to reformulate instructions
to make them clearer and change the design to avoid confusion. For example, the pilot
study showed that the values that the Likert scale numbers represent were only listed on
the first page as a reference. | included the reference on top of the second page again in
order to decrease the unnecessary effort of turning back and forth between pages for
checking the values of 1 (does not apply at all) to 6 (totally applies). This is only one of
several examples of relatively small instructional and layout changes that have a big
impact: in this case, it makes navigation through the questionnaire easier and frees up
more cognitive capacity so participants can better focus on the questions (Dérnyei 2010).

As mentioned, the first question part contained Likert scale items with the scale
ranging from 1 (does not apply at all) to 6 (totally applies). However, the use of scaled
responses has disadvantages, particularly if items are not carefully formulated. Gillham,
for example, points out that participants often do not use the full scale, they tend to be
rather positive (e.g. in customer satisfaction surveys), and — as mentioned above —
“whatever response they tick, you don’t know why.” (2000: 32). Using either an odd or
an even number for the scale is also a widely debated issue in questionnaire development
research (Gilham 2000: 32). By choosing an even number for the scale (1 to 6), am |
forcing participants to make a decision in a certain direction? Of course, this does not
apply to all question items, which neither the pilot study nor the feedback indicated.
Question 26 in the final draft of the questionnaire “Das Lehrkonzept meines

Englischkurses an der vhs entspricht dem Fremdsprachenunterricht, den ich in meiner
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Schulzeit hatte.”” assumes that all participants had the opportunity to learn English at
school in Germany during and after World War Il. However, unlike today, where English
as a Foreign Language is an indispensable part of the national school curriculum, it was
not as common to learn English at school back then. In this case, participants had no
opportunity to “opt out” of answering the question by ticking e.g. “not applicable” in the
centre.

Carefully formulating, combining, and ordering the question items is key to getting
the best results. This is why, for example, several more interesting or captivating
questions, i.e. questions participants could more easily relate to (such as “I look forward
to going to my English class.”; question 1), were included on the first page of the
questionnaire (Dornyei 2010: 47; Reinders 2011a). Negative and positive formulation of
one and the same concept increases its validity. Examples of a negatively formulated
question in the item pool are questions 9 (“Englisch zu lernen ist anstrengend fiir mich.”*)
and 15 (“Wenn Probleme beim Englischlernen auftauchen, gebe ich schnell auf.”*). The
inclusion of negatively formulated questions like these tackles problems of Likert scale
items such as fatigue and acquiescence bias (Dornyei 2010: 9 & 43; Mummendey &
Grau 2008). Further considerations regarding the formulation of items for part I included
avoiding negations as well as ambiguous formulations (e.g. two questions or concepts in
one).

The 50 Likert scale items collected and (re-)formulated in the initial development
process needed to be reduced in order to keep the amount of time it would take to
complete the questionnaire below approximately 15 minutes, but also for layout-reasons
as will be discussed below. Additionally, a reduction of the Likert items provided space
for other question formats (e.g. open-ended questions or questions on respondents’
demographics). Feedback from fellow-researchers and the pilot study revealed items that
could be regarded as not relevant to the study’s aims or easily misinterpreted. For
instance, one item stating that the participant could identify with the teaching-concept at
vhs centres as a foreign language learner led to confusion amongst pilot study participants
and was thus removed from the questionnaire. Items about the influence of life

experiences (from work or home) were also removed from the questionnaire since they

23 Translation: “The teaching and learning concept of my English class at the vhs centre corresponds with/is
comparable to the one | experienced at school.”

24 Translation: “It is hard for me to study English.”
%5 Translation: “Whenever | encounter problems studying English, | give up quickly.”
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were ambiguous to many participants, or not regarded as being directly related to the
research questions.

The pilot study played a pivotal role in the development and further refinement of
the questionnaire. A group of young-old English learners | used to teach as a substitute
teacher for one semester volunteered to pilot-test my questionnaire, making this a so-
called convenience sampling (Cohen et al. 2011: 155; Gay et al. 2012: 141f). | was also
able to find four volunteers to pilot test my interview questions at a later stage from that
same group (see chapter 6). | asked the pilot study participants to highlight any confusing
or difficult items or questions as they completed the questionnaire. The follow-up
discussion after they had completed the questionnaire gave me a good impression of
which questions needed to be removed or reformulated.

In order to check the envisioned 15-minute time limit for completing the
questionnaire, | decided to be present while pilot study participants completed it.
Additionally, pilot study participants could use the opportunity to ask me questions while
they were completing the questionnaire, which in turn gave me an immediate feedback
on the design and contents. The pilot study showed that the original aim of 15 minutes
was a good estimate. | did not want to go considerably beyond that amount of time, as |
expected the questionnaires to be completed during class-time. Since the average English
class at vhs centres is only 90 minutes a week, time is very precious in this context and |
consider devoting 15 minutes to completing my questionnaire a big sacrifice on the side
of both teachers and learners. This meant reducing the questionnaire contents to the most
relevant constituents.

The second part of the questionnaire consisted of three different question formats.
The questions in this part were intended to elicit reasons or motifs for learning English at
the vhs centre, how young-old participants perceive themselves as language learners in
their current vhs centre class and — if applicable — at earlier stages of their lives (e.g. at
school). Questions 2 and 3 in the second part especially targeted at the participants’ past
and current L2 selves. | decided to proceed from an open question format in question 2
(naming three characteristics or traits they possess which help them to learn English) to a
more closed format in question 3. In question 3 they were asked to rate on adjective
scales (see figure 5.3 below; they are also referred to as semantic differential scales,
Dornyei 2010: 29), how they perceive themselves in their English class at vhs centres

currently and in past English learning contexts (e.g. at school). At the ends of each scale
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were characteristics or traits such as active/passive, cooperative/independent,
introverted/extroverted etc. Ordering these two questions from open to closed, | hoped
that their answers to question 2 would not be influenced by the characteristics/traits
provided in number 3. However, in contrast to online surveys, a researcher cannot
control the sequence in which learners answer the questions in a self-completed
questionnaire on paper (Gillham 2000:12). Unlike the Likert scale in the first part of the
questionnaire, the scale in question 3 in the second part consisted of an odd number,
thus not forcing an answer or providing an “undecided” option. Through pilot testing,
however, the range of the scale was reduced from seven to five for improved clarity of
options.

The adjective scales (Question 3) in the second part of the questionnaire posed
some problems before and after having the questionnaires completed (see figure 5.3
below for the first adjective scale in question 3). Firstly, in the development phase, finding
adjectives for the opposing ends of the scales was difficult. Adjectives with opposite
meaning are often connoted either positively or negatively, and this way could be subject
to social desirability or prestige bias (Dérnyei 2010: 8; Mummendey & Grau 2008) when
participants are making their tick on the scale. While some of the chosen adjective pairs
are relatively neutral in their meaning (cooperative/independent; content/ambitious),
others carry a stronger negative and positive meaning (active/passive, distracted/focused).
Secondly, question 3 was divided into two parts intended to illicit self-perceptions about
their current and their past L2-selves. The first part asked participants to indicate how
they currently feel about themselves in the vhs class. The second part of question 3,
however, turned out to be ambiguously formulated since it asked participants how they
feel in their vhs class compared to the time they were learning English at school. The
question was intended to illicit information about their past L2-self, but, in fact was asking
again about their current self having their past experiences in mind. Feedback and pilot
study, however, did not point out that flaw. The ambiguity of the second part of question
3 probably led to participants interpreting the question in different ways, rendering its

results unusable for further analysis.
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1. In my vhs-English class, | am...
active 00 0O 0O O O passive
distaced 00 0O 0O O O focused
inhibited 00 0O 0O 0O DO relaxed
opentonewthingg 0 0 DI DO [ careful towards new things
song O O O O O weak
cooperatve 1 00 00 0O [ independent
contet 0 O O O O ambitious
introverted [0 L 00 D0 DI extroverted

Figure 5. 3 Adjective Scale in Question 3a

The third and final part asked participants for demographic information and again
assured participants that their answers and data are handled with care and only used for
the purposes of the study. Demographic information such as age, gender, time spent in
vhs centre English class (providing time frames, if participants are retired or still working,
their degree, and profession), was collected. Dérnyei (2010: 47f) suggests leaving this
part to the end of the questionnaire so that, firstly, participants are not “put off” by being
asked personal information right at the beginning, and, secondly, there is space for the
more captivating questions at the beginning. Nevertheless, the demographic information
helps to make sense of the responses: How do the collected answers correlate with a
certain age range? Are their differences in the responses given by men and women?
Regarding the formulation of questions about their age it showed that only a few
participants did not provide their age (usually female). This poses the question of whether
participants would feel more or less reluctant to give information about their age if | had
asked them for their year of birth instead of their age. The questionnaire was rounded off
by a final ‘thank you’ to the participants.

The final design and format of the questionnaire was the product of a
developmental process (illustrated above) to which feedback from fellow researchers and
the pilot study contributed significantly. The questionnaire consists of three central parts,
as well as an opening (greeting and instruction) and closing (final ‘thank you’) section.
Again, and as Dornyei in the above quote rightly points out, the layout of a self-
administered questionnaire needs to be considered carefully, as bad decisions in this
regard can have a negative impact on the results. The right layout decisions make a
questionnaire look more professional, and make it easier for participants to complete the

questionnaire; this potentially increases the response rate (DAA 2016).
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In terms of its length, four pages and an estimated 15 minutes seemed the most
appropriate for this target group and context. A length of four pages also made it possible
to present the questionnaire in booklet form using one DIN A3-sized paper rather than
two DIN A4-sized papers which are printed on both sides and stapled. This gives a more
compact impression, it is easier to turn pages, and prevents the potential loss of pages
(Dornyei 2010: 13). Connected to this is the issue of the paper itself. Newell (2012: 109;
cited in D6rnyei 2010: 15) argues that even such fine and underestimated aspects of the
questionnaire such as the quality of the paper used have an impact on the response rate,
which is why she has been using thick, beige paper since it stands out, is pleasant to
handle, and “people will not have the heart to throw away such an attractive document.”

In line with the last argument, | would also like to argue that using a questionnaire
on paper also tends to be more appreciated than providing a link to an online survey.
Using a paper questionnaire becomes even more valuable when used with this particular
target group. While we can assume that all young-old language learners attending an
English class know how to handle pen and paper, we cannot expect an equally high
digital literacy. Using an online-format for the questionnaire would exclude those English
classes or young-old participants without computer access, thus leading to sampling
issues. As pointed out earlier, eased navigation through clear formulations and layout
helps participants direct their full attention to the questions themselves. This principle
can also be applied to the use of an online questionnaire with young-old participants
who have low digital literacy. If they are not intimidated by taking a survey in an
unfamiliar medium, navigation through the online questionnaire will also distract young-
old participants from the actual questions. In conclusion, presenting the questionnaire
on paper increased the number of responses and the quality of answers provided by

young-old participants.

5.3 Administration: Sampling and Ethics

While the sampling strategy (convenience sampling) for the pilot study was more direct
and easier to accomplish, accessing the field (Legutke & Schramm 2016) and sampling
of the main study were more complex. This section covers how vhs centres in Hesse (see
chapter 4: research context) were contacted in order to find teachers and their learners
interested in participating in the study. In a first phase, | contacted the central vhs of

Hesse (Hessischer Volkshochschulverband — hvv) to inform them about my study, the
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questionnaire, and the collection procedure, in order to elicit their support. Going
through this institution also entailed a second phase: letters to the heads of language
departments at all vhs centres in Hesse were sent out to raise the interest in my study.
The letter also asked them to distribute a letter informing all English teachers at their
institutions to contact me for further information and questionnaires.

On the one hand, this was intended to conform to research ethics as teachers were
approached indirectly while their contact details were protected. This reassured teachers
that their details were not given out to any researcher approaching their vhs centre from
outside and they were not pressured into participating. On the other hand, this meant
that the formulation of the letter was even more crucial as it had to provide enough
information about the study and encourage teachers come forward and ask their older
learners to become study participants (Dérnyei 2010: 65; Gay et al. 2012: 189f).

| formulated two versions of the letter to the “gatekeepers” (Grum & Legutke
2016): one for the heads of the language departments at vhs centres, the other for the
English teachers interested (see appendices B & C). The letter did not exceed one page
and contained the official institutional letterhead with my contact details at the top,
giving it a more professional look and thus potentially increasing the response rate. The
same applied to the title behind my name at the bottom of the letter (foreign language
teacher, diploma). The beginning of the letter included the title of the study giving the
reader an immediate idea of the topic.

In the first part of the letter, | created a connection between the institution vhs,
their teachers and learners, and myself as a teacher and researcher. | personalized the
topic of my study by giving background information about my experiences of adult
education and research in this field. | stated that from my experience the older language
learner has received very little attention to date, and that it was the aim of my study to
change that. This was intended to show both the institution and the teachers that my
research interest was also relevant to their experience, since the majority of their learners
are 50+ years old. In the second part, | gave the institution and teachers more information
about who was doing the study and which other people and institutions supported it
(supervisor and state vhs, hvv). This was followed by a detailed description of the
questionnaire parts and length. Similar to the instructions of the questionnaire itself, it
also assured them that it is not a test (i.e. there were no right or wrong answers) and

highlighted the confidentiality of the data. | then gave the heads of departments and
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teachers further information or instructions on what to do next if they were interested in
obtaining questionnaires for their learners (e.g. that they would be supplied with the
necessary copies of the questionnaire and a return envelope, as well as a date by which
the questionnaires needed to be returned). In the final part of the letter | once again
thanked the heads of departments and teachers for their interest and help. | also
emphasized in what way they and their learners would contribute to research in adult
education and invited them to contact me by phone or e-mail if they had further
questions.

Shortly after sending out the letters via the hvv, | received e-mails from interested
heads of departments and teachers requesting questionnaires, which were then sent out
to them. The questionnaires were accompanied by a return envelope again increasing
the potential return rate of questionnaires. In addition to this, teachers were also asked
to complete a small form including the course level, the region or city, and the number
of completed questionnaires. This information was helpful later on when coding the
questionnaires and correlating the results with these factors. As a result, 195
questionnaires were received from six different vhs centres in Hesse. The sample contains
vhs centres from both urban (e.g. Frankfurt a.M.) and rural areas (e.g. Vogelsbergkreis). It
also contains samples from all three administrative regions in Hesse: the northern
(Witzenhausen), central (Marburg, Marburg-Biedenkopf, Vogelsbergkreis), and southern

(Frankfurt a.M., Hanau) administrative regions.

5.4 Processing: Data Analysis

This section focuses on the statistical processing or analysis of the completed
questionnaires. Before the collected data could be processed using the software IBM
SPSS®, it needed to be prepared for the input procedure by assigning codes to each
questionnaire (i.e., participant). The codes contain information about the vhs centre,
course level, and assigned a number to each participant. This made it possible to track
irregularities in the data back to individual participant data. Since questionnaires were
on paper, the data needed to be entered manually into SPSS. The following sections
present the results of the data analysis using SPSS and are divided into three parts:

1. descriptive statistics (information about the demographics and motives of survey
respondents),

2. inferential statistics of the Likert items in the first part of the questionnaire, and

3. inferential statistics of the adjective scales in the second part of the questionnaire.
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These sections on the survey results are followed by a discussion connected to the

hypotheses formulated at the beginning of this chapter.

5.4.1 Descriptive Statistics: Demographics and Motives of Respondents

This section looks at the demographics of the sample (195 respondents learning English
as a foreign language at vhs centres in Hesse) and why respondents learn English. Since
the above hypotheses are needed for this analysis, demographic information regarding
age distribution, retirement, time spent in English classes at vhs centres, and gender will

be looked at in the following.

Age span <60 60-80 80> n/s

Number of all

participants 33 (16.92) 153 (78.46) 4 (2.05) 5(2.56)
(=N; %)

Table 5. 2 Survey Participants: Age Spans

My definition of the young-old with regard to the chronological age dimension states an
age span from 60 to 80 (see chapter 2). As shown in table 5.2, the majority of the
respondents in the survey are within that age span (153 participants; 78.46%). Only four
are older than 80 years, with the oldest participant being 92. Of the 195, 33 (16.92%)
are younger than 60, with the youngest participant being 45. As noted above regarding
the intimacy of certain answers asked, all five participants who did not provide their age
are female. But as emphasized in chapter 2, not only the chronological dimension of age
will play a role in my analysis but also e.g. sociological dimension, which can be
assessed through considering the circumstances in which young-old learners were born
and grew up (cohort effects; generation), as well as their current role in society. In the
case of my group of respondents, the factor of retirement strongly impacts the

sociological dimension of their ageing. The descriptive statistics in this regard are as

follows:
Retirement working retired n/s
N (%) 28 (14.36) 163 (83.59) 4 (2.05)

Table 5. 3 Survey Participants: Working and Retired

What will be important when trying to find an answer to the second hypothesis — “Being
retired has a negative impact on L2 self-concept and its temporal aspects.” — are the
descriptive statistics about their working status: 163 (83.59%) participants are retired; 28
(14.36%) are not retired, and 4 (2.05%) did not tick an answer to this question.
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Another characteristic that sets young-old language learners apart from younger
age groups (e.g. students at school or young adults) is the often relatively long time they
spend learning English at vhs centres. While children can expect to learn English as a
foreign language for up to 13 years in the German school system, some young-old
interviewees and survey respondents have spent several decades learning English at the
vhs centre. Therefore, this factor may play a significant role in shaping young-old
learners’ self-concept. When it comes to how many years they have attended English
classes at the vhs centre, | provided five time spans, this way making it easier for
participants to simply tick where they fit in, instead of thinking about and calculating the

semesters or years:

Years spent

at vhs centre <1 1-5 6-10 17-15 15> n/s
48 97 23 14 9 4
o,
N (%) (24.62) (49.73) (11.79) (7.18) (4.62) (2.05)
30 83 21 12 8 1
aged 60-80

(18.99)  (52.53) (13.29) (7.59) (5.006) (0.65)

Only four participants did not provide an answer to that question. 48 (24.62%)
participants had spent relatively little time in their English class, namely less than a year
(i.e. one or two semesters). The majority has already spent between one and five years
learning English at the local vhs centre: 97 (49.73%). 23 (11.79%) participants spent six
to ten, and 14 (7.18%) participants had spent 11 to 15 years at the vhs centre. Out of all
195 participants (indicated with N in the first row of the table above), 9 (4.62%) have
been learning English for 15 or more years. Unfortunately, this does not give an idea of
what the maximum amount of time spent at a vhs centre to learn English is. From the
interviews with my own language learners, some have mentioned that they joined their
English class already in the 1970s and 1980s. Some of them have only taken a break for
an occasional one or two semesters due to such factors as illness or familial obligations.
Thus, it is possible that some of those nine participants have spent 20 or 30 years

attending English classes at their vhs centre.
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The numbers slightly change when the focus is reduced to the 158 participants
between 60 and 80 (in the second row of the table above).?* Compared to the distribution
of all participants, here are approximately 5% less participants between 60 and 80 years
of age who have spent less than a year at their vhs centre (30; 18.99%). If we compare
this to the 33 participants under 60 years of age, 54.55% of those 33 have been learning
English at the vhs centre for less than a year. 36.36% of those 33 under 60, have spent
one to five years at vhs centres. In all of the other, longer time spans, the 60- to 80-year-
olds display a slightly higher percentage than the sample as a whole (between 0.34 to
2.27% more than the whole group), with e.g. 5.06% having spent 15 or more years at
their vhs centre (compared to 4.66% of the whole sample). Compared to these values,
the under 60 group showed that only a few have been learning English at their vhs for
more than 6 years (none in both 6- to 10-years and more than 15-years category; 6.06%

in the 11 to 15-years category).

Gender male female n/s
N (%) 41 (21.03) 152 (77.95) 2 (1)
aged 60-80 31 (20) 124 (80) -

Finally, out of the 195 participants 41 (21.03%) are male and 152 (77.95%)
female, and two participants did not indicate their gender (1%). The values hardly change
when reduced to the 60- to 80-year-old group (male: 31 participants, 20%; female: 124
participants, 80%). To some extent, this also mirrors the “feminization of age” (see
chapter 2). It also shows that language subjects at vhs centres are more popular among
female participants than some other subject areas covered at vhs centres (see vhs statistics
in chapter 5).

A central finding within the descriptive statistics of this study, are the motives of
young-old survey respondents for why they learn English at their vhs centre (question 1
in part Il of the questionnaire). It provided participants with a range of answers to tick
and additional space they could note down other reasons not anticipated by the
researcher. In the case of this question, participants were also allowed to tick several
answers. The top two reasons for learning English at a vhs centre among 60- to 80-year-

old participants (n=155) are memory (93.5%; 145) and travel (89%; 138). Following this,

%6 \Whenever | refer to the 60 to 80 group in the following overview and analysis, | am also including
the four learners over 80 (two of them being 82, one being 84, and one being 92 years of age).
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the reasons “I enjoy learning together with other people” (61.3%; 95) and “I like the
language.” (60%; 93) were also favoured by a large number of participants. At the other
end of the scale, very few participants indicated that they learned English at vhs for work
purposes (4.5%; 7) or to help their children or grandchildren with their homework

(12.3%; 19).

Motives for Learning English
(60-80 years of age; n= 155)

Work mm 7
(Grand)child ~m——— 19
Recommendation m—————— 28
Friend/partner mEE——————— 3]
No other optionsin the area TETETT—————— 46

Enjoyment 60
Good experiences IEEEEEEEEEEEEESS———— 62
Offer appealed to me ITEEEEEEEEE————— 68
| like the language NEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE———— O3
Learning together with others T T T ——EEEEEEEE—— 05
Travel I ] 38
Memory  —— ] 45

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160

Figure 5. 4 Motives for Learning English

What is surprising about the top four reasons that more than half of the 155 young-old
respondents between 60 and 80 years of age chose is the high importance they place on
“memory” as it even surpasses the motive of learning English for travel purposes. This
result appears to mirror the “active ageing” trend discussed in chapter 2, since many
young-old intend to keep their minds active by learning a foreign language. It is a theme
that has also appeared in the interviews in the following chapter and thus will need to
be compared in the final merging stage in chapter 7. Nevertheless, the motive of learning
English in order to be able to communicate when travelling is particularly strong among
young-old language learners. If we connect this wish of being able to communicate
abroad to the discussion around possible selves in SLA research (see chapter 3.4.1), this
motive constitutes a foundation for an ideal L2 self of young-old learners. The interviews
in the next chapter will give more depth to this highly popular motif of young-old
learners, by taking a look at interviewees’ experiences abroad (e.g. critical incidents in
an L2 community) and their plans or visions in this regard. Another theme that is
prominent in the interviews and mirrored here, is the social sphere of learning a language

at an institution like the vhs centre. This is also apparent in the results of this question:
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95 out of 155 young-old respondents learn English at the vhs centre because they enjoy
learning with others. Finally, more than half of the young-old survey respondents also
expressed affective reasons by indicating that they learn the English language because
they like it (93 out of 155). Some of the participants also took the opportunity to add
further reasons for their language learning. These included, for example, refreshing or not
forgetting their English skills, or communicating with friends and family overseas, or with
neighbours from other countries. One participant (69 years of age) listed reasons such as
a relaxed atmosphere of the vhs centre and its absence of pressure to attain certain grades,
as well as enjoying the chance to discuss personal ideas and other topics with people of

the same age.

5.4.2 Inferential Statistics: Multi-Iltem Likert Scales

As already described above, the first part of the questionnaire consisted of 28 items
formulated around different aspects of the L2 self and its temporal aspects. The items
were grouped into seven different self-related multi-item parts, which were correlated
with demographic information from the sample (e.g. gender, age etc.). The following list
shows all seven multi-item groups (with the item numbers in the questionnaire in
brackets; see also table 5.1 above) and a sample item (in italics) to illustrate the concept:

1. Past L2 Self (2, 6, 17, 26, 28)
I always had a talent for learning foreign languages. (item 6)
2. PresentL2 Self (1,3,4,5,8,9,12,14,15,17,18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 25
I am happy with my current level. (item 25)
3. Ideal/Future L2 Self (10, 13, 16, 24)
I can imagine a situation where | am speaking English with foreigners. (item
10)
4. General Self-Concept (2, 5, 7, 14, 20, 22, 25)
I’'m a typical foreign language learner. (item 22)
5. The perceived learning process (4, 8,9, 12, 15, 21)
I give up if | encounter problems when learning English. (item 15)
6. The perceived impact on feeling mentally more active, younger and fitter (18,
23)
Learning English helps me to feel younger and fitter. (item 23)
7. The institution vhs centre and the course (1, 11, 27)
My English class at the vhs centre meets my expectations of what constitutes
an ideal foreign language instruction. (item 11)
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A first foundational test showed that the 28 items have a high reliability, Cronbach’s a =
0.88. An overall self-concept score of all 28 items was calculated, i.e. the means of the
responses to all items (MN = 3.99 SD = .565). Afterwards, the means for the multi-item
groups were calculated for further testing of correlations and significances with the
demographic information such as gender, age, years spent at the vhs centre etc. If the
means of two groups were compared (e.g. male/female or two of the age groups), an
independent t-test was carried out for the individual multi-item groups above (Field 2009:
334; Gay et al. 2012: 351f). If the means of more than two groups were compared (e.g.
the three age groups or the five different time spans participants had spent at a vhs centre
learning English) an ANOVA test was carried out (Field 2009: 348; Gay et al. 2012:
357f).*” The significance of differences was determined by the p-value and then evaluated

by the effect size (r; ®*) of a significant difference (Field 2009: 56ff; Settinieri 2016: 336f).

1. Past L2 Self

The test in this temporal self facet showed mostly no significant differences
between the groups tested. Exceptions to this were the instances when factors such
as gender and the two older age groups (61-70 and 71+) were compared. In terms
of past self items, male participants show lower self-concept scores (MN = 3.63;
SE = 0.09) than females (MN = 3.98; SE = 0.05). The difference is significant t(191)
=-3.19, p < 0.05 (small to medium effect size: r = .20). When comparing the past
self of the two age categories 61-70 and 70+, participants older than 70 display a
higher self score (MN = 4.07; SE = .08) than the younger group (MN = 3.84; SE =
.06). This difference is significant with ¢(160) = -2.04, p < .05. However, with r =
.02 the effect size (Field 2009: 56ff) is rather small.

2. Present L2 Self
The test of comparing the means of Present L2 Self items revealed no significant
differences in any of the groups compared. However, it may be worth mentioning
that we find a tendency towards a significant difference when comparing the two
groups at the end of the scale: “time spent at vhs centre” (i.e. the group that has

spent less than a year and the group that has spent more than 15 years learning

27| would like to thank Reinhard Bentrup (Justus-Liebig University) and Dr. lan Stephen (Macquarie University)
for their advice and support with the software SPSS for the analysis of my data.
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English at a vhs centre, with the latter scoring higher: MN = 4.08 SE = 0.15). The

test showed a p value of .052 (and a close to medium size effect of r = .26).

. Ideal/Future L2 Self

ANOVA and t-tests of the ideal and future self items have only revealed significant
differences in one area: “time spent at vhs centre”. The ANOVA tests revealed a
significant difference in the ideal self between the five groups, who have spent
different times at vhs centres learning English: F(20, 170) = 1.78, p < .05, " =
0.08 (medium effect size). In other areas, for example, retired and non-retired
groups, no significant difference were existent. When comparing participants in
terms of their work-status, the non-retired group scored higher means (MN =4.17,
SE = 0.16) than the retired group (MN =3.93, SE = 0.07). However, the difference
is not significant: t(189) = -1.38, p > .05; the effect size is small (r = 0.1).

. General (L2) Self-Concept

Again, most tests in this area showed no significant differences. For example, in
terms of gender, male participants showed only a slightly lower self-image mean
(MN = 3.63, SE = 0.1) than female participants (MN = 3.76, SE = 0.06). This
difference was not significant t(191) = -1.01, p > .05 and had a small effect size (r
=.07). Significant differences in this comparison were found in the realm of the
two groups who have spent very little time or a long time at the vhs centre learning
English. Again the “more than 15 years”-group scored a higher mean (MN = 4.20;
SE = 0.21) than the other group, which has spent less than a year at the vhs centre
(MN = 3.64; SE = 0.1). The differences were significant with t(55) = -2.32, p < .05

with a medium effect size r = 0.30.

The perceived learning process

Unlike the other tested groups, the ANOVA tests revealed a significant difference
in the perceived learning process between the five groups, which have spent
different times at vhs centres learning English: F(30, 160) = 1.517, p < .05, ®* =
0.08 (medium effect size). In terms of retirement, no significant differences were
discovered even though there are differences in means obtained with the non-

retired participants scoring higher values (retired participants: MN = 3.81; SE =
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0.06; non-retired participants: MN = 4.05; SE = 0.11). However, this difference is
not significant ¢(189) = -1.67, p > .05; and has a small effect size (r = 0.12).

. The perceived impact on feeling mentally more active, younger and fitter

The tests in this comparatively small multi-item group, revealed no significant
differences in any of the groups tested. Even when carrying out an ANOVA test
with the different age groups, no significant differences were revealed: F(10, 183)
=1.227, p > .05. The same can be said about the retired/non-retired groups. The
retired group scored only a slightly higher mean value (MN = 4.1265, SE = 0.09)
than the non-retired group (MN = 4.1250, SE = 0.18), the significance of this
difference could not be confirmed: t(188) = 0.01, p > .05.

The institution vhs centre and the course

Similar to some of the results in the previous paragraphs, the only groups
displaying a significant difference are in the “time spent at vhs centre” category.
The t-tests revealed significant differences with the group of “less than a year” —
having a lower mean value (MN = 4.30; SE = 0.1) than the group of “more than
15 years” (MN = 4.63; SE = 0.12). The differences were significant with ¢(55) = -

1.39, p < .05; the effect size of this, however, is rather small (r = 0.18).

5.4.3 Inferential Statistics: Analysis of Adjective Scales

As pointed out earlier (see section 5.2), question 3 was problematic, both for the use of

opposing adjectives inhibiting the leeway of participants in their choice, as well as the

formulation in the second part that contained two temporal concepts. While the negative

or positive weight of the adjectives was kept in mind when looking at the results, only

the first, clearly formulated part of question three will be presented in the following.

Again, in order to find answers to the hypotheses postulated at the beginning of the

chapter and listed below, demographic factors such as age groups, retirement and non-

retirement, gender, and time spent at vhs centre will be compared on eight different

adjective scales:

1. Past and present L2-self are ranked higher than the future/ideal L2 self among
young-old learners. This discrepancy increases with age (i.e. when comparing

different age groups among the young-old language learners).
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Being retired has a negative impact on L2 self-concept and its temporal aspects.
. The time spent in a vhs center English course has a positive effect on L2-self-

concept.

Female language learners have a higher L2 self-concept than their male

cou nterparts.

In order to make differences clearer and reach approximately similar numbers of

participants, | further combined the groups of age range as well as different times at vhs

centres. In this way, the three age ranges were reduced to two groups: under and over

60 years of age. As for “times spent at vhs centre”, the five groups were reduced to three

groups: less than one year, one to five years, and more than six years.

1.

