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Connections between
learners’ communities of
practice and their use of social
language learning strategies:
A case study

Mary Grace Quigley

Abstract

There are many strategies that can be taught and employed to
foster language learning. This chapter takes social language learning
strategies—that is, those directly linked to engaged interaction—
as its focus. Previous literature demonstrates a positive relationship
between the use of language learning strategies and language
proficiency development. Less well explored is the connection
between the strategies that learners employ outside the classroom and
their creation of L2-speaking communities of practice. This chapter
examines learners’ pre-existing strategies for creating communities
of practice in which German is used. Additionally, within the
context of a case study, this chapter investigates the potentials of
teaching social language learning strategies to encourage learner
engagement outside of the classroom. The case study described
involved intermediate learners of German at an Australian university.
Interview and questionnaire data provide insights into learners
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out-of-class communities of practice and the strategies that they
use, along with the potentials of social strategy instruction in the
language classroom.

Keywords: communities of practice, learning strategies, learner
engagement, action research

1. Introduction

Language learning is a multifaceted process that in some cases involves
a great deal of rote, grammatically focused learning, depending on the
language learning context. Many strategies applicable to this type of learning
are commonly taught as a part of schooling. Along with the potential for a
focus on language form, however, language learning is always accompanied
by an aspect of social learning. This chapter takes social language learning
strategies—or strategies for structuring and approaching the social elements
of language learning—as its focus, and looks firstly at how learners of
German at an Australian tertiary institution use these strategies. Aligning
with a focus on social learning, this chapter investigates the connections
between learners’ communities of practice, the discourses attached to them
and learners’ use of a range of social strategies available to them. Finally,
this chapter reports the initial findings of an action research experiment
involving the teaching of social language learning strategies.

2. Theoretical background

Language learning strategies constitute a wide-ranging field in terms of the
types of strategies that exist for learners and the areas of language learning
on which they focus. This section firstly provides an overview of language
learning strategies and clarifies specifically what is meant in this study by
social language learning strategies. To better describe and understand the
social aspects of language learning, this study also draws on the theoretical
construct of communities of practice. Communities of practice are helpful
when looking at how language(s) and discourses are embedded in the
practices of the everyday lives of language learners (Norton, 2013). They
are particularly relevant when investigating learners’ out-of-class language
use within a foreign language learning environment. Previous literature
has tended to focus on either strategy teaching (e.g. Cohen, 2014; Lai,
2019) or learners’ L2-speaking communities of practice (e.g. Kurata, 2010;
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Norton, 2013; Yoshida, 2013; Kayi-Aydar, 2014). After giving an overview
of previous research and theory in these areas, this section outlines the
motivations for researching learners’ social strategies and communities of
practice in combination with one another.

2.1. Social language learning strategies

Language learning strategies broadly can be understood as any conscious
actions taken by the learner which have an intended positive effect on
learning, such as making learning easier, more efficient, more enjoyable or
more personally relevant (Oxford, 1990; 2017; White, 2008; Cohen, 2014).
Strategies often involve the use of techniques to help learners memorise,
comprehend, produce, gain access to or organise information about a
language they are learning (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). Strategies have
great potential to be personalised according to learners’ individual needs
and goals and have a direct connection to learner autonomy (Cotterall
& Reinders, 2004). Strategies give learners the power to shape their own
learning according to their individual requirements (Cotterall & Reinders,
2004; Cohen, 2014).

Previous research has demonstrated that the use of language learning strategies
is associated with positive language learning outcomes (e.g. O’Malley &
Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990; Chamot, 2007; Chen, 2007; Lee & Oxford,
2008; Kao & Oxford, 2014). However, learners’ strategy use has been
shown to be significantly more effective when combined with explicit
classroom strategy instruction (Chamot, 2001; Oxford, 2008). When
learners are not given guidance on how to select strategies that align with
their personal learning goals, their strategy-related decisions are often
made ‘in a desperate way’ (Oxford, 2008, p. 51). Studies investigating the
effectiveness of language learners’ strategy use in combination with directed
classroom strategy instruction have revealed that the teaching of strategies
can be an effective way to help learners select and employ strategies that are
of the greatest benefit to their learning (e.g. Nakatani, 2005; Brown, 2007;
Chamot, 2007; 2009; Chen, 2007; Gunning & Oxford, 2014).

