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This paper is concerned with the question whethe&rob biographical
factors such as sex, age, contact with the taegejuage, stays in a
target-language-speaking environment or native kgyedeachers
actually have a measurable influence on individueicess in second
language acquisition (SLA). These factors are ofissumed to have
an influence, and serve as a basis for many pegedagainst L2
speakers that are held by potential employers Isot lay the public.
One example for these prejudices would be the gssomthat an
individual who has stayed in a target-language{dpgaenvironment
for a few months, will be fully proficient or “pex€t” in the target
language. Based on this assumption, we can obsaruésing
popularity of foreign-exchange programs in highadhand university
and a positive discrimination of applicants whoiralauch a stay in
their CV by employers. Within this work, we havestesl most of
these “common-sense” assumption in a study, usigdi¢h as an L2
as an example.
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1 Introduction

English is currently the most spoken language wadd. There are
approximately 400 million native speakers and ammeded billion of learners
of English, which means that a fourth of the waldobpulation is currently able
to communicate in English @&sTAL, 2007: 69). It is the official ode facto
language in 54 countries and most internationalamimations. In the 21
century, English has become the most important mx@ircommunication in
multinational companies, financial institutions asdo in academic exchange.
11. Norddeutsches Linguistisches Kolloquium (2010): 32-64
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English today obviously serves as a modern lingalach, oglobal languageas
Crystal characterizes it. It is therefore very impot, if not even taken for
granted, that students, graduates and young aceslémdaiay are fluent speakers
of English. A good understanding of English as aomsd language (L2) is
necessary, as it makes exchange with researcHeosealthe world possible.
English is a perfect example for a modern languthge is spoken out of
necessity by a huge number of non-native speakerislwide.

The necessity of being able to communicate in glage other than one’s own
mother tongue also becomes obvious in the confeah @ngoing globalization
process that can currently be observed in all aoddge, but especially in
economical contexts. In order to reach certaintpos in their career, speakers
sometimes have to give evidence for their L2 preficy by taking a test or
demonstrating their language skills, but in mosesatheir proficiency is simply
estimated by relying on certain biographical fagt@hich can be derived from a
speaker’'s CV. The assessment of a speaker’s mofigiin an L2 is very often
done on basis of common-sense assumptions aboutfadtars in a speaker’s
biography are probably beneficial to his/her preficy. An example for this
would be an employer who chooses promising jobieampls with assumed high
L2 proficiency by selecting those who state in théV to have stayed in a
target-language speaking country for a certainogeof time. Another example
would be a language school that hires only natpeakers as teachers, since
they assume that only native speakers can teaghgaidge “perfectly”. Such a
selection procedure, which relies on biographiaatdrs for assessing language
competence, is common practice and can be foumdammy areas of life. Very
often, these common-sense assumptions do not mgveceentific or linguistic

basis and are just accepted as a truth by hearsaglieidual experience.
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This paper seeks to critically examine and disthisgpractice of assessing non-
native speakers of English on the basis of biogcapliactors As stated in the
beginning, the ability to speak English well isiadispensable requirement for
most young academics and professionals today. &gy, assumptions about a
person‘s capability of the English language are enayl their CV. Persons who
started learning English at an early age or haeatsa@ school year or semester
in an English-speaking country are usually autocadli assumed to speak
English very well. Learners obviously hold the saassumptions, which is
reflected in the rising popularity of educationaiclkeange programs in high
school and university, or other programs such as gair’ and “Work and
Travel”. But are these assumptions really genei@lyect? This paper aims at
giving evidence for or against these widespreaktsednd expectations, so that
future categorizations and assessments can possbhased on a more stable

foundation of facts.

2. Approach of thisstudy
In order to test the assumptions that are held lanympeople, we have
conducted a study with a sample of German studésdsning English. The
students were questioned about their biographgarining English in an online
guestionnaire. We have questioned participantstaheuollowing biographical
factors:
1. Sex.
For the factor of sex, we often find the assumptioat women were the
better language learners. This is also confirmeddweral linguistic studies
that were conducted on this topic (Comparesdy, 2006: 266; BRSTALL,
1975: 123; BYLE, 1987: 282). Hypothesis 1 therefore is: Femalenka

should be more successful in SLA than male learners
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2. Age

Most assumptions on the factor of age can be surpathwith the formula
“younger is better’. The recent discourse about bemefits of early-
childhood education has contributed to a genet#ldé of the public to
prefer individuals that have started learning anak2 very early age. This
attitude might be based on thatical period hypothesisfirst proposed by
Penfield and Robert in 1959. It states that thera period in life during
which language acquisition occurs naturally andl welsult in native or
native-like proficiency. The acquisition after thspecific age — mostly
specified around the start of puberty — would tfoeee be much more
difficult and would be impossible to result in atiaa-like proficiency
(PENFIELD & ROBERTS 1959: 34). Hypothesis 2 is therefore: The youraer
learner was when he/she first started learning iBimgthe more successful
he/she should be in the acquisition.