Active — Passive

Taking a look at this scale and comparing the retired (R) and non-retired (NR)
participants, there is a slightly stronger tendency towards “active” among the latter
group. The female/male comparison shows that female participants scored slightly
higher at both extreme ends (active 1 — passive 5), whereas most male participants
considered themselves rather active (2) in their current vhs centre English class.
The comparison of participants younger than 60 (u60) and older than 60 years of
age (60+) shows a similar pattern, with younger participants scoring higher at both
ends. But again, the difference is not big. A significantly clearer difference is
shown in the comparison of the category “time spent at vhs centre”. In this case,
the number of participants who have spent more than 6 years learning English at
a vhs centre and indicated that they are “active” scored significantly higher values

than the other two groups.
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active (1) - passive (5)
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%
1 2 3 4 5

—®=3 (lessthanayear) ==©=a(1-5years) ==®=a(more than 6 years)

Figure 5. 5 Adjective Scale: Active-Passive

2. Distracted — Focused
While the retired and non-retired groups start off and end quite similarly on the
scale, the retired (R) felt less “distracted” than the non-retired (NR) group.
Interestingly, these proportions change when we look at the under and over 60
year olds. Participants younger than 60 replied that they feel more “focused” than
the older group. The comparison of male and female participants shows a very
similar curve, with female participants feeling “slightly more distracted”. The
comparison in the time spent at vhs centre shows equally similar results. This time,
however, the group that has spent less than a year at a vhs centre learning English
scored slightly higher scores, ahead of the groups “more than 6 years” and “1-5

years” on the “focused” side of the scale.

distracted (1) - focused (5)

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

M3 (NR) " a(R)

Figure 5. 6 Adjective Scale: Distracted-Focused
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Inhibited — Relaxed

Even though the non-retired group has a higher score at the “relaxed” end of this
scale, the retired group shows an overall stronger tendency on the “relaxed” side
and a slightly lower score on the “inhibited” side of the scale. Things look a little
different in the younger and older age group, with the 60+ group having highest
scores on the “relaxed” side, the younger group, however, displaying an overall
higher “relaxed” score. When doing a gender comparison on this scale, both
genders only show slight differences, with female participants displaying a
stronger feeling of inhibition. Again we can see a clear difference in scores of the
group that has spent more than 6 years at a vhs centre compared to the others.
This group has significantly higher scores on the “very relaxed” side of the scale

(5).

inhibited (1) - relaxed (5)

70%
60%
50%

40%

30% [/ —8
20% =87
10% .\\/
0%
1 2 3 4 5
—@==3 (less than a year) a (1-5years) a (more than 6 years)

Figure 5. 7 Adjective Scale: Inhibited-Relaxed

4. Open — Careful towards new things

Again, the retired and non-retired people have similar scores. The non-retired
group, however, has higher scores on the “open towards new things” side of the
scale. The reverse seems to be the case for the u60 and 60+ groups, with the latter
scoring slightly higher on the “open towards new things” side but also on the other
end of the scale, “careful towards new things”. In terms of gender, we see a

gradually declining curve from “open” to “careful” for the female (F) participants,
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whereas the curve of the male (M) participants, peaks at 1 (open) and 3 of the
scale. Once more, the group with the longest vhs centre experience has
significantly higher scores on one end of the scale than the other two groups. It
scores highly on the “open towards new things” side of the scale. This time, the

difference is not as large as in the previous scales.

open (1) - careful (5) towards new things
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Figure 5. 8 Adjective Scale: Open-Careful Towards New Things

5. Strong — Weak
On this scale, all four categories investigated show a similar pattern in
participants” answers. While the extreme ends — “strong” (1) and “weak” (5) — are
comparatively low, the scores peak at the centre (3). The retired, participants
under 60, male participants, and participants with the longest experience at their
vhs centres show slightly higher values at the “strong” side of the scale and slightly

lower scores on the “weak” side of the scale.
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Figure 5. 9 Adjective Scale: Strong-Weak (NR/R)
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Figure 5. 10 Adjective Scale: Strong-Weak (u60/60+)

6. Cooperative — Independent
The retired and non-retired score relatively similarly on this scale as well. The
retired group, however, shows stronger peaks at 2 (“relatively cooperative”) and
4 (“relatively independent”). The participants under 60 display overall higher
cooperative values than the 60+ group. While the female participants score higher
values on both ends of this scale, the male participants show an overall higher
cooperative score. Finally, the two groups who have spent either less than a year
or less than six years at a vhs centre show a similar distribution of scores compared
to the previous categories. The “6 or more years”-group, however, stands out

again, showing higher values at 1 (“cooperative”), 3, and 5 (“independent”) on
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the scale, but also significantly lower scores on 2 compared to the other two
groups. It should be added that even though both adjective endings can be
regarded as equally positive, all participants had a stronger tendency towards the

cooperative side of the scale.
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Figure 5. 11 Adjective Scale: Cooperative-Independent (u60/60+)
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Figure 5. 12 Adjective Scale: Cooperative-Independent (M/F)

7. Content — Ambitious
The non-retired group shows higher scores — particularly at the “content” side —
than the retired group. Both groups peak at 3 and 4 (undecided; “relatively
ambitious”), but with the retired participants scoring higher. The picture is again

different for the u60 and 60+ groups. Here, the 60+ group scores higher on the
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“content” side of the scale (but not on the “ambitious” side). Both groups — similar
to the retired/non-retired category — peak at 3 and 4, but with participants under
60 scoring higher. The gender category is very similar to the retired/non-retired
group, with male participants scoring higher at the 3/4 peak and women scoring
higher on the extreme ends. Unlike before, it is the “less than a year” that stands
out on this scale. The participants in this group reach significantly higher scores
on the “ambitious” side of the scale (4 and 5). Both “1-5” and “more than 6 years”

groups score higher values than the “less than a year” group on the “content” side.

content (1) - ambitious (5)
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Figure 5. 13 Adjective Scale: Content-Ambitious

Introverted - Extroverted

Similar to the strong/weak scale, the scores of all participants in all categories
show similar curves with a peak in the centre (3). In terms of retirement, the retired
group indicates higher inhibition than the non-retired group. In the comparison of
the reverse is again the case, with the 60+ group showing higher extroversion
scores. While male and female participants are very similar on the “introverted”
side of the scale, female participant reach higher on extroversion. The “6 or more
years” group shows significantly higher extroversion score than the other two
groups. It also scores lowest on introversion. The “less than a year” group scores

lowest on extroversion and highest on the introversion end of the scale.
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introverted (1) - extroverted (5)
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Figure 5. 14 Adjective Scale: Introverted-Extroverted

5.4.4 Discussion in Light of the Hypotheses

In the following, the results of the previous two sections will help to find answers to the
four hypotheses postulated at the beginning of the chapter. Both the results of the multi-
item Likert scales in Part | and — at least in terms of present L2 self or general self-concept
— the results of question 3a in the second part of the questionnaire, serve as a basis of the

discussion.

1. Past and present L2-self scored higher than the future/ideal L2-self among young-
old learners. This discrepancy increases with age (i.e. when comparing different
age groups among the young-old language learners). The analyses of the Likert
items for the past, present, and future/ideal L2 self showed that even though the
older age group 71+ scored higher means in every category, only the category
past L2-self indicated a significant difference. While we need to be cautious
regarding the results of question 3 — since the scores present a tendency rather
than a calculated significance or effect size — we can tell from the results that
participants over 60 tend to score higher when it comes to the feeling of being
relaxed in class, extroverted, and content with their performance. They also tend
to feel more distracted and they value cooperation more than independence.
Overall then, there seems to be a difference in some present L2-self aspects if we

split the age range in half, parting at 60. Based on the results of the Likert items
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tests, the hypothesis can only partly be supported: there is a difference in the past

L2-self when comparing the three distinct age ranges.

Being retired has a negative impact on L2 self-concept and its temporal aspects.

As pointed out in chapter 2, the factor of retirement plays a crucial role in defining
and understanding the young-old — particularly more than chronological age
alone. In terms of the t-tests carried out for self-concept, as well as the past,
present, and ideal/future L2 self, the non-retired participants scored higher means
than the retired group, except for slight differences in favour of the retired group
in the realms of the past L2 self. However, all of these differences were not
significant. Question 3a in the second part of the questionnaire, which gave an
insight into their present L2 self, revealed that the retired group showed lower
scores in terms of extroversion, openness towards new things, and activeness in
class. They showed stronger tendencies in the areas of focus, cooperation, and
strength. The other areas for both groups show similar tendencies towards feeling
relaxed in class and ambition. All in all, and particularly in terms of the results of
part | in the questionnaire, it can be concluded that this hypothesis cannot be

fully supported by the data analysis results.

The time spent in a vhs centre English course has a positive effect on L2-self-
concept and its temporal facets.

The ANOVA tests of all five groups have revealed significant differences in the
areas of the ideal L2 self and perceived learning process. When it comes to
comparing only the extreme ends or cases, i.e. participants who have spent less
than a year and participants who have spent more than 15 years at a vhs centre
learning English, we find significantly different scores in the areas of “general (L2)
self-concept” and “the institution vhs centre and the course”. The t-tests of those
two groups indicated an increased positive effect with time spent at the vhs
centre. However, one can argue that this result is not necessarily surprising: Why
would someone who is unhappy with the vhs centre or the course stay that long?
We need to be careful when comparing these results with the displayed results
of question 3a in the earlier section. There, the five groups were “condensed”

into three groups. Nevertheless, it is interesting to see that the group that has spent
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6 or more years shows significantly higher scores at the end of the scales
measuring extroversion, strength, openness towards new things, feeling relaxed
in class, cooperation, and activeness. In the areas of focus and ambition, only
participants who have spent less than a year at vhs centres show higher scores at
these particular ends. Perhaps, again not a surprising result. From all the
hypotheses, this one seems to receive the greatest support from the results in both

the multi-item scale tests and the adjective scales in question 3a of part II.

4. Female language learners have a higher L2-self-concept than their male
counterparts.
Similar to the answers to the first two hypotheses, there was only a significant
difference in terms of past L2 self, with female participants scoring higher. For all
the other tested concepts in the multi-item scales, no significant differences
between male and female participants could be found. Nevertheless, if we take
a look at question 3a again, female participants only show a higher score on the
ends of being open towards new things, extroversion, and cooperation.
Nevertheless, on the whole, men and women reach similar scores on the

adjective scales, thus, refuting this hypothesis.

5.5 Summary and Outlook

The discussion of the results in light of the hypotheses in the previous section, draws a
picture of the young-old respondents as being a relatively homogeneous group. There
can be numerous reasons for finding little or no significant differences of young-old
respondents, such as the sampling, their age or sociological age markers, and the
questionnaire items. However, whether and why they are, in fact, a homogeneous group,
as the above results suggest, or whether it is other factors that have yielded these results,
is something to be further investigated by future research, namely research that includes
other — younger or even older — age groups into the sample of foreign language learners
at vhs centres (see chapter 8). Being confronted with the results of the questionnaire, its
advantages and disadvantages again come to light. On the one hand, we can make clear
statements within the scope of above the hypotheses and apply these to a greater
population — the population being young-old English learners in the state of Hesse. On

the other hand, this scope is very limited and leaves us with more questions, the main
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question being why?: Why did participants respond the way they did? Here, the
qualitative data strand, i.e. the interviews, comes into play.

As already discussed in the methodology chapter, combining the two data sets
later on has several functions. What we need to keep in mind when looking at the data
analysis of the qualitative data are mainly two things: Firstly, to what extent are the results
of the qualitative data analysis in line with the ones presented in this chapter? Secondly,
to what extent can the qualitative data answer the “why?” above? In other words, the
next chapter will possibly add depth to the results in this chapter and to the answers of
my research questions posed in chapter 4. By depth | mean, for instance, further exploring
the categories of “time spent at vhs centre” and the “past L2 self”, which have produced
some significant differences in the quantitative data analysis. The qualitative data analysis
can possibly shed further light on why there are differences and what it is exactly that
motivates participants to learn English for 15 or more years at a vhs centre. In what ways
do those interview participants who are new to an English course differ from the ones
who have already been a member of that group for several years or even decades? It can
further enlighten the impact of the “past L2 self” aspects on the English learning process.

Of course, we also need to remember that both data strands are treated equally
and that the interview questions in the qualitative part have only been influenced partly
by the preliminary quantitative data analysis. It means that the qualitative data analysis
can stand alone or go beyond the questionnaire scope — and vice versa. This is why most
of the comparative and contrastive issues of both data strands will be explored in greater

detail in the chapter on merging of this thesis (chapter 7).
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6. Words: The Interviews

Questionnaires might tell us that students hate drills, that they find them ,boring’ or
,pointless’, and their (recorded) behavior in class might confirm this, but only interviews
can probe the beliefs and experiences that might explain their responses.

In a profession like teaching, such understanding can be invaluable.

- Richards 2009: 187 -

Conducting interviews with language learners gives them the opportunity to express their
views and provide in-depth insight into their perceptions of their language learner self
and language learning experience (Mercer 2011a; Klippel 2011; Burwitz-Melzer &
Steininger 2016). One aim of this interview study is to achieve transferability, i.e. yield
“lessons learned” that can be transferred to other educational contexts (O’Leary 2014:
61; Nunan & Bailey 2009: 1711).”° The detailed description of the research context (see
chapter 4 and below), as well as the representation of all interview participants and the
data analysis procedure (see appendix and below), constitute the foundation for making
that transfer. Additionally, and particularly in the role of a qualitative strand within this
mixed methods research project, the interview study aims to act as a counterweight for
the quantitative data strand presented in the previous chapter. Richards’ quote above
hints at this counterweight role as the interviews can further explain, expand, or
contradict questionnaire responses (see chapter 7).

With regard to the fundamentals of this research instrument, we need to keep in
mind that an interview can be prone to social desirability effects (just like questionnaire
responses). Further, the interviewer can more or less unconsciously influence
interviewees’ responses simply by facial expressions, gestures, how questions are
formulated, etc. (Friebertshauser 1997: 371; Murray 2009). Getting the questions and
interaction right before, during, and after the interview are therefore the first crucial steps
in an interview study, and will be discussed in sections 6.1 and 6.2 below. In section
6.3, | present the data analysis of the vast amount of data collected. The qualitative
content analysis has been chosen as a tool for reducing the amount of data and to make
thematic patterns and clusters visible in the data (Kuckartz 2014; Mayring 2014; Schreier

2012). This section also presents the results of the complex data analysis procedure

28 This is in contrast to the concept of generalizability, which is a more suitable aim of larger-scale,
guantitative studies such as the survey in the previous chapter.
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including interview summaries and discussion of the thematic categories using selected

quotes from the interviews.

6.1 Controlled Flexibility? Approaching a Semi-Structured Interview

| chose to conduct semi-structured interviews: With this type of interview, an interview
guide is used that provides a rough structure for the interview while still allowing natural
conversation. The main purpose of a well-constructed interview guide is to help the
interviewer navigate smoothly through the interview, but it also helps the interviewee
find and articulate answers to the questions. It provides the scaffolding for the
conversation while still leaving room for relevant questions that were not anticipated by
the researcher. This is not to say that study participants take part in a mere question-and-
answer game but rather in “jointly constructed encounters” (Richards 2009: 190; see
also: Roulston 2014; Klippel 2011). Furthermore, the interview guide makes individual
interviews more comparable and lays the groundwork for category formation in the later
stage of qualitative content analysis (see section 6.4; Schreier 2014; Schart 2003: 60,
Bortz et al. 2006: 314). Connected to this, Friebertshduser (1997: 375) sees a tendency
of using semi-structured interviews in combination with other (quantitative) methods —
which makes this type of interview even more valuable for my Mixed Method Research
(MMR) framework.

For the construction of the interview guide, | turned to different sources: a review
of the literature, notes from classroom observation, the preliminary questionnaire analysis
(see chapter 5), and the pilot study of the interview (for refining and expanding the first
draft of the interview guide). The interview questions aimed at operationalizing the
theoretical considerations presented in chapters 2 and 3, or in other words, at eliciting
self-perceptions of a young-old’s past, present, and future language learning process and
the language learner self. Some of these questions elicited this in a more direct fashion
(e.g. “Using three words — e.g. adjectives — how would you describe yourself as a person
and as an English learner?”), others did so in a more indirect way (e.g. “What kind of
person should a new participant be in order to be a good fit for your course and to
succeed at language learning?”). The interview itself was accompanied by a language
learning biography worksheet which the participants had been asked to complete before

the interview. However, not all the participants had the time to do so (see 6.1.2).
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6.1.1 Overall Structure of the Interview Guide

The interview guide (appendix D) is divided into four parts: preamble (or opening), warm-
up, main part, and closing (Reinders 201 1b: 89f). In the first version, which was used in
the pilot study, the preamble consisted of a paragraph introducing participants to the
aims of the study. In the final version, which was used in the main study, the opening
part was reduced to key words that were clear and sufficient for me as an interviewer to
cover all key aspects of that introduction and speak freely, rather than read the text out
loud. The four key points acted as reminders to provide the participants with information
about the aims of the study and research project, to explain how the data (the recording,
transcript, language learner task) is handled, and other information regarding
confidentiality (e.g. the use of codes for each participant). Furthermore, the overall
process of the interview was explained to the participants, i.e. that there were no correct
or incorrect answers, and that if they could not answer a question they could skip it and
bring it up again at the end of the interview (which was indicated by circling the question
mark in the second column of the interview guide). This made the preamble quite similar
in terms of contents and aims to the opening section of the questionnaire.

Following the preamble is a warm-up section, which includes the question about
why participants had taken up English classes at the vhs centre. This kind of question is
easy to answer for participants and thus makes them more comfortable in, what is to
them an unusual interview situation, and, in this way, helps to initiate a more freely
flowing conversation (cf. Richards 2009: 188). The main part that follows the warm-up
section is also the longest part of the interview guide containing all central questions,
moving from questions addressing their past learning experiences, to their present
perceptions of their language learning progress, and finishing off with questions eliciting
a future outlook on their next semesters at the vhs centre and language learning plans
beyond this context. Lastly, the interview guide ended in a closing part, in which | gave
the participants the opportunity to add anything | may have not considered when
constructing the interview guide (Reinders 2011b: 92; O’Leary 2014: 228). Additionally,
in the closing part of the interview, participants could ask the interviewer questions: this
aimed at reversing roles and balancing the asking vs. being asked-situation and at aiding
the leaving of the field.

The question sections consist of three columns: the first column contains the

interview questions. Each question section of the opening section, main part, and closing
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section contained a main question plus prompts and/or probes (O’Leary 2014: 228). The
prompts provided the interviewer with an alternative formulation of the question in case
the participant struggled to understand or find answers to the initial question. The probes
aimed at delving deeper into the topic or extending it. The second column contains a
question mark (in case a question was skipped and brought up again at the end of the
interview because the participant could not find an answer), and a box to tick once a
question had been answered (see appendix D). Conducting an interview is a multi-
tasking endeavour: asking questions, keeping an eye on the equipment and time while
actively listening to the responses of a study participant, and thinking about — based on
what either the interview guide or the response have to offer — what to ask next. Thus,
this second column made multi-tasking during the interview easier since ticking or
circling took less time than making notes and it acted as a visual aid to follow up on the
progress and to identify remaining unanswered questions. Finally, the third column
offered some space for additional note-taking for each question section. Similarly, there

was space for note-taking after the interview (after a final thank you to the participant).

6.1.2 The Language Learning Biography
| created a language learning biography worksheet as an interview aid for study
participants. The worksheet consists of two parts (see appendix F for learning biographies
of learners presented in 6.4.2): The first part lists a set of open questions asking
participants to remember when they started to learn English and how they progressed (or
not) over the years. In the second part of the language learning biography, participants
are asked to illustrate their progress with its high and low points on a graph (e.g.
perceived competency in the language, confidence, moments of success or failure). They
are also asked to choose three to four highs or lows in particular from their language
learning history and comment on these at the bottom of the graph (year and notes). A
sample graph in the instructions gave participants ideas on how to complete the graph.
The purpose of this language learning worksheet is twofold: Firstly, it prepares
participants for some of the key questions of the interview and they can do so in their
own time. This gives them the opportunity to possibly look up old material and
documents from English classes they have attended in the past, and to remember their
language learning experiences more clearly. Secondly, having the completed worksheet

in front of them during the interview gave participants something to both physically and
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mentally hold on to and refer back to. Since this worksheet was addressed in the first
question of the main part immediately after the opening question, it eased interviewees
into this unusual interview situation and helped them be more comfortable.

Not all of the participants, however, completed this worksheet. In these cases, we
either talked about the questions of the worksheet in more general terms and in a more
spontaneous fashion (some interview questions were similar to the ones on the
worksheet). This, in turn, meant that, due to the more spontaneous situation, participants’
answers may become more superficial compared to the answers of those who were better

prepared by completing the worksheet.

6.1.3 The Pilot Study

While a pilot study cannot provide us with all the experience we need to be expert researchers,
it can save a lot of time and energy by alerting us to potential problems that can be worked
out before we begin the actual study.

- Murray 2009: 49f —

Similar to the questionnaire construction, the pilot study for the interviews also played a
considerably important role in testing the questions and further refining the interview
guide (Murray 2009: 49f). Reinders (2011b: 94) refers to this process of interview
construction as an inductive approach (in contrast to a deductive approach, i.e.
formulating questions based on, for instance, the literature review or the research
questions). The selection of pilot study participants was driven by the aim of finding
learners who are comparable in their demographics (e.g. age range, retired, and language
learning level or experience) to the learners interviewed in the main study (Gay et al.
2012:387). Participants from both the pilot and main study attend English classes offered
by the same vhs centre, but they are not in the same English classes. Thus, demographics
of pilot study participants were similar to the ones of the main study participants: the age
range of participants (60 to 80 years of age) and the fact that they are attending English
classes at the same vhs centre, at the same level courses (B1 and B2 with a focus on
conversation).

The pilot study was conducted in June 2014 and involved interviewing four
young-old English learners from an upper-intermediate English class (CEFR-level B2) with

a focus on conversation. As | knew their English teacher and the class because | had
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substituted for their teacher a few times, it was not difficult to gain access to the field and
find four volunteers for my pilot study interviews. | had the opportunity to present my
study and its aims to the whole class at the beginning of one session in the semester.
Participants had two weeks to think about whether they would like to participate. | was
invited to their final session, which was an end-of-semester BBQ-event in a participant’s
garden, where four volunteers approached me about the pilot study. | provided them
with an informed consent form which contained more information on the study, my
contact details, and, more importantly, their rights as participants (appendix E). | arranged
interview sessions with the four volunteers in the days after.

Friebertshauser (1997: 390f) notes that the way an interview is conducted (e.g. the
formality, the degree of structure) is also dependent on the target group being interviewed
(see also O’Leary 2014: 218). Even though | would have been able to organize a meeting
in a more formal context — i.e. a room at university or at the local vhs centre — almost all
participants, in both the pilot and the main study, preferred to either meet at their homes
or in a more informal context such as a café, restaurant, or pub. Only three found it more
convenient to meet in the classroom after class. Reinders (2011b: 93) reports that
conducting interviews in their ‘natural’ environment increases the motivation of
interview participants. However, it also needs to be noted here, that informal contexts
such as cafés, restaurants, or pubs were more prone to interruptions by waiters and made
transcription of the audio material more difficult due to increased background noise.

When comparing the guide for the pilot study with the final draft for the main
interview study, the changes became apparent. In contrast to the former draft of the
interview guide, | mainly added prompts or probes to the main questions that seemed
rather difficult for several of the pilot study participants to answer. As already mentioned,
the prompts and probes were formulated to make it easier for participants to grasp a
language learning memory or to find answers to a question by making it more concrete.
This sometimes meant to elicit a concept more indirectly. For example, | was interested
in what characteristics they considered important to successfully learn English or a
foreign language in general, and which of these characteristics they thought they
possessed. Thus, the question “Which characteristics or traits do you think someone who

would like to learn English needs?”* was followed by differently formulated versions of

29 Author’s translation from German: »Welche Eigenschaften misste deiner Meinung nach jemand, der
Englisch lernen will, zum Unterricht mitbringen?“
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this questions (prompts, e.g.: “What makes a good or successful English learner?”). This
question was also followed by probes which aimed at eliciting participants’ thoughts in
this area in a different, often more direct, way (e.g. “Which of these characteristics or
traits do you think you possess?”, “Which of these characteristics or traits would you like
to possess or would you like to have more of?”) or in a more indirect way (e.g. “Do you
have role models in class?”).

Another important aspect of conducting a pilot interview study that is often
overlooked is the opportunity to test the equipment. Interestingly, the equipment | used
was not initially apparent as such to the participants or people in the surroundings (e.g.
waiters in a café). Instead of using a ‘classic’ recording device, | used both a mobile
phone and a tablet to record the interviews. This way, | had two recordings in case one
device would fail to record or provided poor quality. Using two devices, | could also
position one of them closer to the participant or to me. Participants were also already
familiar with these two devices, as | had been using them in English classes every week
for teaching purposes. Moreover, mobile phones on tabletops during conversation have
become a fairly common sight in our digital age. | would argue that due to all of this,
participants would more easily forget that they are being recorded and feel more relaxed
during the interview than with the more traditional recording devices.

Moreover, the pilot study helped me to practice and further refine my interview
skills (Richards 2009: 189f; O’Leary 2014: 223). As a teacher with several years of
experience in managing classroom interaction, | had acquired the skills of asking my
learners questions, actively listening to their responses, and taking up things they said for
further discussion in the classroom. Of course, this experience prepared me for a one-
on-one interview situation only to a certain degree. Conducting the four pilot interviews
realigned, as well as extended, my initial classroom management skills for this new one-

on-one interview situation.

6.1.4 Re-Connecting to Theory: The Interview Questions

Similar to the questionnaire, a plethora of potential interview questions needed to be
reduced to the most essential ones that would help to find answers to the research
questions. Reducing the number of interview questions also meant that the amount of
time for the interview did not exceed an hour as promised to the participant in the

informed consent. In the following, | will present the interview questions from the
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opening to the closing part of the interview guide’s final version (thus, containing both
deductively and inductively collected questions). Furthermore, the interview questions
were intended to target one or more of the L2-self theoretical concepts outlined in chapter
3 and in line with the multi-item scales of the survey: past, actual, ideal/ought-to L2 self
and the L2 learning environment (see table 6.1 below). Thus, the interview roughly
progresses chronologically from looking at the L2 self in the past, then the present L2 self,
and finally the future L2 self-guides of language learners participating in the interview

study.

Targeted theoretical concepts

Interview questions3? :
a PastL2Seff  Actuall2eff 908/ Oudfitio - L2leaming
L2 Self environment

1. Why did you take up English at the vhs X
centre?

What was it like to be back at “school”? X

How do you motivate yourself to keep
going? / How have you motivated yourself X X
over the years?
4. What impacts your motivation in a X
positive/negative way?
5. What do you expect from an English class at
your vhs centre (in contrast to English X
classes you had previously / at school)?
6. Could you tell me more about your English X X
language learning biography?
7. Has anything with regard to how you
approach learning English changed after X X
your retirement?
8. Could you tell me about a particularly
pleasant / critical / positive / negative English X
class / activity / situation in class at the vhs
centre?
9. Has the way you approach learning English
changed over the years (e.g. compared to X X
learning English at school)? If so, how?
10. What kinds of characteristics or traits does
someone need to bring to English class? X
What makes a successful English language
learner?
11. Which of these ideal characteristics do you X
possess?
12. Do you have role-models in your class?
What do you admire or like about them with X X
regard to learning English?

30 |nterview guestions in the original guide (see appendix) were not numbered. The numbering also does
not mirror or convey the hierarchical structure of the main initiating questions and their corresponding

prompts or probes. The closing questions are not listed here.
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13. If you had magical powers, what

characteristics would you give yourself to X
improve your English language learning?

14. How would you describe yourself as a X
person / a foreign language learner?

15. What role do you play in your class (if it was X

e.g. a football team)?

16. What role does the teacher play for learning
English? (expectations, experiences, X X
feedback/corrections)

17. How happy are you with your current English
learning level? How would you rate it on a X
scale from 1 (very poor) to 10 (excellent) in
general / in terms of skills, grammar, vocab?

18. How confident do you feel when using X X
English a) in class b) abroad?

19. How do you envision your time in the
English class in the upcoming semesters?

Do you have any goals or plans for the next X
semesters with regard to your English
learning?
20. Would you like to change anything about the
way you learn English in the future? What X

would you like to do more / less often or
intensively inside or outside class?
21. Regarding learning English, what kind of
advice would you give a potential new X
participant joining your class next semester?
22. What should a new participant be like in
order to feel comfortable in your class or to X X X
be a “good fit” for your group?

As already mentioned above, the opening section (table 6.1: questions 1 to 5) in
the interview guide aimed at making the participant feel comfortable in the interview
situation and at initiating a conversation between interviewer and interviewee. The
question “Why did you take up English at the vhs centre?” (table 6.1: question 1) was
regarded as a suitable opening question that every participant would be able to answer
without much hesitation or difficulty; this is why this question has no prompts but only
probes, which delve deeper into the topic area. The first three probes to that question
included asking them when they started, what it was like to be “back at school” (table
6.1: question 3; particularly if the participant is or used to be a teacher), and asking about
how other people in their environment (i.e. significant others) reacted to this decision to
learn a language at a vhs centre. The three probes following these (table 6.1: questions 3

to 5) extended the main question into the present by asking them how they have stayed
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motivated to continue, what influences their motivation in a positive or negative way,
and what expectations they have regarding their vhs centre English course (in comparison
to English classes at school).

The opening section is then followed by the main part (table 6.1.: questions 6 to
22). The first main question addresses the language learning biography, asking
participants to illustrate their language learning process in the past up until now, and to
pinpoint some highs and lows in their language learning experience to the present. |
decided to use this question at the beginning of the main section to further ease
participants into the interview. Even though many participants did not complete the
worksheet and thus had to talk in a more impromptu fashion about the questions, it still
gave both interviewer and interviewee some sense of security. Participants had
something to hold on to (physically) and refer to while talking to me. The prompts aim at
eliciting more specific aspects of, and reasons for, what they wrote and drew, by asking
e.g. “At this point you drew a high/low curve. Why?” and “In case of a low point: What
motivated you to keep going despite this low?”. The last prompt asked participants if they
would now — after explaining their illustration to me — change the graph in any way. After
some insights from the pilot study, | decided to add a probe to this first question in the
main part: “Working life/retirement: In what ways has this changed your language
learning (at the vhs centre)?”

The next main question asked participants if they remembered a particularly
nice/good or critical/bad English lesson (table 6.1: question 8). To make it easier for them
to remember such a situation, the prompts to this question were reformulated using the
words “positive/negative memories” and “upsetting/amusing situations”. Another prompt
asked for tasks or texts that they at first found unusual or funny. In order to go further into
depth with this question, the probes asked participants about how they felt in the situation
or afterwards, what they were thinking, as well as how they dealt with the situation at
the time or afterwards.

This is followed by a question that had been derived from the preliminary
questionnaire results (see chapter 5): “When you think about your past English learning
experiences and compare this with your current situation: How has the way you have
been learning English changed?” (table 6.1: question 9). In the preliminary results of the
questionnaire, the majority of young-old learners agreed with the similar statement that

they have changed their ways of learning English. It is not possible, however, to further
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ask the survey participants why and how exactly they did so. Thus, | hoped to get in-
depth answers to this question through the interview. The prompts, in this case, ask
participants about their routines when learning English, or, if they have particular
methods or strategies for studying the language at home.