There are many strategies for language learning which correlate more
broadly with strategies for a range of forms of learning, beyond the learning
of languages. A group of strategies that are highly relevant to the learning of
an L2 are social language learning strategies, which are the focus of this
chapter. Social strategies, as they have been termed by Oxford (1990) and
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O’Malley and Chamot (1990), are actions taken by learners which help
them to use and engage with the L2 in a naturalistic, meaning-focused
and, as such, social way. They are strategies which aid learners in using the
L2 to express their own thoughts, personalities and ideas in ways that are
meaningful to them. Social strategies encompass actions that learners can
take during interactions in the L2 to make language use easier and more
comfortable. This might include planning conversation topics in advance,
taking deep breaths to keep calm while speaking, or momentarily switching
to the L1. They can also help learners to create and discover opportunities to
engage with the L2—for example, by finding another L2 learner to practise
speaking or writing with in a comfortable environment such as over a coffee
or through the exchange of messages on social media.

Within the strategy typologies suggested by previous researchers, social
strategies have usually been limited to those that help learners to speak in
the L2. However, language is in and of itself social (Norton, 2013; De Fina,
2015). The use of language, be it receptive (reading or listening), or
productive (speaking or writing), is a social act. When learners engage with
and comprehend a text such as a podcast, a newspaper article or a novel, they
position themselves socially in relation to that text. They interpret the ideas
put forward and establish their own opinions in relation to those expressed
in the text (Canagarajah, 2013; Joseph, 2016; Preece, 2016). Language use
is social beyond instances of face-to-face speech. Therefore, social strategies
within this study represent a broad range of actions that learners can use to
foster naturalistic language use and meaningful engagement with the L2.

This broader understanding of social strategies is motivated by recent
studies of out-of-class learning, which have shown that significant language
learning gains can be made through forms of naturalistic, social engagement
beyond spoken interaction. Sockett (2014) found that L1 French speakers
were able improve their English language competency through ‘online
informal learning’, involving primarily receptive activities such as watching
television and listening to music. Further, Cole and Vanderplank (2016)
found that learners of English in Brazil who engaged in meaning-focused
activities in English, many of which were online, were able to make greater
language gains than classroom learners of English. Along with these studies,
there is an increasing amount of literature on the importance of out-of-
class learning (e.g. Benson & Reinders 2011; Lai et al., 2015; Bernales,
2016; Lee & Hsieh, 2019), which emphasises the value of autonomous,
meaning-focused activities. Huang and Benson (2013) additionally discuss
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the importance of engaging with personally meaningful material outside
of class to foster both L2 development and learner autonomy. Learners’
social engagement with the L2, whether receptive or productive in nature,
can significantly contribute to their ability to communicate using the L2.
Teaching social language learning strategies offers learners a way to structure
their approach to out-of-class naturalistic learning.

Social strategies stand in a mutually supportive relationship with cognitive
and metacognitive language learning strategies—that is, those for learning
language structure. Knowledge of language structure contributes to the
ability to use the L2 socially. Strategies for learning and memorising language
structures tend to be the most intuitive and familiar to learners because they
correspond with many other facets of learning. In contrast, social strategies
are often underestimated or forgotten. There is great potential for learners to
benefit from classroom activities that motivate them to use these strategies.