3. Staysin a target-language-speaking environment

One of the most widespread assumptions is thaayistan environment
where the target language is spoken will lead tmémse improvements in
individual SLA, or even native-like proficiency. iBhis easily proven when
looking at the steady popularity of programs sushfaeign exchange for
high school students, au pair, Work and Travel,estars abroad and many
others. This assumption can also be found in linguisticamaly that
language acquisition in a natural setting autoraiyicleads to a higher
proficiency than acquisition in a classroom settifgpmpare ETHMAN,
1978: 219; HRTER, 2008: 103KLEIN & DITTMAR, 1979: 198). Hypothesis 3
therefore is: Those who spent more than three msastan English-speaking
environment will have a higher proficiency thangbavho did not.

4. Contact with target languagein everyday life
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Another common-sense assumption about individuah &_that a learner
will profit from a lot of contact with the targesiriguage in his/her everyday
life. With this, we mean the rate to which a speakeses English in his/her
everyday life for communicating with friends andniy, but also how much
English-speaking media he/she watches, reads tendiso, or which role
English plays in his/her studies. Speaking in lisja terms, this is a
question of input and interaction. If a person conss a lot of English-
speaking media in his/her everyday life and comweates with many other
English-speaking persons, we can assume that éngomp receives a lot of
input of English and might therefore have an adsgatin the acquisition of
English (compare &8s, 1997: 2; KRASHEN, 1989: 440; LRSEN-FREEMAN,
1976: 48). Hypothesis 4 is therefore: The more atné learner has with
English in everyday life, thieigher his/her proficiency will be.

5. Native speaker teachers

The last factor we have examined within the contaxthis work is the
influence that native speaker teachers have onSth& success of their
students. Many people hold the assumption thatetivdso were taught by
native speakers would have an advantage over twhsehad non-native
speaker teachers and would potentially have a higiaficiency in English.
This assumption is found very often in other fietdtated to SLA as well.
One prominent example are private schools for fmrdanguages which
almost exclusively hire native speakers. It is asatriking phenomenon
found in job advertisements directed at foreigrgleage editors or other
personnel that will have to do with English textsalients: usually non-
native speakers are not encouraged to apply. Tdsgiye discrimination of
native speakers, especially in teaching positiors, an extremely

controversial issue among researché&khough a lot of positions and
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theoretical discussions can be found on the tmeigy little actual research is
available. Here, we obviously have a lot of potrfor future research, since
to the author's knowledge, no substantial study baer attempted to
compare performance of students that were taughtabye speakers and
students who were not. The results of such a stamilyd contribute very
much to the debate whether or not native spealemhé&rs are the “better”
teachers, regarding progress and proficiency ofr teeidents (compare
SZENES 2008. Hypothesis 5 for that will be tested in the followgistudy is

therefore: Those that were taught English by nasipeakers will have a

higher proficiency than those who were not.

The problem that now naturally occurs, is to litle tanswers of the sample
group to their actual ability to speak and undegtgnglish. Of course there is
no perfect standardized way to gain accurate irdétion about this very
complex ability, but in order to have at least ostandardized point of
comparison that applies to all students in the samg, the students will be
asked to give their individual TOEFL score. The tTésEnglish as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL) is a standardized test that iertdky students all over the
world in order to apply at universities in Englispeaking countries. The
TOEFL score is broadly accepted to give reliablel@wce for a person’s ability
to speak and understand English and will therefds® serve as a point of
comparison in this study. If the biographical fastof a person really have a
reliable influence of a person‘s success in L2 &utijon, it should also be
noticeable in the person’s TOEFL score. The study therefore deliver
information that will either confirm or refute tivalidity of the assumption that
biographical factors give reliable evidence for ergon‘s ability to speak
English.
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3 Reaults

Overall, 104 persons responded to the questionndines sample group
consisted of students who took the TOEFL betweeweNter 2009 and March
2010 and who had the possibility to voluntarilyrsigp for this study at their
TOEFL testing site. Of these 104, some had to b®oved from the sample,
since they did not fill out the form completely did not meet requirements,
such as being a student or being able to provib@EFL score. This resulted in
a final sample of 77 valid responses, which's datih be analyzed in this
chapter. The maximum score that can be reachedenTOEFL is 120; the
average TOEFL score achieved by the sample groupisnstudy is 100. The
sample therefore is 4 points above the overallageeof TOEFL examinees in
Germany, which ETS quotes as being 96 (ETS, 2009).