The following questions in the main part aim more directly at participants’” beliefs
regarding the ideal language learner’s characteristics or traits and the perceptions they
had about themselves as language learners (table 6.1: questions 10 to 13). Firstly,
participants are asked on a more general level what traits or characteristics they think
someone needs to possess to learn English: “Which characteristics or traits do you think
someone who would like to learn English needs?” Accordingly, the prompts provided a
different formulation asking for what makes a good or successful English learner or
participant in class. As already outlined in the previous section, the probes to this
question redirected the main question of a hypothetical ideal language learner to the
interviewees themselves by asking them, for example, “Which of these characteristics or
traits do you possess in your opinion?”.

The next main question (table 6.1: question 14) asked participants to describe
themselves as a person in general and as a language learner using three words (ideally
adjectives). Through the pilot study, | found that it became easier for interviewees to
answer this question if | asked them to either a) imagine | was writing a portrait about
them for an encyclopaedia or newspaper, or, b) imagine how their partner or friends
would describe them in three words. Closely connected to this main question, | added
another question after the pilot study asking participants to define their role in class (table
6.1: question 15). To make it again easier for participants to come up with an answer to
this question, | compared the class to a football team in which every player has a certain
position or role. | asked the interviewee what their role and their contribution to the
“team” was.

Hoping it would reveal some insight into their language learning environment and
because it lends itself to a good transition, the next main question moved from describing
the ideal language learner to the ideal language teacher (table 6.1: question 16). It asked
interview study participants about how important an English teacher (past and current) is
to them, the role he or she should play in class, their perception of feedback or
corrections by the teacher, and if and how satisfied the teacher is/was with their language

learning skills or progress.
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The interview guide then transitions to asking the participants how satisfied they
are with their language skills (table 6.1: question 17). As a prompt, participants could
rate this — as on the graph in the language learning biography — on a scale from 1 to 10.
One of the two probes asked for a further differentiation of how they rate themselves in
view of individual skills or language learning features (i.e. reading, writing, listening,
speaking, vocabulary, and grammar). The other probe (table 6.1: question 18) was added
after the pilot study: “How confident to you feel a) in class and b) when travelling?” This
question focused less on the temporal self but rather on the spatial language learner self
in context of the classroom and outside the classroom.

So far, the interview guide tackled questions mainly directed at the participants’
past and present language learner selves, as well as the L2 learning environment. The last
questions in the main part (table 6.1: questions 19 to 22) are directed at their future
language learner self: “How do you picture your time in your English class for the
upcoming semesters at the vhs centre?” The probes expanded this main question by
asking participants about their goals in regard to language learning, if and in what way
they would like to change their ways of learning English (strategies, methods etc.), if they
would like to do anything differently (less or more often) in- and outside the classroom,
and if there is anything they could do without in their English class.

For the final question, participants had to imagine a new participant joining their
English course in the next semester — in a way, this still has a future component but it
also brings the conversation back to a more general level. The interviewee was asked to
think about any advice he or she would give a new English class member, and also asked
to comment on what kind of person a new course member would have to be, in order to
be a good “fit” for the course or to feel comfortable in this particular class. Answers to
this question can mirror in what ways interviewees perceive their learner group as a
whole, the types of learners or people within the class, and to some extent their self-
perceptions when it comes to approaching language learning. The probe to this question
extended this to a more general level by asking for advice with regard to language
learning tips (strategies, motivation, procedures, courses, teachers etc.).

As already mentioned above, the interview guide closes with asking the
participant to think about what he or she would like to add or if there were any other

things the interviewee would like to discuss that | did not anticipate when constructing
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the interview guide.’" In the closing part, questions the participant could not answer
earlier were brought up again. Finally, the interviewer-interviewee situation was reversed
by giving the participant the opportunity to ask the interviewer any questions (about the

project or personal).

6.2 The Participants: Sampling, Ethics, and Data Collection

At the end of a really successful interview the interviewer will at least have covered all the
intended topics and the respondent will feel that they have participated in
a ,conversation with a purpose’.

- Richards 2009: 186 -

The sampling strategy of my study falls into the category of convenience sampling, as the
interview study participants were learners | had been teaching for several years. This
comes with certain advantages and disadvantages. Relying on convenience sampling can
be problematic, as the sample can limit generalizability of the results (Cohen et al. 2013:
155f; Mayring 2014: 12). An advantage of this way of finding participants, however, was
the trust | had built with my learners over the period of time | had been teaching them
(for some one semester, for others almost five years). In other words, gaining access to
the field as well as building rapport between the interviewees and myself have been
eased due to my roles as both teacher and researcher (Cohen et al. 2013: 89). Being
aware of this dual role becomes especially important when approaching the conduct of
the interview and even more so when approaching data analysis.

The process of acquiring participants for my interview study began before the start
of my last semester at the vhs centre (February to May/June 2014): | informed the head
of the language department about my research project and received permission to
interview learners at the vhs centre. | then informed my classes halfway into the semester
about the interview study and that | was looking for volunteers to participate in the study.
Towards the end of the semester, in May 2014, | brought along copies of the informed
consent for my study (see appendix E) and the language learner biography tasks for those
learners, who wanted to participate in my study. | once more assured them that their
participation was voluntary, and that not participating or withdrawing from it at a later

stage would not disadvantage them in any way. The informed consent form also outlined

1 This guestion was not included in table 6.1 as it did not target theoretical concepts.
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this and other of the participants’ rights as well as general information about the study,
protection of their privacy and handling of the recorded data (secure storage and
destruction of raw data after 5 years). Some learners approached me immediately after
class to make an appointment for the interview, while others asked me to contact them
via phone once they had read everything and checked their calendars at home.

The interviews of the main study were conducted after the pilot phase (see section
6.1.3) in June and July 2014 and later transcribed by myself (see section 6.3.1 for the
transcription procedure in my study and section 6.3.3 for interview summaries of all
participants). In order to ensure the confidentiality of participants, they were first given
participant codes and, in a later data analysis stage, pseudonyms; other identifiers
potentially threatening that confidentiality were replaced by either pseudonyms (e.g.
names of relatives or friends) or abbreviations (e.g. place names) in the process of data
transcription and analysis.

In terms of the data collection process, many interview study participants wanted
to conduct their interview either in their home, in cafés, or at a pub, as | have outlined
earlier in this chapter. Due to time constraints, three of the participants wanted to conduct
the interview in the classroom before or after the English class. In two cases, another
participant was present while the other was interviewed. In the first case, this was due to
the fact that a married couple invited me to their home to interview them one after
another. In the second case, two participants, who were close friends and only joined
the course two semesters prior, wanted to combine a brunch and interviews at the home
of one of the participant. Before conducting interviews in the latter two cases, | feared
that interviewees would influence each other’s responses to the interview questions.

As outlined in section 6.1.3, | used two recording devices: a smart phone and a
tablet with a recording app. According to Kuckartz (2014: 134), the disadvantage of
audio-recordings in an interview situation — as opposed to taking notes only during an
interview — is that participants feel uncomfortable being recorded, which in turn impacts
the quality of their answers. He points out that, nevertheless, these effects can be reduced
when participants get used to the situation and forget about the recording device. As
argued earlier in this chapter, using a smart phone and tablet are less likely to be regarded
as foreign objects in the participants” everyday life (compared to a traditional recording
device) and thus act as a camouflage for the recording. | hoped by using that this

technology, participants would more quickly forget that they were being recorded.
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In table 6.2 below, | give an overview of the interview study participants, showing
their pseudonym and their participant codes, which also revealed their gender (M or F)
and the course they attended (G1, G2 = upper-intermediate with focus on conversation,
CEFR-level B2; G3 = intermediate, CEFR-level B1). | also indicated the participants’ age,
if they are still working (NR) or retired (R), in what year they first joined the English course,
and how many years they have thus spent learning English at the vhs centre (for short

interview summaries, see appendix H).

Name Retired (R) Joined vhs Years spent
(Pseudonym) Code Age Not retired (NR) class in... in vhs class

Barbara G1TFO1 59 NR 1982 32
Astrid G1TFO2 52 NR 2012 2
Anne G1TFO3 67 R 2013

Dorothea G1TFO4 61 R 2013 1
Christine G1TFO5 63 R 1986 28
Peter G1TMO1 65 R 1982 32
Christian G1TMO02 64 R 1992 22
uUlf G1TMO03 61 NR 1986 28
Wolfram G1TM04 70 R 1994 20
Diana G2TFO1 73 R 2002 12
Alexandra G2TF02 79 R 2001 13
Maria G2TF03 65 R 1986 28
Brigitte G2TF04 65 R 1988 26
Jennifer G2TFO5 68 R 2013 1
Lena G2TF06 69 R 2008 6
Tanja G3TFO1 72 R 2003 11
Katharina G3TF04 67 R 2008 6
Ruth G3TF06 64 R 2012 2
Katja G3TFO7 75 R 2013 1
Birgit G3TF09 62 R 2009 5
Adam G3TMOT1 81 R 2004 10
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6.3 QUAL Data Analysis: Principles and Procedures
Words should be weighed, not counted.

- Jewish Proverb -

With completion of the data collection stage, a significant amount of data in the form of
audio files and completed forms (autobiographical data and language learner tasks) had
been accumulated. A qualitative data analysis was needed to systematically reduce and
structure, or ‘tidy” (Schart 2003: 59), the amount of data to relevant themes in the data.
The data analysis method would need to help shed light on the complex and multi-
layered language learner self and its temporal facets in the interview transcripts. Another
goal was to produce results that could be used for a merging procedure with the
quantitative data strand, without much adaptation and thus possible blurring of the
original meaning or depth of the qualitative analysis and interpretation. As in a good
game of chess, thinking ahead a few steps when planning the research design and
individual steps within the research process is worthwhile. It is even more vital in a mixed
methods design, as it culminates in the final merging process of the two complex research
strands.

The method that best combines these aspects is qualitative content analysis
(Kuckartz 2012; Mayring 2010 & 2014; Schreier 2014b). While content analysis started
out as a quantitative method to systematically analyse textual material, its qualitative
version has also gained prominence in qualitative-oriented research over the last decades
(Burwitz-Melzer & Steininger 2016; Dornyei 2007: 245). Various versions of it have been
developed and further refined in order to help researchers choose adequate’ variants
within the qualitative content analysis framework. In her article, Schreier (2014a)
describes this as a “toolbox” from which a researcher needs to employ those options
among the individual steps of qualitative content analysis which are ideal (or, as
mentioned above, adequate) for their particular research project.

In SLA research, qualitative content analysis has proven its merits since it allows
for a rich description of more complex or multilayered issues and texts related to

language learning and classroom interactions (Burwitz-Melzer & Steininger 2016; Klippel

32 By using the term “adequate”, | am referring to the commonly used term in German research literature,
namely Gegenstandsangemessenheit, describing the fit of the methodological framework to the research

aims, material, and questions by making principled decisions on its constituents and steps involved. In his

overview of the basic principles in qualitative content analysis, Mayring (2010: 50; 2014: 40) refers to this

as “object reference” and “appropriateness of method”.
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2011). Going back to the quote at the beginning of this chapter, Richards (2009: 187)
points to this potential of interviews to probe learners’ beliefs and experiences in the
foreign language classroom. To achieve this, qualitative data analysis builds on the
generation and use of categories by abstracting from specific passages in the data.
Mayring (2014: 40) and Schreier (2014b: 170) consider categories and the formation of
a category frame at the heart of qualitative content analysis, thus being one of its central
characteristics. The category system helps to do the aforementioned “tidying” of the data
and to unfold relationships or patterns in the interview data by dissecting and comparing
its components: similarities or common themes, contradictions, varying perspectives
(Burwitz-Melzer & Steininger 2016). Moreover, the detailed description of how | have
arrived at my category system (see section 6.3.3) also “contributes to the intersubjectivity
of the procedure, helping to make it possible for others to reconstruct or repeat the
analysis” (Mayring 2014: 40).

How researchers arrive at a final category framework, however, can vary within
this method. Kuckartz (2012), for instance, writes that category formation occurs on a
theoretical-empirical scale, while Schreier (2012 & 2014b) uses the corresponding terms
concept- and data-driven approaches. Depending on the research questions, the data
types, and the setup of the study, a researcher has to decide where to position his or her
data analysis on this scale: a theory-/concept-driven (deductive), data-driven (inductive)
or mixed approach (deductive-inductive) should be applied (it needs to be noted,
however, that a purely inductive and purely deductive approach is neither possible nor
advisable). In other words, the aforementioned adequacy of the method for one’s
research project forms the foundation for the decision-making process regarding to
category formation within qualitative content analysis. | discuss this process of category-

formation within my study in section 6.3.2 below.

6.3.1 Preparing the Data for Analysis: Transcription

| transcribed the 21 interviews using the transcription software f5 and a foot pedal. Even
though this was a rather tedious task, it had the advantage of providing me with a first in-
depth look at the responses of participants. This is why e.g. Murray (2009: 50f) also sees
interview transcription as part of the data analysis. Transcription involves the transfer of
spoken language into written form and thus involves a reduction of the complexities in

oral interaction (e.g. intonation, accents, pauses, overlaps). Various transcription
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conventions offer different degrees of expressing these complexities in the transcribed
data, and thus make it necessary to make an informed choice based on the goals of data
analysis, readability, and resources (i.e. time and money) available (Kowal & O’Connell
2013; Kuckartz 2014: 135ff; Dornyei 2007: 248; Burwitz-Melzer & Steininger 2016;
Glaser-Zikuda 2011).

This data preparation step also helped me to apply an initial reduction of the
material by leaving out most of the small talk at the beginning and end of interviews if
they did not contain relevant information. It needs to be noted here, that in some small
talk passages interviewees do reveal additional things about themselves. This seemed to
happen particularly at the end of an interview, when respondents were given the
opportunity to ask me a question or comment on how the interview went.

To increase readability for the data analysis stage, | decided to reduce the
complexity of the spoken interaction using a basic form of transcription. | used the
transcription rules of Dresing et al. (2015) as a guideline for my own transcription (see
appendix G for transcription examples and rules). | indicated overlaps between two
speakers, emphasized words, and pauses, false starters, laughs, interruptions, or
incomprehensible passages. A more detailed transcription of other linguistic features (e.g.
intonation) was not necessary in the case of my project, since the focus of analysis was
more on the verbal component rather than most of the prosodic (e.g. intonation, pitch)
and paralinguistic (e.g. gestures) features of the interviews (Kowal & O’Connell 2013:
66). | smoothed out linguistic features such as dialects and contractions in German to
further increase readability for data analysis (Kowal & O’Connell 2013: 69; Dresing et
al. 2015).

6.3.2 Category Formation: Organizing and Interpreting Data

The category formation process of qualitative analysis requires a researcher to dissect a
whole (the interviews) into its parts, relating them to each other and re-connecting them
with the theoretical considerations and research questions that initiated the whole
endeavour. Dresing et al. (2015: 39), for instance, compare this procedure to sorting
holiday pictures into different boxes or assigning labels to them by finding common
themes or patterns in the pictures (places, food, people, landscapes etc.). Similar to this
example from everyday life, a researcher needs to first get an overview of the data,

systematically reduce data to recurring topics and patterns in the data. As | have
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mentioned above, describing how | have arrived at the final coding frame is at the heart
of my qualitative content analysis and will be discussed in this section. For my category
formation procedure and for analysis purposes, | have used the software f4analyse since
it promised a high compatibility with the transcription data and suitable features for
creating, assigning, and re-ordering codes as well as memos, and for retrieving text
passages for individuals or a group of codes/participants. The coding system, coded
passages, and memos were also later available for export to .rtf- and .xls-formats.

Table 6.3 shows the steps of my category formation process, namely the procedure
that worked best within my project in the end. In the first rounds of the category formation
process, however, deductive, inductive, and mixed approaches were applied. Thus, it
needs to be pointed out that category formation is to a great extent an iterative or cyclical
process. As the table indicates, steps 1 to 4 involved several rounds of forming and testing
categories (indicated by the U-symbol). Instead of viewing these as “attempts” that failed
and then starting category formation processes anew, | used the word “round” here to
emphasize the cyclical nature of category formation and to show that each round has
been impacted to some extent by the previous one. The three different rounds also
showed that certain categories recurred and thus indicated the progress of saturation
(Schreier 2014: 14; Morse & Maddox 2013: 526). In the following, | will briefly discuss
how each of the three rounds during category formation progressed, why they did or did

not work, and how they influenced the following rounds.
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Steps of Category Formation in my Data Analysis: Deductive-Inductive Procedure
(Content-Structuring Analysis)

Steps Procedures

1. Deductive Developing main categories from research questions,
theoretical background, survey results, and interview guide.

2. Trial Coding Testing and revising main categories through trial coding of
D 20% of the interview material (= 4 interviews).

3. Text retrieval Text retrieval of passages coded with main categories.

4. Inductive Further differentiating individual main categories using the
retrieved passages (i.e. creating sub-categories)

5. Main Coding Coding all of the interview material using the refined, final
coding frame (main and sub-categories).

6. Inter-Coder Having another researcher code 10% of the interview material
Agreement Check (= 2 interviews) and compare overlaps and discrepancies.

7. Summary and Summary and analysis of the results along the main and sub-
Analysis categories.

With the research questions, theory, and quantitative results in mind, | started from a
concept-driven (deductive) approach to form categories for a trial coding of 10-20% of
all interviews. For this first round and all of the following rounds, | chose three to four
interviews that represented different genders, ages (learners in their 60s, 70s, and 80s)
the courses (i.e. different levels), and extreme cases (e.g. extremely optimistic and
pessimistic cases were selected based on the transcription process and an initial close
reading).

| firstly reduced the concepts of past, actual, and future (ideal/ought-to) selves as
well as language learning environment to two main categories based on an actual-target
differentiation: “Actual L2 self” and “Future L2 self”. The category “Actual L2 self”
contained all past experiences and language learning environments up until the present,
i.e. everything that fed into the actual state of a language learner self. The other category
“Future L2 self” contained everything that language learners envisioned for their language
learning progress in upcoming semesters and years: ideal, ought-to, and feared L2 selves.
| used these two main categories for an initial trial coding of the selected interviews,

hoping to eventually further differentiate the coded and retrieved passages into the more
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specific concept-driven categories addressed in the research questions and QUAN results
section above. After the initial coding with the two main categories and a first coding
attempt with differentiated categories, however, | noticed that by imposing a concept-
driven category system to my data, other relevant phenomena in the data were
overlooked or not accounted for. Clearly, the category system was too broad and could

not elicit crucial points in the data.

In my second round to form and to trial code categories, | decided on a data-driven
(inductive) approach. | hoped to make up for the previously overlooked phenomena in
the interviews and make the data “speak for itself” rather than imposing a rigid category
system. While this approach helped to remain open for unanticipated and relevant
categories that were used in for the final coding, it also resulted in a rather complex or
messy category system with categories that, on the one hand, were interesting, yet, on
the other hand, led away from my initial research interest. Thus, this round was missing
a focus derived from theory and research questions that would streamline the coding
procedure. This round of category formation resulted in 198 categories and subcategories
that arose out of the data and suggested categories from the previous round. Clearly, this
plethora of categories could not be used to code all interviews and needed to be tied

back more strongly to the research interests.

In the third and final round, | opted for a mixed procedure that combined concept- and
data-driven elements. In order to code the text or data, and yet, not to be led away from
the research questions as in the second round, | decided to firstly code along the
interview questions. After all, the interview questions were based on theoretical
considerations (see section 6.1.4), allowing for a more directed first trial coding with the
research interests in mind. | retrieved the coded passages and further differentiated the
original categories using the retrieved coded passages from the trial coding. This second,
inductive step was more effective than in the first deductive round. After this final round
using a mixed procedure, | completed a final version of my category system that could

be used for coding all 21 interviews (see next section).
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6.4 Results of the Interview Study

6.4.1 The Category System
As mentioned above, researchers working with the qualitative content analysis view the
category formation as the core of this data analysis procedure. In the context of my study,

the result of my category formation process, i.e. the category system presented in the

table below, constitutes therefore one of the central findings (Schreier 2012: 219).

Main Category /
Theoretical Sub-Categories Definition & Coding Rules
background
Comparison of English skills with other domains (other subjects
Synchronic or languages). Remarks on talent or aptitude for languages or
maths.
Internal frame
of Reference: Comparison or development of language learner self throughout
Past & Actual L2 time (progress, decline, change due to retirement, critical
self Diachronic incidents in class or abroad in the past that changed perception
of language learner self, L2 confidence, language learning
attitude and beliefs).
. Refuses to make comparisons to others in class or makes no
No comparison . . .
comparison in interview.
Equal / Perceives other learners in class as equal in their performance or
Identical identifies with them or their level.
lam Learner sees self ahead of others in class or in their community in
better/ahead terms of language skills or overall performance.
of others
Others are Learners perceive other learners as better or role-models in
better/ahead certain aspects of learning or using English.
of me
Expresses the feeling of a connection to the group and considers
External Frame this close connection as one reason why he or she has stayed
of Reference: Connection motivated to attend classes over the years. Remarks on how he
Past & Actual L2 or she has become a member of the group or how the group has
Self become a team over the years.
Feels obliged to stay in the group or return every semester to
prevent it from falling apart (e.g. obligation towards other
participants, might lose interest or give up without them;
Obligation obligation towards group or teacher, without them there would
be too few learners to carry out planned learning activities or the
group size would become too small to continue the course
overall).
Positioning & Talk about thc? rc.)le they play in class.or how they position
Role themselves within the group (e.g. using a soccer team as a
metaphor).
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Main Category /

Theoretical Sub-Categories Definition & Coding Rules
background
Awareness of a different power-relationship between adult
Independence . .
& Self- learner and teacher (e.g. the role of a customer). With this comes

a more self-determined way of learning, attitude, and

Determination . . .
expectations towards the learning environment.

Learner talks about how he or she is able or has learned to
Resilience rebuild or to motivate self again after a setback or negative
language learning experience.

Actual L2 Self L2 Self- Learners compare how confident they feel when using English in
Confidence in- | the classroom to when using it abroad with native or non-native
Joutside speakers.
classroom

Degree of ambition or willingness to invest in language learning.
Intended Effort | Learners remark on how “lazy” or “ambitious” they perceive

/ Investment themselves as language learners and if/to what extent this has
changed over the years (e.g. before and after retirement).

Has an idea or clear vision of what he or she would still like or
strong need to improve. Learner sees an expansion/improvement of
skills or reaching goals as still attainable/possible.

Learner has some ideas for improvement or goals, but does not
medium expect to get very close to reaching them. He or she is happy or
Vision: content with maintaining current level instead of further

Ideal L2 Self expanding English skills.

Learner notices a decrease of language skills despite attending
the class (e.g. forgets more and more, has become more
inhibited, has lost passion). Has no ideas for improvement or
goals (no vision).

weak

Learner changes perspective using “we” (wir) to talk from the
e perspective of the whole English group. The learner does this to

distance the “we as a group” from others (e.g. the teacher or
learner) or to amplify an argument.

Perspective
Learner uses the word “you” (du) or “one” (man) to e.g.

“you”/"one” generalize an argument, speak hypothetically, or distance self
from a statement.

In order to test the reliability of the category system, an inter-coder agreement check was
conducted (Mayring 2014; Kuckartz 2014: 167f; Burwitz-Melzer & Steininger 2016: 258;
Glaser-Zikuda 2011). The online software QCAmap® was used for the inter-coder check
since it enabled me to share the interview material with another researcher (inter-coder)
in a confidential environment that has been specifically designed for qualitative content

analysis and inter-coder checks.”

33 | would like thank Eva Schmidt for acting as a superb inter-coder by opening up new
perspectives on the interview data.
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Mayring (2014: 114) differentiates between three different levels of inter-coder
agreement, depending on how much information for the coding process is revealed to
the inter-coder. | provided the inter-coder with my category system and coding rules,
definitions and coding rules and discussed my research objectives with her in detail so
that she was familiar with my definitions and research questions. | did not provide the
inter-coder with interview material that has already been coded by me in order to find
out to what extent my category system and my coding procedure have taken effect. The
inter-coder, who is familiar with this type of qualitative content analysis from her own
research and the software, coded two interviews (i.e. 10% of all interview material). The
two interviews for the inter-coder check were chosen based on

= the characteristics of the interviewees (close to my definition of young-old in terms

of chronological and sociological age; a male and a female participant from two
different groups), and

= variation/coverage of categories | used in my coding process (some degree of

variation in the evaluative main category “vision”; covering all categories in order

to test their reliability).

After the inter-coder finished her coding of the two interviews, the inter-coder
agreement check is closed manually and a comparison of coded passages of both coders
is made visible. Based on how well the chosen categories and the extent to which coded
passages overlap, QCAmap allows the researcher to self-evaluate the inter-coder
agreement on a scale (“excellent”, “good”, “moderate”, “bad”) and to add comments in
regard to the decision making. After comparing the coded passages, the inter-coder
agreement in my study was evaluated to obtain a reliable (“good”) agreement of codings.
The vast majority of codings overlapped between coders. In cases where there was
disagreement, it could be ascribed to, firstly, a different approach to coding passages
between the inter-coder and myself, i.e. how much of a relevant passage was included
(for example, including or excluding interviewer questions). Secondly, another
problematic area for the inter-coder agreement was the category “diachronic” as it was
relatively broad compared to other categories, and thus led to some divergence between
the two coders. The good result of the inter-coder agreement, shows how well the
developed categories are able to grasp the recurring and relevant themes in the interview

material. What follows in the next sections, are a brief presentation of interview
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summaries, and finally, a more detailed analysis of purposely selected participants. These
results help to exemplify the aforementioned central finding of my interview study: the

category system.

6.4.2 Presentation Sampling: L2-Vision in Focus, L2-Vision as Focus

My use of the concept of imagination refers to a process of expanding our self by transcending
our time and space and creating new images of the world and ourselves. Imagination in this
sense is looking at an apple seed and seeing a tree.

It is playing scales on a piano, and envisioning a concert hall.

- Wenger 1998: 176 -

As suggested by Kuckartz (2012: 94), the results of the qualitative data analysis should
not be presented in alphabetical order, or in the order of the original coding system
depicted above, but rather in a logical and reader-friendly order. To achieve this, | will
use the main category “L2-vision” to select purposively young-old language learners from
my interview data pool, and create profiles based on how they position themselves within
the whole category system. | chose the category L2-vision because of its evaluative nature
(as will be outlined in detail below) and because it is a category which explores future
self-guides (see chapter 3). Thus, it is hoped that grouping young-old learners based on
their L2-vision can result in implications, such as powerful or effective motivational
strategies for foreign language instructors and educational institutions. This way of
presenting and discussing the outcomes of the qualitative data analysis does not only
give insight into how young-old learners conceptualize themselves as foreign language
learners (main research question). It also has the potential to reveal what young-old
learners with a strong L2-vision are doing or seeing differently compared to those with a
weaker or even non-existent vision for their foreign language learning.

Going back to the theoretical foundations outlined in chapter 3.4, the category
definitions of L2-vision and its sub-categories capture the theoretical concepts of ideal
L2 self (also referred to as a future self-guide together with ought-to L2 self). Wenger’s
quote above reflects what is meant by the main category of L2 vision: interview study
participants were asked to imagine themselves and their language learning journey in
future semesters. Their responses indicated — not to what extent they would envision
themselves playing in a concert hall — but rather how well they imagine their future L2

self inside and possibly outside the classroom, progressing and performing in the target
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language. Relevant passages were coded depending on the strength or existence of their
L2 self-image for their future (possible) self — e.g. how vivid or concrete are descriptions
of their plans and goals for the next semester(s)? The quality of their L2-vision was also
taken into consideration when coding the interview scripts. For instance, are learners
optimistic about their language learning progress (strong L2-vision)? Are their main
intentions rather “humble” in that they aim to simply maintain their current language
learning level (medium L2-vision)? Or is it that they are rather pessimistic based on
previous or current language learning experience and ageing so that their vision is either
one of decline, leaving the class, or blurred/non-existent (weak L2-vision)? To illustrate
the concepts of main and sub-categories, table 6.6 below contains examples of coded
passages for strong, medium, and weak L2 vision in the interview data.

Since “L2-vision” is the only evaluative category (Kuckartz 2014: 44) within my
category system, it lends itself particularly well to group young-old learners according to
the strength of their L2-vision (sub-categories are strong, medium, and weak L2-vision),
i.e. according to their outlook on their future or ideal L2-language learning self. Sorting
learners based on their vision resulted in table 6.5 below, which gives an overview of all
young-old learners in this interview study. The table indicates the number of coded
passages of each sub-category (strong, medium, weak) which can be ascribed to each
participant. Furthermore, it highlights non-retired participants and those who are older
than 70 years of age. While the development of this particular main category has its roots
in the theory discussed in chapter 3 (deductive), it aids the presentation sampling (cf.
Legutke 2016) for the following sections in a data-based way (inductive). In other words,
table 6.5 shows a data-generated continuum (weak to strong L2-vision) from which
young-old learners can be selected and portrayed in the following. The portraits or
profiles of the selected young-old language learners below help to illustrate the
developed category system (see section 6.3.3), with categories showing varying
manifestations within each participant’s interview.

| chose six learners from the spectrum of weak to strong L2-vision. Furthermore,
learners with different characteristics were chosen that are related to the results of the
inferential statistics in the previous chapter: the importance of time spent at the vhs,
gender, different age spans within the 60 to 80 years of age span. This aimed at reaching
a variety of perspectives on individual categories, but it also aimed at laying a foundation

for the merging of quantitative and qualitative data strands in the following chapter. Thus,
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three male (Adam, Ulf, Wolfram) and three female learners (Anne, Dorothea, Tanja) are
represented in the following. All of them except for Ulf are retired (I chose to represent
Ulf as he was one of only two weak L2 vision learners). Adam, Wolfram, and Tanja are
older than 70 years of age, the others between 60 and 69 years of age. Anne and
Dorothea have been in their course for less than two years. Tanja and Adam have been
in their vhs classes between 2 to 15 years. Wolfram and Ulf have been part of their

English group for more than 15 years.
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Overview of L2-Vision Groups: Strong (S), Medium (M), Weak (W)
(other characteristics indicated in table: 70+; not retired)

S S+/M M/S M+/S M M+/W W/M W+/M W
= Anne 4S) | = Barbara = Peter Wolfram =  Christian | = Alexandra | = Maria = Adam N/A
* Diana (3S, 2M) (1S, 1M) (6M, 25) 2M) (5M, TW) (1M, TW) (7W, 5M)

(39) = Christine * Birgit = Astrid = Brigitte » Katharina = UIf
[ ._.N_amm (3S) (3S, TM, TW) (1S, TM) (4M, 2S) 2M) (3M, TW) (4W, TM)
= Ruth 39) = Jennifer * Dorothea
= Lena (195) (3M, 15) (1M)
= Katja
(2M, 2S5, TW)

Table 6.5 Overview of L2-Vision Groups

Examples for each L2-Vision Sub-Category

Strong L2-Vision (S)
Definition: Has an idea or clear vision of what he or
she would still like or need to improve. Learner sees an
expansion/improvement of skills or reaching goals as
still attainable/possible.