2.2. Understanding learners’ communities
of practice

Both in investigating how learners engage with the L2 outside of class
and in exploring the possibilities of suggesting strategies to further this
type of language use, the construct of communities of practice is a useful
one. Communities of practice can assist in understanding learners’ out-of-
class social groups and the discourses attached to them. Communities of
practice can be understood as a kind of ‘small culture’ (Holliday, 1999),
which, in contrast to a ‘large culture’, such as national culture, represent
shared practices between smaller groups of people, such as a classroom
group, or a group of friends. Within the language classroom, for example,
many communities of practice exist, overlapping with one another. They
are created through shared practices and the knowledge of those habitual
practices, which is shared between members (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Eckert
& McConnell-Ginet, 1992; Wenger, 1998; van Lier, 2004). Language
practices play a key role in the creation and maintenance of communities of
practice. When learners engage with meaningful 1.2 texts, they are engaging
in L2 discourse, which is attached to certain communities of practice. This
might be expressed as particular registers, vocabularies or certain types of
media associated with a particular social group (Gee, 1990; van Lier, 2011).
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The important role played by learners communities of practice in
determining their naturalistic engagement with the L2 has been established
through the research of Norton (1995, 2000, 2013). Norton’s research
investigated English language learners’ socially motivated reasons for
choosing not to use English outside of class, despite being highly motivated
to learn. Norton developed the construct of ‘investment to describe
scenarios in which learners” social investment in particular communities of
practice might clash with their motivation to learn the L2, causing them to
make language use choices that do not align with their language learning
motivations. Such a clash of investments can also be observed in Kurata’s
(2010) research looking at learners of Japanese at an Australian university.
Her research found that, despite being motivated to practise Japanese and
making efforts to find Japanese L1 speakers, learners were ultimately more
invested in their social relationships with those speakers than in pursuing
their language learning, choosing to speak mainly in English during social
encounters with the Japanese L1 speakers. This shows that language use
habits quickly form within learners’ communities of practice and that, if
they do not consciously reflect on language learning goals, learners are
unlikely to direct social situations towards language learning opportunities.

Both Kuratas and Norton’s research has highlighted the important role
played by learners” investment and their everyday communities of practice
in determining their willingness to engage with the L2. The decision to use
the L2 or another available language involves consideration of the social
situation, the habits associated with the relevant communities of practice,
and learners’ investment in a range of social factors such as friendships or
the desire to portray oneself a certain way. Social language learning strategies
can help learners to be more aware of their own habits surrounding choices
to use the L2 or another language. They can also help to make learners more
aware of the language learning potential of their out-of-class environments.
The present study therefore sets out to investigate learners’ communities of
practice and how these interact with learners’ use of social language learning
strategies. Furthermore, this study examines the potential of explicit
teaching of social language learning strategies as a way to encourage learners
to increase their use of the L2 as part of their communities of practice
outside of the classroom.
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3. Research design

3.1 Research questions

The research reported in this chapter is guided by two research questions.
Research question 1 focuses on learners’ social strategy use and communities
of practice outside of the classroom. Research question 2 investigates the
potential of explicit instruction of social language learning strategies.

Research question 1: To what extent do learners use social strategies to
facilitate using the 1.2 as part of their participation in communities of
practice? How does this relate to their investment in learning the L2?

Research question 2: What is the potential for the explicit instruction
of social language learning strategies to influence learners’ out-of-
class activities and the use of the L2 in their communities of practice?

3.2. Ethical considerations

This project was conducted with approval from the University of Adelaide’s
Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC H-2019-026). A participant
information sheet was provided to every participant and each participant was
free to opt into or out of all aspects of the data collection process. All names
of participants used in this chapter are pseudonyms and all participant data
have been deidentified.

3.3. Participants

The participants of this project were 37 undergraduate learners of German
at an Australian university. These learners were enrolled in two Bl-level
(as defined by the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages [Council of Europe, 2019]) language classes, both of which were
taught by the researcher. The majority were aged between 18 and 24 years.
At the B1 level, learners begin to be able to engage with and comprehend
texts and media that are more closely aligned with what they engaged with
in the L1. Learners were assigned to one of two groups, a control (z = 14)
and an experimental group (7 = 15), respectively, for the purposes of a
strategy teaching experiment, detailed in the next section.
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3.4. Teaching social strategies

This project involved an action research element in which a seven-week
strategy teaching experiment was carried out. The class groups were not
aware of which group they had been assigned to. The experimental group
participated in a weekly 10—15-minute strategy teaching session. The control
group did not participate in any such strategy sessions. Each session had a
different focus, often connected to the previous session. Students were free
to choose their preferred language, English or German, during the strategy
sessions; however, they were encouraged to speak German. A summary of
the focus of the individual strategy teaching sessions and the associated
activities is provided in Table 7.1.

Table 7.1 Summary of strategy teaching sessions and activities

Session 1 Gathering knowledge of strategies and sharing ideas about types
of social strategies students already use.

