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ABSTRACT
Research into the psychology of language learning has grown
exponentially in the last decade, yet, teacher perspectives on the field
have been surprisingly absent from this body of research. The present
study was designed to address this gap. Drawing on a survey with 311
foreign language teachers working at different school levels in 3
European countries, and on individual, semi-structured interviews with
11 teachers, the study focuses on the psychological aspects of language
learning which teachers felt were particularly important in their own
settings. In particular, teachers’ beliefs, experiences and teaching
strategies were explored. The data also revealed strong interconnections
between language learning psychology constructs, differences across
contexts, and a perceived link between learner and teacher psychology.
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Introduction

Earl Stevick famously stressed the importance for successful learning and teaching of understanding
what is happening ‘inside and between the people in the classroom’ (1980: 4). As Williams et al. (2015:
1) argue, a knowledge of psychology is ‘invaluable in helping us to generate the best possible learning
conditions in our language classrooms’. Thus, although a confident knowledge of teaching methods
and a good set of teaching materials or tools are important, without an appreciation of the psychol-
ogy of learners and ourselves as teachers, we will not be in a position to make the best use of these
tools and resources. As a result, the three authors of this article share this conviction in the centrality of
psychology for an appreciation of how, why and what people learn in respect to language learning.
Recent years have seen a proliferation of monographs and research papers covering a multitude
of areas within this field (e.g. Dörnyei and Ryan 2015; Gkonou, Tatzl and Mercer 2015; Gregersen,
MacIntyre and Meza 2014; MacIntyre and Mercer 2014; Mercer, Ryan and Williams 2012; Williams,
Mercer and Ryan 2015); however, as yet, very little empirical research has been done to establish
what teachers’ perspectives on this field are. Fundamentally, teachers’ beliefs influence their teaching
practice and decision-making processes, and ultimately strongly determine the nature of classroom
life and the overall classroom atmosphere (Borg 2003, 2015; Kalaja et al. 2016). This means that tea-
chers’ perspectives are important to understand how the psychology of classroom life, relationships
and interactions unfold. Therefore, this study set out to explore teachers’ beliefs about, experiences
with and practices in respect to key areas of language learning psychology (LLP).

In this paper, we begin by outlining developments in the field and considering the perspectives
gained in the area and their perceived relevance for language teaching practices. We then reflect on
the importance of teacher perspectives to validate such insights and the need for understandings
situated in actual classroom experiences. The main part of the paper describes a two-stage research

© 2016 Association for Language Learning

CONTACT Christina Gkonou cgkono@essex.ac.uk

THE LANGUAGE LEARNING JOURNAL
2018, VOL. 46, NO. 4, 501–513
https://doi.org/10.1080/09571736.2016.1172330

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09571736.2016.1172330&domain=pdf
mailto:cgkono@essex.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


study conducted with teachers from across Europe in establishing their perspectives on LLP. The dis-
cussion then focuses on reflecting on our findings in respect to the established literature and high-
lighting perceived differences in perspectives. We conclude by proposing possible next steps, which
we hope will ensure that the field integrates teacher perspectives in its development and remains
grounded in the actual practices of real language classrooms.

Literature review

Language learning psychology

In this article, we define LLP as, ‘the mental experiences, processes, thoughts, feelings, motives, and
behaviours of individuals involved in language learning’ (Mercer et al. 2012: 2). As a field of study
within applied linguistics, it has been undergoing a series of developments and changes and has
gradually been gaining a sense of community and identity emerging from key publications
(Dörnyei and Ryan 2015; Gkonou, Tatzl and Mercer 2015; Gregersen, MacIntyre and Mercer 2016; Wil-
liams, Mercer and Ryan 2015), a biannual conference, which began in 2014, and several journal
special issues (Mercer and Ryan 2015a, 2015b). Traditionally, the field has been dominated by motiv-
ation with other constructs receiving much less attention and/or developing their own independent
domains of study, such as autonomy, strategies and beliefs. However, the field has become more
interconnected and researchers are more consciously exploring the links between the different
areas and constructs in LLP. Concurrently, less commonly researched constructs and areas such as
willingness to communicate (WTC), attributions and emotions have also begun to gain more atten-
tion within the context of the wider community of LLP researchers, thereby broadening the profile of
the field. Other developments include the introduction of Dörnyei’s L2 self-system of motivation
(2005), which has led to an increased flurry of research on self and identity in respect to both learners
and teachers (see e.g. Hiver 2013; Kubanyiova 2014; Mercer and Williams 2014). Generally, the field of
LLP has tended to focus primarily on the psychology of learners with relatively little attention paid to
the psychology of teachers, with the exception of research into teacher identities and cognitions
(Borg 2015; Clarke 2008; Varghese et al. 2005), and, more recently, teacher motivation (Dörnyei
and Kubanyiova 2014). These changes and developments have meant that the field has become
more complex and now covers a wider range of constructs than traditionally has been the case.