J: And that is basically this long-term goal: The happiness, | have when I’'m in the country or when
I have to use this language. That | will be able to use it fairly well. That is like a light back there
somewhere, which keeps me motivated to study these languages again and again.

Jennifer (G2TF05, section 204)

Medium L2-Vision (M)

Definition: Learner has some ideas for improvement or
goals, but does not expect to get very close to reaching
them. He or she is happy or content with maintaining
current level instead of further expanding English skills.

I:** How happy are you with your current level in English?

C: Well, since I don’t have any expectations towards myself in that regard, I'm very happy with it.

Christian (G1TMO02, sections 229-230)

Weak L2-Vision (W)

Definition: Learner notices a decrease of language skills
despite attending the class (e.g. forgets more and
more, has become more inhibited, has lost passion).
Has no ideas for improvement or goals (no vision).

I: Maybe we should consider the future now: How do you picture your next semesters in the
English class at the vhs centre?

A: [knocks on table] That when you return in two years, | won’t be there anymore.

I: Is that a plan of yours?

A: It depends what our new teacher will be like and how that/ and because my pension is very
low.

Adam (G3TMO1, sections 231-234)

Table 6.6 Examples for L2-Vision Sub-Categories

34 .
I: = Interviewer
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(other characteristics indicated in table: Name® = intense S-Vision; Name" = intense W-Vision; Name = considered discontinuing course at time of interview)

Less than 2 years 2 to 15 years More than 15 years
Anne® Diana® Barbara®
S-Vision Ruth?® Tanja’ Christine®
Lena®
Dorothea Alexandra Brigitte
M-Vision Astrid Katharina Christian
Jennifer Wolfram
Katja
W-Vision - Adam" Ul

Table 6. 7: L2-Vision Groups (Time at vhs Centre)
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6.4.2.1 Weak L2-Vision Learners
6.4.2.1.1 “I don’t go there to learn something”: Adam

Adam is the oldest interview participant and the only one over 80 years of age. His
interview contains the highest number of weak L2-vision codings of all young-old
learners. The retrieved passages with this coding show signs of indifference with regard
to the actual language learning. One of the factors that contribute to this is his financial
situation: He has been struggling to pay for commuting to the vhs centre (approx. 20

minutes by car; Schmidt-Hertha 2014: 41) and the course fee with his small pension:

Then | tell myself, well, when | turn 82 now, why should I still be doing this to myself
financially? The driving costs money. The course costs money and all.
Adam: 244%

Another factor that appears within the category weak L2-vision (connected to this is also
the category “diachronic”) is the biological dimension of ageing (see chapter 2) as he has
noticed a decline in his overall cognitive abilities (memory). He also indicated this
decline — regarding his language learning progress — in his learning biography task that

we discussed in the interview:

I: Okay, you wrote here, that you always forget a little bit, or tend to forget more.
At Yes. More every day. It is getting worse.

Adam: 83f

It appears that this decline in memory over the last years, the financial burden, and the
weekly commute have left their mark with regard to his outlook on future semesters. Like
a few other language learners in their interviews he also appears to be sceptical or
discouraged by a frequent change of teachers over the years and for the new semester.
Being faced with a new teacher and a new teaching style to get accustomed to seems to

give him an additional reason to think about discontinuing his English classes:

I: Maybe we should consider the future now: How do you picture your next
semesters in the English class at the vhs centre?

A: [knocks on table] That, when you return in two years, | won’t be there anymore.

35 ) . . o
Quotes from the interviews were translated by the author. | = Interviewer. For more transcription rules, see
appendix.
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I: Is that a plan of yours?

A: It depends what our new teacher will be like and how that/ and because my
pension is very low.

Adam: 231-234

If you continued teaching us, then | would surely do one or two more courses. Someday,
| will probably become tired and the driving. And, what for?

Adam: 254

His increased indifference or loss of passion about learning English also comes to bear
when he is asked what kinds of topics he would like to discuss more often in future
semesters in his vhs centre class. He mentions soccer (a current topic on the news and
in his memory training class), but then adds that he would let it wash over him or endure

whatever is discussed in class:

A: Talking about some current affairs. About some (.)/
I: Okay. For instance? Soccer or politics?

A: At the moment soccer, too. We talked about this in my memory training class.
Other than that, no. Whatever is done in class, | let that wash over me.

Adam: 273-276

In conjunction with this indifference or lack of ambition in regard to learning English, he
also mentions that he does not need the foreign language skills anymore as he stopped
travelling. This connection to an L2-community where a learner can use his language
skills is also an important aspect in the interviews of other young-old participants (both
in a positive and negative sense). Adam shows a similar reaction of indifference to my
question about any positive experiences or highlights in class over the past years (he

joined the course around 2004):

A: Actually, no.
I: Nothing?
A: Well, it’s stable. It's just the same.

Adam: 42-44

Adam also serves as an example for the dynamics of ideal and feared possible selves

and how they can function as guides (see chapter 3.3.1), i.e. behaving in a way that



150 Chapter 6 — Words: The Interviews

drives a learner towards or away from a possible self. The biological factor mentioned
above — Adam becoming more forgetful every day — is part of this dynamic that makes
him continue courses such as English (among other lifelong learning opportunities such
as IT courses and a special memory training class in a local hospital). He mentions his
memory and not forgetting everything (about the English he once learnerd at school) at
several instances during the interview. The feared self of losing his independence and
the ability to leave the house due to dementia or Alzheimers manifests itself in people
around him that are his age. The only other male English class participant, to whom he
had a good connection, developed Alzheimers and had to leave the course two semesters
earlier due to his illness (see below). Adam also sees himself ahead of others who are his
age outside the classroom mirroring the coping strategies in old age observed in
gerontological research (chapter 2.1.4; category: “external frame of reference — I'm ahead
of others”; q.v. Anne below).

But there are also positive aspects about the vhs centre English class that keep Adam
coming back and attending the classes. The connection to the group is one example
(category “external frame — connection”). Adam’s case exemplifies how having a change
in everyday life and getting together with like-minded people young-old learners can
socialize with are common themes within the category of “external frame of reference:
connection”. The motivation to get out of the house and be among others with the same
interests is particularly strong in the interviews of Adam. He told me that since he has
difficulties with his wife at home, going to English class one morning a week is something
he is particularly looking forward to since in this way he can be away from his troubles

(and once more mentioning his memory as a rationale):

But ok, | wanted to be away from home once a week in the morning. Then it was nice
company. | had a really good connection to Heinrich, who now / now that we aren’t in
touch anymore. In the end he/ and well. It was also just to train my memory, because you
forget more and more.

Adam: 40

He uses the same formulation of “nice company”in another instance later in the interview

where he highlights more vehemently his main or actual intention for coming to English

class:

| don’t go there to learn something. | go there to be away [from home] and nice company
there and/ well.
Adam: 152



Chapter 6 — Words: The Interviews 151

When asked if he remembers a particularly nice English lesson he had in the last ten
years he instantly replied that he liked the lunches we celebrated at the end of every
semester. He explains that these lunches were always a “different kind of get-together”

highlighting the socializing aspect of this English course:

A: The lunch at the end of the semester. [laughs]
I: [laughs] That's something. Why this of all things?

A: Because that was a different kind of get-together and well/
Adam: 100-102

Summarizing the case of Adam, a young-old learner with a weak L2-vision, the
weighing of different purposes or rationales for learning English or attending foreign
language classes is crucial. A feared possible self (not an L2 possible self) — that of losing
independence in old age due to illnesses that impact cognitive abilities is one key
motivator for Adam to continue lifelong learning. Another key factor that keeps Adam in
this class is socializing, i.e. being part of a group that has grown together over several
semesters or years (q.v. Tanja below), creating a routine away from home that is worth

the money and the long commute.

6.4.2.1.2 Things are different as an Adult Learner: Ulf

Ulf’s interview also contains a high number of weak L2-vision codings. What Ulf and
Adam appear to share, is the current and future lack of purpose in using English abroad
or a lack of connection to the L2-community at the time of the interview (even though
Ulf once took up English for a visit to the United States and he is passionate about country
music). And just like Adam, he is thinking about discontinuing the course after the current
semester.

Adam and Ulf’s lack of purpose or connection to an L2 community appears in the
category “intended effort / investment”. In the analysis of this category two words have
been used by almost all interview participants to describe the ideal language learner:
“ambition” and “lazy”. For the learners, ambition seems to go hand in hand with a
purpose or aim (e.g. a holiday, getting a certificate, or work), as well as an interest or
passion for the language and culture. Interestingly, a few learners like Ulf create an ideal
language learner by contrasting it with themselves as language learners, i.e. in the sense

of “don’t do it like me”.
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U: Well. [sighs] Don’t do it like me. [laughs]
I: Meaning? How should he do it?

U: Well, develop more ambition. If he wants to progress, when he has the
ambition [trans!. lit: goall, then he simply should do something about it. Then
you can certainly learn something from your course. These goals, they are not
necessarily existent for me anymore.

Ulf: 304-306

The goal or purpose theme reappears within Ulf’s interview passages which were coded
“intended effort/investment” (a sub-category of “Actual L2 self”).

In line with Mercer’s (2011a) study on language learner self-concept, the category
“synchronic” focused on domain-specific aspects of young-old learners’ perceptions of
self (see also: Shavelson et al. 1976: 413; Marsh et al. 1986; see chapter 3). Instances
where learners made references to, and comparisons between, domains (i.e. other foreign
languages and subjects such as maths or science) were coded this way. What became
apparent in the summary and analysis of the coded passages was how participants
viewed their general aptitude or talent for languages and the role of English besides other
foreign languages such as French, Italian, Spanish etc. Interestingly, reflecting Marsh et
al.’s findings (1986; see chapter 3: distinctiveness of maths and verbal academic self-
concepts), several young-old learners interviewed claim that they have no talent or
aptitude for languages (Sprachenbegabter) in contrast to maths, physics or other science
subjects they took at school. Some claimed that they were not particularly interested in
learning English at school either due to it being a situation where they had no choice, or
due to the teaching methods and teacher. Asking why they then decided to go back to
learning a language even though they do not consider themselves as being good at it,
some replied that they had a specific purpose or goal in refreshing/learning the language,

Ulf being a case in point:

U: Chemistry and physics. These were my subjects at school. And mathematics.
These are like/ | am more that type. | am not good with languages.

I: And yet, you keep learning languages.
U: [ did it. Yes. But only, because | had a certain purpose. Or a certain goal.

Ulf: 93-100
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It is worth noting that, in line with the above analysis, Ulf uses the past tense when talking
about his purpose or goal, further highlighting the weak tendency of his L2-vision. The
lack of talent and preference for the subject English at school comes up earlier when we

talk about his language learning biography:

U: That was nothing. | wrote down “compulsory subject”. Yes, then it went/ |
learned something there / then maybe | stagnated and than [ restarted [at the
vhs centrel. | also learned something there, but then it declined again [due to
illness of former teacher]. Then the last three years. Today. What did | write? |
like going to class. At school, it was horrible for me.

I: What exactly was horrible?
U: I was a lazybones [transl. lit. “lazy dog”]. | didn’t enjoy learning English.

Ulf: 76-92

And even though he wrote in his language learning biography that recently and today he
enjoys going to class, he still considers himself to be lazy when |, later in the interview,

asked him to describe himself as an English learner:

I: What else would be written about you as an English learner in that
encyclopedia entry?

U: Lazybones. [laughs]
I: [laughs]
U: Well yes. But it’s true. | admit this in all honesty.

Ulf: 217-220

This quote also shows how learner Ulf can be positioned within the category “intended
effort & investment” (sub-category of “Actual L2 Self”). Within this category, participants
seem to agree on how much effort they intend to invest in their language learning
endeavour (from their perspective). Many of the learners do say that they are interested
in the language and curious about English-speaking cultures (q.v. Dorothea and Anne
below); they also cite this as an important characteristic of an ideal language learner. UIf,
for instance, is interested in the United States (he has travelled there before) and music

in English (e.g. country songs). Yet, when it comes to the actual effort or investment that
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young-old language learners have put into learning English in the past and intend to
implement in future semesters, most of them view themselves differently. Namely, like
Ulf in the quote above, they tend to view themselves as lazy or not very ambitious.

A very distinct theme in Ulf’'s interview is that of “Independence & Self-
determination” (a sub-category of “Actual L2 Self”). This category refers to the differences
between young learners and adult learners in terms of the power-relationship with the
teacher and institution (connected to this is also the sub-category “diachronic”). This
reverse power-relationships is particularly well described by Ulf, who states that in adult
education as a “pupil” he is “on the better side”, because he is paying the teacher for the
service of teaching him the language (see chapter 4: research context). Furthermore, he
points out that he is too grown up and older than me and thus can expect a different way
of communicating or a different type of classroom management. In contrast to the times
at high school — when he would have hardly had any possibility, if a teacher mistreated
him or talked down to him — he is now in the position of a customer and does not need

to “put up with that”:

U: In adult education, you know, it’s just like that I as a student am on the better
side.

I: What do you mean by “better”?

U: Well, I can tell you: “Well, Miriam, | don’t like what you are doing here.” |
have no problem with that. | am the one who pays you in the end. There are
really BIG differences. [...] But as a pupil [at school] you may have to put up
with that. Because then/ | am just too grown up for that. [...] | mean maybe you
have a certain ambition to say “Well, | want to teach him something.” But this
has to be done in a different way.

Ulf: 240-248

At the end of the quote, he acknowledges that, as a teacher, | probably do have the
intention to push my learners and help them learn something. Nevertheless, he
concludes, that this “urge” of the teacher needs to be communicated or done in another
way in adult education contexts.

In another part of the interview, Ulf again highlights how he — as an adult learner
— is “old enough” to make his own choices. In this example, he chose not to do his

homework as he now has different rights than he used to have at high school:
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You also noticed, whenever you gave us homework, | never did it. That's just the way it
was. | presumed to do that. | am old enough to do so. [laughs]
Ulf: 54

In connection to this, Ulf told me that if the lesson is designed in a way that strongly goes
against his expectations of an ideal English learning experience, he would stop coming
to class — as a last resort. This also included the introduction of regular homework and

tests to which he opposed vehemently:

THEN | would stop coming. A test, and then also handing it in. Not with me. | wouldn’t
come to class anymore. Guaranteed. If you had done THAT/ introduced that, | would
have stopped coming. | had to do this too many times in my life. [...] This shows you that
I am someone who does not like to be forced into doing something. When someone is
trying to make me do something | am not willing to do, then | won’t do it. | want to have
fun doing it, a little bit. Otherwise, | would also/ and tests, for instance, or grammar
exercises every time, | would go crazy. | wouldn’t come back. | wouldn’t come anymore.

Ulf: 364-366

In contrast to studying at school and taking tests at earlier stages in his life, which have
felt more like a duty to Ulf, he now wants to enjoy going to class without any additional
pressure (e.g. homework or tests; Schmidt-Hertha 2014: 37f, 66). This is also a in line
with the sub-category “diachronic” (a sub-category of “internal frame of reference”): The
central characteristic for coded passages within this sub-category is change and how it is
perceived by young-old language learners throughout their language learning history.
Ulf's coded passages illustrate the comparisons of how young-old learners themselves
have changed as language learners, as well as how conditions for learning or the learning
environment (i.e. the institution, language classes, material, teachers) have changed.
With regard to the latter, learners in their interviews have compared the two institutions:
school (where most of them first started to learn English) and the vhs centre. One common
theme regarding this is that learning English at school is associated with obligation and
pressure (in Ulf's quote above: talking about being forced into doing things and the
pressure of tests that need to be handed in), and how for them this is the central
differentiating characteristic between school and the vhs centre.

Summarizing the above, Ulf shows a lack of purpose or weak connection to an
L2 community (e.g. no regular travel) at the moment, a self-concept that includes being
lazy and having no talent for languages, and finally a low willingness to invest extra time

into language learning outside the classroom (e.g. homework or preparing for a test):
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What made UIf stay in this English class for almost three decades? The category
“obligation” (sub-category of “external frame of reference”) can provide an answer to

this:

Then I was in such a low, of course. But | stayed for his sake [previous English teacher]
and also for the GROUP’s sake, because we always said “We'll stay together”. We always
had too few participants. And sometimes we had to add another participant, who actually
wasn't there, and the others paid for that extra participant only so that the group could
survive. That really is why | stayed. That was back then. In the time when it [his
motivation] quite declined.

Ulf: 46

Ulf's response is one example — apart from several other similar responses of other
interviewees — of how the learning group itself creates a strong connection that helps
overcome temporary motivational lows (e.g. due to a change in the teaching quality of
his previously unwell teacher). It also illustrates the connection and need for every
learner to come back in order to help the group to “survive” (see chapter 2: a minimum
number of 6 or 8 participants is needed for a vhs centre course to continue each
semester). In other words, this supports the view that the social aspects of attending
language learning classes are particularly important to older learners (see chapter 2.2;

Murray 2011; Schmidt-Hertha 2014: 63f).

6.4.2.2 Medium L2-Vision Learners

6.4.2.2.1 Perfectionist and Realist: Wolfram

Wolfram's interview illustrates how the positions on the self of “own” and “other” (Taylor
2014; see chapter 3) can sometimes differ. He told me that he started with the
conversation course in 1994 because he noticed how he was struggling to communicate
freely at international congresses and how that made him feel ashamed. While he feels
quite confident about grammar due to his more intense learning experiences with Latin
and Greek at school, he sees his English vocabulary as his weakness. He repeatedly

brings up the issue and how he considers himself to have “deficits” in this area:

If 1 take a neutral look at my level of knowledge, I still see a problem with vocabulary.
[...] It has definitely improved. But it is an area in need of constant work, because one
does not practice enough.

Wolfram: 59-61
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Looking at the meta-linguistic features of this quote (and further quotes in the following),
he changes from the subjective “I” — talking from his individual perspective — to a more
general or objective “one” in this quote. It is an example that illustrates the change of
perspective some interviewees perform in their interviews (main category “perspective”).
Here, he is doing the change of perspective, when he is talking about not doing or not
having put in enough effort (by e.g. practicing vocabulary or, in a quote below, doing
homework) — possibly to distance himself from what he says, i.e. shifting the
responsibility for not practicing enough away from him. The change of perspective in
this example may also indicate remnants of an earlier ought-to L2 self, i.e. external
socializers or significant others such as parents or his teacher at school, who once
expected him to do his homework or practice more often outside the classroom (see
chapter 3.2.3).

Going back to vocabulary, it is interesting to see how Wolfram viewed himself
critically in this area. In contrast to this, nearly all other interviewees from his class, who
were asked about role-models, chose him due to his eloquence when speaking English.
Wolfram himself named Barbara as a role-model because she knew many words he did
not know. In other passages of his interview he told me he would like to expand his
vocabulary, or often lacks vocabulary when trying to express his thoughts, which is why

he comments on this with “here we go again”:

W: | find Barbara impressive.
R What exactly do you find impressive about her?

W: She knows so many words. [laughs] Here we go again. [laughs] Words that |
don’t know.
Wolfram: 148-150

He also mentions the issue of vocabulary deficits when talking about his expectations
about the course and his language learning experience. His answers in the following
passage and the above quote (sections 59-61) indicate a medium L2-vision: he still sees
a possibility of expanding his vocabulary skills — this is, however, happening at a slow(er)

pace:

W: But the great deficit was vocabulary, because one used to forget it again
between travels and start again. That surely is something | expected from this
course, that it improves. That | broaden and deepen my horizon.
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I: Has it met your expectations?
W: Yes. But very discreetly. [laughs]
I: [laughs] What do you mean?

W: Or, very slowly. | notice this still today, and maybe that’s also because of
ageing that | keep forgetting the meaning of words, or | cannot recall them the
moment | need them. Of course, that is also a matter of focus. | assume. But
that’s the way it is. The status quo. That's why | am saying descreetly and very
slowly, that the expansion of vocab, because one / and what adds to this is that

one hasn’t done homework.
Wolfram: 30-33

He sees the reasons for his problems with vocabulary in English mainly as his age, and
the lack of attention or focus in the evening class, but also as the lack of effort he has
invested in such things as doing homework. Yet, another factor seems to impact him
being able to express himself freely and finding the right words: perfectionism.

Judging by Wolfram’s responses in his interview, it becomes clear that his
perfectionism and, related to this, his inhibitions to speak freely and without a worry have
different roots. Firstly, he connects this feeling and the feeling of shame or embarrassment
with times at school and also a certain pressure to perform perfectly in his profession (e.g.
when presenting at an international conference). Secondly, he describes himself as
enjoying (he is also using the word “petty-minded” in his response) formulating and
revising texts — both in German and English. Thirdly, as the following quote illustrates,
he considers his cultural background to constitute a source for his perfectionism.
Wolfram is aware of his perfectionism and explains this as being something typically
German. He compares himself to Astrid, from Denmark, who has in his view far less
inhibitions to speak and use the language:

Undoubtedly. This is supposedly a German characteristic. [...] Astrid speaks much more
freely and with less inhibitions than myself. | always want it to be perfect, and preferably
make no mistakes. But people aren’t like that. People from anywhere on the planet and
who speak English. They just talk and try to make themselves understood. And if they are
understood it is okay. Then they don’t care if they made mistakes or not. The main thing
is they are understood. No, | just tend to be the way Germans are, and aim for perfection.
And if | can’t do it perfectly, then I'd rather be quiet [transl. lit.: shut up]. | think one can
probably say that | have (.) los/ partially lost THIS inhibition in the course, in this group,
too. Not much, not completely, but at least partially. Still, I'm too German. [laughs]

Wolfram: 279
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The way Wolfram analyses his perceived lack of, and struggles with vocabulary
throughout his interview also shows a high level of reflexivity (see chapter 3.4.1; q.v.
Anne below). On a positive note, however, Wolfram mentions that he has observed a
change as he — as well as other learners in his group — has lost some of his inhibitions in

this conversation group over the years:

But when —and I find this is a great advantage of our group — that there are no animosities.
No jealousy. No higher expectations where someone sighs when another person can’t
express himself properly. [...] That was something very important in our group, because
| had the feeling over those many years, that people — and also | myself — definitely have
lost their inhibitions with the time and always/ and have improved significantly when it
came to speaking freely [transl. lit.: simply speak with courage].

Wolfram: 75

This quote again shows the dynamics of the external and internal frame of reference: In
what ways are others around me developing? How do | position myself with regard to
their performance or development? How have | developed over the years (“diachronic”)?
—these are questions that Wolfram reflects on in this passage of his interview. Once more,
the issue of being able to speaking freely — regardless of the number of mistakes — appears
here as well. It is something he seems to admire about other learners (even if their English
skills or educational background are below his).

Despite this critical self-evaluation, he also acknowledges that he has lost some of
his inhibitions: because of the group or having become part of the group. Thus, in another
part of the interview, | asked Wolfram — just like the other interviewees — to define his
role in class (as though if the group were football team). Using the football theme, he
described his role in class as someone who is a team-player and who “kicks-off”
discussions in class by purposely offering opposing or unanticipated stances. By doing
so, he is trying to challenge or stimulate others in class to participate in the debate and
say the opposite. Wolfram also describes how, during these discussions, he is trying to
look-up and incorporate new vocabulary not only for himself but also for others in the

group so that they can profit as well:

W: Well, | am definitely a team-player. Looking at the English group, | also
consider myself to be a little bit like someone, who provides a kick-off [impulse,
stimulus] for a conversation.
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I: How do you do that?

W: Well a kick-off for a discussion, yes? Whenever a discussion starts, that |
participate and try to develop points of views. [ try to invite others in the group
to join as well. Take part in the discussion maybe. To challenge to say the
opposite, or/ well, | try to support a debate. In any case, | am also trying hard
in terms of new vocabulary with its meaning to grasp or to look-up. Not only
for myself, but also to make them clear to them, or name them, communitcate
unknown words for the others to understand. So that they also profit from it.
Yes? In that sense, | feel — maybe this sounds a little pretentious — | feel
responsible to stimulate the others.

Wolfram: 187-189

Wolfram has found a clear position within the group by being “responsible for stimulating
the others” through taking a different stance in discussions as well as — a recurring topic
— expanding his and the others’ vocabulary. Again, this illustrates how the external frame
(the social aspect, i.e. the other learners, the group) has shaped Wolfram’s L2 learner self-
concept. At the end of his interview, he told me that the way he has taken on this role
over time is also a sign of how he has become more comfortable of participating in class
over the years and that he has lost his inhibitions.

In view of upcoming semesters, he now wishes that the course “survives” and
continues. This is after a short phase of fatigue and thinking about joining Ulf and
Christine: two learners, who decided to discontinue after the current semester. He is now
curious about how it will go on, and came to the conclusion that what the course has to

offer goes “beyond the English language”:

W: I will definitely try to keep the course alive. Because | profit beyond the
English language and | see it as an opportunity the circle, which you have in
life, that becomes smaller/ to overcome the limits of the shrinking circle — to
looking a bit towards the left and to the right.

I: How is it getting smaller? What do you mean?

W: Because of ageing and leaving the workforce.
Wolfram: 195-197

Here, Wolfram points to the social aspect of his learning experience and its increased
importance once he became retired. As discussed in chapters 2 and 3, researchers claim
that major life transitions such as moving from school to college play an important role

in shaping a young person’s self-concept (Elder et al. 2003). Applied to the young-old,
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this major life transition is entering retirement and with it facing new challenges and
possibilities® that can influence the self-concept. One such challenge that Wolfram
mentions here, is that of a shrinking social “circle”. To avoid increasing isolation, young-
old learners need to find new ways to maintain and possibly extend social ties — Wolfram
refers to this as “looking a bit towards the left and to the right”. Based on this, Wolfram
seems to have re-conceptualized parts of his L2 self-concept by adding a different
empbhasis socializing by means of attending the English class (as opposed to the formerly
stronger instrumental emphasis of such factors as work purposes).

His previous statements illustrate the category of “connection” (main category:
“external frame of reference”). The following statement shows a stronger “obligation”

characteristic (within the same main category as “connection”):

Well, it has to do with a sense of duty. It has to do with a responsibility towards the others.
If everybody said: “Today, | don't feel like going.” and submits to this, then only two
people will sit there and that’s not okay. [...] It is also a social event. And | am still
interested in the English language. [...] | (.) would have regretted it, if we had been too
few members not being able to keep the course alive.

Wolfram: 43-45

Because the English classes are a “social event” he feels obliged to attend regularly, as it
is also a smaller learning group where the absence of learners is more noticeable when
it comes to the dynamics of group discussions. Interestingly, in Wolfram’s responses here,
but also in Adam’s and Ulf’s interviews, the group is transformed into a breathing or
living creature that needs to be kept “alive” through attendance and participation (“A
communication class needs to be kept alive by a willingness to participate, by a
commitment of the learners.”, Wolfram: 145). Adam, for example, mentioned another
learner he often supported during class as she was struggling at times. This gave him a
sense of purpose and one of the few remaining reasons to stay in class. Ulf remembered
the group’s sentiment (“We'll stay together”) in earlier times of low participant numbers
or low motivation. Furthermore, Wolfram, in another passage of his interview,
emphasizes the importance of extra-curricular events for the group’s energy, such as a

trip to London and going to theatre plays in English once or twice a year:

3% “No, nothing has changed [after retiring] in ways | approach learning. Maybe | enjoy it a little bit more than |
used to, because it is a welcome change in my everyday life, which reminds me of my working life, or of the
foreign language that one wouldn’t use AT ALL otherwise. Hardly.” (Wolfram: 84)
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These surely are highlights. Because you appear as a group and then afterwards you
discuss it and you also talk about how you noticed deficits and had difficulties
understanding. But it always creates this kind of impetus. An impetus to continue with it
[learning English]. It pulls you out a little bit of this uniformity of this regular event on
Mondays.

Wolfram: 97

According to Wolfram, activities outside the classroom (he and other learners in this
group also mention the regular visits to the pub after class) have strengthened the
connections within the group and gave participants new energy and an “impetus” to keep
going.

These examples show how learners become part of their learning group — grow
together — and this way connect deeply. They define and re-define their role(s) within
class. This, however, is a two-way street: the group also influences individual learners
and, to some extent, their L2 self-concept (the case of Tanja, in the following, will
illustrate this further). According to Wolfram and other interviewees, new members need
to be able to make compromises or adapt their expectations to the group’s learning
arrangement (e.g. pace, role of homework and tests, socializing) in order to become part
of the group. Wolfram talks about how his group’s welcoming and accepting attitude
towards new participants in the group — unless that person was trying to change the ways

of doing things within the class:

Not everyone fits into our group. That depends on his expectations towards the group.
And on his level. And on his motives. So, when somebody joins our course, who expects
to take something home every time, something to work on at home, and that is discussed
the next time. | would regard this as counter-productive. Well, that may be exaggerated.
But it would be difficult to introduce this in the group. Because they think differently.
Especially because they have other everyday tasks to do [...]. Then that new member must
decide, whether this is enough for him with this group or not. Then he simply needs to
leave again. But | think, that we generally greet them with open arms. That he will be
accepted by us. As long as he doesn’t try to change our ways of doing things.

Wolfram: 213

Interestingly, when talking about goals in this situation, Wolfram speaks for the whole
group rather than only his own goals. It is not the only passage (and not the only
interview) where it is formulated this way, or where he speaks in the name of the whole

group in this way. | asked Wolfram what makes an ideal or successful language learner.
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Like Ulf, he also regards clear goals or a purpose as making successful English learning

easier and giving a learners greater determination to reach their goals:

Determination. Determination. Determination. (.) A strong determination to improve his
English skills. Then it is easier for him if he has a goal in mind. If he wants to go to an
English-speaking country and takes such a course. That would be such a goal. Then he
would put real effort into it, because it is important for his future life. [...] This type of
goal does not apply to us. To our group. [lists a few examples from class] These are all
vague goals. Not eminently important goals as in, for instance, such commercial language
courses.

Wolfram 131-133

When it comes to his attitude towards learning English and goals, or that of the others in
his class, he evaluates these as less “urgent” and with it, makes a distinction between vhs
centre courses and “commercial language courses”. The contrast Wolfram creates
between the vhs centre and other courses seems to involve the pace and type of learners
(i.e. their motives and determination). This links back to the discussion on the image of
vhs centres in Germany in chapter 2: a very slow pace within courses for “bored
housewives and retirees”, and “vhs centre brain: insult or compliment?”. It seems, at this
point, that Wolfram has internalized this public image in his young-old L2 self-concept
to some extent. What this quote also implies, however, is that Wolfram, when describing

]//

what he considers an “ideal” or “successful” language learner, does not consider his
English course at the vhs centre to be a place for this type of learner.

