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Abstract

The process and outcome of second or foreign language (L2) learning are
mediated by an array of variables, the mostimportant of which are perhaps
individual difference (ID) factors (cf. Dornyei, 2005; Doérnyei, Ryan, 2015;
Pawlak, 2012a, 2017a). It is therefore not surprising that such factors have
been addressed by hundreds, if not thousands, of studies in the last several
decades, and while the foci or methodology of such research have inevita-
bly been subject to change, the role of individual variation in L2 has been
taken for granted. Apart from illuminating the role of various ID factors, re-
searchers have also attempted to draw up recommendations concerning
how what we know about these factors can inform classroom practice. A
guestion arises, though, about teachers’ awareness of different facets of
individual variation, the steps they take to capitalize on learners’ individu-
ality in providing instruction, and the degree to which they can be expected
to successfully deal with ID factors in the classroom. The paper tackles
these issues by reporting on a questionnaire study which involved 37 Polish
teachers of English at different educational levels. The results indicate that,
while the respondents are cognizant of individual differences and address
them in teaching practice, their understanding thereof is limited and so are
the actions they embark on in this respect.

Keywords: individual differences; individualization; learner training; va-
riety in the language classroom

Stowa kluczowe: réznice indywidualne, indywidualizacja, trening ucznia,
réznorodnos¢ w klasie jezykowej
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1. Introduction

Learning a second or foreign language (L2), whether it occurs in instructed or
uninstructed settings, poses a formidable challenge, with the process as well as
its outcomes being affected by a host of factors. On the one hand, there may
exist huge differences in the nature of access to the target language (TL) in the
environment (e.g., in a second or foreign language context) and the nature of
instruction that learners receive (e.g., main focus on communication or on the
learning of language forms). On the other hand, L2 learning is bound to be mod-
erated by a wide array of linguistic, contextual and individual difference (ID) var-
iables (Ellis, 2010; Pawlak, 2017a), and while all of these factors are important,
it is the last group that seems to be of vital significance. When individuals em-
bark on the task of learning an L2, they bring to this endeavor their individuality,
which is related, for example, to their cognitive aptitudes, beliefs, motivation,
anxiety, learning styles or learning strategies (Cohen, 2010; D6érnyei, 2005; Ellis,
2008; Pawlak, 2012a, 2017a). In consequence, they process the language sur-
rounding them in very different ways, they engage with the instructional op-
tions to which they have access to different degrees, and the level of proficiency
that they ultimately achieve can vary quite considerably as well.

In light of this, it is not at all surprising that over the last few decades,
hundreds, if not thousands, of empirical investigations have been undertaken
with an eye to establishing how individual variation can impact the way in
which learners approach their language learning and the progress they make
in this domain. It should also come as no surprise that specialists have postu-
lated that research findings in the area of individual learner differences should
serve as important signposts for pedagogy in a variety of contexts. Ranta
(2008: 151-152) writes, for example, that practitioners who are “committed
to the principle of learner-centeredness should (...) address not only the real-
life goals and learning preferences of students but also their cognitive pro-
cessing needs. (...) accommodating the aptitude profiles of their learners is
one way that teachers can provide instruction that will help their students
become the best language learners they can be”. Oxford and Lee (2008: 312),
in turn, make the point that teachers “must understand the crucial roots of
language learning such as age, gender, personality, and aptitude”. Also worth
mentioning is the conclusion reached by Gregersen and Macintyre (2014:
244), who comment that by “looking into the kaleidoscope of people in the
classroom, taking note of the patterns that are forming and the forces that
cause those patterns to change, teachers and learners each can use the infor-
mation emerging from emotion, cognition and behavior to understand and
influence the ongoing stream of activity in the classroom”. Although there is
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certainly merit to the expectation that our understanding of the role of ID fac-
tors should be harnessed in the service of effective L2 instruction, a crucial
guestion arises as to whether such a link between theory, research and class-
room practice can be successfully forged. The present paper seeks to address
this vital issue by reporting the results of a study which was intended to ex-
plore whether and to what extent L2 teachers are aware of the role of individ-
ual variation and take it into account when providing instruction. The first part
of the paper will be devoted to a succinct overview of the latest developments
in research on individual learner differences while the second will focus on
the design and findings of the research project. Finally, an attempt will be
made to illuminate whether and how future research on ID factors can be ex-
pected to pave the way for more effective instructional practices.