Session 2 Discussion of how to find and choose appropriate materials to read
as well as how to go about reading. Homework task: finding a text to
read and reporting progress next week.

Session 3 Reflections on initial attempts at finding material to read, discussion
of strategies used so far. Homework task: continue reading.

Session 4 Discussion of experiences attempting to read, learners bring
a chosen text with them to show each other and discuss.

Session 5 Discussion of how learners find opportunities to use German outside
of class, learners encouraged to see each other as a resource to
practise speaking and writing. Homework task: finding someone

to speak German with for ten minutes.

Session 6 Reflection on speaking homework task, discussion of social
strategies for speaking. Homework task: finding someone to speak
German with for ten minutes and try to incorporate strategies.

Session 7 Reflection on homework task. Discussion of strategies for managing
emotions related to language learning.

Source: Compiled by author.

3.5. Data collection: A mixed methods approach

Language learning is understood within this research project to be a complex
process involving many aspects of learners” identities and lives, extending far
beyond the walls of the classroom, into their everyday lives (van Lier, 2007;
De Fina, 2015). Accordingly, this research uses a mixed methods approach
(see Creswell, 2003) for data collection. Using a range of instruments and
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data collection methodologies allows for a range of perspectives and focuses
within the data, as well as cross referencing of results (Dérnyei, 2007; Flick,
2011). The sources of data for this project are outlined below.

3.6. Questionnaire

Two questionnaires were used in this research. The first questionnaire was
completed by 37 participants belonging to both the experimental and
control groups in the third week of semester, prior to the strategy teaching
sessions. A second questionnaire was completed by 29 participants after the
conclusion of the strategy teaching sessions in the tenth week of semester.
Both questionnaires were identical, with the exception of a section of
questions on biographical data and learning motivation that was included
in the first questionnaire only, and a section of questions in which learners
reflected on their learning and strategy use throughout the semester, which
was added to the second. The questionnaires were structured according to
the guidelines for questionnaires on language learning provided by Dornyei
(2003). They included both Likert scale items, to allow for generalisations
across the group, and open-ended questions in which learners could
elaborate on their responses.

In line with the case study nature of this research project, both questionnaires
have been analysed using descriptive statistics. Each questionnaire item has
been analysed as an individual variable and, additionally, some variables
have been combined with other similarly themed variables to create a factor.
Learners’ responses to certain thematic factors are also represented in terms
of the average answer given for each variable across the group.

3.7. Interviews

After the conclusion of the strategy teaching sessions, and the completion
of the second questionnaire, a total of 25 semi-structured interviews were
carried out with learners from both experimental and control groups.
Excerpts from 5 of those 25 interviews are presented in this chapter. These
have been selected on the basis that they are representative of common
themes across a number of interviews. Interviews took approximately
30 minutes and were conducted one-on-one with the researcher. They
have been transcribed according to the guidelines provided by Brosius et al.
(2016). Transcription conventions are outlined in Table 7.2.
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Table 7.2 Interview transcription conventions

// overlapping speech

/ unfinished sentence
[...] omitted speech

[1 additional information

() extra auditory sounds or movements, e.g. laughing or gestures
CAPSLOCK emphasis
Italics midsentence code-switching

(...) pause, full stops indicate number of seconds
I: utterances by the interviewer
R: utterances by the respondent

Source: Brosius et al. (2016).

Interviews were approached as socially situated interactions in which the
researcher also plays a role (Deppermann, 2013). The interviews aimed to
gather data on individual learners’ German-speaking communities of practice
outside of the classroom. They also investigated the social motivations for
learners’ choices to create or resist opportunities for practising German
outside of class. Interview analysis was carried out using thematic coding
(Guest et al., 2012). Learners in the experimental group are indicated with
a star (¥).