How does this relate to his medium L2-vision? In the last and the following
statements, he describes his goals as vague. At the same time, Wolfram shows awareness
that it is also up to him and his ambition, how much effort he realistically puts into

learning English (see sub-category “intended effort/investment”):

It's not like | would start thinking about not coming anymore, because | am not satisfied
with all of this anymore. But | would also return to the course, even if things are not going
well — as an expression of a need for improvement. But it is a vague goal of mine. It is not
—in my age — it is no goal. | definitely want to get so far, that in my working life or — that
| don’t have anymore — or on holidays/ that | can speak freely with English and American
people that | meet. This is, of course, a goal, but | don’t expect this from the course.
Wolfram: 73

Here, Wolfram struggles to find a clear definition of his goal and of the likelihood of him
ever reaching this goal: Firstly, attending the class is — to him — also an expression of not

only coming when he is performing well, but also when he needs to improve on his skill.
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He then adds that it is a “vague” goal. Then he corrects this by saying that it is no goal —
at his age. He goes on to say that, secondly, his goal is to be able to speak freely with
native speakers on his travels. Yet, — on a more realistic note — this is something he does
not expect from his current vhs centre English class, and that he would have to spend

some time in an English-speaking country as he concludes in the following statement:

Well I (.) of course | would like to see my vocabulary being expanded. Even though 1
know that | won’t achieve this ideal to be able to speak English in a totally relaxed manner
anymore. [...] | am aware that this goal cannot be achieved without a stay in that country
and will never be achieved. And | can’t expect this from such a course. That goes without
saying. But it is a possibility to broaden your horizon. To expand your English-speaking
horizon and that’s why it makes sense and is recommendable. I/ magic, well. I'm afraid
I’m too much of a realist that | could/ [faughs]

Wolfram: 159

In this passage, where | asked him what he would do if he had magical powers (interview
question 13), his ideal L2 learner self became more defined. His ideal L2-vision of himself
would be having the ability to speak freely to native speakers without feelings of
inhibition due to his perfectionism. Despite his feeling that he can no longer achieve this
ideal anymore, he still expects some expansion of his English skills or broadening of his
English-speaking horizon. He further highlights this possibility of growth later in the
interview, again pointing out that with regard to the upcoming semester(s) he needs to

stay realistic:

W: Firstly, I don’t know what it is going to be like with the new instructor.
Secondly, I'm a realist, you know. [laughs]

I: Meaning? [laughs]

W: [laughs] What/ if | keep this up [learning English], maybe with a certain increase
in terms of / a slow increase or expansion of my vocabulary, then | feel quite
confident.

Wolfram: 200-203

In contrast to the previous statements, this one indicates some hope — i.e. a medium L2-
vision — in the way he still sees himself possessing the cognitive plasticity to (slowly)

expand or maintain his vocabulary.
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6.4.2.2.2 English as a Positive Side-Effect: Dorothea

Dorothea is one of two learners presented here, who have only been in their English class
for a short period of time (less than two years). Compared to Wolfram and Katja (see next
section), Dorothea has only one passage coded “medium L2-vision”, which is her

response to my question about her plans or goals for the next semesters:

D: Well, I could definitely plan to study a little bit more. [laughs] Whether | can
do it, | don’t know.

I: What exactly would you study more?

D: I would study vocabulary. | would expand my vocabulary.
Dorothea: 148

Dorothea has a vague idea about the upcoming semesters. She mentions that she could
study harder to expand her vocabulary, but remains sceptical about whether she will
succeed. She is also formulating her response in a hypothetical and hesitant way (“I
could”). Other coded passages in the rest of the interview, which will be discussed in the
following, may point to why she is careful about formulating these plans to study harder
(outside the classroom).

Dorothea joined the class together with her friend Anne (see below). Like Wolfram,
she uses the expression “broadening horizon” when she talks about why she joined the
class. On a general level, she aims to stay interested in a broad range of topics. This,

however, puts her under time pressure:

| think you need to have a broad base [be broad in scope]. As soon as you submit to
narrow-minded views, or get your information from only one source — I find that critical.
I always want to have a BROAD base. That’'s why | never have time. Because there are
too many things that interest me.

Dorothea: 18

What do interviewees mean by using this expression — “broadening one’s horizon” —
more specifically regarding learning English as a foreign language? Upon asking for
examples of ways in which the English class broadened her horizon, Dorothea seems to
qualify her original statement:

Well, of course, the expansion of my horizon with regard to the English course is, a little
bit, a bit exaggerated. But, still, simply being together with other people. Exchanging
views. Learning something new. | believe that’s already it.

Dorothea: 46
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This emphasizes again the social aspect of joining a vhs centre course, and that learning
English shifts more towards being a positive side-effect. Additionally, Dorothea adds to
this that “in our age, it is particularly important, that you challenge your brain in every
respect. This English course is one such way.” (Dorothea: 16) Yet, going back to her
carefully formulated vision for future semesters, this broadening of her English-speaking
horizon is best restricted to class time as she has several other obligations that broaden
her horizon in other dimensions.

Within Dorothea’s interview, we see how she changes her position within the
category of “intended effort/investment”: how much outside the classroom would | be
able and would | want to study (e.g. homework)? How much pressure in forms of tests or
homework would | be willing to accept, and to what extent would this actually be good
for my learning progress? At the beginning of the interview she rejects the idea of studying
outside the classroom to prepare for the next lesson by, for example, learning a specified

amount of vocabulary:

D: [ think, if | WERE expected to learn three pages of new vocabulary by next time,
that would be a reason for me not to go there anymore. Because | know for
sure that | cannot do tha/ | wouldn’t be able to do that. Just like that, on the
side. What's the word for frog again? No, hedgehog. Hedge? What's the English
word?

R Hedgehog.

D: Hedgehog. Well, hedgehog.
Dorothea: 48-50

Later in the interview she changed that sentiment to some degree and talked about how
it may be a good idea to have a little bit of pressure in class. She hypothesized that this
might stimulate participants to sit down at home and review the material. She
spontaneously suggested a vocabulary test, but eventually, based on her experiences with

her other L2 (French), questioned the effectiveness of this:

D: A vocab test or something like that. | think one would maybe sit down at home
and would/ but | need to add, of course, that you wouldn’t use such vocab
frequently. That goes without saying. In the end that may not be effective. |
don’t know, if | don’t need the frog — the hedgehog — if | never use the word
hedgehog for a year. Hedgecock.
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A [corrects her] Hedgehog.”

D: Hedgehog. That's just the way it is. You forget. | know that from learning
French, that | used to speak quite fluently. | need three, four days in the
language, so that | recall the words.

Dorothea: 154

Her statement also illustrates the notion of different L2-concept domains (Mercer 2011a;
see synchronic category above) and how learning one L2 can influence the L2-concept
of another. Dorothea’s learning experiences with French, which also included critical
incidents in an L2-community, e.g. during her time as an au-pair in France as well as
using it with a French-speaking employee in Spain, have taught her a little bit about her
learning process (with regard to learning and recalling vocabulary in an L2). She applies
this to her English L2 self-concept in that it helps her to estimate realistically the effort
she would have to put into learning new words in English and how to do so more
effectively, that is by going beyond a vocabulary test in class.

We have seen with the previous cases of Adam, Ulf, and Wolfram that the lack of or
diminished, direct contact with an L2-speaking community (e.g. by means of frequent
holidays abroad or through work) seemed to limit their outlook on learning English at the
vhs centre. As mentioned above, Dorothea has learned French in the past (she spent two
years as an au-pair in France) and feels more comfortable using it in contrast to English
(see synchronic category above, and domains of self-concept in chapter 3). She uses
English only to a limited extent whenever she is on holidays, or when she visits her son
in Dubai. Nevertheless, experiences in the past (e.g. critical incidents in France) and her
regular trips to Dubai have shaped her expectations regarding the vhs centre course as
well as her preference for learning a foreign language. Dorothea frequently uses the terms
“relaxed”, "taking it easy”, and “learning by doing”. In the following statement, she talks
about how she prefers to learn English in a playful way by speaking or discussing

something in class, an opportunity she would not have at home:

I am not a nerd. It's not like | pick up the English book at home. | believe that you learn
by speaking it, and you wouldn’t do that at home otherwise. [...] You need to DO it by
speaking. You pick up a word here and there. It's not like | want to expand my English
vocabulary like, I don’t know / just “learning by doing”. I’'m taking it easy.

Dorothea: 24

37 A= Anne; both Anne and Dorothea were present during Dorothea’s interview, which was conducted at
Anne’s home.
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As mentioned above, Dorothea prefers a learning method where she is not aware of the
learning process. This may be because she associates it with times at school, i.e. studying
at home. The use of the word “nerd” in the above quote and the way she talks about her
change with retirement in contrast to her behaviour in school and at work in other
passages of her interview also point to this. In one such passage, where we talk about the
change of power balance between teacher and learner (g.v. Ulf above), Anne (A) joins

the conversation:

A: Well we're grown-ups. That is something different when you go to
school as an adult than when it is children.

D: That's it.

A: We don’t necessarily want respect for the teacher. [laughs]

D: No, not at all.

A: Well we do respect the teacher. But in a way that we submit to her?
D: No, no, no.

Dorothea: 112

Not only are the ideas of “homework”, “tests”, and “nerd”, but also having to submit to
or respect (here referring to a type of fearful respect) the teacher, are things Dorothea
does not want to encounter in her vhs centre class. She expects a different approach to
learning at the vhs centre, one that matches her new situation of being retired (she claims
at one point in the interview that she has become lazier, or more negligent with
retirement) and one that takes account of the fact that English is one of many horizon-
broadening free-time activities in her life.

Thus, learning English as a positive side-effect appears to be a recurring theme within
Dorothea’s interview. In her statement below she describes how she does not want to be
aware of that “learning affair” while she is in class, but prefers for it to happen on the

side (“incidentally”):

Then it is always so interesting that you don’t think about it like “Do | have to do THIS
now?”. It's fun. And because it is fun, you learn something new without having this
learning affair on your mind. [...] Butitjust happens incidentally. | find that very pleasant.

Dorothea: 54
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Similarly, Dorothea illustrates this using an animal metaphor when she talks about how
she enjoys this indirect method used in the conversation class (“You stimulate us without

us noticing it.”):

We are like dogs or like animals. We sometimes get/ you sometimes drop something and
watch what we make of it. That's the way | perceived it. You stimulate us without us
noticing it. That is a nice thing to do, by not being challenged so directly. But you do it
in a playful way. You lure us. You throw it towards us and then we get going, depending
on how we/ how interesting the topic was, or to what extent we are interested in it. Then
you correct this and that. | find this is a wonderful method.

Dorothea: 108

She compares the group to a pack of dogs or animals jumping at whatever topic or activity
the teacher throws in their midst or lures them with. This statement also highlights how
she puts the focus on what is happening in class and the contents that are discussed at
the centre of her and the other learners’ attention. In her interview, she vividly remembers
heated debates about politics and how she enjoyed playing games in the last session. It
appears that she also focuses on learning English in the moment rather than planning
ahead, revising for upcoming sessions and setting goals or forming a future vision for

herself using English on her travels.

6.4.2.3 Strong L2-Vision Learners

6.4.2.3.1 Something that “Really Exists” as an Incentive: Tanja

Tanja is one of the few learners of the interview study with strong ties to an L2-community
because her daughter lives with her family in the United States. Tanja and her husband
have visited them several times — sometimes for several months — over the last years. Her
interview also has several coded passages indicating a strong L2-vision. In these passages,
she mainly talks about how she has noticed a steady progress, and that she is confident
that she keeps learning new things with every new semester in her English course at the

vhs centre:

| enjoy the course. Because of the other participants and also because | think that | profit
from it. | could progress faster, if | studied harder, but | still notice a progress. It's not like
that [sighs] “I go there and it yields nothing.” It's not like that. You always learn, every
year you learn something new.

Tanja: 265
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| have/ for me it’s like that | tell myself “I learn a little something every time.” That's
enough for me. It DOESN'T HAVE TO BE/ | will never be perfect. | would need to be
around English or American people.

Tanja: 119

Similarly to Anne (see below), Tanja leaves room for the progress or growth of her
language skills. She has noticed progress in the past which she also ascribes to the vhs
centre course and is sure that she will keep profiting from it in the future. When Tanja
talks about profiting from learning a foreign language and attending classes at the vhs
centre, she not only refers to her travels abroad. Another common rationale among
young-old learners in this study (see chapter 5) that Tanja sees as a benefit for her, is
keeping the mind active. Mirroring what Markus and Nurius (1986) have described as a
‘feared self’ (see chapter 3), some learners want to maintain their English skills through
attending the English classes out of the feared possible self of loss or decline (for some

learners this is connected to dementia). This applies to Tanja as well:

Then I’'m thinking that you hear a lot these days how problematic it is when you are
getting older. I'm a little afraid of that. Because our daughter is so far away. What if you
become confused in the head? As long as there is still a partner who can help you, that’s
okay. But when you are alone it is harder. | think that with such things that you/ the
English course and all, that it helps, TOO. That you stay fitter in your head.

Tanja: 259

Tanja is worried about what would happen if she — one day without her partner and her
daughter living in the United States — became “confused in the head”, i.e. developing
dementia or Alzheimers disease. To her, learning English is one way to help prevent or
work against this feared possible self, which is not necessarily an L2-self in itself.

As mentioned above, Tanja has been to the United States many times and spent
much time in L2-communities. Thus, she has accumulated a relatively high number of
experiences or critical incidents using her English skills. Passages containing these were
coded “diachronic”. Tanja’s interview has 14 passages coded accordingly (the average
number of passages with this category, is 9.7 and the highest amount within one
interview were 17 passages coded “diachronic”). For many young-old learners in my
interview study, critical incidents outside the classroom have given them an impetus for
change. Often, these critical incidents abroad have been bad experiences for them, in

which they realized that either the language skills they have acquired at school many
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years ago had not prepared them, or they have lost or forgotten much of their once much
better English skills. In these instances, the consequence has been to attend vhs centre
classes and brush up on their English

Tanja has also experienced a critical incident abroad that gave her a new
perspective on her language learning priorities in class. | asked her if there is anything
she can do without in her English class (i.e. something she finds unnecessary) and further
clarified, if she could do without, or with less, grammar in class. Her answer to this was
connected to an incident when she was in the United States visiting her daughter and
grandchildren. A misunderstanding between her and her daughter’'s 80-year-old
neighbour brought Tanja to the conclusion that grammar, or more specifically, knowing
which tense to use can sometimes be crucial. She wanted to bake bread and needed rye
flour. The neighbour found out for her where to buy it in the area and instead of replying
“I will find it”, Tanja used the wrong tense (“I found it”) giving the neighbour the
impression that her efforts had been in vain because she had already found and bought
it:

Because | realized that it doesn’t make sense sometimes. Different ideas in the right tense
- You HAVE TO/ have | told you the story? | wanted to bake bread and couldn’t find rye
flour. [...] and then she [daughter’s neighbour] was a little upset in the sense of “I put in
the effort to find out where to buy it, and then you have already been there? You have
already found it.” | had said “/ found it.”, but | actually wanted to say “/ will find it.”, just
like we would say “Don’t worry, I'm sure I'll find it.” I've never forgotten this. | will, right?
Because she was SO disappointed [...].

Tanja: 227-229

At the end of this quote, Tanja stated that she will never forget this incident, as she upset
the neighbour very much. She concluded from this experience that, despite once thinking
that grammar is not that important, she cannot do without it when learning English if she
wants to reduce the risk of such misunderstandings in the future. The longer travels and
stays in America also helped Tanja notice ups and downs in her language learning
progress. She reported that her listening comprehension skills have improved
considerably but that she still struggles to express her thoughts fluently due to a lack of
vocabulary (i.e. her receptive vs. her productive skills).

With regard to learning new vocabulary and critical incidents abroad, Tanja also
reported small everyday learning opportunities that helped her expand her vocabulary

and, due to a different contextualisation, helped her retain new words for longer. Playing
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with her grandchildren who live in the United States, for example, sometimes taught her
new words or songs which she could still recall during the interview:

Almost. (.) Almost, because they played baseball. [...] and | always had to throw the ball
to him and when he hit the ball we all cheered. And when he missed it, then he always
said “almost”. [laughs] | also said the word when/ when | can’t recall it, then | immediately
think about baseball and then: almost.

Tanja: 239

This shows how she realized that learning a word in conjunction with an experience or
context made it easier for her to recall later by remembering the whole situation. Anne
has reported a similar incident where she learned a new word in context, i.e. in a
situation with a native speaker (see next section).

Tanja also revealed extra efforts made to memorize new vocabulary outside the
classroom when she was at home in Germany. She told me, for example, how she made
lists of vocabulary she found hard to remember and stuck them to her kitchen cabinets,
in her attempt to memorize them while cooking. As she admits in the following statement,
however, she has struggled to keep up this routine after a longer holiday:

Yes, but I don’t think I’'m good enough. | am too lazy. | always plan to/ | don’t know. This
year | thought: “You have to learn more vocabulary. You MUST.” Well, and | plan to do
it, I do it for a little while, but then | neglect it again. That is/ | guess if | lived over there
now with my daughter, then | would put more effort into it. And do it more intensively,
so | can cope over there. But this now/[...] They [the vocabulary notes in the kitchen]
have been hanging there for a while, because we were gone for four weeks. Ever since |
am back, | looked at them well, occasionally. Maybe three, four times. But before that |
really did it EVERY day when | was cooking. But | will go back to that.

Tanja: 108-117

She views herself as excessively lazy because she has struggled to implement a long-term
vocabulary learning routine for herself. However, she is not planning on giving up as she
asserts at the end of the statement that she wants to resume her old routine of reviewing
her vocabulary lists every day again. But she also learned another lesson after she
returned from her longer stay in the United States and came back to discover that she
had forgotten many of the words from her list, which she thought she had learned quite
well:

[laughs] And then | realized when | was in America just now, then | take a look at the
vocabulary that is hanging there, and | was thinking “My goodness. You don’t remember
anything.” And that | had ALREADY forgotten some words, which | had memorized really
well before. Because | didn’t need them at all.

Tanja: 27
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Like Dorothea (s.a.), she drew the conclusion that words are better retained long-term if
she uses them or needs them regularly.

Relevance to the real-world or everyday life also appears in other passages of Tanja’s
interview. | asked her about “highlights” or particularly motivating moments she
experienced in class. She reports how she once realized that a text about a choir in South
America was based on true facts because she had already watched a report about it on

TV before:

You know, when | found out that “Gosh, in the English textbook that is/ these are all real
stories. It’s not just made up. It REAlly exists.” These people and/ | saw them on TV. [...]
| already knew the story and this way | did not only learn English but I also learned about
something that really exists. As if | had read it in the newspaper.

Tanja: 95-99

In class, textbook material using real-life stories surprised and motivated Tanja. Her last
remark seems to be related to her experiences abroad again and this explains why she
remembers this moment as a highlight in class: Tanja told me at another point during the
interview how she was sometimes trying to read the local newspaper when she was
staying with her daughter in the States. She was actively seeking ways to improve her
English skills while she was staying there. An intrinsic motivation or real-world purpose
relevant to her constituted a central characteristic of her language learner self. Growing
up and growing old may have contributed to this increased intrinsic interest in the world

around her or broad interests (as Dorothea and Anne have reported as well):

I notice in my age today, when I help my other grandchild with his homework, that | am
much more interested than him. History. [...] Then | thought “Gosh, you probably weren’t
motivated back then and didn’t pay attention.”

Tanja: 105

Her interests have shifted and re-focused as she grew older (see category “diachronic”).
In terms of learning English, she now has a different connection and purpose in learning.
Additionally, when she went to school she had no choice but to learn English as a subject,
as she pointed out earlier in the interview. Now that she has a concrete purpose in
learning the language, she is motivated to invest more time in learning it in- and outside
the classroom making use of opportunities to work on her skills (e.g. reading local US

newspapers, keeping and revising vocabulary lists in her kitchen).
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However, the way she talks about her ways of learning outside the classroom
seems to contradict her evaluation of the English course and her age group in general in

the following statements:

We are a little phlegmatic when it comes to learning | think. Well/ just think about how
often we get side-tracked talking about our experiences. Disturbing the class [laughs]
because we chat.

Tanja: 85

Only someone who is not too ambitious will be happy in our class. Because that/
otherwise he wouldn’t feel comfortable in there. When someone has real ambitions, and
wants to do a lot. We are too boring for that, way too slow. Because none of us HAVE
TO learn it. We do it for the pleasure. For pleasure and partly to train your mind [trans/.
lit.: brain].

Tanja: 255

Like other interviewees (q.v. Wolfram), Tanja speaks not only for herself but for the whole
learner group. She — like several other young-old learners in the interview study — sees
the degree of intended effort within her English class as relatively low, with “pleasure”
and socializing purposes as the main motives that draw this type of learner (i.e. 60- to
80-year-olds as she postulates at the end of the interview; contrasting them with 20- to
40-year-olds). But Tanja’s responses also reveal that this attitude of her English classmates
seems to clash at times with her personal efforts and ambition. Tanja told me that she has
contemplated leaving the course and instead joining a conversation course that is on a
higher level (B2 instead of B1). She hoped that in that class participants would feel more
confident in strictly speaking English only. Previous attempts to introduce this “English-
only policy” in her current course had been rejected by less proficient (and thus more

insecure) individual learners, who said they would quit the course altogether:

| already told you this with the other learner that she wanted to quit if we did things that
way. Then ALL of us (.) said that we don’t want her to quit. That we/ that WE then say
“Okay, then we won’t do it like that.”

Tanja: 137

Yet these critical moments also showed the importance of keeping the group together
(g.v. Ulf). As mentioned in the other young-old learner profiles above, in many cases the
number of participants is important for a course to continue (especially in cases where a
course has been running for several decades). Moreover, the social ties within the group

are of great importance to the young-old learners who, for instance, seek to extend their
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otherwise shrinking social network outside the classroom (q.v. Wolfram). Tanja decided
against a more challenging course that would have possibly better matched her skills and

goals. She thus decided this way in favour of the group:

The group itself/ somehow we were a good match and it wasn’t necessarily the learning
but “Oh, you see each other, you meet others and you learn something along the way.”
Sort of like that. What | hear from the others it seems to be the same for them. They are
just looking forward to seeing each other again and that together you/ now we have been
together so many years. Not all of them. [...] The ones who have just joined are all new
and they are a good match.

Tanja: 57

This example illustrates how Tanja’s L2-self is shaped by a dynamic of her internal

aspirations, beliefs about herself and her age group, as well as external influences of other

learners in her class.

6.4.2.3.2 Ambition as a blessing and a curse: Anne

Anne joined the English class together with her friend Dorothea in 2013. She has travelled
to several African countries, but planned to travel to Canada within the next years. This
was one of the main motives — next to “train your mind a little” (see quote below) — for
her taking up English. Her interview contains four passages coded “Strong L2-vision”.
This sub-category of “L2-vision” was applied when learners — in formulating their
responses, indicated the possibility of improving of their English skills. For instance, the
use of “not yet” or “still”/“yet” indicate that participants still see room for development,

as the following two statements show:

And | wanted to speak just ONE language WELL. (.) because | have already learnt several/
[...] 1 am interested in many things, too. Also in the cultures of other countries.
Anne: 35-39

I am not content. | still want to learn SO MUCH. [...] Vocabulary. Grammar I think I can
cope with. | mean, okay, | would like to be corrected, too. The most important thing is
vocabulary — to expand it.

Anne: 238-240

This sub-category was also applied to learners whose future plans and vision of
themselves with regard to their L2 learner self were relatively defined or clear. In the
following statement, Anne successfully creates a clearer picture of her future L2-self, in

that she is able to describe what achieving her ideal L2-self would feel like:
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A: When I'm doing something like this today — like learning English now — then |
want it to / | don’t want to progress so slowly [trans. lit.: drag myself about it].
I want to know MORE now and be able to do it better. That | progress faster.

I: Have you achieved some of that already?

A: A little bit, yes. Yes.

I: Do you have an idea, what it will feel like once you have fully achieved this?
A: That | can converse easily in all kinds of situations.

Anne: 155-159

Also characteristic about the above statements by Anne is her ambition in her language
learning endeavour. While most learners see themselves as lazy or not ambitious, a
few learners evaluate themselves in the opposite direction. Anne is one of those who
see themselves as ambitious. In her interview, she reports how she was ambitious
earlier in her life and how this ambition also impacted how she raised her son.
Nevertheless, she views this also as a disadvantage at times because she feels being
overly ambitious makes her feel anxious at times and so she avoids coming to, or
participating in, class:

I am actually ambitious. But sometimes | am TOO ambitious. So that | prefer to withdraw

thinking I am not good enough.
Anne: 29

To exemplify the negative effects of her ambition in English classes she talks about a

speaking task routine we performed at the beginning of most lessons: learners could

choose from a range of smileys/emoticons to indicate how they felt that day. They would

then take turns and talk about why they chose the particular emoticon and how their day

or last week had been. Anne described the mental struggle she used to experience while

the others before her took turns. Every time, she wanted to express in English exactly how

she felt and what she had in mind. Yet, on every occasion she could not attain her

idealized phrasing, but rather formulated a shortened version of it due to a blockage

caused by being overly ambitious:

But it is also on my mind already when the others take turns. Then I'm thinking about
what I'm going to say. | was always a little anxious: “Now TODAY you can do it. You
can express it THE WAY you feel it and how you think it.” Then | shorten it because | am
so tense. [laughs]

Anne: 269
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In chapter 3.4.1, | argued for using Dornyei’s (2005, 2009) L2ZMSS model in conjunction
with young-old language learners due to their relatively high intrinsic motivation and
ability for self-relfective thinking (in contrast to younger learners, who have presently
been at the centre of the majority of research in this field using Dérnyei’s model; Kormos
& Csizér 2008; McEwon et al. 2014). In that regard, Anne is a case in point: The two
statements above show her high self-reflexivity, demonstrating that Anne is aware of her
strengths and weaknesses. She is able to analyse phases of weakness where she
withdraws from a course for a couple of sessions and she can express in words how and
why she is blocked when she has to speak in class. But Anne has also learned how to
deal with problematic situations like these, as the following paragraphs will show.

The strategies that highly self-reflective young-old learners like Anne have developed
over their lives to deal with difficult situations are connected to the concept of
“resilience” (see chapter 2). In the literature, resilience has been described as a strategy
for coping with negative experiences and thus, for maintaining stability or facilitating
growth (Mlinac et al. 2011; Nimrod 2015). Some learners display that they have
incorporated resilience into their language learner selves by using strategies to motivate
themselves or “pick themselves up”, and in this way preserve the self if encountering
difficulties in their language learning experience. Anne, for instance, reports how she has
learned over the years to pull herself up, if she is feeling down or lacks self-confidence
(e.g. as in the situation she describes above when she stays away from class — “phases of

weakness” — because she does not feel good or confident enough):

I do want it. These are somehow phases of weakness, where I/ my self-esteem is
weakened. It has always been this way for me, that sometimes | let myself go and then at
one point | say to myself “No, that’s it. It can’t go on like that.” | have that inside me, that
| pull myself up. [...] and then [laughs] | have the feeling | push myself off from the depths
of a swimming pool and then | am back at the top. Funny, isn't it?

Anne: 83-89

Here, Anne also gives an example of how she encourages herself whenever her
confidence in her English skills is down: “No, that’s enough. It can’t go on like this.” She
compares the feeling in such a situation to being at the bottom of a swimming pool and
using her inner-strength or resilience to push herself back up to the surface. The theme
of resilience is also strongly represented in the responses of other interviewees regarding

advice to new language learners and when describing characteristics of an ideal language
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learner. Other learners point out the importance of willpower and of not giving up
quickly (e.g. trying to attend more than one semester, or participating in class despite it
possibly being at the end of a long workday).

Another example of Anne’s self-reflexivity is her becoming part of the group
(“connection” and “diachronic” categories). She joined the group only a year earlier and
reports incidents that made her finally feel accepted in the group. At the beginning, she
felt insecure about her role in class, as her daughter-in-law (Astrid, G1TF02) has been in
class for a few semesters and convinced her to join with her friend Dorothea. Thus, in
addition to her insecurities about her English skills being good enough for the course, she
was also wondering if she would be regarded by the other learners ‘only” as the mother-
in-law of Astrid. She talks about how this changed when, for example after almost a year,
she enjoyed a game they played in the last lesson, and how she felt part of the group.
Additionally, she remembers how another learner — Christine, who has been in class for
many years — once encouraged her to be patient with herself and stay in class. In another
situation, Christine asked her for a recipe and complimented her on something she
baked. At the end of the quote, however, she reflects on the whole process of settling

into the group and assumes that it is her low self-esteem that has also played into this:

Just like last time: the game. It was so funny. Then | had the feeling, let’s say, to be
accepted in the group. | didn’t have that feeling at the beginning. | thought that maybe
they think that's my daughter-in-law and that’s the mother-in-law, or whatever. | don't
feel very integrated then. [...] Also when Christine asked me for the recipe at Astrid’s
birthday. They were the best pastries. They were mine. And | thought: “Well, there you
go, they discovered something good about you.” [laughs] It's always the self-esteem that
seems to influence me negatively.

Anne: 93-95

Moreover, she noticed during her two semesters in this course that others are also not
perfect, despite the fact that she is still worried about making too many mistakes. She has
arrived at the conclusion that she has become stronger, that she has warmed up with the

group, and that she is now accepted:

Now | have become stronger [knocks on table]. Now, in the group | have/ | have
connected [transl. lit.: warmed up] and | have noticed I'm accepted.
Anne: 99
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After listening to Dorothea’s interview (s. a.), Anne contrasts herself in her response to

the question about her role or position in the group (using the hypothetical football team):

A: I am more in the back. [...] Maybe midfield. [...] | have the feeling | jump into
the gaps [...] not at the front like Dorothea — this wouldn’t be me.

I: Why not?

A: No. That's the problem again. It's the self-confidence again. | don’t think that/
well, it’s also like that | RARELY sit in the first row. If any, it is the second row

[laughs] even if all seats in the first row are vacant.
Anne: 188-201

Clearly, her self-confidence is a recurring issue in how she conceptualizes her L2-self
within the course and group. On the one hand, it is a good development that she has
found a role in the group and that she sees herself as part of the “team”. On the other
hand, she seemingly sees it as a problem that she is still inhibited in class. Unlike
Dorothea, who runs and fights at the front, i.e. trying to (pro-)actively engage in
discussions, Anne prefers to wait for situations where she is needed to “fill a gap”.
Within the main category of “external frame of reference”, it was also relevant to
what extent participants regard themselves as ahead or on an equal level as others, and
if they have role-models as an inspiration in- and outside the classroom. The
identification can also occur in terms of having the same attitude to the learning goals,
lifelong learning in general, and vhs centre classes. Anne, for example, transfers the

comparison with others to the community or neighbourhood she lives in:

| don’t know. Maybe because/ | am so open. | am open for new things and curious. They
only have their household chores and there are few/ but we are lucky now. Dorothea is
here and in our corner in the neighbourhood are several, who are interested in many
different things. [...] Somehow it's quite common here [in this area] to train your mind a
little.

Anne: 69-77

In this instance, she identifies with others in her immediate environment, who are — just
like her — interested in further education and training their minds. But she considers
herself to be ahead of others her age, who “only have their household” and are not
necessarily in her neighbourhood, due to efforts to attend a variety of vhs centre courses.

Thus, she regards her maintained curiosity about learning things (or lifelong learning in
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general) as something that puts her at an advantage or something she profits from. This
self-perception also forms a foundation for her L2-learner self-concept.

Finally, the statement below illustrates a benefit derived from her lifelong learning
interests. In contrast to most of the other interviewees and in contrast to the deficit-model
of ageing that has long prevailed in research and the public discourse (see chapter 2),

Anne has noticed a positive change with retirement:

But the longer | am now confronted with English, with this language, the more | notice |
can retain. Besides, in my opinion, my memory has improved overall. When | was still
working so much, | was overwhelmed. I was a lot/ things were forgotten very much to my
surprise. Now, all of a sudden, it is better again. [...] It was the stress, too. | had my sick
husband. | had the practice, my mother, and things on my mind. There were MANY/
apparently my brain filtered the most important things and the rest was lost.