3.1 Sex
Of the 77 valid answers that were included intogtigly, 37 came from female
and 40 from male participants. This corresponds $ex ratio of 48.1% females
and 51.9% males, which is a satisfyingly balan@=lilt regarding the factor of
Sex.
Our hypothesis, concerning the performance of sexigs following current
prevailing opinions in SLA research, stated thatdée learners should generally
perform better than male learners (hypothesis h)s Tendency could not be
confirmed by our data. If we compare the perforneaatthe two groups, we
receive the following results:

Average TOEFL score of female test takers: 98.2

Average TOEFL score of male test takers: 101.8
Male participants in the study performed in averagere than three points

better than female participants. Looking at thedied display of results, we see
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that males were especially dominant in the groupopfscorers who achieved
115 points or better. While 16 female persons vadte to score more than 110
points, 19 males achieved the same. In the smalipgof those who scored

above 115 points, five were female and eight weabemThis distribution is

displayed in figure 1.
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Figure 1: Distribution of TOEFL scores among sex groups

This result contradicts the prevailing view thantdes would generally be more
successful than males in SLA. However, we shoukpka mind that the factor
of sex interacts with many other factors that mayehplayed a role in this
specific sample group. The assumption that fematedd be better L2 learners,

iIs supported with a lot of evidence from other digsiwe studies, our
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contradicting result, however, suggests that sexa asngle factor does not
influence individual success in SLA in a significavay. Thus, hypothesis 1 is

proven false.

3.2 Age

Following the hypothesis, we expect to see a sigant negative correlation of

starting age with the TOEFL score, which means titatower the starting age
IS, the higher the TOEFL score should be.

Figure 2 displays the actual distribution of stagytiage in relation to TOEFL

score. The dashed line indicates a perfect negetisrelation of the two factors

that we would see if hypothesis B was verified. w8 can see, the actual
distribution of data, each indicated by one dathia graph, is not in accordance
with this expected distribution. Speaking in terwfsthe Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficient, we receive a catieh value of -0.064, which

equates to a very weak or almost non-existent kediwa. This would mean that

the age of a speaker when first learning an L2 dodog in no state of

dependence with his/her actual later proficiency.
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Figure 2: Starting age in relation to TOEFL score

Our result obviously contradicts the prevailingropn in SLA research that is
mainly supportive of theritical period hypothesisFollowing this opinion, we
would have expected an obvious tendency towardsreelation between
starting age and proficiency in later life. Theseaa for this discrepancy may
again lay in the size of our sample, or rathertsnlack of representativeness.
The distribution of data clearly shows that thet vasjority of participants in the
study started learning English at an age betweerensand twelve years,
therefore before puberty and before the critica¢ agicated by theeritical
period hypothesisThis is due to the fact that this age periochesdcommon age
for children in Germany to start English as a sth&ubject, therefore the
participants in the study all have very similartstg ages. If we had had more
participants with an older starting age, the catreh might have been more

significant. However, from our limited data, we sltb make note of some
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specific characteristics. The participants, whdalle a comparably low starting
age, have all achieved rather high TOEFL scoresst [ef all, most of the
participants have achieved a score of 90 or bettbrch is an overall good
result. This would support the tendency that idestaby thecritical period
hypothesisSecondly, there are a number of outliers thatlether started at a
rather old age and still have achieved high TOEgdres, or have started young
like all the other but still were unable to reaaghhTOEFL scores. We can
therefore summarize the following from our data tfoe factor of starting age:
Hypothesis 2 has not been verified in our studyydwer a tendency towards a
high proficiency when having a young starting aga be assumed, due to the
overall good results of the sample. The outlierthan study however prove that
starting age is not a factor that guarantees fagh or low proficiency in later
life.

If we put this result in relation to other findingencerning the factor of age in
SLA, we find many supporting views. Tloeitical period hypothesi®ias been
confirmed by many studies and most linguists agheg the learning of a
language at a young age will usually result in aegally higher proficiency than
the learning of a language at an older age. Howeliere are also studies that
showed that given the right conditions, the assiwonghat “younger is better” is
not always true. There is consensus that age isheoonly factor influencing
later proficiency in an L2, therefore the result®or study should be viewed as

a further contribution to these findings in SLAeasch.