As an applied discipline, we believe that research should connect with and represent practice as
best as it can and ideally should be perceived as relevant for practitioners and not just academics. As
researchers in this area, the authors have had differing experiences with teachers’ responses to LLP
ranging from their perception of this field as perhaps the most critical dimension of being a language
teacher given the social and interactional character of language learning, to those who feel that
methods and materials are much more important with LLP of only peripheral importance. Driven
by a wish to appreciate the relevance of our own work for teachers, who along with their learners
are often the intended end beneficiaries of our research, we decided it was important to bring in
their voices and perspectives on the field. Our aim is to better understand how teachers view and
define LLP, what their priorities are in this regard, and how they engage with these issues on a
daily basis in their respective teaching contexts.

Importance of teacher perspectives for classroom practice

It is generally widely accepted that teachers’ beliefs and cognitions (Borg 2003, 2015) affect their pro-
fessional practice and, indeed, ‘everything that they [i.e. the teachers] do in the classroom’ (Williams
and Burden 1997: 56–57). Similarly, research has shown that teacher practices can also inform their
belief systems and the two are best considered as being mutually informing (e.g. Breen et al. 2001;
Burns 1992; Johnson 1992; Li 2013; Phipps and Borg 2009). Clearly, both teacher beliefs and practices
define and shape the nature of life in the classroom as well as the opportunities that learners are
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afforded. Given the importance we assign to LLP and its centrality in classroom life, it is crucial to
understand what teachers believe LLP entails and how important they feel it is. To the best of our
knowledge, there has been very little research on teacher beliefs about LLP with isolated individual
exceptions such as Dörnyei and Csizér’s study (1998) on language teacher beliefs about motivational
strategies, Golombek’s work (1998) on various tensions language teachers face in the classroom, and
Borg and Al-Busaidi’s investigation (2012) of English language teachers’ beliefs about and practices
with learner autonomy.

Methodological design

Aims of the study

The aims of this study are to explore teachers’ perspectives on LLP. Principally, the first part of the
study was designed to establish which aspects of LLP teachers from a range of contexts feel are pri-
orities in their settings. The research questions for this stage of the study were:

. Which aspects of LLP do teachers feel are especially important and relevant for their setting?

. Are there any differences in teacher priorities according to school level (e.g. primary, secondary
and tertiary)?

The second part of the study was designed to build on the insights gained in part one by focussing
on teachers at the secondary school level and exploring inmore detail their perspectives on the five key
areas which emerged from part one. Specifically, the research questions addressed by this stage are:

. What do teachers believe is important with respect to psychology in the language classroom?

. Specifically, what do they know and believe about the constructs highlighted in part one?

. What experiences have they had in respect to these constructs?

. What are their teaching practices in respect to them?

. What other strategies and approaches do they have in respect to psychology in the language
classroom?