Anne: 53-57

Unlike several other interviewees, Anne has noticed that her cognitive abilities have
improved after retirement. According to her, high levels of stress in her work and private
life had a negative impact on her brain.

What, from the analysis above, can we conclude made Anne’s L2-vision a strong
one? Going back to what Ulf and Wolfram postulated about what made an ideal language
learner, Anne has a concrete purpose or goal, a future journey to Canada, i.e. a direct
connection to an L2-community in the future. Moreover, she displays a high degree of
ambition, which on the one hand gives her the motivation to use English outside the
classroom,*® and on the other often inhibits her within the L2-classroom. Anne seemingly
conceptualizes her self — and with this, also her L2 self — as being highly ambitious (often
too ambitious) and curious about a variety of things in life. Her case shows how
retirement has freed up the necessary mind space for her to live up to this part of her self

in classes at her local vhs centre.

6.5 Summary and Outlook

The above analysis of selected young-old learners, based on the indicated strength of
their L2-vision codings and how they are positioned within other categories, has revealed
common and differentiating characteristics. It has also pointed out potential connections

between these characteristics and how they may be connected to their L2-vision. In other

38 . . . . , .
For example, she writes text messages to her instructor in English whenever she can’t attend a lesson, or is
late for class. She also told me that she sometimes writes messages to her nextdoor neighbour in English.
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words, what gives young-old learners a weak, medium, or strong L2-vision? While not
aiming for a clear-cut learner typology here, the data analysis and presentation of
purposely selected cases above can illuminate recurring characteristics of strong,
medium, and weak L2-vision learners. These in turn can serve as a guide for educators
in the field of foreign language learning to help recognize and facilitate vision-promoting
factors in- and possibly outside the classroom (see chapter 8).

The data analysis of the interviews has also shown that young-old language
learners as a target group are particularly interesting for investigating the language learner
self and, more specifically in this study, the aspects of Dornyei’s L2 Motivational Self-
System (L2MSS; see chapter 3.4.1). The ability for self-reflection and a strong instrinsic
motivation are considered to be a good foundation for investigating Dornyei’s model and
the language learner self in general (Kormos & Csizér 2008; McEwon 2014). Young-old
participants such as, for example, Anne or Wolfram display high self-reflexivity when it
came to shedding light on their language learner self. Furthermore, as pointed out in
chapters 2 and 3, young-old learners are more intrinsically driven to attend vhs centre
classes particularly entering retirement. This is in contrast to younger learners, who still
constitute the majority of study participants on the L2 self and to whom instrumental
reasons (e.g. work purposes) are still playing a major role among their language learning
motives.

These instrumental reasons, which are extrinsic and therefore less internalised,
can be related back to the ought-to L2 self component of Dornyei’s L2MSS, i.e. what a
learner perceives to be expected from him or her with regard to learning an L2.
Considering the data analysis in this chapter, however, it can be argued that even the
language learner self-concept of the young-old might have an ought-to L2 self.
Broadening one’s horizon and doing something for one’s mind (i.e. learning a language
to prevent dementia and similar cognitive impairments associated with ageing) have
appeared frequently in the interview data. Such responses of young-old interviewees
mirror the “successful ageing” trend discussed in chapter 2 (Rowe & Kahn 1997;
Daatland 2005). When asked to elaborate on what they mean by doing something for
their memory or broadening their horizon, young-old interviewees often qualified their
earlier claims or added that this was simply something they had heard or read about.
Thus, learning English or attending vhs centre classes in order to live up to the

expectations prevalent in industrialized societies regarding active or successful ageing
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(see chapter 2.1.3) can be considered an ought-to L2 self of many young-old learners
(accordingly, the survey study has shown that “keeping my mind active” is the most
popular reason for respondents to learn English at their local vhs centre; see chapter 5).

How have young-old language learners conceptualized themselves in the
interviews as language learners? A common theme seems to be the question of laziness
and ambition, or, intended effort and investment. While some young-old learners
described themselves as lazy, they did not seem to feel particularly ashamed or bad about
this. In fact, a few rejected the idea of introducing tests or homework in class and this of
being pressured in this way into learning. It is something they strongly associated with
being at school again and with it, the feeling of dependence on surrounding grown-ups
(teachers and parents). It is a feeling that they no longer can, or want to, identify with as
grown-ups. In some of Ulf’s responses, for instance, we can identify a feeling of being
rebellious when not doing homework, because he does not have time throughout the
day, but also because he has the right not to do it — without having to fear consequences
in the form of bad marks or letters to his parents. As a customer, he now has more freedom
and — if he wanted — more influence. But the role of school and past learning experiences
in a young-old’s learning biography can also influence their L2 self differently. Anne, a
learner with a strong L2-vision, has continuously engaged in lifelong learning activities
at her local vhs centre over the course of her life. Supporting her claim that she is —
similarly to Dorothea — interested in a variety of things, she has attended Spanish and
French courses as well as photography classes. In line with what Hertha-Schmidt (2014:
37-39) reports, the learning biography of an older learner influences their behaviour and
attitude to lifelong learning beyond retiring, as well.

What has been another central finding of the data analysis, is the impact of the
social sphere when learning a foreign language at a vhs centre. Be it the shrinking social
circle due to the retirement or death of significant others, or the hoped-for broadening of
one’s horizon is through socialising: the group connects learners regardless of their L2-
vision. In the case of learners with a weak L2-vision presented here, the group is the last
tie that has made them stay for so long despite a feeling of decline in their English skills
or motivation. In cases such as that of Adam, this seems to include the teacher as well,
as he — next to two other learners in the study — sees the change in teachers as another
reason for leaving the class and discontinuing English learning. But for other learners with

a better outlook on their L2 learning progress, the connection to their group is an
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additional, nonetheless crucial, reason to return to the vhs centre every semester. The
group not only connects, but as we have seen in the selected cases above, also influences
the young-old learners’ L2 self-concept. Interviewees seem to agree that their respective
English classes are not the right place for learners with high ambitions. Yet, for individual
interviewees with high ambitions (such as Anne or Tanja), this means finding a
compromise between personal ambitions and the preferences or interests of the others in
the class. This once more reveals the dynamic between the internal and external frames
of reference when it comes to forming an L2 self-concept (Mercer 2011a; see chapter 3).
Connected to the latter, another defining characteristic of young-old learners with
a strong L2-vision, i.e. Anne and Tanja, seems to be their willingness to spend time
learning English outside the classroom, even if they do not always succeed in keeping up
the habit. It is arguable, however, whether these learners have always been this diligent
when it comes to learning (e.g. at school), or whether the connection to the L2-
community gives them the necessary drive. In the case of Anne, the former seems to
apply: she sees herself as always having been ambitious about learning new things in life
or work in general. When it comes to Tanja, efforts she puts into learning English outside
the classroom have been sparked by the increased relevance of English as a foreign
language in her life, i.e. her family abroad, whereas she described herself as not greatly
interested in subjects such as English or history when she was a student at school.
When we take a closer look at the two learners represented above with stronger
L2-vision than others, the connection to an L2-community or the concrete plan to visit a
country where the target language is spoken are relevant factors. The subject matter itself
is more or at least equally relevant when compared with other motives (such as active
aging purposes and socializing), though not the most important reason for continuing to
learn English. Having a more direct, and rather frequent, connection to an L2-
community, or concrete travel plans appears to make the ideal L2-self realm more
defined and necessary to attain (see chapter 3.4.1). In other words, for Anne and Tanja,
learning English goes beyond being merely a positive side-effect, mitigating an isolated
or cognitively impaired future self (feared self). Learners like Wolfram and Ulf, who
would not necessarily fit into this category as much as Anne or Tanja, have pointed out
that it is a purpose or a concrete goal like this that provides language learners with the

necessary determination.
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Finally, it is worthwhile evaluating the value of qualitative inquiry in the context of
this study and determining what the findings in this chapter mean for the final merging
of both quantitative and qualitative data strands in the next chapter. The qualitative
content analysis, which was chosen for this study, has systematically reduced the vast
amount of interview material. It helped create a category system (i.e. a network of themes
relevant to the research interests) and link the interviewees’ responses to the theoretical
concepts outlined in chapters 2 and 3. Going back to the statement by Richards at the
beginning of this chapter, the data analysis of the interviews and the discussion of
selected participants has shown how qualitative inquiry can “probe beliefs and
experiences that might explain their [the learners’] responses.” (Richards 2009: 187) In
this way, the qualitative data collection and analysis in this chapter have provided
additional, in-depth, and possibly alternative perspectives on young-old language
learners in relation to the quantitative part of this research project (Duff 2012: 98). If and
to what extent both data strands act as counterweights, which has been postulated at the

onset of this chapter, will be explored in the next chapter.
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7. Numbers and Words: Merging QUAN and QUAL Strands

After the analysis and interpretation of the individual data strands — quantitative (QUAN;
survey) and qualitative (QUAL; interviews) — this chapter brings both strands together in
a discussion to eventually form meta-inferences in the light of my research questions (see
figure 7.1 below; Teddlie & Tashakkori 2008). As illustrated in chapter 4, bringing two
strands together can result in both convergent and divergent findings — even if it is on the
premise that theoretical constructs have been equally well operationalized in both
research instruments (construct validity). 1t is the aim of this chapter to reveal those
varying degrees of convergence and to discuss possible reasons and consequences with
regard to a) the study design, and b) older foreign language learners and foreign language
learning in general. In section 7.2, | will use the findings on the survey and the interviews
outlined in previous chapters, as well as the merging of the two data strands in this

chapter, to find answers to my research questions.

QUAN QUAL
(survey) (interviews)

Data Collection

s
v
Data Analysis .
e At S —— > Data Collection
(preliminary) i
Data Analysis results Data Analysis
compared

QUAN + QUAL
interpretation
and informing RQ

Figure 7. 1 MMR Research Design (Final Merging Stage highlighted in green)

Creswell and Plano Clark (2007: 137) suggest that in order to merge different data
strands, one can either transform one data strand (e.g. transforming textual data into
numerical data), or to compare both data strands without transforming them (by using

e.g. a matrix or a discussion). For the purposes of this study, in which QUAN and QUAL
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components are weighed equally, the data strands will not be transformed but rather
compared in a discussion. In this way, both strands are considered in their original
numerical or textual nature bringing their respective strengths to the merging process.
However, while data strands have not been transformed, the merging and comparison in
section 7.1 below will take a different perspective on the results of both data strands. To
ease the merging process, the findings of the Likert scale items of the quantitative data
strand will focus on individual items in a descriptive form. This is an alternative to the
multi-item scales that have been correlated with other factors in chapter 5. Nevertheless,
the results of the multi-item and adjective scales (apart from the descriptive statistics
presented in chapter 5) are still relevant for setting the focal points for the discussion
below. A similar procedure has been chosen for the qualitative strand. The analysis in
chapter 6 involved the creation of profiles of six learners that have been selected based
on their L2-vision. Like the multi-item and adjective scales in the quantitative data strand,
they will set focal points for the discussion below. Yet, the merging of the data strands
will showcase a cross-section of all 21 young-old interviewees. It is hoped that the re-
focusing from this different perspective can clearly exemplify the “friction” - i.e.
convergent and divergent tendencies, as well as differing perspectives — between the two
data strands (Knorr & Schramm 2016: 90ff; Creswell & Plano Clark 2007: 140ff; see
chapter 4).

In sum, central findings from both quantitative and qualitative data strands (see
chapters 5 and 6) have provided stimuli for the merging procedure and guide the
discussion below. In this way, both strands help to purposively select from the vast
amount of data in both strands, i.e. aid the presentation sampling for this chapter’s
discussion (Legutke 2016: 389). Concluding from this, the data discussed below have
been selected on the basis of

o overlaps of quantitative and qualitative data strands,

o conspicuous responses in the quantitative data that call for further depth
through qualitative findings, and

o strongly emergent themes in the qualitative data that call for a confirmation

or disconfirmation in the quantitative data strand.

These selection criteria also mirror the rationales for employing MMR discussed in

chapter 4 ‘Completeness or Expanded Understanding’, ‘Offset’, and ‘Inference Quality’
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(see chapter 4.1.2). Based on the above selection procedure, chapters 5 and 6 have

yielded the following focal points for the merging of both data strands:

= Ambition and Intended Effort

= Resilience

= Critical Incidents Abroad and L2-Vision

» Confidence: Taking it Easy

» Defying the Effects of Ageing

= Now and Then: Ways of Learning a Language
= Now and Then: Learning Context

= Perceived Language Learning Progress

» Language Learning and the Social Sphere
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7.1 QUAN-QUAL Integration of Micro-Level Results

7.1.1 Ambition and Intended Effort

I'm ambitious when it comes to studying English.
50 a7y
| 42
40 | 33
|
30 !
I
20 16 1
I 12
I
S ' B
I
0 | |
SZ disagree 2 3 1 4 5 agree
<
2
o
content (1) - ambitious (5)
50%
..
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
1 2 3 4 5
cc®:+ 3(lessthanayear)  e==O==g3(1-5years) ==@==3(more than 6 years)
I: What else would be written about you as an English learner in that
encyclopaedia entry?
U: Lazybones. [laughs]
Ulf: 217-218
e | don’t study. | go to class. [laughs][...] | say this in all honesty. | don’t sit down
8, and study. | don’t do that.
Jennifer: 148-168
I am actually ambitious. But sometimes | am TOO ambitious. So that | prefer to
withdraw thinking | am not good enough.
Anne: 29

Table 7. 1 Merging Results: Ambition and Intended Effort

The two graphs in the quantitative data strand show that participants tend to view

themselves as ambitious about learning English. In the first graph, most respondents agree

3 1n the following, the graphical representation of survey items covers the responses of 60- to 80-year-old
survey participants.
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with the Likert scale item “I’'m ambitious when it comes to learning English.” A similar
trend can be seen in the second graph, the adjective scale, with participants who have
only joined their course recently sticking out on the “ambitious” side. In the responses of
the interviews, however, young-old language learners are drawing a different picture.
Except for a minority (g.v. Anne), they do not describe themselves as ambitious (anymore)
with some even saying that they are lazy, or have become more negligent with entering
retirement (q.v. Dorothea). Interviews show that most learners are interested in learning
the language, but they describe themselves as rather relaxed, or even lazy when it comes
to actual studying or investment. This appears to apply particularly to investing time in
learning English outside the classroom (q.v. Jennifer) as it seems to remind interviewees
of being at school again (q.v. Ulf). Some learners in their interviews agreed that they
could or should be more ambitious about their learning.

Regarding ambition and intended effort, then, the two different data strands
diverge on the question of ambition for language learning. One possible reason for this
divergence could lie in factors such as research relationship between the
researcher/teacher and interviewees, on the one hand, and response bias (social
desirability), on the other hand. Since survey participants remained anonymous, their
responses could therefore be impacted by social desirability towards these questions.
Interview participants, however, have known me as their teacher for a longer period of
time and possibly felt comfortable in openly admitting that they perceive themselves as
“lazy” or not sufficiently ambitious. The divergence in the findings could also be
explained by the fact that questionnaire respondents have contextualised the question
differently, i.e. that they feel ambitious about their language learning endeavour —
particularly when they are in class, but they might agree with interviewees when it comes

to the willingness to do homework.
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7.1.2 Resilience

Whenever | encounter problems while studying English,
| give up quickly.

70 60 :
z 60 1
< 50 39 I
) 40 |
o 0 :
20 1 16 1>
= . m
0 ! J—
disagree 2 3 : 4 5 agree
[on what makes an ideal English learner:] Determination. That he doesn’t throw in
the towel quickly.
Anne: 151
Then | was sceptical: A conversation class in English? | have never done anything like
this. And haven’t done anything in a while. | thought | wouldn’t be able to follow.
But then | just gave it a try. The older | get, the braver | become.
— Jennifer: 8
<
2
o [giving advice to new learners:] Definitely sticking to it and not giving up. Even if you

sometimes think that you can’t always follow. Stick to it nevertheless and try. [...]
Yes, | am more the type of person who is tenacious [trans. lit.: bites herself throughl].
Who sticks to it.

Brigitte: 262-264

That was indeed bizarre [transl. lit.: adventurous]. We've had interesting teachers.
When you look back at it. It was/ Well. [laughs] But we are still here. That’s important.
I’'m proud of that. We managed them [previous teachers] all.

Brigitte: 278

Table 7. 2 Merging Results: Resilience

Interviewees report a growth in confidence and resilience as they have aged, which also

impacts their language learning experience in- and outside the classroom. Young-old

learners report that they have acquired resilience as they matured. These learners show

resilience in difficult situations (e.g. when they travel or when they have struggled with

a task or did not like a teacher or another learner) by employing positive self-assurance

to pick themselves up and keep going. This is also a central piece of advice most

interviewees would give to potential new learners. The quantitative results depicted in

the graph above show the responses to the (negatively worded) Likert item “Whenever |

encounter problems while studying English, | give up quickly.”, which overlaps with the
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construct of resilience from the qualitative data strand. 78 percent of all respondents
between 60 and 80 years of age are on the “agree”-side of the above graphical
representation of all responses. Results of both data strands point in the same direction:
in the survey, respondents clearly indicate that they do not give up quickly if they
encounter problems in their language learning process. Related to this, the theme of
“resilience” has emerged in the qualitative data as a sub-category of the actual L2-self.
Adding depth to the survey data here, the interview study participants often readily
connected their attitude of not giving up to their (psychological) ageing or maturing over

the years.

7.1.3 Critical Incidents Abroad and L2-Vision

| can imagine a situation where | am using English with
people from abroad.
|
60 |
50 :
40 i 3 31
30 18 |
20 !
10 3 3 . :
O | | I
disagree 2 3 4 5 agree
Z
<
2
<o
| can imagine myself using English when travelling abroad
and effectively communicating with the locals.
60
S
50 | 42
40 30 : 29
30 i
20 |
I
10 2 2 i
0 — — 1
disagree 2 3 ! 4 5 agree
— If it is colloquial, yes, | can keep up here and there. But of course if it is getting a bit
5 more concrete. | would have to say, no, then | would need my dictionary so-to-speak.
(@ Dorothea: 136

Table 7. 3 Merging Results: Critical Incidents Abroad and L2-Vision
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Maintaining one’s English skills and small steps towards more vocabulary or fluency are
typical future L2-self descriptions of young-old interviewees. This way, most interview
participants formulated their goals in a humble way (e.g. talking about a light far away at
the end of a tunnel, or about slowly but surely expanding their knowledge or improving
their skills). Other interview participants formulated their goals in a rather disillusioned
fashion, seeing hardly any chance of considerably improving by only attending the vhs
centre classes. Since many of the interviewed learners have already travelled and used
English abroad, they are able to make predictions about their future chances of
performing in the language based on their experiences. In the case of Dorothea’s quote
above, she is confident that she can converse about everyday (colloquial) topics but
would need a dictionary as soon as conversation became too specialized. Critical
incidents abroad have served several interview study participants either as a warning to
improve or refresh their English skills, or as a surprise/encouragement when they were
performing better abroad than they would have expected (based on bad experiences at
school or earlier English classes). The survey draws an optimistic vision or ideal L2-self
with regard to using their English skills abroad in both Likert scale items represented
above. Most 60- to 80-year-old survey participants agreed or somewhat agreed that they
can picture themselves speaking English outside the classroom. The number of
respondents who (absolutely) disagree with the statements is particularly low for both
items. Even though the vision-category in the interviews is dominated more strongly by
a realistic/maintaining vision of the ideal L2-selves, this does not necessarily indicate
strong divergence of both data strands but rather an instance of expanded understanding
(see chapter 4). The diachronic category, for instance, depicts young-old learners’
multifarious critical incidents abroad and in language classes over the years. Based on
these experiences, it can be postulated that they, on the one hand, are aware of their
capabilities when using English abroad in the near future (related to this: L2 self-efficacy
— see chapter 3). On the other hand, their experiences have taught them to form more
realistic goals for their situation, such as maintaining the already acquired skills that
enable them to communicate successfully abroad, or slowing down the pace and taking

off the pressure with the transition to retirement.
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7.1.4 Confidence: Taking it Easy

inhibited (1) - relaxed (5)
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| approach learning English in a more relaxed way than in
the past/at school.
70 I 61
60 !
50 : 43
40 1
|
30 18 | 21
20 I
R BE
0 — — 1
disagree 2 3 ! 4 5 agree
Then | dare to speak. Why not? If it is wrong, then it's wrong. | don’t care. | have
noticed that they couldn’t do it better than me.
Ulf: 142
< Because | am just older and | actually don’t care what other people think about me.
8, I am what I am. When | say it that way, then | SAy it that way, yes?

Barbara: 144

I am not inhibited anymore to speak. Even if it is wrong sometimes.

Lena: 196

Table 7. 4 Merging Results: Confidence: Taking it Easy

The first graph shows the adjective scale from the survey contrasting whether young-old
learners felt either inhibited or relaxed in their English class. The comparison — despite
being a cross-sectional snapshot rather than a longitudinal study — indicates that learners
who have spent more than 6 years in their English class at the vhs centre are more relaxed
than other learners, who have spent fewer semesters learning English there. Similarly, the
Likert scale item puts this statement into a temporal contrast: the majority of learners
agreed or absolutely agreed with the statement that they have become more relaxed

about learning English over time (i.e. in contrast to school or earlier English classes). The
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i

coded interview passages show a frequent use of the words “ambitious”, “relaxed”, and
“lazy” within this category. Furthermore, the sample statements above revolve around
having become more confident to speak freely over the years or with age. The
interviewees above are no longer worried anymore about making mistakes in class or
abroad. With regard to their expectations towards an “ideal” language class at the vhs
centre, a relaxed atmosphere and approach to learning are important to many
interviewees (e.g. no homework or tests, a comparatively slow pace; qg.v. Ulf). Their
accounts show that they do not take failures to heart as much anymore and tend to
approach critical situations with more self-confidence and a more relaxed mindset. The
survey and the interviews clearly point to the increasingly relaxed and more confident
approach to language learning of young-old study participants, particularly if they — as
the survey indicates on the adjective scale — have spent a longer time at the vhs centre.
This attitude shapes their expectations of what English classes at the vhs centre should

ideally be like.
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7.1.5 Defying the Effects of Ageing

195

QUAN

Motives for Learning English

(60-80 years of age; n= 155)

Work 7
(Grand)child 19
Recommendation 28
Friend/partner 31

No other optionsin the area

46

Enjoyment 60
Good experiences 62
Offer appealed to me 68

| like the language

Learning together with others
Travel

Memory

93
95
138

145
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| feel mentally more active and fitter because of studying
English.
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disagree 2 3
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QUAL

C: Ithink it is positive to do something for your grey matter. Maybe | won’t get rusty
so quickly.
I: Have you noticed that it helps with your grey matter?
C: No. [laughs] No, actually not. It's something you read everywhere, you know?
Christine: 152-154

Attention. You do need to focus in the lesson. And it’s good for the brain. [laughs] in
that age.
Lena: 240

You can do something again dementia. Normal dementia [in contrast to Alzheimer].
So, that you can delay it as much as possible. You need to keep your head together.
The mind needs to keep working/be active. The brain needs to work constantly. For
me, a foreign language is part of that.

Barbara: 309f

Apart from that | also do something for my brain. If find that’s a good thing when
you learn languages. It's supposed to be good.
Diana: 16f
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None of us HAVE to learn it by all means. We all do it for pleasure. For pleasure or
part of it is also that you train your brain.
Tanja: 255f

A common motive for taking up language learning is the interviewees’ assumption of
preventing age-related, cognitive illnesses (e.g. dementia; q.v. Adam in chapter 6) or
“broadening one’s horizon” (see for example Dorothea in chapter 6). Apparently, the
active ageing trend (see chapter 2) has reached young-old language learners because
learners from all three courses mention that they believe language learning has positive
effects on their brain. This is in line with survey results in which the motive of “memory”
was the top reason for learning English at the vhs centre (145 out of 155 respondents; see
chapter 5.3.2 and first graph above). In the interviews, however, some learners (e.g.
Christine) who mention this as a motive or rationale for their language learning, qualify
this claim. Connected to this, in the responses to the Likert scale item above, most young-
old respondents within the quantitative strands have noted the positive effects of their
language learning endeavour. In sum, respondents in the quantitative and qualitative
strands seem to be aware or show an interest in the benefits of language learning apart
from communication: keeping their mind active in old age and in this way defying the
effects of ageing. It becomes clear through the analysis of the qualitative strands,
however, that the realization of this motive and the hoped-for positive effects are not
readily apparent to all young-old learners — unlike the trend of the above Likert scale.
Even though some interviewees mention that they also hope to train their memory and
keep their mind active, they do not perceive having improved much or at all, when
reflecting on their actual situation. Again, the interviews present an offset or expanded
understanding of a phenomenon in the quantitative data. The results show that young-
old language learners overall have strong intentions and beliefs with regard to such age-

defying language learning benefits.
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7.1.6 Now and Then: Ways of Learning a Language

The way | study English has changed over time.
70 1 62
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i 50 | 43
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Back then it was real intense studying. Reading through vocab, covering up one side
. and several times “Well?” until you had the word in your head. Now, [ must say I can
<:§ retain it better. In certain situations/ [...] It is TOTALLY different now. But when | look
o it up in the book then | do it as | used to do it back then, that | read through it like
that. But it is much easier for me to retain it through experiences [...].
Anne: 137

Table 7. 6 Merging Results: Now and Then - Ways of Learning a Language
Participants were asked how they approached learning English (in- and outside the
classroom), and in what ways they have changed their ways of learning or their language
learning strategies since their time at school or in former vhs centre classes. Here, most
survey respondents agreed with this statement. Most interviewees, however, could not
think of anything they have changed in their learning strategies and some said they did
not study outside the vhs course at all. Some described how they would try to learn new
vocabulary by writing it down in class and — if they took the time — read it at home again
(e.g. cover up the translation and test themselves as they used to do at school; see quote
by Anne above). As discussed in chapter 5, in this comparison quantitative and
qualitative data sets seem to diverge. A possible explanation could be the situation of
completing a survey vs. responding in an interview: while survey participants may have
contextualized the question on their own terms and possibly felt — without being asked
to give examples and thus not further reflecting on it — that this applies to them in general
terms. Interview participants, however, when asked about if, and more importantly, how
their ways of learning have changed, may come to a different conclusion after reflecting

on this issue.
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7.1.7 Now and Then: Learning Context

The way English is taught at the vhs centre is comparable
to the English classes | had at school.

50
40

40 34

30 26

QUAN

20
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I always liked learning the language. But during our time we lacked the opportunities
to use it. And we didn’t speak so much in class then.
Birgit: 64

We speak a lot more. Just/ during our time back then you didn’t have just recordings
and all that and then LISTENing. | was missing that actually. It wasn’t like that when
we learned English. [...] We wrote many summaries of some texts or translations. |
must say that when | open up a book. Translations: that | can still do quite well. |
hardly need a dictionary.

QUAL

Birgit: 89-94

You didn’t go into it so intensively. Also the English back then wasn’t so, how I can |
put it? So up-to-date, so fundamentally important as it is today. You just did it.
Because you had to.

Wolfram: 23

Table 7. 7 Merging Results: Now and Then - Learning Context

This example of comparing qualitative and quantitative data, exemplifies how the
interviews can give more depth or detail to trends in the survey. The survey indicates that
the language learning experiences young-old learners had at school (if they actually had
the opportunity to learn it at school, since some of them only started with English later in
life) differs from the current and more recent language learning experience at the vhs
centre. The survey does not tell if this is perceived as a good or bad thing, nor does it
provide information in what ways the two differ. The interviewees also compare their
previous EFL learning experiences at school with the ones at the vhs centre and — in
agreement with the survey study — note that things have changed over the last decades.
The main differences that come to bear in the interviews are in terms of teaching methods
(usually teacher-, grammar- and textbook-centred; pressure to study for tests and do
homework; focus on written language) and in terms of roles in class, e.g. the teacher-
student relationships. Regarding the latter, some learners describe how they — as adults

(in this case also several years older than their teacher) and as customers of the vhs centre
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—are now in a position of power. Interviewees talk about the differences between their
learning and their learner role at school in contrast to their role at the vhs centre. Young-
old learners often refer to the language learning experience at school as monotonous
(e.g. an exclusive close adherence to a single textbook and no use of additional material,
such as short stories or poems; focus on grammar, homework and tests; and a different
teacher-student relationship). However, they mostly talk about external ways of learning
and not how they themselves have learned at school or in the past. In their interviews,
participants repeatedly pointed out that they — as adult learners — are now in a different
position as learners (see for example Ulf and Dorothea in chapter 6). It is more the role
of a customer and no longer the role of a pupil at school who is pressured by passing
tests or doing homework. Young-old learners in the interviews show that they enjoy the
freedom to approach language learning as they please, i.e. with less pressure and at their
own pace, or to have more involvement in the decision-making processes in their English

classes.

7.1.8 Perceived Language Learning Progress

| feel that I'm making progress with my English.
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His wife is American. | can communicate with her without any problems. |
understand pretty much everything — it wasn't like that before. This way, | just notice
that I have made incredible progress.
_ Christine: 96f
5
94 A: The curve is not correct here. | went down here again.
I: Okay, you wrote here that you always forget a little or forget more.
A: Yes. More every day. It is getting worse.
Adam: 82-84

Table 7. 8 Merging Results: Perceived Language Learning Progress

Learners in the interviews appear to agree that, without the course, their English skills

would be a lot worse today. A few have noticed considerable progress over the years —
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despite it slowing down or — in the case of Adam — even declining. Apart from Adam’s
learner biography task, all other biographies of interviewees display a graph that has kept
increasing or is at a high point at the moment of the interview (see appendix for
examples). Generally, interviewees noticed their progress in particular when travelling
abroad or when looking back at an earlier version of themselves just starting in the course
with the person they are now (and how much more comfortable they feel to speak in
class). The majority of interviewees can be categorised as having a realistic vision of their
language learning prospects, i.e. that their main goal is to maintain their English skills
with the help of the course. They see potential for growth or expansion of their skills.
This is, however, only at a much slower pace compared to when they were younger. This
is also reflected in the responses of the survey: most learners agreed with the statement
that they feel that they have progressed. Again, quantitative and qualitative data strands
show a similar trend, i.e. they converge in that learners have noticed progress in their
language learning. The strong indication of progress in the quantitative data, however,
does not give information about the intensity and the time-frame of their perceived
progress. In the qualitative data we find agreement with the statement, as many interview
study participants report how, for example, the vhs centre English class has given them
more confidence and fluency. It also, however, shows that interview participants
experience slowed down, or very slow, progress as they grow older. This is also
supported by the fact that many responses from interviewees were categorized as

realistic, i.e. their focus is or has shifted to a maintenance of their language skills.
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7.1.9 Language Learning and the Social Sphere

Motives for Learning English at vhs Centres
(60-80 years of age; n= 155)

Work 7
(Grand)child 19
Recommendation 28
Friend/partner 31
No other optionsin the area 46
Enjoyment 60
Good experiences 62
Offer appealed to me 68
| like the language 93
Learning together with others T  E EE——— 05
Travel 138
Memory 145
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QUAN

cooperative-independent 60+

60
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20

10 3
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cooperative independent

It is fun to be together.
Maria: 41

I: What motivated you to stick to it for so long? Or stay in this course for so long?