2. An overview of recent developments in research on ID factors in L2 learning

The body of research into the role of ID factors in learning additional lan-
guages is so vast that a thorough overview of this intricate field surely goes
beyond the space that the present paper can possibly afford. Nevertheless, it
is feasible to point to some general and highly conspicuous tendencies which
are evident in this kind of research and to highlight the most important, recent
developments in the empirical investigations of some ID variables. When it
comes to the first of these, several clear-cut trends can indeed be seen in em-
pirical investigations on individual variation (see also Pawlak, 2017a). First, as
will be demonstrated below, some key ID variables, such as aptitude as well
as motivation, have been subject to major reconceptualization since the time
when their role in the process of L2 learning began to be investigated. Second,
while some factors have fallen out of favor with researchers, good cases in
point being gender or learning styles, attempts have also been made to isolate
entirely new variables, such as boredom (Kruk, Zawodniak, 2018). Third, re-
search has focused predominantly on variables that may be of little relevance
to classroom pedagogy (e.g., aptitude, working memory) and there is scant
empirical evidence on how ID factors that are very likely to be relevant (e.g.,
different learning strategies) moderate the efficacy of instructional options.
Fourth, recent years have witnessed a growing impact of complex dynamics
systems theories (Larsen-Freeman, Cameron, 2007) on research on individual
differences, with the consequence that emphasis has been shifted from ex-
amining simple, linear relationships to investigating complex interactions among
a host of individual and contextual factors, a phenomenon that is best visible in
the case of research on motivation and willingness to communicate (Dornyei,
Maclntyre, Henry, 2013; MaclIntyre, Legatto, 2011). Fifth, closely related to the
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previous point, the paradigm shift has also brought with it a change in re-
search methodology, with studies based on data obtained by means of care-
fully designed questionnaires administered to large populations giving way to
empirical investigations that are intended to capture the dynamics and inter-
play of different ID factors in small groups with the help of a combination of
different data collection tools. Sixth, despite trends of this kind, there has also
been a realization that in order to fully understand the role of individual vari-
ation, it would be imprudent to ignore any line of inquiry. Therefore, there is
a need to combine the macro-perspective, as embodied in large-scale corre-
lational studies, and the micro-perspective, as seen in research seeking to tap
into the role of contextual and individual factors in real-time, as in naturally-
occurring L2 lessons (cf. Mystkowska-Wiertelak, Pawlak, 2017).

With respect to research findings connected to specific ID variables, the
present overview can only be selective, both in terms of the ID variables
touched upon and the cutting-edge developments that can be outlined. It is
perhaps fitting to start with biological age, the role of which has generated so
many misconceptions about L2 learning. In particular, it is clear now that it is
more sensible to talk about sensitive rather than critical periods, that the im-
pact of age is meditated by other factors, such as aptitude, motivation, or ex-
posure, and that older learners may in fact have an advantage over younger
ones due to their experience, adept application of learning strategies, or the
specific goals they envisage for themselves (Cohen, 2010; Pfenninger, 2014;
Pfenninger, Singleton, 2017). Another ID variable, the understanding of which
has been subject to considerable modification is foreign language aptitude
which is no longer considered in terms of Carroll’s (1981) original model dif-
ferentiating between phonemic coding ability, inductive learning ability, gram-
matical sensitivity and memory. Instead, the notion has recently come to be
equated with working memory, in particular the phonological loop and the
central executive, which, however, have been tapped in disparate ways in em-
pirical studies (Wen, 2015; Li, 2017). Major advances can also be discerned in
the study of motivation which has outgrown basic distinctions between in-
strumental or integrative, or extrinsic and intrinsic, and is currently most fre-
guently understood in terms of the L2 motivation self-system, which includes
ideal L2 self, ought-to self and learning experience (Dérnyei, 2009). In addi-
tion, motivation is no longer seen as a static attribute of a learner but, rather,
something that is in a state of constant flux, both over the years and in the
course of a lesson as well as the tasks and activities it comprises (Pawlak,
2012b). The same can be said about willingness to communicate, defined as
“the probability to initiate communication, given choice and opportunity”
(Maclntyre, 2007: 567), since research has evolved from early attempts to
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identify its structure to efforts to pinpoint factors responsible for its fluctua-
tions in real time (Mystkowska-Wiertelak, Pawlak 2017a; Pawlak, Mystkow-
ska-Wiertelak, Bielak, 2016). There has also been an evident increase of inter-
est in the contribution of emotions to L2 learning, not only the primarily neg-
ative ones, such as anxiety (e.g., Gkonou, Daubney, Dewaele, 2017), but also,
thanks to the increasing influence of positive psychology (Maclntyre, Mercer,
2014), also the positive ones, such as love, enjoyment or enthusiasm (e.g.,
Dewaele, Alfawzan, 2018; Gabrys-Barker, 2014; Pavelescu, Petrié, 2018). It is
fitting as well in this section to mention language learning strategies which
have been criticized on a number of fronts, with calls having been made to
abandon the construct altogether and replace it with a more general and in-
clusive concept of self-regulation (Dornyei, 2005). However, as can be seen in
recent state-of-the-art publications (e.g., Griffiths, 2018; Oxford, 2017; Ox-
ford, Amerstorfer, 2017; Pawlak, Oxford, 2018), there are many as yet unex-
plored avenues in relation to strategies, in particular with respect to specific
TL skills and subsystems such as grammar, pronunciation, pragmatics (see e.g.,
Pawlak, 2018; Pawlak, Szyszka, 2018). Obviously, all these issues can be investi-
gated both from a macro- and micro-perspective, also taking into account the
tenets of dynamic systems theories.