Data collection tools

Stage one: questionnaire
The questionnaire was designed to establish what areas of LLP teachers felt were their priorities in
their language classrooms. An online questionnaire was constructed using Survey Monkey and the
link along with an accompanying letter was sent to teachers at all educational levels in Greece, Por-
tugal and Austria. The questionnaire began with a basic biodata section. The main part of the ques-
tionnaire comprised 14 items focusing on key constructs from LLP, which were selected based on the
content of two recent handbooks in the field (see Dörnyei 2005; Mercer et al. 2012). The following 14
constructs were included in the questionnaire: self-concept, personality, motivation, mindsets, attri-
butions, foreign language anxiety, WTC, learning styles, learning strategies, metacognition, goals,
learner autonomy, group dynamics and emotions. To ensure the constructs were understood by
the participants, a brief definition was offered alongside each term. The participants were then
asked to rate on a seven-point Likert scale how important they believed each of these constructs
was for their particular teaching context. A final open-ended section asked the teachers to then
list which two of these constructs were most important for them and explain why they felt this.
Once the questionnaire was completed, a pdf file comprising an annotated bibliography about
useful books for teaching practice on some of these constructs became accessible and it was
hoped that this would ensure some benefit and reciprocity for the participants.
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Stage two: interviews
The second part of the study involved semi-structured interviews conducted with volunteer teachers
from secondary schools in the three countries at the centre of this study. An email was sent asking for
volunteers and outlining the study and its purpose. Those who agreed to take part were then pro-
vided with an information sheet about the interview process including a consent form, which they
signed. All the interviews followed the same basic protocol. Specifically, the interviews opened
with a set of questions on understanding the participants’ backgrounds and teaching contexts
such as their qualifications, their journey towards language teaching, a brief description of their
current working context and their views on good language lessons and language teachers. This
section was then followed by specific questions about LLP and the seven constructs. These questions
centred on the interviewees’ own definitions and understandings of the terms, their positive or nega-
tive experiences with these LLP aspects in their classrooms, possible interconnections among the
constructs under discussion and explicit questions on how they address aspects of LLP in their
daily practice. However, at the same time, the design was left deliberately open, in order to
enable the interviewer to react responsively and flexibly to the flow of the individual conversations,
whilst mindful of covering the approximate same content across the settings. In the reporting of the
interviews, all names and specific place names have been changed to protect the identities of the
participants who have also been assigned pseudonyms. The participants in each setting were
thanked with a small gift for their time and have been promised a copy of the finished report.

Participants and contexts

The data generated in this study stemmed from three central and southern European countries:
Greece, Portugal and Austria. These countries represent the main working contexts of the three
authors, who were keen to understand their local realities and working contexts better. The three
researchers felt better able to interpret regional and local concerns and particularities, as will
become clear below in the analysis of the interview data. However, it was also felt that these three
countries represented some of the diversity across Europe. In part one of the study, it was decided
to generate data with a wider population of teachers across educational settings, in order to establish
whether priorities in this respect differed across settings. A total of 311 teachers participated in the
first phase of this project. Their mean age was 41.03 years old. Table 1 summarises the demographic
information for participants in terms of their gender, country where they currently teach, level of
teaching and teaching experience.

Table 1. Participants’ demographic information.

Gender Male: N = 38
Female: N = 273

Country Austria: N = 96
Greece: N = 94
Portugal: N = 108
Othera: N = 13

Level of teaching Primary school: N = 55
Secondary school: N = 188
Post-secondary education: N = 68

Teaching experience 1–5 years: N = 59
6–10 years: N = 57
11–15 years: N = 46
16–20 years: N = 35
Over 20 years: N = 114

aThe link to the questionnaire was sent to teachers in Austria, Greece and Portugal
through the researchers’ personal contacts and lists of national foreign language
teacher associations. The category ‘Other’ refers to teachers who work in countries
other than Austria, Greece and Portugal, but belong to their national teacher organ-
isations and therefore completed the questionnaire.
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For part two of the study, it was then decided to focus on secondary school teachers who rep-
resent the majority group of language educators in compulsory education contexts across the
globe and the largest population in phase one of this study. Each of the researchers wrote emails
to personal and national networks seeking volunteers to participate in interviews. Eleven teachers
were interviewed by the researchers: three working in Greece, four in Portugal and four in Austria.
Table 2 summarises the biodata for all interviewees.

Data analysis

Questionnaire
Quantitative data. The Likert scale questionnaire items were analysed using SPSS version 19.0.
Descriptive statistics were used to represent teachers’ priorities with respect to the LLP constructs
in their own settings and also according to the three school levels. Given that the first research ques-
tion for the first stage of the project was intended to identify those aspects of LLP that teachers
thought were particularly important and relevant for their own settings, for data analysis purposes,
we cumulatively calculated the number of teachers who rated LLP items as extremely important
and important.

Qualitative data. The open-ended questionnaire data were analysed by two of the researchers sep-
arately using Atlas.ti. There were 127 answers to the open-ended question, which included a total of
7153 words. Two researchers looked for key psychological themes as well as any other salient topics
emerging from a more inductive coding procedure. Once each researcher had coded the data, each
set of codes was compared together to check the categories and look for omissions, disagreements
and overlap. All three researchers then discussed the emergent codes and themes, which also pro-
vided the basis for the construction of the interview guide.