C: Because of the group. [...] We always went for a beer afterwards. Back then | was still
very house-bound. | had my husband’s grandmother and two small children. My
husband was often away. To me, that [English class] was just getting out. Just like other
people/ | never had the urge to do any certificates. Just like other people would go out
bowling, | went to my English class.

Christine: 7-10

QUAL

The atmosphere is very, very important to me. Today, | say to myself: | don’t need to do
this to myself. If that's a group/ well, | was in an ltalian course once. There were some
“know-it-alls” in it.

Jennifer: 74

But if that was a group, for example, that would find this [homework and tests] important,

and | would be the only one who wouldn’t want to do this. That would be a reason for me

to quit. And therefore it was always really great in the group. They were all like me.
Brigitte: 80

Table 7. 9 Merging Results: Language Learning and the Social Sphere



202  Chapter 7 - Numbers and Words: Merging QUAN and QUAL Strands

The social sphere, which has turned out to be a central point of reference in the
qualitative data analysis, has not been explicitly addressed with Likert scale items in the
survey. Other parts of the survey, however, give an idea of how respondents view the
social aspects of language learning at a vhs centre. Firstly, “learning together with others”
is the third highest motive in the survey (95 out of 155 respondents chose this as a reason
for learning English at a vhs centre). This resonates with Maria’s statement above: “It is
fun to be together.” Secondly, the adjective scale cooperative-independent gives an
insight into how young-old survey participants view themselves in their English class.
The results indicate that the majority of young-old learners consider themselves to be
more cooperative than independent (or to value being cooperative more highly). These
results appear to be in line with the qualitative data strand. Nearly all interviewees
mention the group as an important reason for staying in an English class for a longer
period of time (for some this means 30+ years). The atmosphere that is created through
the teacher and other group members impacts individual young-old learners, and
individual young-old learners adapt and sometimes influence the group dynamic (q.v.
quote by Jennifer above; see also the cases of Wolfram, Anne or Tanja in chapter 6). In
the quoted statements above, for instance, Brigitte highlights why she and the group are
a good match: her attitude to learning English mainly in class without additional pressure
to prepare homework or study for tests, is something she shared with other members in
the group. The case of Brigitte, above, and the case of Tanja (see chapter 6) exemplify
the notion of being cooperative in the survey results above. Becoming a team and, in
critical situations, adapting personal preferences to that of the whole group in order to
“survive” show how interviewees define being cooperative rather than independent, i.e.

acting without taking the interests of others into account.
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7.2 Discussion in View of Research Questions

As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, this section will discuss implications of the
data analyses in the previous chapters 5 and 6, as well as the results of the above merging
of quantitative and qualitative data strands. The following will therefore be guided by the

research questions:

How do the young-old conceptualize themselves as foreign language learners?
a. How do they perceive their past, present, and future L2-self/selves?
b. Which factors (e.g. age-related: retirement) influence their language
learner self-concept?
c. In what ways do survey and interview study converge?

The last research question (c.), is not only different in nature to the other questions as it
is a methodological research question, but it also seems to imply that the data strands do
converge. As discussed in chapter 4 and detailed in the discussion above, this could
never be presumed in a mixed method study like this, and that it is in fact the divergent
findings (or the “friction” mentioned in chapter 4) that can point to extraordinary findings.
In the divergent findings above, for instance, it often appears to be a differing depth of
self-reflection in the survey and interview situations that may have led to opposing views
on a particular theme. Interviews — which have been conducted between learner and
researcher/teacher — allowed for clarification, elaboration, and “on second thought”-
moments. In convergent findings, the above merging procedure has exemplified that
using survey and interview results in conjunction can indeed provide an expanded
understanding of complex subject matters, as is the case with the L2 self-concept of
young-old learners.

The inferential statistics in chapter 5, showed that older language learners (71
years of age and older) had better past L2 self-scores than younger respondents in the
survey. Furthermore, the analyses of both actual and ideal L2 self multi-item scales show
a proportional increase with the time spent at a vhs centre. Interestingly, other factors
such as retirement or gender did not yield significant differences in the survey. The
qualitative data analysis revealed the dynamics between past, present, and ideal L2
selves. As discussed with regard to the formation of possible selves in chapter 3, for
instance, past language learning experience and the actual L2 self-concept also feed into
young-old language learners’ future self/selves. The interview study has provided an

insight into how past language learning experiences and critical incidents have provided



204 Chapter 7 - Numbers and Words: Merging QUAN and QUAL Strands

a solid foundation for building self-confidence and resilience when using the language
in class or abroad. Their past language learning experiences also feed into lowered
expectations, or, an already approximated actual and ideal L2-self, which is in line with
Ryff’s (1991) study discussed in chapter 3. Most learners envision their future learning
progress as increasingly smaller steps (if they expect any further learning progress at all),
or as a maintenance of their current level. In their opinion, the vhs centre classes serve
this goal well. Survey study participants display a similar trend by indicating an increased
feeling of contentment over ambition (see chapter 5).

Regarding the dynamics between past and actual L2 self, survey respondents
indicated that they see a difference between the ways English is taught at the vhs centre
and the ways it has been taught e.g. at school or in English classes they attended when
younger. They also reported a change in the ways they approached learning English
today compared to earlier attempts, i.e. they feel more relaxed and have changed their
ways of learning English (e.g. in terms of learning strategies). The interviews once more
give more details and depth to these responses in the survey. In the interviews, we can
see how their past learner selves (being a student at school) sometimes clash with the
actual L2 self of a grownup language learner. As mentioned above, young-old
interviewees prefer to distance themselves from their past student L2 self by showing a
sense of self-determination when it comes to deciding on their intended effort in regard
to their language learning endeavour (e.g. homework, tests, slower progression/pace, and
thus less pressure). Nevertheless, what also plays into these expectations of “slowed
down” learning appears to be the public image of vhs centres in Germany (see chapter
4.3). The self-determination displayed in the interviews (qg.v. the case of Ulf, Dorothea,
and Tanja), however, needs to be balanced with the social sphere of the classroom, i.e.
there is often a need for compromise with other learners in class, who may differ in their
intended effort and expectations of the vhs centre class.

Related to the second research question, which factors influence the L2 selves of
young-old language learners has also been of interest in this study. Apart from gender
and the learning institution vhs centre, age-related factors across the different ageing
dimensions discussed in chapter 2 (sociological, psychological, and chronological) were
also relevant. The survey did not support the claim that the factor of retirement (which
can be connected to the sociological dimension of ageing, see chapter 2) has a negative

impact on L2 self-concept and its temporal facets. Except for Anne, who experienced an
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increase in her cognitive capabilities, most interviewees saw a decline in their intended
effort after they retired, i.e. they have become more relaxed (if formulated positively) or
negligent when it comes to learning English. The psychological dimension of ageing (i.e.
the growth of resilience and self-confidence, as well as the increased sense of self-
determination discussed above) has also proven to be a relevant factor impacting the
young-old L2 self; through their general maturation process over the life course and more
specifically through critical incidents when using the target language, many young-old
survey respondents and interviewees report that they have grown in resilience and self-
confidence (connected to this is also the increased self-determination discussed above).
Critical incidents abroad and anticipated travels in the future especially appear to
improve their language learning vision.

Furthermore, the group, or social sphere, is another crucial factor that impacts the
L2 self of young-old learners. While the survey only covered a few aspects of this factor,
the interviews revealed the importance of a connection to the group, for example, for
long-term members. The learning experience in the group — how young-old learners
position themselves within the group, the connection or feeling of obligation, becoming
part of the group, finding compromises in learning in order to “survive” — has a
considerable impact on their language learner self.

Finally, how can these results be connected to the L2 motivational Self-System
(L2MSS; Dornyei 2005, 2009) presented in chapter 3?2 The L2MSS consists of the three
components of ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 self, and L2 learning experience. The first two
components — ideal and ought-to L2 self — are future self-guides, and in this way, are
related to L2-vision within this study. The discussion above and in the last two chapters
showed that ideal L2 self is particularly influenced by past and actual L2 self, which
encompass, for example, critical incidents using the language in the past, perception of
the vhs centre courses or institution, and self-perception with regard to intended effort or
ambition. The future self-guide ought-to self, however, has not been explicitly
investigated in this study nor has it been addressed in detail in Dérnyei’s work. Dornyei
(2009) has focused more strongly on the motivational potential of ideal L2 self rather than
ought-to L2 self. On ought-to L2 self, he writes that it “concerns the attributes that one
believes one ought to possess to meet expectations and to avoid possible negative
outcomes” (2009: 29), and that it thus encompasses more extrinsic motives for language

learning. From the data analysis and merging we can see that the above theme “defying
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the effects of ageing” reflects the understanding of ought-to L2 self and to what degree it
has become a component in the young-old’s learner self-concept. The statement by
Christine in section 7.1.5, for instance, exemplifies how some young-old feel the need to
keep learning after retirement to reduce the risks of cognitive impairments (decreasing
memory or dementia) — i.e. a feared possible self. Her comment about learning a
language to keep one’s mind active — “it’s something you read everywhere, you know?”
— implies that there is also something extrinsic, less internalised, to her foreign language
learning. It appears that, in line with the prevailing active ageing sentiment in
industrialized countries (see chapter 2), Christine is a young-old learner who thinks she
is ought to commit to lifelong learning, more specifically foreign language learning in
order to keep her mind active and to prevent a feared possible self (q.v. Adam, Anne,
and Dorothea in chapter 6).

Moreover, Dornyei (2009: 29) admitted that the third component of his model, L2
learning experiences, is “conceptualised at a different level from the two self-guides and
future research will hopefully elaborate on the self aspects of this bottom-up process.”
Connected to this, Taylor (2011: 56f) further critically remarked that his model is missing
an “actual L2 self” position from which language learners depart towards their ideal L2-
selves, and asks “how can we help our students resolve the discrepancy between their
present and their future L2 self, if we do not know much about their present L2 self?” In
what ways can the results of my study further shed light on the L2 experience component
of Dérnyei’s model, then? The above discussion has clarified how past and actual L2
selves impact future directed L2 selves or L2 vision. Based on a two-part notion of time,
like the one applied in the first round of interview coding (see chapter 6.3.2.1), the young-
old temporal self-concept can be thought of consisting of an actual L2 self that all past
and momentary L2-relevant experience have fed into, and a future — target-oriented or
guiding — L2 self. The future L2 self can be further differentiated into ideal and ought-to
L2 self in accordance with Dornyei’s self-system. Concluding from this, past and actual
L2 selves correspond with Dornyei’s L2 learning experience. This study — with both
survey and interview — has shed light on how the past and momentary L2 learning
experience form the foundation for young-old learners L2-vision or, in reference to
Taylor’s question above, the point of departure towards their future L2 selves. The
discussion in this chapter underscored once more that approaching the research issue

with a mixed methods design was justified in that convergent and divergent results above
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have provided a more comprehensive picture of young-old language learners. The next
chapter will draw conclusions based on the findings of this study and discuss the

implications for educational institutions, instructors, and SLA research.
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8. Conclusion

Chapters 5 and 6 have looked at the young-old language learner self and its temporal
facets from quantitative and qualitative angles with an eventual merging stage in mind.
Chapter 7 has brought together the two methodological standpoints to reveal, as well as
discuss, points of con- and divergence in the data strands. What has crystallized out of
the data analyses in those three chapters is a clearer picture of how young-old language
learners — between 60 and 80 years of age and retired — see themselves as language
learners in the past, present, and future. Among the recurring themes and trends were
keeping one’s mind active (with an underlying “active ageing” rationale), the importance
of the social sphere inside the classroom, as well as beyond the classroom in the form of
a connection to the L2-community. Furthermore, this study has given a better
understanding of the young-old learners’ L2 learning experience, which is comprised of
their past and actual L2 selves.

It is the aim of this chapter to ‘translate” the results of this research study into
implications for educators and researchers. While the results of this mixed methods study
stem from responses of 195 survey participants and 21 interviewees, readers (including
educators and researchers) will need to consider their own, unique classroom setting or
research context. As discussed in chapters 2 and 4, what characterizes both young-old
language learners and vhs centres is their heterogeneity, the former through their
increasing age, the latter due to the need to adapt to local needs and demand, as well as
the heterogeneous educational training backgrounds of its language instructors. In other
words, this research study does not claim to be representative of and applicable in its
entirety to all young-old language learners in Germany. This research study, however,
intends to offer grounds for a purposive transferability to other contexts. Moreover, it is
hoped that these implications contribute to the field of “foreign language geragogy”
(Berndt 2003: 38; Ramirez Gémez 2016) as an evolving sub-division of SLA research.
This final chapter will close with further questions that are worth investigating through

future research.
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8.1 So, What? — Implications for the Foreign Language Classroom

8.1.1 Implications for Instructors
Naturally, the implications for young-old learners discussed in this section may also
apply to younger or young learners. Nevertheless, these implications stem from the
young-old specific characteristics revealed through the empirical research of this study
and therefore — in view of the little existing research on older language learners — need
to be emphasised for instructors in adult education contexts. As the analysis of the
interviews in chapter 6 has shown, the instrumental motivation of young-old learners has
moved away from being a professional one. Two other motives gain in importance
instead as young-old learners leave the workforce and continue or start to learn English:
defying age-related deficits (in form of ought-to or feared selves) and the social sphere of
English classes. In a similar vein, Berndt (2003: 219) writes that educators of older
(language) learners have what she calls an ‘interventionist mission’, which also includes
both the prevention of age-related deficits and the maintaining of social contacts to
prevent age-related isolation. Among possible consequences of the motivational shift in
old age is also an increasing intended effort or investment in learning the language —
which has been shown to be crucial for a strong L2-vision in the qualitative data analysis.
This may be due to the fact that nothing is at stake (e.g. professionally) if young-old
learners fail to succeed in their language learning endeavour. Thus, instructors need to
consider this shift of motives in relation to learning the language. Both motives should
be addressed in- and outside the classroom, as the following discussion will exemplify.
In terms of the age-defying motives, instructors should firstly raise awareness for
this aspect of young-old’s language learning experience and discuss with them what and
how this could be implemented. The interviews in chapter 6, however, pointed out that
this implementation needs to take account of the young-old’s wish to be treated as grown-
up learners and be respected in their self-determination. Keywords such as “homework”
or “test” have shown to often unlock negative connotations of being a young student at
school again. Thus, language learning activities outside the classroom that enhance the
memory training or mind-activating experiences should be negotiated and adapted to
individual learners’ preferences and possibilities with regard to their everyday lives. This
also means accepting their decision to restrict their language learning to 90 minutes of
English class per week. Interviewees who practiced learning English outside the

classroom mentioned activities such as reading (books or magazines), listening to
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English-speaking radio, watching films in English, doing crossword puzzles, helping their
(grand-)children with their homework, and sticking lists or cards with new vocabulary to
places in their home they would look at often. The fact that not many young-old
interviewees were making use of these ways of learning or that some were only familiar
with more “traditional” ways of memorizing new words shows that there is a need to
expand their language learning strategy pool. Familiarizing young-old learners, who do
not know how to implement activities which appeal to them and do not ‘feel’ like
traditional homework or tests, with strategies they can incorporate in their everyday
routine should be a goal of English instructors at vhs centres.

Once instructors and young-old learners have agreed on activities in- and outside the
classroom that would further help them train their memory and have implemented this
in the foreign language instruction, it is crucial to make learners aware of their progress
in that regard (additionally to their language learning progress). Even though survey
respondents and some interviewees have noted a progress in their language learning,
interviewees with a weak L2-vision in particular appear to have stopped noticing changes
in their memory and language skills. It is this lack of progress — or not noticing any
progress — that differentiates weak L2-vision learners from strong L2-vision learners in
this study. Young-old learners with a weak L2-vision experience a conflict of priorities:
on the one hand, learning English at vhs centre for enjoyment or with a relaxed approach,
and, on the other hand, a need to see a development of their English skills (which quite
possibly will require extra effort outside the classroom). Thus, strategies to make learners
aware of progress or development of their English skills (as well as their overall cognitive
abilities or memory) could help motivate them — this is even more important for young-
old learners who have spent several decades at the vhs centre and show signs of a weak
L2-vision. Dornyei (2009: 21) suggests equipping learners with a “’package’, consisting
of an imagery component and a repertoire of appropriate plans, scripts and self-
regulatory strategies” in order to effectively strengthen learners’ L2-vision. This is even
more important with young-old learners, who have been exposed to very different,
limited or non-existent foreign language instruction at school (in the case of the young-
olds in this study this was approximately in the 1940s to 1960s), who, as discovered in
the analysis of the survey and interviews, may need to be equipped with more effective
learning strategies. One example of achieving this could be to work with portfolios in

English classes at vhs centres. One of the advantages of portfolio-work for young-old
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learners is that it can be adapted to their interests and needs of older learners.
Furthermore, young-old learners get a better sense of their language learning progress as
their portfolio grows over semesters and years, in this way also strengthening their L2-
vision.

The analysis of both data strands has also shown that young-old learners appreciate
the social aspect of learning a language. Similar findings in other research studies were
presented in chapter 2.2 (Murray 2011; Kade 2009; Ramirez Gémez 2016). For some it
is the learning situation itself, i.e. joining a class of like-minded people roughly the same
age, for others it is also socializing through using the language abroad. As mentioned in
chapter 7, the social aspect has not been explored in detail in the survey. The question
about their reasons for learning English, however, showed that “learning together with
others” is an important motive for almost two-thirds of the young-old sample. In contrast
to this, the interview data analysis has revealed details about why and how the social
sphere of learning a foreign language is so important to young-old learners.

Wolfram, for instance, mentioned that his social circle has become smaller once he
retired a few years ago and that the English group is one way to maintain social contacts
in other domains of his life. What does this mean for instructors? Fostering the classroom
community needs to be a priority in this adult education context. In class, this entails
welcoming and integrating new members with, for example, team-building activities.
One interviewee remarked that she changed classes because she did not feel very
integrated in her former class and the way conversations were guided or structured in
class did not allow every participant — new or old — equal opportunities to speak. It also
means reserving time (particularly at the beginning of a lesson, when learners come
together again after having not seen each other for a week) for chatting about their
everyday lives. As one interviewee reported, an initial round of asking “how are you
today?” or “how was your week?” in combination with a choice of smileys or emotion
cards (for example “happy”, “tired”, “excited”, “angry”) to choose from first, gives all
participants the opportunity to talk about themselves. It also gives the instructor an
impression of the overall mood of individual learners or the whole class (e.g. if several
learners had a stressful week or feel tired). Teachers should incorporate these experiences
and goals to create a greater awareness of language learner self and vision (or ideal L2
self) in class. Similarly, Berndt (2003: 220) suggests that L2 educators need to place

greater emphasis on existent knowledge structures (experiences, wisdom, the actual self)
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with older learners in contrast to younger learners. A well-balanced conversational
structure that alternates between individuals telling something to the rest of the class, and
group or partner work, should be the goal for English classes. However, with young-old
language learners, whose hearing may be impaired to some extent (see chapter 2 on
biological dimension of ageing), work in pairs or groups may make it more difficult to
understand what others are saying when there is an increased background noise from
other people talking with partners or in groups.

Several interviewees have also, for instance, mentioned more relaxed get-togethers
for lunch or dinner at the beginning or end of the semester to celebrate, “field trips” to
the theatre to see plays in English, or even trips to England as memorable experiences or
highlights during their time at the vhs centre. This means that outside of class, different
methods can also foster the classroom community and give young-old learners more
opportunities to socialize with other learners beyond the classroom (Benson & Reinders
2011; Legutke 2015) and, in this way, keep learners in class long-term. This also includes
re-considering the learner-teacher relationship: Finding a balance between a professional
relationship and accompanying young-old learners on their language learning
experience rather than leading them top-down as well as the contact or relationship
beyond the classroom need to be considered by instructors. In this way, instructors at vhs
centres are walking a tight rope between being a teacher and a social worker. Either way,
however, and as pointed out by other researchers (see chapter 2.2) the actual main reason
young-old learners come to class should not be left out of sight when organizing get-
togethers outside the classroom. A connection to learning and using English needs to be
made in preparation of social events such as going to the theatre, going to a pub after
class, or organizing a lunch to celebrate the end of the semester.

A characteristic that learners with a strong L2-vision have shown to have in common
is the connection to an L2-community where they can use their English skills. Interviewee
Tanja, for instance, is motivated whenever she notices connections between what she
learns in class and the “real world”, i.e. the L2-community (see chapter 6.4.2.3.1). It
seems to give these learners a concrete purpose or goal to work towards to and in this
way invest time in- and outside the classroom to develop their language skills. How can
this be applied to foreign language instruction? In relation to the previously mentioned
social events outside class, going to events or places that are conducted or designed in

the target language (e.g. a play or a museum tour in English, inviting native speakers etc.)
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can be one way to increase all young-old learners’ awareness of the relevance or
connection to the L2-community in their immediate environment. This is particularly
important to those young-old learners who do not have contacts in an L2-community
(e.g. relatives) or who are not able to travel anymore (e.g. due to financial or physical
limits). This could also include using digital possibilities to build online connections to
an L2-community, if young-old learners are open to this medium of communication and
if the learning institution (e.g. the vhs centre) provides the technical infrastructure

needed.

8.1.2 Implications for the Institutional Level: The vhs Centres

What are the implications for the educational context or institution which is, in the case
of this study, the vhs centres in Germany? Something that has been mentioned by
interviewees and that should be considered by educational institutions is the relatively
high fluctuation of teachers in some of the courses. In some cases, teachers were
changing every semester or every year, making it hard for young-old learners to re-adjust
to new teaching personalities or styles, often resulting in them leaving the course.
Moreover, often changing teachers may make it even harder for young-old learners to
keep track of their development or get a “coherent sense” of their language learning
progress. One of the main reasons for the frequent changes of teachers are the relatively
low wages for teachers at vhs centres (see chapter 4). Many foreign language instructors
at vhs centres teach there for an additional income, i.e. it is often not a main source of
income they depend on. Connected to this, the language instructors’ training
backgrounds vary greatly as some have a university degree for teaching languages (often,
however, their training has solely been tailored to teaching children and adolescents),
some have acquired foreign language skills through their job or longer stays abroad and
learn how to teach through short intensive workshops on the weekend, and others again
are given a chance to teach as they are native speakers. Only recently, vhs centres
introduced the intensive workshops mentioned above which all new language instructors
had to complete to provide a more uniform foundation of teaching knowledge and skills
for vhs centre teachers (see chapter 4). While this is undoubtedly a good start to
improving the quality of vhs centre courses and the situations of teachers, a more long-
term approach is also needed in addition. As mentioned in chapter 4, vhs instructors

often have no place and few opportunities to exchange experiences and learn from each
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other (e.g. no common teachers room). Additionally, increasing the wages would attract
more teachers to stay long-term. This, however, would also mean an increase in course
fees and thus possibly make it harder for young-old learners (especially in view of the
increase of poverty in old age) on low pensions to afford lifelong learning.

Yet, one of the strengths of vhs centres in Germany is that they are — due to their high
number of branches in urban and rural areas — able to adapt to the local needs and
interests of people living in particular areas. As chapter 2 has outlined, there is an
increased variability of individuals as they age; this study’s young-old learners grew older
with a tripartite course of life and, connected to this, had certain expectations regarding
their retirement, i.e. a new freedom to do something for themselves (in this case, learning
or brushing up on a foreign language in order to, for example, to keep their minds active
and maintain or extend their social circle). In this way, young-old learners — more than
younger learner groups — may need a greater variability in course offers (Schmidt-Hertha
2014; Kade 2009). This also applies to foreign language classes that need to meet
different demands or interests of older language learners. For instance, the results of the
study have shown that, compared to their younger counterparts, older language learners
may require more opportunities to socialize through the course offers (as discussed in the
previous section). When adapting their course offers to local demand, vhs centres should
implement and emphasize the socializing aspects of their courses and facilities. Similarly,
the active ageing reasoning behind the young-old language learners’ decision to take up
language learning at a vhs centre should be foregrounded in the course programme and
course design. Some vhs centres in Germany have, for example, started to offer English
classes for participants with first signs of dementia. In line with Berndt’s (2003) suggestion
for an interventionist mission, mentioned above, vhs centres in Germany should make
informed decisions regarding what extent they can attract more young-old learners this
way.

Considering this, and the results of this study, it is arguable if there should be an
overall (e.g. nation-wide) curriculum which is specifically designed for young-old
learners, i.e. one that integrates considerations with regard to competencies that are
particularly relevant for older language learners post-retiring. From the previous and the
discussion in chapter 4 (research context) it appears that it is an economically wiser

decision if vhs centres kept their individual freedom — and, in this way, also their



Chapter 8 — Conclusion 215

instructors’ freedom — to adapt to the local demand to prevail among competing language

course providers which are either in their area or online.

8.2 Beyond this Study: New Questions, Further Research

As seen in earlier chapters of this thesis, this study provides in many ways a starting point
for research on the young-old and their language learner self-concept. It is hoped that
my study contributes to a more differentiated view of adult learners in SLA research and
that it adds to the further implementation of lifelong learning throughout the course of
life. Furthermore, in light of the study’s results, employing a mixed methods design has
helped to find answers to the above research questions and to understand the
complexities of young-old language learners’ selves and should thus also be considered
for future research on the language learner self. While this study has provided answers
to my research questions, it has also uncovered new aspects of older language learners
and self-concept research that need further investigation.

In view of the increasing longevity in industrialized countries and the fact that
older people are independent for longer after they retire, it would be interesting to extend
the research on older language learners from the young-old to the old-old age group (i.e.
learners aged 80 years and older) to see if — along with statistically significant changes in
terms of biological age — there are new developments in the learner self that need to be
considered in language teaching. Similarly, future cohorts of young-old language learners
may have different experiences, needs or expectations regarding their language learning.
The young-old participants at the heart of this study are mostly between 60 and 80 years
of age and retired, i.e. they were born between 1934 and 1954. As discussed in chapter
2, however, this means that they were also greatly impacted by their time and developed
cohort-specific characteristics. One example for the differences between cohorts and
generations of young-old is the use of technology. It will be of great interest to explore
the current “Gen Y”, who grew up with technology from early stages in their lives and
find out to what extent institutions such as vhs centres and instructors will need to re-
think classroom setting (Legutke 2015) and combine the social aspects of language
learning with digital possibilities. The social sphere, which has been of central
importance to the young-old in this study, may or may not play such a crucial role for

future young-old cohorts. This remains something for future SLA research to explore.



216 Chapter 8 — Conclusion

Connected to the discussion around future cohorts of young-old language
learners, however, is also the issue of the future role of lifelong (language) learning in
one’s life course. As detailed in chapter 2, the current cohorts of young-old learners grew
up with a “tripartite” life course, expecting a period of freedom from familial or work
obligations after their working life, i.e. retirement. In view of current debates around the
decreasing pension rates of future generations together with an increasing age for
entering retirement, we need to reconsider if the existing lifelong learning initiatives and
structures are enough to cater for future young-old learners. Going further, if young-old
as in this study, are defined not only by a chronological age-span but also by the
sociological age dimension marker of “retirement”, then there will be a definitional shift
of what makes people “young-old” if future generations will start to live a “bipartite” life
course in the case of eliminating or transforming the retirement concept. Extending the
time people must work throughout their entire life and keeping them employable in a
world with increasing “perforated” working lives (i.e. the phenomenon of more frequent
job changes) will be an important future task for lifelong learning institutions, such as vhs
centres in Germany.

With regard to research on the language learner self, this study has provided new
perspectives on how older language learners perceive their past, actual, and future selves.
Interestingly, their great amount of accumulated experiences with learning and using the
language in the past — inside and outside the classroom — has shaped the young-olds’
actual as well as their future L2 self. The latter has been used to group young-old
interviewees according to the strength of their outlook on their future language learning
development (i.e. L2-vision; see chapter 6). A question that has been raised in the earlier
theoretical foundation (chapter 3) but that also recurred in later data analysis stages (for
example chapter 6) is the role of socializers in young-old language learners’ lives and the
impact or existence of an “ought-to L2 self” on their self-concepts. Most research on the
language learner self has been undertaken with children, adolescents, and young adults
at universities — all of whom are still very much influenced in their language study choices
by their parents, peers, and teachers. However, as we grow older, what influence do
these people — socializers or significant others — have on our plans or motivation to learn
a foreign language? On the one hand, the young-old study participants in this study have
displayed a strong sense of self-determination and confidence when it comes to the way

they want to learn English at the vhs centres. On the other hand, there appear to be
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remnants of former ought-to L2 selves making young-old learners feel conscious that they
should be doing their homework or practicing more outside the classroom. Future
research on older language learners should, therefore, further explore this realm of the
language learner self and the implications for foreign language teaching.

Additionally, based on the implications from the previous sections, future research
could investigate the effectiveness of activities (interventions) that are aimed at fostering
L2-vision in older language learners. The results of this study, helped to create a picture
or describe the status-quo of young-old language learners’ L2-vision. This study also tried
to explain possible reasons and consequences of differing L2-vision in young-old
learners. The next step for SLA research should therefore be to find ways of working with
and improving that L2-vision. Longitudinal case studies that follow older language
learners who, for instance, work with portfolios on a long-term basis, can shed light on
how their L2-vision is possibly strengthened or how it becomes more defined over time.
Implementing the above suggestions directed at instructors, institutions, and researchers
is a first step towards recognizing a differentiated view of adult learners and old age.
More importantly, it is a first step to rewarding the increased resilience and courage of
young-old learners like Jennifer, quoted at the beginning of this thesis, with an enhanced

and more fruitful language learning experience.
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Appendix A: Questionnaire

Fachbereich 05 Anglistik
Didaktik der englischen Sprache und Literatur

Studie zum Selbstbild von Englischlerner_innen an TS UEBG
hessischen Volkshochschulen W
Marz/April 2014 \A/ GIESSEN

Diese Fragebogenstudie wurde im Rahmen eines Dissertationsprojektes an der Justus-Liebig
Universitat erstellt, um das Selbstbild von Englischlerner_innen an hessischen Volkshochschulen
(vhs) zu untersuchen und besser zu verstehen. Ziel ist es dabei, die Lernbedingungen
erwachsener Fremdsprachenlerner langfristig zu verbessern. Die Studie wird vom hessischen
Volkshochschulverband (hvv) unterstiitzt.

Der Fragebogen besteht aus drei Teilen, deren Bearbeitung nicht mehr als 15 Minuten dauert.
Bitte nehmen Sie sich Zeit, um die Anweisungen zu den Fragen grindlich zu lesen und wahlen
Sie dann die entsprechenden Antworten aus. Bei diesem Fragebogen handelt es sich nicht um
einen ,Test", es gibt also keine ,richtigen” oder ,falschen" Antworten. Ich bin an lhrer personlichen
Meinung und Einstellung interessiert. |hre Daten werden streng vertraulich behandelt und die
Ergebnisse dieses Fragebogens werden lediglich zu Forschungszwecken gesammelt. Um den
Erfolg dieser Studie zu gewahrleisten, mochte ich Sie darum bitten aufrichtige Antworten zu
geben.