3.3 Staysin atarget-language-speaking environment
In order to gain information about the influencestdys in an English-speaking
environment on a speaker’s success in SLA, we pavénis factor into relation

with the participants’ TOEFL scores. We have askegglicitly for stays in
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English-speaking environments, such as the Unitate§ England, Australia,
etc. and we have also asked for stays that toaledafore the TOEFL and we
have asked for stays that lasted longer than threeths. The selection of
participants by these criteria should guarantee¢ tha stays we take into
consideration actually gave the participants thpoodpinity to improve their
language skills. We received data from 23 persdmst fulfilled these
requirements, this group will from now on be callkb@ “abroad group” for
reasons of convenience. We have first of all coegpadhe average TOEFL
scores of these two groups and came to the folipwesult:

Average TOEFL score of the abroad group: 112.1

Average TOEFL score of all others: 94.9
Here we see a significant difference: Those whgestan an English-speaking
environment before taking the TOEFL did excel ier@ge more than 17 points
over those who did not. This means that the abgradp has in fact higher
TOEFL scores than the group that did not spend thman English speaking
environment. From this, we can assume that thessop have a significantly
higher proficiency in English than their peers. Bijpesis 3 is therefore proven
correct.
There is however more to this result. Figure 3 shdle distribution of the
abroad group’s TOEFL scores in direct comparisothto scores of the other

participants of the study.
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Figure 3: Stays in English-speaking environments in relatomOEFL score

In direct comparison, we can see that all partiipdelonging to the abroad
group also belong to the group of TOEFL top scoréte range of TOEFL
results in the abroad group starts at 94 (almostaverage of the complete
sample) and ends at 120. In the rest of the samefind individual scores
between 0 and 118. This range, illustrated in Bg®;, allows for some
interpretation. If we look closer at the range afres in the two groups, we see
that out of the 23 members of the abroad groupbdléng to the top scorers
who achieved 115 points or more in the TOEFL. Timsans that almost 50
percent of those who spent time in an English-spga&nvironment were later
able to achieve an almost perfect result. Out ef34 other participants, only
two were able to achieve such an excellent TOERIesavhich corresponds to
a ratio of 3.7 percent. From this data, we may kalecthat it may be possible to
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achieve a very high or native-like proficiency eweithout having stayed in an
English-speaking environment but that it is verjyikely. The likelihood on the

other hand increases immensely if such a stay dentplace. We can also
summarize, since none of the members of the abgoadp scored below 94
points, that it is very unlikely for a person whashspent time in a target-
language-speaking environment, to be lacking pexicy in his/her L2. This

confirms the basic notion that a natural settingSbA should be preferred over
a classroom setting, due to the higher amount jpditimnd interaction that is
available in a natural setting. Our results alsoficm the findings of Fathman
and Hurter who stated that students who spenddbmnead will excel over their
peers regarding L2 proficiency. The prevailing a@mnfound in SLA research
that stays in target-language-speaking environmaittsbut do not guarantee
successful SLA can also be supported with the tesfilour study. However, it
should be kept in mind that the members of theabigroup did mostly stay in
an English-speaking environment voluntarily and faostly educational

reasons. The reasons for the participants’ stagdisted in figure 4 (multiple

answers were possible).

Reason for stay Number of timesthisreason
was indicated
Student exchange program 15
Au pair program 1
Work and Travel 5
Internship 2
Semester abroad 2
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Figure 4: Reasons for stays in English-speaking environments

Almost all of the participants left their home fan educational or academic
reason, the largest group being exchange studéf@scan conclude that these
persons were most likely highly motivated to letra language, since they had
a high degree of integration into their new pe@ugr due to associated school
visits. We should also keep in mind that most @&sth persons participated in
programs that involved some kind of fee or paymeiiich could also play a
role regarding motivation. This factor corresporidsthe problem studied by
Klein & Dittmar, who focused on the process of SbAimmigrants. Their
studies came to different results than our stubdgweng that many immigrants
were far from native-like proficiency, although yheas well had had the
opportunity to learn the language in a naturairggtiThis was mainly explained
by the influence of other factors such as motivatmd sociocultural identity.
These factors are clearly different for immigraatsl exchange students. The
basic notion that these factors may play a moreortapt role in the process of
successful SLA than the mere existence of a natetling can therefore be

supported by our result.

3.4 Contact with target language in everyday life

In order to measure the influence of contact wiiglish in a learner’s everyday
life on his/her success in SLA, we have includetdumber of questions on this
specific area into the questionnaire. We have fedus the role that the English
language plays in the participants’ free time om ¢ime hand and on the other

hand we have focused on the role of English inistudnd university.
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Starting with the role of English in the participsirfree time, we have presented
participants with several activities associatechvigisure time and have asked
them to indicate for which areas they regularly t/s& English language. In
figure 5, we can see the variety of activities dhd distribution of “yes”

answers (multiple answers were allowed).