4. Results and discussion

4.1. Learners’ investment in German-speaking
communities of practice

Learners’ choices related to their use of the L2 outside of class are closely
tied to their social investment in choosing to learn a language at university.
Aspartofinterviewsand the initial questionnaire, information aboutlearners’
investment in language learning and their L2 communities of practice was
gathered. The questionnaire gathered general data about learners’ reasons
for choosing to learn German and about the kinds of activities they engaged
in using the L2 outside of class. The interviews allowed students to provide
greater detail about how these choices and activities fitted in within their
social lives. Within the interviews, learners were questioned regarding their
views of language learning and why it is important to them. Many learners
discussed being invested in learning German as symbolic knowledge.
In Interview excerpt 1, Tessa describes language learning in general as
something she perceives as being socially important because of its potential
to broaden one’s thinking in a community that is dominated by English.
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Interview excerpt 1: Téssa™

R: I feel like especially white people/English-speaking white people,
they just don't really get it. I know a lot of people who don’t speak
English [as a first language], they all speak English because it’s the
universal language. I feel like we're missing out. So I don’t want to be
another one of those.

For Tessa and many other learners within this learner group, language
learning was a symbolic gesture through which she and other learners were
attempting to broaden their cultural awareness. This means that these
learners’ investment in language learning is not necessarily connected
directly with the goal of participating in a specific L2 community of
practice. Rather, it is an act of differentiation from ‘those’ ‘English-speaking
white people’ who lack understanding and empathy for other cultures.
This particular type of investment in the process of learning aligns with
a tendency to see language learning as something conceptual, rather than as
something practical. This is aligned with data gathered by Schmidt (2014),
whose research found that personal growth was a key factor for learners to
choose to learn German at an Australian university.

Interview excerpt 2: Téssa™

R: I think learning a language is just different because you can’t just
learn it for a test and then forget about it. You constantly have to
build up on it and also I don’t really speak about bacteria (laughs).
I don’t speak aloud ever on the science side of things.

Further reflecting this social investment, Tessa discusses the differences
between learning German and her other university subjects, stating that a key
point of difference was the social aspect of language, which requires frequent
and active engagement. She describes this as something she has found difficult
about language learning. She expressed difficulty in finding opportunities
to engage with the language and to use the language in her life outside of
class. She recognises that integrating German language use into her everyday
communities of practice is beneficial to her language learning, yet she struggles
to find and create opportunities to do so. In Interview excerpt 2, she comments
that, with respect to her study of science, she ‘doesn’ really speak about
bacteria’ outside of class, thereby highlighting the contrast between her other
subjects and German, which requires her to practise her out-of-class speaking.
Learners experienced a disparity between what they expected to encounter
as part of their university studies and the learning activities associated with
language learning. Many academic subjects require learners to memorise facts,
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whereas language learning requires activities that are connected to learners’
everyday communities of practice, beyond the academic realm. Sociocultural
language learning theory emphasises that language learning involves the
‘whole person’ and forms part of one’s life beyond the walls of the classroom
(van Lier, 2004; Benson, 2019). However, interview data suggested that this
strongly social view of learning was not always held by the learners themselves.
Across the interviews, exemplified by David in Interview excerpt 3, many
students described a desire to complete the formal elements of the course
that were necessary to achieve a pass and to avoid any additional activities.
While this is an approach adopted by many students across academia, for
language learning it is particularly problematic. It is highly important that
learners see the value of their informal, naturalistic out-of-class engagement
with the language.

Interview excerpt 3: David
I: How do you learn German outside of the classroom?

R: Revision. The Vorbereitung [homework activities]. But other than
that, not really that much. I don’t really consume that much German
media outside of the/ Or like German texts outside of the classroom.

I: Did you set any specific goals for yourself in the course?

R: Aim for a pass? (laughs) [...] Just keep rolling with it, just sort of
get through the course.

Interviews further showed that learners are socially invested in communities of
practice that form as part of their university studies, including those connected
to their German tuition. Many students within this cohort knew each other,
having begun learning German together the previous year. Various classroom
and out-of-class communities of practice have been formed as a result of their
German language courses. Such communities of practice have discourses—
that is, habitual ways of using language—attached to them. Learners in these
communities of practice share the mutual goal of learning German and have
similar language abilities in German. Despite this, interview data indicated
that learners often failed to see each other as potential learning resources or as
potential German language speech partners.

Interview excerpt 4: Louise
I: Do you ever speak German together?

R: I mean maybe like as a joke. But not like, ‘Let’s practise German
together.’
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I: Have you thought about doing that?