It also makes sense at this point to refer to the ID factors that have only
recently attracted the attention of researchers in the domain of L2 acquisition.
One of those is boredom which has been investigated in the field of educa-
tional psychology but only in the last few years has begun to be considered as
a factor mediating the process of learning additional languages. Even though
this attribute may be at first blush regarded as the flipside of motivation, it is
in fact distinct from it, not least because highly motivated learners may expe-
rience different levels of boredom in class and those who are overall demoti-
vated may still take an interest in a particular task or activity (e.g., Kruk,
Zawodniak, 2018). On the opposite side of the spectrum, researchers have
started looking into the role of curiosity in L2 learning as a separate construct
as well, showing that this attribute is positively related to willingness to com-
municate and enjoyment and at the same times correlates negatively with
anxiety (Mahmoodzadeh, Khajavy, 2018). Yet another newcomer in research
on ID variables in L2 learning is grit, understood as perseverance and passion
for attaining long-term goals (Duckworth, Peterson, Mathews, Kelly, 2007).
While the study by Yamashita (2018) failed to find a clear-cut link between L2
grit and achievement in learning Japanese, there are grounds to assume that
the construct has considerable potential in explaining the outcomes of lan-
guage learning, perhaps with the aid of novel data collection instruments.
New avenues have also been opened up in the case of individual differences
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among teachers, a good example being the study of language teacher immunity,
a quality which allows practitioners to withstand the taxing challenges they are
constantly faced up with in classrooms (Dornyei, Hiver, 2017). Hiver (2017), for
instance, demonstrated with the help of retrodictive qualitative modeling that
this attribute is related to how teachers function on the psychological, emo-
tional and cognitive levels, and that it helps them successfully adjust to the ever-
changing exigencies of L2 instruction. The emergence of all these cutting-edge
lines of inquiry appears to indicate that, despite all the reservations concerning
the future of ID research, the domain is robust and holds considerable promise
for explaining the process of L2 acquisition. This said, a crucial question arises
concerning the extent to which research findings in this area are likely to make
avaluable contribution to everyday teaching practice. This goal could be accom-
plished, for example, by striving to modify to a certain extent learners’ individ-
ual profiles (e.g., through promoting style-stretching, offering strategies-based
instruction, lowering anxiety), making an effort to match instruction to individ-
ual characteristics, as is the case with aptitude-treatment interaction, or simply var-
ying the instructional procedures employed (cf. Biedron, Pawlak, 2016; Gregersen,
Maclntyre, 2014). Whether and in what ways teachers engage in practices of
this kind are issues that were the focus of the study reported below.