‘yes” answers percentage
watching movies/TV series 51 66.2%
reading books 48 63.3%
news (papers, TV, etc.) 46 59.7%
internet communication 33 42.9%
friends 32 41.6%
student job 21 27.3%
family 2 2.6%

Figure5: Usage of English in free time

Obviously, the vast majority of students in our peen(66.2%) regularly prefer
to watch movies and TV series in English. Thislasely followed by English
books (63.3%) and English news (59.7%) which seenbd popular in our
sample group as well. A little less than half oé tparticipants (42.9%) also
regularly communicate on the internet in Englishuse the language to talk to
their friends (41.6%). Around a third (27.3%) resgly uses English in their
student job and a very small group (2.6%) statesoimmunicate with their
family in English on a regular basis. This resuistfof all suggests that most
participants of our study actually do have contatih English in their everyday
life and free time and therefore have some kindingut and interaction

available to them. Only seven persons in totaly®.af our sample did indicate
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to have no contact with English in their everyddg kt all. This fact could
suggest a first explanation for the overall aboverage performance in the
TOEFL of our sample. However, in order to judge thiguence of input and
interaction on a person’s success in SLA, we ne@bmpare the TOEFL scores
of those who stated to use English in various ao¢dbkeir life and those who
have very little or no contact with English in theveryday life at all. This
comparison is displayed in figure 6. The sample dis&gled into eight groups,
starting with those who stated to have no contaitt Bnglish at all. The group
labeled “1” includes all participants who indicateduse English in only one
area of their free time, the group labeled “2” ud#s all participants who
indicated two areas from the list of activitiesg@eted to them, and so forth, up
to group “7” that includes all participants who icated to regularly use English

in all seven areas they were presented with imtiestionnaire.

persons @ TOEFL

score
Nno contact 7 78.1
1 10 99.8

2 14 96.2
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3 12 106.3
4 17 99.9
5 11 104.7
6 5 113.8
7 1 120
total 77 100

Figure 6: Distribution of TOEFL scores in relation to intetysof contact with English

Following hypothesis 4, we expect learners who havi®t of contact with

English in their everyday life to have significantiigher TOEFL scores than
those who do not. If we look at the two extremeswf scale (O and 7) we find
this notion confirmed. The group of persons whanetal to have no contact
with English in their everyday life at all, has far the lowest average TOEFL
score of all groups (78.1). On the other end ofsitede, we find one person who
has indicated to have contact with English in aVen given areas and this
person in fact has the highest possible TOEFL sobd€0. However, we must
keep in mind that this can not be taken as proirgesone person is not
representative and could just as well have achig¢hsdhigh TOEFL score by

coincidence. However, the group with the next hgglemount of contact with

English, group 6, has an average score of 113.&hwbk in fact the second
highest score. We can therefore make note of at laatendency towards
confirmation of hypothesis 4. If we then compare gmoups 1 to 5 that are in
between these extremes, we cannot observe a giadiedse of TOEFL scores,
as contact with English increases. This instabiktyisualized in a graph in

figure 7:
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Figure 7: Graph, TOEFL scores in relation to intensity of temh with English

What we can summarize at this point, is that hypsith4 could not be fully
proven, since no gradual increase of TOEFL scoves the full range of contact
with English in everyday life could be observed.wéwer, our data suggests
that no contact with the target language at alinseto hinder successful SLA,
while an exceptionally high level of contact withettarget language seems to
clearly facilitate successful SLA. The influencatttan “average” amount of
contact with the target language has on a learrsrtzess in SLA remains
unclear.

This result is very much in accordance with obsiwa made in previous
studies. Gass and Krashen have formulated inning hypothesishat input is
necessary for a learner in order to expand hidhewledge of the language.
However, both have included the constraint thas tmput needs to be
manipulated and processed in some form by the deamorder to actually
benefit from the input (&ss, 1997: 86; RASHEN, 1989: 440). Applied to our



Influence of Biographical Factors on Individual ess in SLA 51

result, this leads back to the interdependencyhef mhany different external
factors on a learner’s success in SLA. Since th®fa cannot be isolated from
each other and influence each other, this mightroéin explanation for the
inconsistency of average TOEFL scores in the “a&rgroups 1-5. As Gass
and Krashen have stated: The learner needs togzrtioe input that is available
to him/her, in order to make use of it. The marfjedent external factors, such
as age, motivation, social situation, etc. mayuiafice this processing and
explain why learners do not improve their profiagrgradually to the amount
of input that is available to them. This is exadtlg prevailing opinion that is
found in SLA research, which states that input ni&sty facilitates successful

L2 acquisition, but cannot guarantee for it. Owuftethat clearly shows that the
total absence of contact with the target languaggms to hinder successful
SLA, while an exceptionally high level of contacithvthe target language
seems to facilitate successful SLA, is in accordanith this general tendency.
As all of the participants of our study are studettie university should play a
major role in their lives and therefore contacthwite English language in this
area should be of even higher importance than comt@h English in the

students’ free time. We have asked participanteun study to estimate the
percentage that the English language holds in tlesipective study program,
which means the part of lectures, seminars oralitee that is available to them
in the English language only. Figure 8 shows tlsgrithution of this data and the

average TOEFL scores of the different groups.