Interviews
In respect to the interviews in part two of the study, all of the data were transcribed digitally for
coding using the data management software Atlas.ti. This generated 95,305 words. Then two
members of the research team each separately coded and analysed the data in a grounded
manner allowing themes and unexpected topics to emerge and without using a pre-defined set of
codes or theoretical framework. Once both researchers felt their coding processes had reached ‘sat-
uration’ (Charmaz 2006), they exchanged their completed coding lists and memos and discussed
where they saw similarities, differences and patterns. Based on the discussions, the codes and
memos were assimilated and one of the researchers then wrote a first draft of the analysis. This
was then checked and amended as appropriate by the second researcher who had also been
coding the qualitative data. The third researcher who was also familiar with the transcripts also
checked the analysis to confirm its representation of the transcribed interviews.

Table 2. Biodata for teacher interviewees.

Pseudonym Country Gender Years teaching experience

Aus1 Austria Female 28
Aus2 Austria Female 22
Aus3 Austria Female 27
Aus4 Austria Male 5
Gr1 Greece Female 22
Gr2 Greece Female 26
Gr3 Greece Female 10
Pt1 Portugal Female 23
Pt2 Portugal Female 19
Pt3 Portugal Male 32
Pt4 Portugal Female 30

THE LANGUAGE LEARNING JOURNAL 505



Findings

Questionnaire data

Teacher priorities
Perhaps unsurprisingly, participating teachers at all educational levels rated motivation as the most
important LLP construct in their own settings. Motivation was followed by WTC, emotions, group
dynamics and self-concept. Table 3 shows the numbers of teachers who rated the 14 LLP constructs
as ‘1’ (i.e. extremely important) and ‘2’ (i.e. important) as well as the total number of teachers who
rated the items as extremely important and important. The five priorities for teachers are printed
in bold. The numbers in parentheses in the final column of Table 3 indicate the order of importance
of the five most prominent constructs for teachers.

Differences according to school type
The questionnaire data were also analysed in terms of teachers’ priorities according to three different
school types, namely, primary school, secondary school and tertiary education. Table 4 indicates
which LLP constructs were rated as most important by teachers at each school level.

As is evident from Table 4, there were some clear similarities but also some interesting differences
in teacher priorities across the three settings. Irrespective of school type, motivation was viewed as
the most important construct in all three teaching contexts. Emotions and group dynamics were two
other constructs that featured among all teachers’ LLP priorities regardless of the school level they
were teaching in. Specifically, primary school teachers rated emotions as equally important as motiv-
ation. They also felt that self-concept was the second most important construct in primary school
classrooms, as opposed to secondary school teachers for whom learners’ WTC was the second
most important psychological variable following motivation. In fact, self-concept did not feature at
all among secondary school teachers’ top five priorities in their teaching. Interestingly, teachers in
secondary schools were the only group that rated learning strategies as important in their contexts.
Finally, with reference to teachers in post-secondary education, self-concept and WTC were rated as
equally important, as were learner autonomy and group dynamics.

Additional insights from qualitative questionnaire data
The open-ended question confirmed the key constructs that teachers felt were important. However,
the data also raised some interesting themes that we were keen to explore more in the interviews. As
noted above, 127 teachers responded to this open question. Out of this sample, 76 teachers merely
listed the two most important constructs in their context without explaining why they believed they
were important. Of the remaining 51 more elaborate answers, we noticed certain common patterns,
which we present below.

Table 3. Numbers of teachers who rated the LLP constructs as important and extremely important.

Extremely important Important Extremely important and important

Self-concept 118 96 214 (5)
Personality 108 98 206
Motivation 194 55 249 (1)
Mindsets 80 107 187
Attributions 64 80 144
Foreign language anxiety 81 75 156
WTC 140 87 227 (2)
Learning strategies 125 81 206
Learning styles 95 97 192
Metacognition 58 83 141
Goals 102 98 200
Learner autonomy 109 90 199
Group dynamics 116 103 219 (4)
Emotions 140 82 222 (3)
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Most notably, 17 out of the 51 teachers who responded more fully to this section appeared very
aware of the interconnections between various facets of learner psychology as they linked together
various constructs in their responses. For example, Teacher 38 argued that ‘some aspects [of LLP] kind
of mutually influence each other’,1 referring to motivation, emotions, self-concept and language
anxiety. However, the focus of the connections they made appeared to be quite individual with
no notable patterns of specific connections emerging across the responses.