3. The study
3.1. Aims and research questions

The aim of the study was to determine the degree to which foreign language
teachers in Poland working at different educational levels are cognizant of the
role of individual variation in their classrooms and the ways in which they ad-
just their instructional practices accordingly. More specifically, the following
two research questions were addressed:

1. How familiar are teachers with the concept of individual variation?

2.  What steps do teachers take to accommodate ID factors in their teaching?

3.2. Participants

The participants were 37 Polish teachers of foreign languages employed at
different educational levels, the vast majority of whom were females (35 or
94.6%). Among them, 5 (13.6%) taught in elementary school, 7 (18.9%) in jun-
ior high school, 16 (43.2%) in senior high school, and 9 (24.3%) simultaneously
worked at different educational levels, which, as a result of successive reforms,
has become commonplace. Thirty-five participants (94.6%) were teachers of
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English and only two of German. Their average teaching experience equaled
12.57 years and although the range stood at 27 years, the shortest experience
amounted to 1 year and the longest to 28 years. In addition, as many as 27
participants (73.0%) had been working as language teachers for at least 9
years and thus the sample as a whole can be regarded as relatively experi-
enced. Most of the respondents (32 or 86.5%) indicated that they regularly
participated in workshops intended to enhance their teaching skills, but the
type, duration and intensity of such courses varied considerably.

3.3. Data collection and analysis

The data were collected by means of a specifically constructed questionnaire
which, in addition to items eliciting demographic information, providing the
basis for the description of the participants in the previous section, contained
seven open-ended queries. They focused on the following issues: (1) the indi-
vidual differences that the respondents were able to observe among their stu-
dents, (2) the ways in which the teachers attempted to tap into individual var-
iation (e.g., with the use of existing batteries or questionnaires), (3) the steps
the participants took to cater to ID factors in their everyday teaching, (4) the
extent to which the respondents strove to modify the individual profiles of
their learners (e.g., through strategy training), (5) the ways in which individual
differences can be capitalized upon to make instruction more attractive, (6)
whether the teachers viewed the existence of individual variation as a prob-
lem or as an opportunity to make instruction more effective, and (7) the ways
in which the respondents used their understanding of ID factors to help learn-
ers find their optimal approaches to L2 learning outside the classroom. In or-
der to encourage more extensive responses and to avoid situations in which
some teachers would leave blank spaces due to insufficient TL proficiency, the
questions were formulated in Polish, participants’ mother tongue, and this
was also the language in which they were expected to provide the answers.
The questionnaires were sent out by e-mail to the author’s friends and
colleagues who were involved in teacher training and could therefore easily ac-
cess practitioners or were themselves school teachers and could help dissemi-
nate the survey. The questionnaires were completed by participants at the time
of their choosing electronically or by hand, and were subsequently returned to
the researcher. The collected data were subjected to a combination of quanti-
tative and qualitative analysis. The former involved tabulating the numbers of
specific responses while the latter focused on the identification of distinct cat-
egories and patterns in the answers. In the latter case, since the respondents
employed a variety of labels, it was necessary to decide which of those patterns
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or categories a given answer represented, a procedure that was performed with
the help of another researcher. Importantly, due to insufficient data, no attempt
was made to establish how the participants’ responses were mediated by the
educational level, gender or teaching experience.

3.4. Findings and discussion

The findings will be presented in the same order in which the questions were
included in the questionnaire and they will ultimately serve as a basis for an-
swering the research questions formulated for the purpose of the study.
When asked to list individual differences that they were able to observe
among their students, the participants most frequently pointed to five factors,
namely learning styles (21 or 56.8%), proficiency (19 or 51.4%), motivation
(16 or 43.2%), personality (8 or 21.6%) and intelligence (6 or 16.2%). Other ID
variables, such as aptitude, anxiety, gender, strategies, place of residence,
family situation, or special educational needs, particularly those related to
learning difficulties, were mentioned by one or two respondents. It should be
emphasized, however, that the participants employed a variety of labels to
describe individual differences. In addition, some of the comments were very
brief, imprecise and sometimes even contradictory, which casts doubt on the
teachers' genuine understanding of the contribution of specific IDs and may
indicate that some of them may have simply regurgitated concepts they re-
membered from their methodology classes at the university. For example,
proficiency was in many cases equated with aptitude or the ability to deal with
specific learning tasks, intelligence was conceived of both in terms of general
mental abilities and multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1999), motivation was de-
scribed, among others, as interest, involvement or attitudes, and learning
styles were at times conflated with learning strategies. The following excerpts
exemplify some of the issues mentioned above:!

When working as a teacher, | noticed differences in the ways of learning, the
rate of learning vocabulary, proficiency level, motivation, the approach to cop-
ing with difficulties, personality and learning styles.

Different levels of involvement and differences in intellectual abilities.
Some learners are visual while others are auditory.

Learners differ with respect to how fast they learn, intelligence, interests as
well as their attitude to learning and motivation. They also represent different

L All the excerpts have been translated from Polish into English by the present author.
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learning styles and strategies, they have different family situations, which has
an impact on motivation and learning opportunities. | also have many students
who suffer from dysfunctions and require individualized instruction.