persons | @ TOEFL score
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less than 25% 48 99.4
25% - 50% 11 104
50% - 75% 12 94.3

more than 75% 6 109.5

total 77 100

Figure 8: Contact with English in studies in relation to TQES€ore

Following hypothesis 4, we expected to observeaauypl increase of average
TOEFL scores as the percentage of English cladsesjres and seminars
increases. This expectation is almost true, withdhkception of the group that
stated to use the English language in 50%-70%eof gtudies. The three other
groups can be ranked according to their averageFLGiE€ores, with the group
that has the most contact with English in theid&s having the highest average
score (109.5) and the group that has the leastcomtith English having the
lowest average score (99.4). Interestingly, theugrthat can not be ranked in
this expected order — the group that stated tahesdnglish language in 50%-
70% of their studies — has an even lower averagéeFLOscore than the group
with the least contact. This could be due to variceasons. The duration of the
studies could have an influence, as well as theifspestudy program the
students are attending. However, the fact thatglosp’s average TOEFL score
does not fit into the order of the other group’s EIRD scores, refutes the
correctness of hypothesis D. The distribution o thata is visualized in figure
9:
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Figure 9: Graph, Contact with English in studies in relatiorTOEFL score

The only result that is safe to state at this pmrihe fact that an exceptionally
high amount of contact with English in a learnestedy program (above 75%)
in fact seems to facilitate SLA, since this gro@s Ineliably achieved the highest
average TOEFL score. This overall result is sintibathe result we were able to
observe when analyzing the influence of contadh \Emglish in a learner’s free
time. In this case as well, exceptionally high lsvef contact also resulted in
very high TOEFL scores of the learners. In the aafsesage of English in a
learner’s free time, the result was even more exitlgan in the case of study
programs. This allows for the question, whethenatrthis may be connected to
the factor of motivation, as the usage of Englislome’s free time is obviously
voluntary, while the usage of English in one’s stadises out of a necessity.
The more detailed analysis of the difference betwbese two areas would be
beyond the scope of this work, but definitely regsifurther research. The

results of our study so far confirm the prevailingw in SLA research that input
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facilitates but does not guarantee successful 38, suggests further that an

exceptionally high level of input does in fact faate SLA in a verifiable way.

3.5 Native speaker teachers
The last factor that was considered in our studg te influence of English
lessons that the speakers may or may not haveveecdly native speaker
teachers. As already mentioned in chapter 2(5),irthheence of this factor is
very controversial and only very little actual rassh is available on this topic.
Our questionnaire therefore included a number dadstjans on this specific
topic in order to gain information about the infhee of this factor on our
sample’s proficiency. Considering the fact that @oetual benefit of native
speaker teachers to their students, opposed tonaiire speakers, is highly
doubted by SLA and English language teaching (Ele$§garchers, the result of
our study in this specific area is surprising. Wavédn received answers of 36
persons that have at some point in their educagoeived English lessons by
teachers that were native speakers of Englishc@ovenience this group will be
called the “native group” from now on). The remamil persons in our sample
have never received English lessons by teachersevhative language was
English (for convenience we will call this grougethnon-native group” from
now on). This corresponds to a ratio of 53.2% afishts of non-natives and
46.8% of students of natives, which is an unexpibgtbalanced result. When
comparing the two groups’ average TOEFL scoresywee able to observe a
clear difference between the performance of the-maiive and the native
group:

Average TOEFL score of the native group: 107.7

Average TOEFL score of the non-native group: 93.3
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The average TOEFL results of these two groups Bmesh 15 points apart
which actually is a very significant difference. émder to find a reasonable
explanation for this phenomenon, we have analyhednative group in closer
detail. It is very likely that the persons, who icated in the questionnaire to
have been taught by native speakers of Englishth@eame persons who have
spent time in an English-speaking environment. Aews in chapter 3.3, we
have had 15 persons in the sample who indicatedate participated in a
student exchange program. These persons shouldréeswed English lessons
in their respective exchange high schools and thexeobviously have been
taught by native speaker teachers. Since the gitwaipspent more than three
months in an English-speaking environment has aeli@an exceptionally high
average TOEFL score (112.1), we have to make $akethe persons of the
abroad group, who are most likely included into thetive group, do not
influence the results for this specific factor. Amgathe 36 persons of the native
group, we find 15 persons who have spent time inEaglish-speaking
environment. This group has achieved an averageFL3Eore of 112.8, which
is almost the same average score as the abroag growchapter 3.3 has
achieved. If we now look at the remaining 21 pessohthe native group and
calculate their average TOEFL score, we receivesalr of 104.1. This result is
still almost 11 points above the average scorehef non-native group and
therefore still significant. We have therefore shothiat our result holds true,
even if the data of the 15 members of the abroadprs not considered. The
overall good scores of the abroad group are thexefot the main influencing
factor in this result. We can summarize that oundaliably suggests that the
proficiency of the two groups actually seems tosbengly influenced by the