On the whole, 13 teachers also drew attention to the perceived importance of the group atmos-
phere and the general emotional climate in the class at the level of the class as a whole, not just in
respect to individual learners. The extract below illustrates this point:

When students feel secure and valued within a group they are more likely to be more active, engaged and less
anxious. (Teacher 109)

Fifteen teachers also seemed to have certain fixed ideas about their role with respect to their lear-
ners’ psychology in the classroom and specifically about motivation. As Teacher 7 explained, ‘con-
trary to what some parents think, a teacher cannot motivate students, only try to provide the
circumstances in which students can motivate themselves’. Teacher 183 also added: ‘So when a
student has an accurate picture of his performance and is determined to succeed by working
on any weak points and does not give up, then, along with his teacher’s guidance, he will
manage to succeed’.

Interview data – teacher experiences, beliefs and practices

The analysis of the interview data revealed complex and interesting insights regarding teacher per-
spectives on LLP, which extended and provided a more nuanced view on the findings from the ques-
tionnaire data. We have grouped the key findings into five main areas although there is naturally
overlap between these sections.

Beliefs about what LLP is
All the teachers had beliefs about what they felt LLP is, although they differed in the degree of cer-
tainty with which they held these beliefs. There was some uncertainty for four teachers who
explained that they were unsure about what it is. For many (N = 8), they saw LLP as being connected
to the brain and neuroscience. For instance, Teacher Gr1 defined LLP as ‘the psychology surrounding
a brain that is trying to learn, that is trying to acquire information and put it in practice which is quite
complicated’. In referring to their own teacher training, three teachers explained that they had not
had any input on psychology in any form, whereas four explained they had had some psychology

Table 4. Differences in priorities according to school type.

School type Most important constructs

Primary school (1) Motivation/emotions
(2) Self-concept
(3) Group dynamics
(4) Learner autonomy

Secondary school (1) Motivation
(2) Willingness to communicate
(3) Learning strategies
(4) Emotions
(5) Group dynamics

Post-secondary education (1) Motivation
(2) Emotions
(3) Self-concept/Willingness to communicate
(4) Learner autonomy/Group dynamics
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in their training, primarily educational or developmental psychology. However, eight teachers
explained that they mostly relied on their intuition and teaching experience in order to deal with
different aspects of LLP in the classroom. Teacher Pt4’s quote is indicative of this point:

Pt4: Because all we do is on a basis that you think it’s correct you think it’s the right thing but you are not sure ok?
You are doing it intuitively ok?
Interviewer: Based on your experience maybe?
Pt4: Yes, more like that.

Specific constructs
In terms of the specific psychological constructs that we wished to explore in more detail, there were
some interesting nuances to extend the questionnaire data. Most notably, motivation was the most
salient construct in the data for all the teachers; however, for two teachers, they went further and in
fact appeared to equate motivation with psychology. As Teacher Gr1 explained,

There is nothing that can replace motivation. Those who are not motivated can never accomplish anything. There
is no way to replace motivation and still have successful learning of any kind, even driving. Not only language
learning, even managing to get hold of a job and keep that job. Everything is motivation.

Other salient constructs mentioned as important by the teachers were emotions, confidence, group
dynamics, teacher/learner rapport and autonomy. Interestingly, two of the participating teachers
appeared to equate autonomy with working alone and confidence was equated by three teachers
as being the same as self-concept. A construct that emerged from the interviews but was a lot
less prominent in the questionnaire data was personality as many teachers (N = 8) emphasised the
uniqueness and individuality of learners, the need for learner-centred approaches and how different
learner personalities affected approaches to teaching, learning and group dynamics. In particular,
several teachers felt that extroverted learners find learning a foreign language easier (Aus1), are
more willing to communicate (Gr3, Pt3), have different approaches to perceiving and evaluating
their own competence in the language (Gr3, Pt2), and are more confident (Pt2) and more willing
to work in pairs/groups in class (Pt3). Also, teachers reported that different learner personalities deter-
mine their own approaches to error correction. As Teacher Pt2 explained,

The student who is normally shy and doesn’t want to get into the public and if she is making a lot of mistakes and
she is there making an effort trying to communicate and she is getting into it I won’t stop her and at the end I will
correct it but if it’s that huge self-confident student who is always eager to show off their proficiency in English
and he makes this huge mistake yes I will stop him immediately.