The situation looks even less optimistic in the case of the procedures that
teachers embark on in order to obtain information about individual variation
among their learners. For one thing, more than half of the participants (19 or
51.4%) openly admitted that they never attempted to embark on this kind of
diagnosis. Of those who reported doing so, as many as 13 (35.1% of the total),
stated that such efforts were confined to determining the level of the learners
by means of some kind of diagnostic tests, placements tests or simply regular
observation in class. A good example is the following comment provided by one
of the teachers: "From the first grade | use learners' speech and writing (and
later all other forms of evaluating their knowledge, such as tests, answers or
compositions) as sources of information about their TL competence and then |
compare the results". Only six respondents (16.2%) stated that they engaged in
diagnosing individual variation but only three of those did this by administering
guestionnaires focusing on learning strategies (e.g., Strategy Inventory for Lan-
guage Learning, Oxford, 1990), whereas the remaining two in the main focused
on learners' needs, interests or learning difficulties, as identified by specialists.
One in the latter group wrote: "l use a questionnaire where students assess on
a scale from 1 to 5 their interest in the lessons, involvement in class or their
diligence and systematicity in completing homework assignments".

The third open-ended query dealt with the steps that the participants
took to deal with ID factors in their lessons and all of them reported doing so
to a greater or lesser degree. Perhaps somewhat predictably in view of the
results reported earlier, efforts in this respect targeted those aspects of indi-
vidual variation of which the teachers were the most cognizant, although the
foci were not exactly the same. The vast majority of the responses (26 or
70.3%) revolved either in part or in their entirety around catering for the
needs of better and weaker learners. This was achieved in a variety of ways,
such as, for instance, adjusting the pace of activities to the capabilities of the
learners, matching students in different ways during pair and group work ac-
tivities, assigning tasks at different levels of difficulty or including additional
activities for better learners, asking more proficient students to act in the ca-
pacity of tutors, or differentiating assessment criteria. Ten respondents (27.0%)
stressed the importance of variety in addressing individual differences, with some
of them stating quite candidly that they are in no position to take into account the
individual profiles of all of their students. Seven teachers (18.9%) reported their at-
tempts to plan and conduct their lessons in such a way so as to ensure comparable
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opportunities for learners manifesting different learning styles. Several respondents
also mentioned ways in which they motivated their students or strove to take into
consideration learning deficits but these were individual voices, even if examples of
procedures applied were quite concrete. Such predominant tendencies are evident
in the excerpts provided below:

My requirements are higher for students taking the final exam in English. | also
try to allocate additional time to the better ones so that they can prepare for
various contests. In class, weaker students are allowed to read their responses
while the better ones are encouraged to rely on their memory.

| use songs for auditory learners and pictures or films for those who are visual.

| typically opt for a wide variety of tasks and activities done in the classroom so
that everybody can find something for themselves.

All of my students are motivated to get involved in the lesson. The weaker ones
are given more time to respond or to complete tasks.

| try to use differentiation when implementing activities and tasks by introduc-
ing pair and group work. As a result, less motivated learners can work with
those who are highly motivated. Similarly, in such arrangements, more profi-
cient or able students can help those who experience problems.

I do my best to differentiate activities with respect to different skills, paying
special attention to learners with special educational needs.

What may come as somewhat of a surprise, as many as 30 out of 37
participants (81.1%) acknowledged that they set about modifying the individ-
ual profiles of their learners. On closer inspection, though, it becomes clear
that such attempts were extremely limited in scope and some of the re-
sponses indicate that the respondents may simply not have had sufficient
grasp of the concept. Nineteen of the teachers (51.4%) made references to
motivating students by, for example, rewarding active participation in class by
means of an additional credit, using Internet and computer technology, se-
lecting topics that are of interest to students, organizing pair and group work,
praising learners for their performance, providing appropriate feedback or of-
fering encouragement, and bringing interesting people into the classroom. As
one participant wrote, “l try to motivate students by assigning additional
homework assignments related to students’ interests, starting cooperation
with schools in other countries (e.g., correspondence, working on joint pro-
jects), promoting the use of Internet-based resources”. What clearly ema-
nates from the data is that the attempts to foster motivation are quite hap-
hazard rather than principled, drawing, for instance, upon some framework
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of motivational strategies such as that proposed by Dérnyei (2001). Only a
handful of teachers (6 or 16.2%) mentioned taking steps to help students
change the strategies they employ, take into account predominant learning
styles or adjust instructional procedures to their personalities. Also in this case
it was hard to uncover any premeditated plan for effecting changes in individual
learner profiles, with the actions described often giving the impression of ad
hoc, one-off, reactive measures. There were also a number of comments that
can be regarded as clearly irrelevant, such as the following: “Learners have a
chance to take part in remedial classes that help them catch up” or “I look for
different topics and exercises. We work on projects so that everybody can find
something adjusted to their level and abilities”. One of the participants who re-
ported her failure to shape ID factors in any way openly admitted that her stu-
dents at the age of 15 are “reluctant to experience any changes”.