factor of native speaker teachers. Hypothesis SHesfore been confirmed.
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After we have shown that the circumstance whetharod a learner has been
taught English by a native speaker does in faghdeeplay a role in the process
of SLA, we will turn to the point in time at whidhese English lessons were
received. Although this question was initially inded into the questionnaire as
an additional question, it could now be interestimgnclude this data, since the
results so far suggest an actual influence ofdlo®of. It should be kept in mind,
that this specific aspect of the SLA process isalprelated to the factor of age
that was analyzed in detail in chapter 3.2. Aceuydio hypothesis 2 and the
general assumption that “younger is better”, we ldoexpect those who
received English lessons by native speakers atadg point in time to have
higher TOEFL scores than those who received thessohs at a comparably
late point in time. We have asked the participattsindicate at which
approximate point in their education they have ixaxk English lessons from
native speakers. The five answering options wer@dé&tgarten, elementary
school, high school grade 7-10, high school gra@d3 and university. Figure

10 displays the distribution of answers that wawemg (multiple answers were

allowed).
persons| @ TOEFL
score
kindergarten 0 --

elementary school, grade 1-6 2 118.5
high school grade 7-10 5 111.8
high school grade 10-13 18 110.2

university 21 105.9

Figure 10: Point in time of English lessons by native speda&achers in relation to TOEFL
score
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Unfortunately, there were no participants who hiagd the chance to be taught
English by native speakers as early as in kindezgamwe have therefore not
received data in this specific category. For alleotcategories on the other hand,
we can observe a gradual decrease of average TQEdiles as the age of
learners increases. This suggests a negative a&iorelbetween these two
factors. The group who has received English lesdmm native speakers in
elementary school has by far the highest TOEFLes0obd.18.5, which is almost
a perfect score. However, this group consists of ttmo people. The result can
therefore not be taken to be representative. Despis circumstance, all other
groups show a steady decrease of TOEFL scoresheagdrticipants’ age
increases. The “worst” group is at the same tineedlldest group of the sample,
which includes all persons who received Englissdes from native speakers at
university level (105.9). It should be kept in mimolwever, that the results of all
people who were taught English by native speaker&xcellent and high above
average. The influence of this factor is therefdoebtlessly significant in our
sample. Although we have shown in chapter 3.2ttmastarting age of learners
of English seems to have no significant influenoetleeir later proficiency, we
find the “younger is better” assumption confirmeat the factor of native
speaker teachers. If we assume that native speakerthe “better” teachers
since they supposedly have an all-encompassing ledge and better intuition
about their language, our surprising result hasetanterpreted in the way, that
this quality of English lessons has a much stromgf@arence on a learner’s later
proficiency if he/she is exposed to this inputatarly age. In other words: If a
learner is supposed to have a very high proficienciater life, and tries to

achieve this goal by taking English lessons at arlyeage, he/she should
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preferably receive lessons from native speakensesihe positive influence of
English lessons given by non-native speakers aoafidbe verified.

After we have analyzed the influence of the pomtime at which a learner
receives English lessons from a native speakehézawe will now focus on the
continuity of these English lessons. By the ternmticwity, we mean the
frequency of occurrence of the teaching situatiomatiVe speaker teacher”
within the learner’'s educational biography. Mostse@&s in our sample have
been taught by native speakers at only one poitftaim life (for example only at
university). There have been a few persons whaatdd to have been taught by
native speakers more than once. If the factor ov@aspeaker teachers really is
as influential as our data so far has suggestedsheald be able to observe an
increase of TOEFL scores for those, who were tabygimative speakers several
times in their educational biography. In other vordf the factor of native
speaker teachers is in fact the factor that isaesiple for the excellent TOEFL
scores of this specific group as we assume nowsheeld also be able to see
differences in TOEFL scores within this group, degiag on the continuity of
the factor. In our sample, we have mostly had perssho received English
lessons from native speakers only once in thesr tifis group is labeled “1” in
figure 11, which displays the average TOEFL scareshe different groups.
Similarly to figure 6, the group labeled as “2” stts of persons that indicated
to have been taught by native speakers twice inlifes and group “3” includes
persons that received English lessons from najpealers three times during
their education. There were no participants in sample that have had this
teaching situation more than three times in theéocational biography, we
therefore have only these three groups to compagare 11 shows the average

TOEFL scores of these three groups.
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persons| @ TOEFL score

1 29 107
2 4 107.3
3 3 115.7

Figure 11: Distribution of TOEFL scores in relation to contityuof English lessons by
native speakers