Obviously, our questioning guided the responses towards constructs emerging from the question-
naire data as important. However, all the teachers also steered the interviews drawing attention to
those dimensions they felt were especially important. Facets such as strategies and styles, or identity
and culture, or mindsets and attributions were completely absent from the data. Whilst being careful
not to draw any conclusions from this, their absence was perhaps surprising, at least in the case of
identities and strategies, which have both received considerable attention in the research literature.
However, as noted above, there may also be differences according to educational levels and all the
teachers in the interviews were working in secondary contexts.

Contextualisation
A notable dimension in the data is how the different countries seemed to draw attention to different
levels of cultural contexts and this was where the researchers’ context-sensitivity was beneficial. In
the case of Greece and also albeit to a lesser extent Portugal, the economic crisis and state of the
educational system as a whole was referred to repeatedly throughout the data. Two of the Greek
and three of the Portuguese teachers discussed the perceived effects on classroom life and teaching
of developments in national and macro level culture. Extracts referring to the socio-economic crisis
surfaced repeatedly in the interviews:
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Hopefully I would like my country to be out of this financial crisis which will impact a lot, because there are many
problems that, there are many problems that have influenced teaching in Greece mainly because of the financial
crisis. (Gr1)

I sometimes would like to have more how can I say help from the government to give me more quality inside the
classroom [… ] then you have this aspect that is forced by the national agency national government which is
money and money is being taken off every month and teachers are getting more and more demotivated. (Pt2)

In contrast, Austrian teachers focused more on their specific schooling contexts referring instead
more to the influence of the particular characteristics of their school, rather than any national level
influences, such as this example from a teacher in a private school:

I think we have an ideal mix of students, from the lower class up to the upper middle class up to, we call it upper
class. On the other hand, we also have a lot of students, and that is the other side of the coin, lots of students that
have been, we call it, handed over from one school to another because they are quite problematic, which means if
you pay for the school, they will accept you and give you another chance. These are the two sides of the coin and
they can be quite disruptive and quite problematic. (Aus4)

All teachers frequently discussed the importance of the classroom culture, nature of group dynamics
and the importance of good working relationships in class, especially in terms of the quality of the
rapport between teacher and learners:

Always things will be okay to people to the extent that they don’t feel threatened, okay? The environment should
be nice and then they should feel comfortable with you and their fellow students. (Gr3)

Some of the facets of these group dynamics and rapport strongly resemble characteristics of
emotional intelligence (such as empathy and social skill) and draw attention to the role this plays
for teachers in managing classroom life, even if the teachers here do not refer to this term explicitly
in these data. Three teachers also highlighted the importance of affective self-regulation, which is
another component of emotional intelligence, by explaining that negative emotions should be
kept outside of class. Teacher Pt3 explained:

Emotion is the key well it’s not the key it’s one of the keys if you want if you are in a goodmood if you can transmit
them you are happy that things are going to work ok then the class is going to work ok and if you have different
emotions today they feel it cause they know you and they feel something’s wrong with you even if you have
problems with your family well the teacher should be pretty much like a clown you know don’t bring your pro-
blems to class of course sometimes you can’t help it but don’t bring your problems to the class because you are
going to get emotional in a bad sense and then things are not going to work properly. (Pt3)

Teaching strategies
All the teachers had strategies for attending to LLP in class in whatever form. Here it became apparent
that teachers’ own experiences and their intuition stemming from these played the central role in
how teachers dealt with classroom life and LLP. The teaching strategies mentioned by teachers
included making learning personally relevant (N = 9),2 being careful not to over praise the students
(N = 7), trying to reach students as individuals (N = 6) and diversifying the lesson/class (N = 4). Table 5
summarises these strategies and includes an illustrative quote for each strategy from the
interviewees.

Teachers also appeared to generate an idea of ‘prototypical learner types’ based on their past
experiences. They used these as a frame of reference to guide how they interact with and work
with individual learners who they often classed in terms of these ‘types’ of learners. As Teacher
Gr3 explained,

I think one of the toughest things in my job is to challenge students’ beliefs. For example, I have a student cur-
rently, he is convinced that teaching listening is having the teacher doing the DJ, you know, playing the listening
one after the other and he will write a, b, c. And because I don’t play any recordings during the class, he is dis-
pleased and he says ‘More, more, I want more listening’, because this is what he believes, because if we don’t play
any recordings in the classroom we don’t do much listening, teaching and practice. So you can’t teach strategies
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to this person. First you have to challenge his beliefs, make him see things from different eyes, from a different
point of view, explain to him the purpose of doing a listening class.