In the next question, the respondents were asked whether, as sug-
gested by Gregersen and Maclintyre (2014), they attempt to capitalize on in-
dividual variation to make their classes more attractive. Although as many as
30teachers (81.1%) stated that they in fact did so, most of the responses were
largely repetitions of or elaborations on the practices which they reported us-
ing for dealing with ID factors, such as trying to fall back on a variety of in-
structional procedures or introducing additional tasks. This said, some note-
worthy answers were provided as well. One of the teachers wrote, for exam-
ple, that she tried to use authentic materials such as songs with gaps, short
films and videos or different types of games. Another made the following
comment: “All learners have their passions and if an opportunity arises to
build on this in class, it is always worth it. (...) For example, learners conduct
lessons with my assistance, which gives them much freedom and influence on
what and how they teach. Sometimes, such lessons are more effective than
mine since learners can explain grammar problems in a simpler and more ap-
proachable way because they had to learn it themselves and prepare for the
class”. The respondents who stated that they did not utilize individual varia-
tion to enhance the attractiveness of their classes mainly admitted that they
did not see how ID factors can be harnessed in this way. One of them wrote:
“I know | should build on individual differences to make my lessons more at-
tractive but | do not know how, as this is usually a problem”.

Somewhat related to the previous issue was the extent to which the
respondents viewed the existence of individual differences among learners as
an asset or a liability. Interestingly, a vast majority of the teachers (28 or 75.7%)
were of the opinion that individual variation had a positive impact on what tran-
spired in foreign language lessons. Some in this group commented that it was
“something natural” and therefore had to be dealt with and exploited for the
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benefit of the students. Others offered a wide range of reasons why diverse
individual profiles tended to play a positive part by indicating that learners
grow by being exposed to learning styles and strategies with which they may
have been unfamiliar, they have the opportunity to learn from their more ad-
vanced peers, they are more likely to see their strong and weak points, and
they are also more motivated to get engaged in the lesson. Another crucial ar-
gument was the fact that individual variation was a powerful motivator for the
teacher forcing him or her to be more creative, respond to individual needs and
invest considerably more effort in preparing lessons. Eight respondents (21.6%)
admitted that the existence of individual variation simultaneously constituted
an advantage and a disadvantage, and the extent to which it benefitted the
learners hinges upon a specific situation. In particular, they pointed to the diffi-
culty of dealing with huge differences in TL proficiency, addressing ID factors in
large classes, or adeptly capitalizing on them with young learners. Overall,
however, one can hardly escape the impression that individual variation was
once again mainly viewed in terms of the level of TL proficiency. The following
excerpts illustrate some of these points:

Individual differences can have a positive influence on the process of learning.
Better students can have an impact on weaker ones and they can motivate the
teacher to organize lessons in such a way that both groups are equally involved.

Individual differences require more time and attention from the teacher. If they
are taken account of, they will always benefit the learners.

Individual variation can have a positive impact on language learning, particu-
larly when students are encouraged to work in groups, share their ideas, etc.
However, too extreme disparities in TL proficiency and the pace of learning can
diminish the motivation and achievement of the better students.

Individual variation is a fact of life. You just have to identity the differences and
adjust your teaching accordingly.