R: I don’t know. Wed have to plan it! Thatd be good! Why not use
your friends who can speak German as a resource! But I don’t know.
We never do! (laughs)

In Interview excerpt 4, Louise describes speaking German outside of class
with other learners in a joking way (line 2), and indicates that this is the only
scenario in which she would speak in German with classmates outside of the
classroom. Interestingly, she recognises the potential of learning with other
students: “Why not use your friends who can speak German as a resource!’
(line 4). Despite her enthusiasm for learning German, she does not speak in
German with other students outside of the classroom. In part, she appears
not to realise the L2 learning resources that are available to her, and she
does not use social strategies in order to create opportunities to access them.
For example, she is particularly close with one classmate and it is likely, as
was the case in Kurata’s (2010) study, that Louise’s social investment in the
friendship outweighs her investment in improving her German.

Although many learners reported speaking German very little or not at
all outside of the classroom, some learners had formed German-speaking
communities of practice with German-speaking family members.
In Interview excerpt 5, Sally describes using broken German with members
of her family who have also learned German as an additional language.

Interview excerpr 5: Sally*

R: T'll say something [in German] and my dad will say something
back like, Was ist das?

(laughs) Something really basic. And my brother and sister both did
it in high school so we kind of have a pretty good knowledge of very
basic German. (laughs)

I: You could have a conversation at the dinner table together! (laughs)

R: Hmmm about colours maybe! (laughs)

The family can act as a community of practice in which learners feel safe to
play with language, though it appears that this form of language use is not
necessarily strategically directed at improving one’s language ability. Instead,
the purpose of such encounters is more playful and for the enjoyment of a
shared code, in a context where the correctness of language form is not
of concern. Sally describes this activity as an enjoyable way to use her

189



190

ENABLING LEARNING

German, but she does not pursue these kinds of language exchanges to
further her language learning. This is the case, despite her having been in
the experimental group that received the strategy teaching.

4.2. Using social language learning strategies to
participate in communities of practice

The initial questionnaire investigated the social strategies that learners were
using to facilitate their naturalistic use of the L2 outside of class. A focus
of this was on strategies for speaking, investigating which strategies learners
used most frequently and which ones they were reluctant to use. Figure 7.1
shows a breakdown of learners’ responses to individual questionnaire
items. Learners reported frequently employing strategies that help them
to maintain a conversation with a speech partner such as ‘guessing from
context’ and ‘keeping the conversation going’. Lesser used strategies
included ‘anticipating speech’, ‘changing the topic’ and ‘momentarily
switching to English’.

Figure 7.1 Learners’ reported frequency using selected speaking
strategies (n =37)
Source: Compiled by author.

Most learners (73%, 7 = 27) only occasionally sought out opportunities
to speak German outside of class. This outcome was also reflected in
the interview data discussed earlier, where both a lack of realisation of
the opportunities available and a lack of social investment in creating
opportunities were described by learners. Figure 7.1 shows that learners
regularly use a range of speaking strategies and are particularly willing to
employ those which help them to continue their spoken interaction, once
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they have begun. However, learners appear to be less willing to initiate the
creation of their own speaking opportunities, an activity which requires
a higher degree of learner autonomy.

Learners described a range of social strategies that they had developed which
allowed them to participate in L2 communities of practice while avoiding
the necessity of face-to-face interaction. This is an important consideration
for language learners, similar to those in Socket’s (2014) study, who are
geographically isolated from the larger L2-speaking population. In Interview
excerpt 6, Adam describes his strategic use of video games as both a tool
for learning German and way to foster naturalistic language use. Video
games granted access to ways of speaking within a larger community of
practice of ‘nerds’, as Adam identifies himself. Video games have allowed
Adam to engage with the discourse of a community of practice which uses
German and simultaneously reflects his own English-speaking community
in Australia.

Interview excerpr 6: Adam

R: Because I'm a nerd, I naturally gravitated towards video games.
[...] So, I would play through video games that I was familiar with
in English, I'd just switch the language over to German. I chose
games that have lots of dialogue, lots of speaking, lots of reading you
have to do so you can understand, and story driven kind of things.
So to progress you actually have to understand what’s going on. [...]
It was overwhelming at first but I eased into it and so I had to pick
up all these words from context.