An interesting dimension across teachers was differences concerning the reported degree of control
that they felt they had over learner psychology. Three teachers felt there was little they could do to
control or influence aspects of learners’ psychology, such as motivation. Teacher Aus1 argued:

I don’t have a recipe for motivation [… ] And I think you can’t motivate children, but you can do much more to
demotivate children. [… ] it’s so difficult for you to foster motivation. (Aus1)

In contrast, the remaining eight teachers felt that only they could (and should) be responsible for
influencing and controlling learner psychology:

Therefore, unless I in-build motivation, unless I think pleasure, safety, some sort of personal investment, there is
not going to be any success out of my teaching. (Gr1)

Motivation comes from the teacher, not from the kids any more. (Aus3)

Teacher psychology
Finally, a striking feature of the data was how teachers often mentioned how they felt, their confi-
dence, emotions, moods, motivation. etc., thereby recognising the importance of their own psychol-
ogy for classroom life generally and specifically also for learner psychology. Talking to the teachers
made us aware of the importance of healthy teacher psychology not only for the teachers themselves
but also for their learners. The following quote illustrates this issue:

If you are confident, they [i.e., the students] trust you [… ] confidence is giving students a hint for them to feel
good but first you have to feel good about what you are doing. (Pt2)

Teachers also stressed the importance of positive group dynamics and collaboration among teachers
on different fronts. As Teacher Gr1 explained:

Schools don’t do much to support their teachers. There is an even, I feel that very often teachers in Greek foreign
language schools are like ships sailing in the sea. They might not be crashing but they are not communicating.
They are not collaborating. We talk about pair work in class. What about pair work in the staff room? What about
peer observations? What about peer lesson design? What about sharing the activity of the month during every
meeting?

Discussion

The findings point to a series of interesting dimensions worthy of reflection for the field as a whole.
The first concerns the priorities of research in comparison with the priorities of teachers. Whilst there
is much overlap, there are also some surprising differences. For example, group dynamics featured
prominently across educational levels and in the interview data, yet, with a few notable exceptions

Table 5. Key strategies for LLP reported by teachers.

Strategy for LLP Illustrative quotes from teachers

Making learning personally
relevant

There’ll have to be a topic that you are talking about, that you are dealing with that really, really
has some connection or they feel there is some connection to their own lives, to their own
sphere, so-to-say. Or something cannot agree with, something they do very strongly agree with
and that they are emotionally in some way predisposed toward it. (Aus4)

Not over praising students So you have to be very, very careful, and I mean, I think if you praise children, it’s good, but not too
much. (Aus1)

Reaching students as
individuals

Give them a certain space give them the right environment but how to create the right
environment personal communication try to understand what our students want to learn and let
them flow. (Pt2)

Diversifying the lesson/class You have to cultivate a climate of you know this dynamism. I think it’s like scaffolding their
learning. So you have to change the pairs, the groups, sometimes the activities. (Gr2)
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(Dörnyei and Murphey 2003; Murphey et al. 2012), it remains notably under-researched. This suggests
that whilst teachers acknowledge the importance of understanding and teaching to the whole group,
the learner-centred approaches dominating academic discourse may have led to a focus on the indi-
vidual learner, and thus the subsequent neglect of the nature of the group and collective psycholo-
gies and dynamics. Personality is another construct that teachers emphasised usually in connection
with the perception of each learner as a unique individual. This was the construct that teachers most
frequently connected with other aspects of the learners’ psychology. Whilst there has been some
quantitative work based on the big five (Dewaele and Stavans 2014; Dewaele and Al-Saraj 2015), it
too remains comparatively under-researched and in need of exploration from a wider range of
empirical approaches.