As pointed out by Pawlak (2017b), while capitalizing on learners’ indi-
viduality may pose a major challenge in the classroom, understanding individ-
ual variation may play an essential role in helping students learn more effec-
tively in their own time. With this in mind, the participants were also queried
whether they tried to utilize their familiarity with individual learner profiles to
optimize the learning process outside the classroom. Also in this case, the re-
sults can be seen as quite optimistic since as many as 31 respondents (83.8%)
reported taking some steps in this respect, even if not all of them were always
pertinent to ID factors as such. Many teachers wrote that they tried to famil-
iarize learners with strategies for learning vocabulary or grammar, and honing
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different TL skills, others recommended additional materials and in particular
Internet-based sources, and there were a few who even held in-class discus-
sions about the best ways of learning and encouraged experimentation in this
respect. One of the participants commented: “Most importantly, | try to get
learners to look for their learning styles on their own. | suggest using Internet
resources. | set up for them a discussion group on Facebook where | put links
to useful websites or additional tasks for those who are interested”. Another
teacher explained: “I request learners who have problems with learning vo-
cabulary to use word cards. Those who experience difficulty with listening are
asked to watch films or TV series in English with Polish subtitles”.

It is warranted at this juncture to refer back to the two research ques-
tions that guided the present study. When it comes to the first of them, it is
evident that teachers are at least to some extent cognizant of the existence of
individual differences and their impact on the effectiveness of the process of
language teaching and learning. The question arises, however, as to the depth
of this knowledge and their ability to obtain requisite information about the
individual profiles of their learners and here the picture is no longer so opti-
mistic. First, the spectrum of IDs that the respondents mentioned was rather
narrow, very few of them went beyond the obvious, such as motivation, styles
or strategies, and none made a reference to such crucial variables as beliefs,
working memory or willingness to communicate. Second, it is clear from the
analysis that the understanding of some of the ID variables was rather super-
ficial, the participants often seemed to just reel off what they remembered
from their methodology courses, and there was visible confusion about some
factors. Third, perhaps not overly surprisingly, individual variation was very
frequently seen as synonymous with different levels of TL proficiency rather
than factors typically discussed in the literature. Fourth, mirroring the previ-
ous point, diagnosing IDs was mainly confined to determining the differences
in the mastery of the language being taught and only a handful of participants
tried to tap into strategy use, learning styles or motivating and demotivating
factors. Obviously, such a situation must have ramifications for how the teach-
ers actually deal with individual differences, which was the focus of the sec-
ond research question. On a positive note, it should be stressed that most of
the participants take some steps to address individual differences, view them
as an ally rather than an enemy and, surprisingly, some of them even report
attempts to modify the individual profiles of their learners. It is also clear,
however, that most of the reported efforts are directed at catering for various
proficiency levels, a finding that is predictable as such differences are immedi-
ately visible in the classroom and constitute a real, tangible problem. On the
other hand, it would perhaps be unrealistic to expect teachers to do much with
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respect to such factors as aptitude or working memory, mostly because they
clearly lack the necessary expertise in this respect. What is undoubtedly optimis-
ticis that the majority of the respondents attempt to build on individual variation
outside the classroom. This may be reflective of the fact that they are aware of
the inherent difficulty of addressing IDs in the classroom but at the same time
realize that making students aware of their styles, strategies or preferred ways of
learning may best be taken advantage of in their own efforts to improve the TL.

4. Conclusions

The present paper has reported a questionnaire study which aimed to deter-
mine the extent to which teachers in Polish schools are familiar with the exist-
ence and contribution of individual learner differences and the extent to which
they engage in concrete practices to address such factors when providing in-
struction. While the situation is somewhat more optimistic than could have
been anticipated, at least in some respects, it is also obvious that there is a ma-
jor gap between the research findings regarding IDs and the pedagogical rec-
ommendations advanced on their basis, and what teachers actually do on a
daily basis in their classrooms. Therefore, there is an urgent need to devise ways
in which this gap could be bridged, also keeping in mind that research in some
areas, such as working memory, may be less relevant to everyday concerns of
practitioners than research in other fields, such as learning styles, learning strat-
egies, communication strategies, motivation, anxiety, beliefs or willingness to
communicate (Biedron, Pawlak, 2016). A crucial caveat is that the study is lim-
ited in some important respects, related, for example, to the small number of
participants, sole reliance on a questionnaire as a data collection tool, or failure
to distinguish between different educational levels. This only goes to show that
there is a need for more research on teachers’ awareness of individual differ-
ences and the ways in which they deal with them in their classrooms because
their results might provide scholars with food for thought for their future re-
search endeavors. They are also likely to sensitize researchers to the fact that
some ID factors may not be relevant to everyday L2 instruction and that unfea-
sible pedagogical proposals are only likely to make practitioners even more
skeptical about the utility of theories of second language acquisition and the
empirical investigations which such theories generate.
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