Use of L2 media has given Adam the opportunity to engage in a meaningful
and personally relevant way with German. He reflects on video games as
having made significant contributions to his knowledge of and ability to
use the L2. He discussed difficulties in finding and creating opportunities
to speak the L2 outside of class face-to-face. However, this strategically
sought out text-based activity has granted access to the L2 discourses
that connected to the communities of practice with which he personally
identifies. Employing such strategic behaviour in seeking out opportunities
to use and engage with language in a meaningful and personally relevant
way is motivating for learners and contributes to knowledge of the L2.

The interviews carried out with learners from both the experimental and
control groups showed that learners do employ their own social strategies
without explicit strategy teaching. However, others often do not recognise the
potential language learning resources that already exist within their everyday
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communities of practice. This was true of both Louise, who did not receive
strategy instruction, and Sally, who did. This indicates that even with the
strategy teaching intervention, in relation to taking up opportunities to use
the L2 outside of class, learners’ social investment in relationships will often
win out over their investment in building their German skills. Nevertheless,
strategy teaching has the potential to make learners more aware of their
language use choices, as discussed in the next section.

4.3. Teaching social language learning strategies

This section describes results taken from the post-strategy teaching
questionnaire, which questioned both the group of learners who received
strategy instruction (the experimental group) and those who did not (the
control group). They were asked to reflect on their learning and strategy use
throughout the semester. They also reported on the amounts of time spent
on different types of out-of-class learning activities.

A key focus of the strategy teaching was on seeing other learners as potential
language learning resources. Learners were encouraged to speak in German
with each other outside of the classroom, including as part of ungraded
homework tasks. Figure 7.2 shows learners’ reported weekly time spent
speaking German with other learners outside of class throughout the
semester. Almost all (93%, 7 = 14) learners in the experimental group
reported spending 30 minutes or more per week speaking German with
other students. In contrast, under three-quarters (71%, 7 = 10) of learners
in the control group reported doing this for more than half an hour weekly.
Additionally, learners in the experimental group reported spending more
time on receptive naturalistic learning activities such as reading books and
watching television outside of class than learners in the control group.

This reflects in part the content of the homework assignments that were
included in the strategy teaching sessions. However, the homework tasks
given to learners as part of the strategy sessions only required them to engage
in one activity type—reading, speaking, listening or writing—each week.
The questionnaire results suggest that the homework activities initiated
by strategy sessions helped learners to form ongoing habits for out-of-class
learning.
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Figure 7.2 Weekly time spent speaking German with other students outside
of class: A comparison of experimental (n =15) and control (n =14) groups

Source: Compiled by author.

Figure 7.3 Learners’ agreement with the statement ‘| have created
opportunities to practise speaking German’: A comparison of experimental
(n =15) and control (n = 14) groups

Source: Compiled by author.

Figure 7.3 displays learners’ agreement with the statement, ‘I have created
opportunities to practise speaking German’. Learners in the experimental
group showed stronger agreement (73%, 7 = 11) with this item than the
control group, of which less than half (43%, 7 = 6) expressed agreement.
This suggests that the strategy teaching sessions prompted learners to create
additional opportunities to practise using German outside of the classroom.
Creating opportunities for language use was a strategy which learners used
relatively less often, as already discussed with regard to Figure 7.1. The
strategy sessions and associated homework tasks motivated learners to seek
out opportunities for naturalistic language use where they otherwise would
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not have. In doing this, learners can build and participate in communities
of practice whose habitual practices involve using German rather than
solely English.

Figure 7.4 Learners’ average agreement with statements about the
development of social strategies throughout the semester: A comparison
of experimental (n = 15) and control (n = 14) groups

Source: Compiled by author.

Learners’ average agreement with statements about strategy development
throughout the semester, shown in Figure 7.4, indicated that learners in the
experimental group showed greater agreement with having developed social
strategies throughout the semester. On average, across a range of items
looking at different social strategies, almost three-quarters (73%, n = 11)
of learners in the experimental group agreed that they had developed social
strategies for out-of-class learning throughout the semester, whereas only
57 per cent (7 = 8) of those in the control group expressed agreement on
average with the same statements. That over half of the control group
developed social strategies without explicit strategy instruction shows that
learners will intuitively develop and use social strategies. However, the
relatively short strategy sessions were able to prompt a larger proportion
of learners within this learner group to actively develop social strategies to
further their learning through naturalistic out-of-class language use.