Ich bedanke mich herzlich fir Ihre Teilnahme und Unterstitzung!
Miriam Neigert

{Telll
In diesem Teil beantworten Sie Fragen zu lhren Erfahrungen in lhrem Englischkurs an der
Volkshochschule (vhs) und zu lhren Einstellungen zum (Fremdsprachen-)Lernen allgemein. Lesen
Sie die Aussagen in Ruhe durch und entscheiden Sie, inwieweit diese lhrer Meinung nach
zutreffen, indem Sie eine Nummer von 1 bis 6 markieren (einkreisen).

1 2 3 4 5 6
Trifft gar nicht zu Trifft nicht zu Trifft eher nicht zu Trifft eher zu Trifft zu Trifft voll zu

Beispiel: Wenn die folgende Aussage lhrer Meinung nach voll und ganz zutrifft, markieren Sie:
Ich trinke gerne Tee. I 1 | 2 | 3 I 4 l 5 I

Ich freue mich darauf zu meinem Englischkurs zu gehen.
Ich bin gerne zur Schule gegangen.

Mir fallt es leicht Englisch in meinem vhs-Kurs zu benuizen.
Ich mache Forischritte beim Englischlemen.

Ich spreche gerne im Englischunterricht.

Ich hatte schon immer eine Begabung fir Fremdsprachen.

NN NNNDN
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1 2 3 4 5 6
Trifft gar nicht zu Trifft nicht zu Trifft eher nicht zu Trifft eher zu Trifft zu Trifft voll zu
7. lch bin zufrieden mit meinen Lemstrategien. 1 2 3 4 5 6
8. lch bin ehrgeizig, wenn ich Englisch lerne. 1 2 3 4 5 6
9. Englisch zu lernen ist ansirengend fir mich. 1 2 3 4 5 6
10. Ich kann mir Situationen vorstellen, in denen ich mit Menschen aus dem 1 2 3 4 5 6
Ausland Englisch spreche.
11. Mein Englischkurs an der vhs entspricht meinen 1 2 3 4 5 6
Erwartungen/Vorstellungen vom idealen Fremdsprachenunterricht.
12. Ich arbeite intensiv an meinen Englischkenntnissen. 1 2 3 4 5 6
13. Es wird in der Zukunft Situationen auBerhalb meines Kurses geben, in 1 2 3 4 5 6
denen ich meine Englischkenntnisse bendtige.
14, Ich halte mich fir jemanden, der gut Englisch sprechen kann. 1 2 3 4 5 6
15. Wenn Probleme beim Englischlemen auftauchen, gebe ich schnell auf. 1 2 3 4 5 6
18. Ich kann mir vorstellen auf Reisen im Ausland Englisch zu benutzen 1 2 3 4 5 6
und erfolgreich mit den Einheimischen zu kommunizieren.
17. Ich gehe heute entspannter an das Englischlernen heran als friher/zu 1 2 3 4 5 6
meiner Schulzeit.
18. Ich fuhle mich geistig aktiver und fitter, weil ich Englisch lerne. 1 2 3 4 5 6
19. Die vhs bietet mir die besten Lernbedingungen. 1 2 3 4 5 6
20. Ich bin ein selbstbewusster Mensch. 1 2 3 4 5 6
21. Das Englischlernen fallt mir leicht. 1 2 3 4 5 6
22. Ich bin einle typische/r Fremdsprachenlerner/-in. 1 2 3 4 5 6
23. Englischlernen hilft mir mich jinger und fitter zu fihlen. 1 2 3 4 5 6
24, Ich kann mir vorstellen Englisch wie einfe Muttersprachler/-in zu 1 2 3 4 5 6
sprechen.
25. Ich bin zufrieden mit meinem derzeitigen Lernstand. 1 2 3 4 5 6
28. Das Lehr-Konzept meines Englischkurses an der vhs entspricht dem 1 2 3 4 5 6
Fremdsprachenunterricht, den ich in meiner Schulzeit hatte.
27. Neben der vhs gibt es keine vergleichbaren Lernangebote fiir mich. 1 2 3 4 5 6
28. Dle"Art und Weise, wie ich Englisch leme, hat sich mit der Zeit 1 2 3 4 5 6
verandert.
Teil Il

1. Warum lernen Sie Englisch an der Volkshochschule? Kreuzen Sie die Aussagen an, die auf Sie zuireffen. Wenn Sie
andere oder weitere Grunde flr den Besuch eines Englischkurses an der vhs haben, kdnnen Sie diese bei ,Andere*
kurz auflisten.

Mir gefallt die Sprache.

Ich mochte etwas fiir mein Gedachtnis tun.
Ich brauche Englisch fir meine Arbeit.
Das Kursangebot hat mich angesprochen.
Mir wurde dieser Kurs empfohlen.
Fremdsprachenlernen macht mir Spal.

Ich habe gute Erfahrungen mit vhs-Kursen gemacht.

Ich lerne geme gemeinsam mit anderen Menschen.

Ein/e Freund/in / mein/e Partner/in ist auch in diesem Kurs.
Ich mochte Englisch auf Reisen benutzen konnen.

Es gibt keine vergleichbaren Angebote in meiner Nzhe.

Ich mochte meine (Enkel-)Kinder bei inren Hausaufgaben
unterstutzen.

oooaoao

o
)
o
o
o
o

Andere:
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2. Bitte nennen Sie drei Ihrer persénlichen (Charakter-)Eigenschaften, die Ihnen |hrer Meinung nach besonders gut
dabei helfen Englisch zu lemen.

1.

3. Schatzen Sie sich bitte auf den folgenden Skalen ein.

Beispiel: Wenn Sie denken, dass Gartenarbeit fur Sie sehr schwer aber ziemlich nltzlich ist, markieren Sie bitte:

Fir mich ist Gartenarbeit:
eict O O O O schwer

nitzlich O O O O nutzlos
1. In meinem vhs-Englischkurs bin ich...

akiv O O O O O passiv

abgelenkt O O O O O konzentriert

gcheemt O O O O O locker

Offen gegentberNevem 0 0O O O O Vorsichtig gegeniiber Neuem

serk O O O O O schwach

kooperaiv 0 O O O O unabhingig

genigsam [0 O O O O ehrgeizig

introveier 00 O O O O extrovertiert

2. Im Vergleich zu meiner Schulzeit bin ich heute in meinem vhs-Kurs...

aktiv

abgelenkt

gehemmt

Offen gegenliber Neuem
stark

kooperativ

genigsam

introvertiert

Oooo0oo0ooooao
Oooo0oooooao
Oooo0oooooao
Oooo0oo0ooooao
Oooo0o0ooooao

passiv

konzentriert

locker

Vorsichtig gegentiber Neuem
schwach

unabhangig

ehrgeizig

extrovertiert




239
Teil 1Nl
Um lhre Antworten besser zu interpretieren und einordnen zu kénnen, benétige ich noch einige

anonyme Angaben zu lhrer Person. Diese Angaben werden streng vertraulich und nur zu
Forschungszwecken im Rahmen meines Dissertationsprojektes verwendet.

1. Geschlecht: O weiblich O méannlich

2. Alter:

3. Seit wann nehmen Sie an lhrem Englischkurs an der vhs teil?
O weniger als 1 Jahr O 1-5Jahre O 6-10Jahre O 11-15 Jahre O mebhr als 15 Jahre
4. Ich befinde mich im Ruhestand: O ja O nein

5. Héchster erreichter Schulabschluss: O kein Abschluss

O Sonderschulabschluss

O Hauptschul-/Sonderschulabschluss
O Realschulabschluss/Polytechnische
Oberschule
O (Fach-)Abitur
O Hochschulabschluss
O anderer Abschluss

6. Welchen Beruf iiben Sie aus/haben Sie friher ausge(ibt?

Berufsbezeichnung: J

Vielen Dank fir Ihre Teilnahme und Ihre Unterstitzung!

Wenn Sie an den Ergebnissen meiner Studie interessiert sind, lasse ich diese
gerne lhrer vhs zukommen. Die Kontaktdaten finden Sie auf dem separaten
Infoblatt.
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Appendix B: Letters to Heads of Language Departments

Institut fOr Didaktik der englischen Sprache und Literatur, FB 05

JUSTUS-LIEBIG-
UNIVERSITAT
A/ GIESSEN

Survey study about the self-concept of EFL-learners at Hessian
adult education centres
March 2014

To the Head of Language Dept.,

| would like to invite you and your language instructors to participate in a fascinating
study with English learners at your adult education genire, that may be of interest fo
you as a head of the language depariment. During my studies and my work as an
English instructor at a Hessian adult education gepire, | geined lots of experience
teaching older adult leacrners. A guestion | have asked myself ever since was: why
has foreign language leaming research focused so little on this particular older
learner group in times of the widely disputed demographic change? In order fo
better undersiand this target group which has been neglected by resecrch so far
and to improve the conditions of learning for older language learners, | decided o
focus on their self-concept in my disseriaticnal project. In_the course of my research
project, under the supervision of Prof. Dr. Legiuke at Justus-Liebig University Giessen, |
would like to conduct a survey study at Hessian adult education genires. The
research procedure is in complionce with and supporied by the Hession adult
education board (hvy].

The questionnaire designed for this study consists of three parts, which can be
completed in no more than 15 minutes. It is not a test, so there are no “right” or
"wrong" answers. | am interested in the personcl opinion and atfitudes of the
perificipating language leamers. All data of the class particicants will be treated
strictly confidenticl and the resulis of this survey will be used for research purposes
only.

If you are interested in my survey study, | would be happy to forward copies of my
questionnaire [and SAEs for returning them to me by mail) to your English instructors.
Please let me know via phone or e-mail and by March 18" how many copies and
SAEs will be needed. I'm alse happy f¢ answer your questions about my study by
phone or e-mail.

Finclly, | weould like to thank you for your support of my survey study! You can
contribute greatly to building theory and practice in the field of foreign language
learning of adult learners.

Kind regards,

Miriam Neigert (foreign language teacher, diploma])



Appendix C: Letter to vhs Centre Language Instructors

Institute for Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL), FB 05

Miriam Neigert, research assistant

phone: 0641-99 30332 e-mail: miriam.neigert@anglistik.uni-giessen.de JUSTUS-LIEBIG-___
! == UNIVERSITAT
mobile: 0176-84603182 address: Otto-Behagel-Str. 10B, D-35394 GIESSEN

Survey study about the self-concept of EFL-learners at Hessian
adult education centres
March 2014

Dear English teachers,

| would like to invite you and your learners to participate in a fascniating study, that
may be of interest to you as a teacher working in the field of adult education. During
my studies and my work as an English instructor at a Hessian adult education centre, |
gained lots of experience teaching older adult learners. A question | have asked
myself ever since was: why has foreign language learning research focused so little
on this particular older learner group in times of the widely disputed demographic
change? In order to better understand this target group which has been neglected
by research so far and to improve the conditions of learning for older language
learners, | decided to focus on their self-concept in my dissertational project.

In the course of my research project, under the supervision of Prof. Dr. Legtuke at
Justus-Liebig University Giessen, | would like to conduct a survey study at Hessian
adult education centres. The research procedure is in compliance with and
supported by the Hessian adult education board (hvv).

The questionnaire designed for this study consists of three parts, which can be
completed in no more than 15 minutes. It is not a test, so there are no “right” or
“wrong"” answers. | am interested in the personal opinion and attitudes of your
learners. It would be great if you could give the questionnaire to your learners and let
them to complete it. Please return the completed questionnaires by April 14th to me
(SAE is provided) or forward them fo your head of the language teaching
department. All data will be treated strictly confidential and the results of this survey
will be used for research purposes only.

Finally, 1 would like to thank you for your support of my survey study! You can
contribute greatly to building theory and practice in the field of foreign language
learning of adult learners. If you have questions, please do not hesitate to contact
me by phone or e-mail.

Kind regards,

Miriam Neigert (foreign language teacher, diploma)
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Appendix D: Interview Questions

Introduction (preamble)

Information about my Study (learners of English at vhs centre)

Information about data protection, participant codes, use/storage of recorded interviews

Inform participants about the interview procedure (e.g. if sth. is unclear)

Questions on his/her behalf?

O
Topics/Questions + probes & prompts ? 0O Notes/
Comments
Warm-Up
As | have mentioned earlier, | am interested in what makes ? 0O
someone go and attend English classes at the local adult
education centre (vhs)? Why have you decided to take an
English class at the vhs?
Probes:
When exactly was this? ?2 0O
What was it like for you to be back in ,school” in the 2 0O
beginning? (especially for former teachers) :
How did people in your environment (family and friends)
. ? 0O
react to your decision? d
How do you motivate yourself to stay on track and keep
on learning? ? 0
What do you think influences your motivation in a
good/bad way? ? 0O
What expectations do you have about vhs classes
(compared to e.g. English at school)? ?2 O
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you have certain strategies/methods?

Main part
| gave you the opportunity to do a reflection task on your ? 0O
foreign language learning biography. If you‘d like to we could
take a look at how you answered the questions and at how you
drew your graph. Could you explain your story and graph to
me a little?
Prompts: ?2 0O
Could you give me more information about your graph? ‘
Why does the line go like this...?
At this point is a decline/increase/high/low - why is that?
What happened at that time? In case of a low: what helped ? 0
you to get over it and stay motivated?
Why exactly have you picked these three incidents? Could
you tell me a little bit more about them? ? 0O
Now after looking at your graph, would you make any
changes? (add/leave out)
? 0O
Probes:
o Working life/retirement: changes in learning English at ?2 0O
vhs? '
Do you remember a very nice/horrible English lesson? ? 0O
Prompts:
¢ Was there a situation in class that you remember to be 2 0O
very positive/negative? ¢
e Was there a task or a text etc. that you found to be odd or 2 0O
strange at first? .
e Was there a situation in an English lesson that annoyed or
amused you? ? 0
Probes:
o How did you feel during this situation or afterwards? ? 0O
o What was on your mind? ? 0O
o How did you handle/think about the situation ?2 0O
afterwards? :
When you look at your English learning experiences in the past|? [0
and you compare them to your situation/level today: Have you
changed your ways of learning English?
Prompts:
e Do/Did you have some kind of routines when learning |9 []
English? '
e How do you approach the task of learning English? Do | o w
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How about in terms of different language skills?
(speaking, reading, listening, writing, vocab, grammar...?)

In your opinion, what kind of characteristic does someone who |[? [

would like to learn English need in class?

Prompts: ?2 0O
What makes a good/successful English class participant? | °
Which character traits should he/she have?

Probes:

Which of these characeristics do you possess? ? 0O
Do you have ,idols in class or other participants you look | o |
up to/admire? g
Which characteristics would you like to possess (more) or
which characteristics do you think would you need (would ?
be useful) to be better at learning English right now?
How do you know that you are missing/lacking this
characteristic?

How would you describe the following things in three words ?2 0

(e.g. adjectives) :
yourself as a person
yourself as a foreign language learner
your learning of English

Which role do you play in your class? (team, contributions...) ? 0O

What role does the teacher play when you learn English? ? 0O

Probes:

What do you expect from an English teacher? Or: what ?2 O
makes a ideal teacher for you? ‘
How important is the teacher to you? 2 0O
What do you think about feedback/corrections in class? ?
What do you think: How happy were your teachers in the | O
past/is your teacher with your English skills? ? 0O

How happy are you with your English skills (level) right now? ? 0O

Prompts: ?2 0O
on a scale from 1 to 10? :

Probes: ? 0O
How confident do you feel a) in class b) abroad? ?2 O3
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How do you picture your further learning/future time in your |? [
English class?

Probes: ?2 0O
What are your goals concerning your English skills for the
next months/years/the future?

Would you like to change your ways of learning English? 2 0O

(strategies, methods...) .
What would you like to do more often/more intensely in-
and outside your English class? 2 0O

Is there anything you could do without when learning
English in-/outside English class?

? 0O

What advice would you give someone who is about to start ? 0O
learning English/taking up an English class?
Prompts: ?2 0O

What would he/she need to feel confident/comfortable in | *

class or to fit in?
Probes:

What kind of advice would you give him/her in more ? 0O

general terms of language learning? (strategies,
motivation, procedure, classes, teacher...)

Closing

Would you like to add anything? Is there anything you would ? 0O
like to say that | haven‘t asked you?

Do you have any questions for me? ? 0O

Thank you very much for your time and the very interesting interview!

Notes after the interview:
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Ap

pendix E: Informed Consent — Interviews

Teaching English as a Foreign Language Dept., FB 05

Miriam Neigert, research assistant

o ) ) ) JUSTUS-LEBG-
Contact: Tel.: 0641-99 30332 E-Mail: miriam.neigert@anglistic.uni-giessen.de mmmr
Address: Otto-Behagel-Str. 108, D-35394 GiEsSEN

Dear participant,

for my dissertation, | would like to explore the self-concept of learners of English as ¢ foreign longuoge ot
adult education centres (German: ,,Volkshochschule - vhs®) in the state of Hesse, Germany. For this purpose
| would like to conduct an individual interview with you as well as cnalyse o leamer task done by you before
this interview. The interview will tcke about 40 minutes. | will be responsible for the conducting and
scientifically analysis of the interview. The PhD-thesis is under the supervision of Prof. Dr. Michoel K. Legutke ot
Justus-Liebig University, GieBen. Additionally to this, the research project has been coordinated with the
suggestions made by the hession adult education association (German: Hessischer Volkshochschulverband
e.V. - hvv}, which approves of this procedure.

| would like to assure you of the following:

* Taking part in the interview and leamer task is on o volunfary basis

* | will make sure, that all of your collected data is treated strictly confidenticl ond used only for the
designated purpose.

* With signing this, you agree with tape or video recordings and the scientific anclysis of your inferview
and learner products. If you wish, passcges of the recording con be deleted ofterwards.

The Interview- and leamner-material will be treated according to the following data protection ogreements:

Tape recording:
* The tape recording will be securely kept in a locked file and deleted after completfion of the
research, or after five years ot the latest.
* Only the researchers (myself and a research student assistant, who has been informed cbout data
protection directives) will have acccess to the data for scienfific analysis.
= Additionally to this, the tape recording may be used for teaching purposes in seminars or workshops
(all participants will have to declare themselves ready to comply with datc protection direcfives!).

Analysis:
* In order to analyse the tape recording, a written protocol (franscript} is made. Names and ploces of
the interviewee will be - where required - obliterated.
* The interview may be used for the research project outiined above and cny publicatfions or
presentations related to the research project. In the course of this, | will make sure that an
identification of the interviewee is not possible.

* The exploitation rights (copyright} of the interviews and lecmer tasks are with me.
* You can withdraw - completely or partially - from this form of consent within 14 days.

Finally, | would like to thank you for your interest and parficipation in my inferview study!

Place. Date Signature particisant



Appendix F: Sample Learning Biographies

Adam (G3TMO01)
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Wolfram (G1TM04)
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Appendix G: Transcription Rules

(based on: Dresing et al. 2015: 27-32)
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Transcription

Meaning / Translation

Interviewer

(), (4)

Pauses; each “.” indicates one second; if a pause is longer than

three seconds the number is inserted in brackets.

[...]
[transl. lit.: lazy dog]

Shortened passages; comments or literal translations; actions

[laughs]

/ Incomplete sentences or discontinuations

// Speech overlap

REAI Capitalized letters indicate special emphasis in speech (e.g.
Yy

intonation or volume)

hedgehog

English in the original interview




250

Appendix H: Interview Summaries

Participant
(pseudonym, code, age,
retired/not retired, year
they joined current
course)

Interview Summary

Barbara (G1TFO1)
59 NR
1982

| loved English as a subject at school and always had the
ambition to get high grades and always did my homework,
which was then passed around in class and copied by my
classmates. After school, however, | quickly realized that |
wasn’t prepared for conversations in English with native
speakers at work or for work purposes. I still have that ambition
and passion for learning English. | travel to the U.S. regularly
and love to speak to the people there.

Peter (G1TMO1)
65 R
1982

| became really interested in learning English at school. |
wanted to be able to understand and play the songs by bands
such as the Rolling Stones, the Beatles etc. which were very
popular back then. | listened to them on pirate radio stations
and was playing in a band. Luckily our English teacher at school
gave us some good foundations — even though it was just
“school English”. After school | did not do much with my English
skills but soon realized when we went on our first holidays to
the United States how much | had forgotten or how little that
English from school had to do with the English in the real world.
We then decided to take up this course in the 1980s and even
though there was a break in-between vhs courses, | can say that
| have become more confident on our holidays. But | am still not
sure about my pronunciation or if others really understand me.
| also need quite some time to formulate sentences in English.

Astrid (G1TFO02)
52 NR
2012

| come from a country, where English is more common in
everyday life than in Germany. | moved to Germany 18 years
ago and have taken German classes at the vhs centre earlier.
After an English intensive course abroad, | wanted to maintain
my English skills to be prepared for occasional trips abroad and
decided to join this English class.

Anne (G1TF03)
67R
2013

| joined this class together with my neighbour and very good
friend only recently. My daughter-in-law has also been in this
class for a while and recommended it to us. But it is also the
reason why | had doubts for a long time at the beginning if | am




251

Participant
(pseudonym, code, age,
retired/not retired, year
they joined current
course)

Interview Summary

a genuinely accepted member of the group or just “the mother-
in-law of...”. | have had the feeling recently that I've been
accepted. Generally, | love to travel to Africa and soon Canada
and | also would like to do something to keep my mind active,
too. However, | am very - or in fact too ambitious about it so
that sometimes when the pressure | put on myself gets too big,
| would rather stay at home than go to class in danger of
performing below my or other’s expectations.

Dorothea (G1TF04)
61R
2013

I’'m curious about a lot of things and keep myself very busy. |
think broadening one’s mind or perspective is very important
to me. | do occasionally need English when | visit my son, who
is living and working in Dubai. But other than that, | don’t have
many opportunities to use my English skills. The vhs class gives
me that opportunity. But my French skills are better than my
English ones. | tried to take up Italian once, but that was too
much: three languages. | simply don’t have the time or
ambition. | wish | had the ambition to sit down at home and go
over the textbook contents again. But | am actually pretty
relaxed about this situation — it’s okay like this.

Christine (G1TFO05)
63 R
1986

After getting my hunting license in the 80s, noticed that |
wanted to keep learning and decided to take up an English class
at the vhs centre. | also hoped this would help me support my
young son with his English homework — but that soon turned
out to be too much to expect from such a course. | can say that
I mainly attend this class because of the group or the people in
the group. However, with my current teacher leaving and since
| don’t like the new teacher, I'm thinking about leaving the
class. | will still attend another English class in another town. |
don’t expect too much from this course or myself, simply to
avoid the feeling of stress or pressure. | do it ‘just for fun’. | think
my English has deteriorated a little since my husband is not
dealing with customers from England anymore.

Christian (G1TMO02)
64 R
1992

| started this English course to be prepared for our first bigger
holidays in countries such as New Zealand, Canada, Thailand
etc. but also did an intensive course in Torquay in the 90s,
because | needed it for work then. Because | needed it for my
job quite often to communicate with business partners in
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Participant
(pseudonym, code, age,
retired/not retired, year
they joined current
course)

Interview Summary

Europe, my English was quite good. But | quickly lost most of
my English skills and | think that after my 50s my memory or
English skills also deteriorated quickly. It became increasingly
difficult to process things in class and to memorize new words.
| just want to learn normal English — because the English you
learn in class or read in the book is not like the English they
speak in England.

Ulf (G1TMO03)
61 NR
1986

Travelling the States and English country music have motivated
me to take up this course in the 80s. Our teacher was good in
the beginning but got sick and his teaching performance was
impacted by it as well. That also impacted my motivation, but
also the fact that | was working long hours. The change of
teachers and different teaching style picked me up a little and |
was forced to participate or speak more often in class. Of
course | wanted it as well. But what is also important to me is
that there is no pressure to do extra work or in forms of tests.
It would really upset me if a new teacher would introduce such
things. I don’t know yet if | will continue with the course since |
am self-employed and busy with my grandchild, too. I'm often
too tired in the evening to go to class. | will see how | get along
with the new teacher and then decide.

Wolfram (G1TMO04)
70R
1994

| went to a grammar school, where English was my third foreign
language — after Latin and Greek. Due to my other language
learning experiences, | feel quite comfortable with the
grammar. However, | find my vocabulary is still limited. | have
noticed those deficits when talking to other researchers at
international conferences and felt quite inhibited as | feel that
you are being judged based on your English skills at these
occasions. I’'m a perfectionist — not only when it comes to using
English — and thus, need some time to prepare a correct
sentence while the conversation in English has already
progressed. | would like to be able to simply go ahead and speak
up more freely or carelessly as some other learners in my class.
Nevertheless, | am a realist and don’t expect any big
improvement in that area as well as in terms of an expansion of
my vocabulary.




253

Participant
(pseudonym, code, age,
retired/not retired, year
they joined current
course)

Interview Summary

Diana (G2TF01)
73R
2002

| have started to learn English when | was 30 at a
Volkshochschule ('74 until ‘80). | enjoyed it very much and even
took up French during that time after having learned some
English for four years. | have profited a lot from reading books
in English at home. Once | retired | joined this conversation class
— | noticed when | was travelling with my husband that my
English is not as fluent as it used to or should be. | also wanted
to do something for my brain. Even though | struggled to keep
up at the beginning, | am now much more confident but still not
perfect.

Alexandra (G2TF02)
79R
2001

| used to be an English teacher for high school children. Three
years into my retirement | noticed how my English skills
declined. Since | and my husband have a passion for languages,
| decided to join this conversation class to maintain my English
skills. Personally, | actually prefer French a little bit over English,
but there are no classes for my level in the area. | know that my
English vocabulary lacks more “modern” words, but | am
nevertheless happy with what | have and don’t see a need to
learn them. Because | may have more experience with the
English language, | don’t want to stand out or impose my
preferences (e.g. reading poems) on the others in class.

Maria (G2TF03)
65R
1986

At the beginning of my vhs experience, me and another course
participant decided to study for an English certificate. | think
that was one of my major highlights during all this time at vhs
because | had a goal and my skills were quite good compared
to now. Sometimes it is hard to get off the couch in the evening
and go to class. But the group itself draws me back and
motivates me. Unlike learning English at school, my English
classes at vhs have taught me more how to speak it — after all,
this is what | need when | travel.

Brigitte (G2TF04)
65 R
ca. 1988

| was not particularly good or interested in languages at school.
And if a teacher wanted to introduce homework or tests, |
would probably leave since | don’t want this pressure anymore.
| decided to take this course to maintain or refresh my English
skills and keep my mind active. | also decided early on to do an
English certificate. Passing the test for this certificate gave me
a feeling of accomplishment. | feel connected to the group
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which is why | don’t need to motivate myself greatly to come
here. | wish there were more people in our class.

Jennifer (G2TF05)
68 R
2013

| joined this course to prepare myself for a short trip to Ireland.
The atmosphere in a group like this — how the other learners
and the teacher behave and interact — is very important to me.
My first experiences with learning English at school and while |
was working were rather boring, dry and associated with fear.
We didn’t learn to speak or listen to recordings. A few bad
experiences in classes when | could not say anything have put
me down. It wasn’t until my job as a primary school teacher
required me to also teach English to kids and | went on an
intensive course in England, that | realized | needed to go to the
country where the target language is spoken. | need to hear the
language in the country and look up words in a monolingual
dictionary to get the most out of it. | think over the years | have
become more self-confident and learned to speak my mind —
also in class, if | don’t like something.

Lena (G2TFO06)
69 R
2008

After | retired from my job as a maths and physics teacher a few
years ago, | joined this course to improve my skills for holidays
abroad. | noticed that | have enjoyed using it on holidays in the
States or Britain. | am not particularly talented when it comes
to learning languages but | have always been curious about it
and I'm interested in the British culture and people. | have
stayed in Britain as an au pair and later lived there with my
husband during his studies. | have noticed on more recent
travels to English-speaking countries that the course at vhs does
help to overcome the inhibition to speak. This is why the
speaking component of this English course is so important to
me.

Tanja (G3TFO1)
72R
2003

| started with English at school and luckily my parents had a pub
frequented by American soldiers that were stationed nearby.
This way, | could already use some of the English | learned back
then. My daughter lives with her family in the United States.
Me and my husband have visited them several times for a
couple of weeks. She wants us to speak German with our
grandchildren. However, | do learn the occasional English
words from my grandchildren, too, and | can converse with my
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daughter’s late mother-in-law, my son-in-law and other people
in their environment. | sometimes thought about joining
another English group that is closer to where | live and on a
higher level, but | think | have connected very well with this
group already and I'm afraid we lack the minimum appropriate
number of participants without me. | try to learn new words at
home by posting them on cupboards in my kitchen and going
over them while I’'m cooking.

Katharina (G3TF04)
67R
2008

| first started to learn English while working as a nurse in my
20s. | needed English skills to get my degree at an evening
school. | joined this English class shortly after retiring since |
now had much more time and was approaching this in a more
relaxed way. My English has never been good and | always had
to work very hard for the skills | have now — | was never that
talented as other people who could just “talk away” in classes.
| still struggle to speak it but | do know the grammar quite well
because | had a good tutor back then when | started to learn
English. Later on while | was still working | did try some English
courses, | learned some French and a little bit of Italian. | enjoy
learning English and being in our group. | want to be on the
same level with everyone. Not above them, and certainly not
the worst in class — that would intimidate me.

Ruth (G3TF06)
64 R
2012

| recently retired from my job as a primary school teacher and
was looking for more hobbies | could do in my free-time. | find
it useful for travelling and keeping my mind active to learn
languages. Even though | only recently joined this class, | do
notice that | have progressed with my English since | feel words
coming back and | feel less inhibited to speak it.

Katja (G3TF07)
75 R
2013

Before this course, | was in another course but was very
frustrated with the way things went there. | hardly had the
chance to speak because either the teacher or only one or two
other learners were talking the whole time. It is much better in
this class and | enjoy learning in the group, especially when we
can talk to a partner or a small group work. As a former primary
school teacher, | enjoy communicating with people and I'm
happy that the group has accepted me so well. | actually like
learning English at school but some teachers back then did not
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make it enjoyable for me and | think that my generation was
generally more inhibited than today’s youth. Going on holidays
is the most wonderful thing for me and | love to make contact
with people there, which is why it is so important for me to
improve my speaking skills and become less inhibited.
However, | don’t feel that inhibited anymore when | need to
speak English abroad — this has definitely changed.

Birgit (G3TF09)
62 R
ca. 2009

After retiring from my job as a teacher, | was looking for
something where | could keep my mind active. Learning English
is very useful if | want to travel. However, | think in order to be
a more successful learner | need more opportunities to use it
outside the classroom. But how am | supposed to do this? Even
if | travel abroad but in a group of tourists, they usually speak
in German. If the topic is interesting or useful for me and if |
have a textbook | can refer to, | feel quite comfortable in class.

Adam (G3TMO01)
81R
ca. 2004

My main reasons for coming to class have not so much to do
with learning the language itself (I don’t need English anymore
since | stopped travelling). It is more about preventing my
memory from declining even more (I have noticed it getting
worse every day, although | am still in a better shape than
others in my age) and also to get out of my house and spend
some time with the others in class. It is a really nice group and
the highlight of every semester is our end-of-semester lunch. |
have also taken some computer classes here at this vhs centre,
but haven’t been very successful with applying this at home. |
don’t know if | will continue this class after this semester as my
pension is very small and | cannot get a discount from the vhs
centre. The long drive to the centre by car has become
increasingly difficult for me.