The data also show that there are some misunderstandings about the field of LLP generally but
also specific constructs in the field. Most of the interviewees associated psychology only with neuro-
science and reported knowing little or nothing about educational or social psychology. Further, they
claimed to have had little or indeed no input or training in this area. For some, in fact, the scope of the
field was limited merely to motivation. The data appear to imply that the scope and depth of tea-
chers’ understandings about the field are somewhat limited. Teachers also misunderstood the
nature and dimensions of key terms such as confidence or autonomy. This suggests that teachers
could potentially benefit from more training in aspects of social and educational psychology as rel-
evant to language learning to broaden their knowledge base and nuanced understandings of the
complexity of LLP in the language classroom. However, the data also revealed that teachers have con-
siderable knowledge, expertise and sensitivity to aspects of the psychology involved in language
learning. Based on their experiences, the teachers built upon an intuitive knowledge base and
formed prototypical understandings (see Berliner 2001) on which they based their decision-
making in regard to various psychological aspects of classroom life. An ideal next step would be
to find ways to combine research knowledge and classroom-based experiential expertise in order
to support further research but also other teacher training designs. In particular, it would be worth
examining the kinds of prototypes teachers have formed and how they utilise these frames to under-
stand the psychology of their learners and their groups (cf. Berliner 2001).

A finding that surprised us given our explicit focus on learner psychology was the emphasis by
interviewees also on their own psychology. Research has shown (Dörnyei and Kubanyiova 2014; Tas-
sinari 2015) that teacher and learner psychologies are inextricably linked and indeed may best be
thought of as two sides of the same coin. Yet, the research in the field focuses predominantly on
learner psychology with only a few notable exceptions and not nearly the same breadth and
depth of research regarding teacher psychology as is available in respect to learners. Clearly, the
research agenda needs to be expanded to also investigate teacher psychology to the same
degree of complexity as has been devoted to learner psychology. Perhaps more important is the
need for research that examines the relationship between teacher and learner psychologies in the
language classroom to see in what ways these may be mutually defining.

Finally, an interesting dimension of the data was how teachers seemed to be highly sensitised to
the local conditions and the context-sensitive nature of learner and teacher psychologies. They also
displayed a sophisticated awareness of the interconnections between multiple facets of psychology
and how they interrelate with each other beyond a surface suggestion of interconnections as possibly
prompted by the questions in the interview. Clearly, if researchers wish to communicate with and
make their research findings relevant for teachers, they will need to do so in a manner which
acknowledges the complex, interconnected and socially situated character of psychology which tea-
chers intuitively recognise from their daily teaching lives.

Conclusions, limitations and implications

This study was an initial attempt to explore teachers’ perspectives on the field of LLP. It was only a
small-scale study with a limited number of participants, across only three European countries,
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focusing primarily on the secondary school level. Nevertheless, it has raised some interesting ques-
tions for researchers, especially those wishing to reflect on the applied nature of their work, as well as
for teacher training programmes in this area.

The research agenda in LLP has been defined in the past at least by dominant experimental and
behaviourist paradigmatic approaches and designs. However, growing interest in complexity per-
spectives in LLP suggest the field is well placed to engage with the complexity and situatedness
of psychology as teachers appear to understand it. It also means the field is better placed to
engage with group dynamics in terms of systems thinking or to look most closely at interrelations
such as between the teachers’ and learners’ psychologies.

In practical terms, there would seem to be a gap with the research that has been conducted and
teachers’ understandings and evaluations of this field. Many teachers have developed their own strat-
egies for coping with various aspects of classroom life. Yet, there remain a range of issues, constructs
and concepts that teachers have little awareness of or which they may also have misunderstood. It
suggests that both teachers and learners could benefit from further training in this area to broaden
their understandings but also to support them with practical additional strategies to complement
those they already use. Especially in the area of initial teacher education, it would be helpful to
provide student teachers with explicit strategies for managing the psychologies at play in the
language classroom, rather than leaving it to time and experience for them to develop their own
experiential knowledge as these teachers have done.

Naturally, as authors, we feel that LLP is a central dimension of successful language learning and
one that is highly practical and relevant to daily classroom life. The teachers in this study seem to
agree, but do so in different ways. We feel that following this first step, the field could benefit
from engaging more deeply with teacher perspectives. Firstly, researchers could learn from the
real-world knowledge, experience and strategies employed by language teachers in their daily
lives. Secondly, academics could reflect more fully on what they feel they can share and add to tea-
chers’ experiential knowledge in ways that resonate and appear relevant and practicable. We hope
this study can in some small part contribute to enhancing the dialogue between teachers and
researchers in this field opening up pathways for each side to learn from the expertise of the other.

Notes

1. The most illustrative and representative examples were selected for citation purposes.
2. The numbers in brackets indicate the number of teachers who referred to each strategy.
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