The initial results of this small-scale action research project suggest that the
teaching of social language learning strategies, even in very short sessions,
unconnected to course assessment, has the potential to encourage students
to increase their use of social strategies.
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4.4. Research outcomes

The research results discussed have focused on learners’ social strategy use
outside of the classroom, their communities of practice and the potential of
strategy teaching to prompt learners to use social strategies more frequently.
The research outcomes are discussed below in relation to the guiding
research questions.

Research question 1
To what extent do learners use social strategies to facilitate using the
L2 as part of their participation in communities of practice? How
does this relate to their investment in learning the L2?

This investigation has indicated that learners do intuitively employ a range
of social strategies outside of the classroom, particularly those that allow
them to continue a conversation in the L2. However, they less frequently
seek out opportunities to speak in the L2. Learners were highly invested in
language learning as a symbolic action, showing a recognition of the need for
empathy through cultural understanding. Many learners in this cohort are
invested in language learning as an opportunity to gain knowledge, rather
than practical ability or access to a particular community. Aligning with
this investment, learners tended not to seek out L2-speaking communities
of practice. Instead, the social strategies that learners employed facilitated
largely receptive language use. Learners, such as Adam, sought out discourse
in the L2 that allowed them to feel connected to the communities of practice
with which they identified in the L1. Many learners discussed a lack of
opportunities to speak. However, learners such as Louise were aware of other
learners in their communities of practice who had the shared mutual interest
in practising the L2. Nonetheless, most learners did not systematically
attempt to shift the language of their communities of practice from English
to L2. This can likely be attributed to learners” strong investment in social
relationships being more powerful than their investment in making gains in
their learning of the L2.

Research question 2

What is the potential for the explicit instruction of social language
learning strategies to influence learners’ out-of-class activities and
the use of the L2 in their communities of practice?

195



196

ENABLING LEARNING

The results of a small-scale case study suggest that teaching social strategies
has the potential to encourage students to see other L2 learners as learning
resources. Questionnaire results show that the strategy sessions prompted
learners to engage more frequently in naturalistic out-of-class language
activities. This occurred in connection with informal homework tasks
given to students, but these behaviours appeared to continue beyond those
initial assignments. Additionally, learners who received strategy instruction
agreed more strongly that they had developed social strategies throughout
the semester. This indicates that at the very least the strategy teaching
sessions have made learners more aware of these types of learning strategies
and the ways in which they can contribute to their L2 learning. Strategy
teaching can help learners to recognise language practices that they did not
previously see as contributing to their language learning, and therefore to
carry out these activities in a strategic and deliberate manner. Furthermore,
it can help learners to recognise the language learning potentials in their
pre-existing communities of practice. However, learners’ social investment
in a range of factors, as indicated by their desire to socialise versus their
desire to learn, also plays a role in determining their use of the L2 within
their communities of practice.

5. Conclusion and ways forward

This chapter has discussed the social strategies used to learn German by
two classes of intermediate learners. It has considered the ways in which
their social investment in factors such as a desire to gain conceptual
knowledge, rather than specifically desiring to enter a particular German-
speaking community of practice, influence the ways in which they engage
with German outside of the classroom. Learners employ social strategies
intuitively for social activities that they are invested in, which in the case
of this learner group tends to be more focused on receptive use of the L2,
such as through playing video games. They are reluctant to use strategies
to go against the habitual behaviours of existing communities of practice
in which they are socially invested, such as with other L2 learners, despite
a shared desire to improve their L2 proficiencies. Teaching social strategies
appears to have encouraged learners within this case study to engage more
often in meaning-focused out-of-class learning. However, there were still
potential learning situations that were not approached strategically, despite
participation in strategy sessions. Future research is needed to investigate
in greater detail the potential benefits of incorporating the teaching of
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social language learning strategies into the classroom. Additionally, future
research could explore the effects of incorporating strategy-related learning
into assessment to help to motivate learners to employ and reflect on their
strategy use in a more directed way.
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