Group 1 — the group with the lowest intensity giubhby native speakers — has
the lowest average TOEFL score of the three grdap3). Group 2 has a

slightly higher TOEFL score than group 1 (107.3) gnoup 3 — the group with

the most exposure to native speakers teachers lar@fdre the longest

continuity of the factor — has by far the highegtrage TOEFL score of 115.7.
What we can conclude from this data is that thera igradual improvement

concerning proficiency of learners that seems toclosely related to the

continuity of exposure to native speaker teach&hss result matches our

previous results concerning this specific factdirpawhich suggested that the

English lessons a learner receives by a nativekepaaacher influence his/her
later proficiency in a significant way. As a finebnclusion, we can therefore
summarize that our data strongly suggests a stginifinfluence of the factor of

native speaker teachers on a learner’s proficiam&nglish.

4. Conclusion

In this work, we have shown that the assessmespedkers of English as an L2
by their biography is problematic, since it usualyies on mere assumptions
about what is beneficial to a learner’'s succesSLA and what is not. We have

tried to deliver evidence for or against the camess of these assumptions by
first of all identifying factors that may influena@adividual success in SLA from
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a linguistic point of view, and secondly by testihg influence of these factors
in a study.

We can summarize that the factors that prove tmbst influential within our
sample group were the factors of stays in Englpdaking environments and
the factor of native speaker teachers. The pasaintg of our study to which
these factors applied had in average higher TOE€dres than the other
participants. Although the TOEFL may not give petfevidence for a person’s
level of proficiency, it strongly suggests that fheticipants to which these two
factors apply are in fact the participants with khghest proficiency in English.
A third factor that could not be proven to be iefttial in all aspects is the factor
of contact with English in everyday life. Here weutd observe a tendency of
“extremes” to be reflected in the respective pgréint's TOEFL scores. The
influence of these extremes could be verified d@hends of the scale, which
means that exceptionally high amounts of conta¢h \iinglish prove to be
influential, as well as no contact with Englisha#t

The two factors for which no influence at all coblel observed, were the factors
of sex and age. This was to some extent surprismfye influence of these two
factors is generally agreed upon in SLA researalr. Sudy however, could not
confirm these prevailing views.

Finally, we should make note of the fact that oample group in general
performed above average in the TOEFL. This coulddbe to the following
observations we have made during the analysist &frall, almost all of our
participants have started the process of SLA betoeecritical period and were
therefore comparably young when first starting éarh English. Secondly,
almost all participants of our study have contaithinglish in their everyday
life to some extent. For this reason they constdrdle the opportunity to make

use of English-language input. Thirdly, a compardhige group of our sample
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has received English lessons from native speakersome point in their
education, which prove to be beneficial for a lealsuccess in SLA in our
study. Our work therefore not only has shown thatfactors named above have
an influence within the smaller groups they applydur whole sample, which
coincidentally combines many of the factors indteracteristics, does in fact
benefit from the influence of these biographicattdas on their individual
success in SLA.

We have therefore delivered data that acts in suppiothe common-sense
assumptions that are often held among the publickgnemployers about the
advantage that L2 learners may have if the factimaussed above apply to their

biography.

5. Suggested Future Research

Our study has revealed a few specific points thi&r @ good opportunity for
future research. This is, on the one hand, dudeddct that very little actual
research exists on these factors so far and oottiee hand this further research
IS necessary because of specific questions tha¢ egduring the analysis of
our data. We will briefly describe the two main stiens that occurred to us as
requiring further considerations.

The first question that has come to our attentianng the discussion of our
results concerns the factor of contact with Englisleveryday life. Here, we
have observed a difference between those who mioadg contact with English
in their free time and those who have mostly cantath English in their study
program. Learners who have mostly contact with Ehgin their free time,
performed better in the TOEFL than learners whonigaised English in their
studies. The reason for this difference could bgsliie in the factor of

motivation, since the usage of English in one’s fiiene is obviously voluntary,
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while the usage of English in one’s study arises aunecessity. This would
have to be tested in a successive study in wheld#ta of the two groups could
be examined in closer detail.

Secondly, the most concrete suggestion for furtiesearch results from our
findings for the factor of native speaker teach@tss is mainly because there
have not been any studies so far that have attempteaeasure the influence of
this factor on a learner’s later proficiency. Thisuld be necessary in order to
broaden the data that is available to us and pgssipport the result that our
study suggested. We have shown that in our sampki/e speaker teachers
have had a strong influence on their students’igesfcy and that this influence
was reflected in their students’ TOEFL scores iragpects. In order to intensify
research on this topic, further studies with dgfdr sample groups would be
necessary. If these studies would come to the saswdt as our study, the
influence of native speaker teachers on their stigtigoroficiency would be
confirmed. This would open a new perspective witihi@ current discussion if

native speakers really are the better languagbeesc
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