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Abstract: 

In the past couple of decades sociocultural theory of SLA and its 

implications in EFL contexts have attracted attentions of research circles 

worldwide and aroused some controversies. Firth and Wagner (1997) 

have questioned the principles of the cognitive view which gives 

importance to mental constructs in favor of sociocultural view which 

highlights social and contextual constructs. But if sociocultural view 

considers social-contextual factors as important as individual cognitive 

factors, what will the learners own perspective be in this respect? How do 

learners look at language or language learning, as a social phenomenon or 

cognitive one? In this study we explore learners attitudes towards the 

language as a cognitive-individual or social-contextual phenomenon and 

the way their learning is affected differentially by the two perspectives in 

language teaching. Furthermore, the traces of English as a Lingua Franca 

(ELF) are witnessed in this study. Accordingly, the implications of ELF 

context will be meticulously scrutinized. To this end, 9-month diaries of 

30 male high school students and their teacher in one of the rural schools 

of Zanjan, Iran, who apart from their school classes, regular classes, 

optionally participated in an out-of-school class after regular school 

hours. It should be noted that in school situation learners were involved 

mostly in cognitive activities like any other learning discipline in school, 

whereas in out-of-school situation they looked at learning as a kind of 



social activity, being taught by the same teacher and following the same 

syllabus. The interpretation of diaries, using metaphor analysis, suggests 

that as the nature of these two classes are different, learner s perspective 

towards the learning English was different too. In the first class students 

looked at language as a means to fulfill their educational purposes like 

success in university entrance exams, whereas in the other class they were 

trying to be socialized, being able to communicate with some Japanese 

and German engineers working in their village. My findings show that the 

difference in learner s perspective can affect the way of their language 

learning. Furthermore, in this piece of qualitative study, ELF contexts in 

compared with EFL contexts provided more outlets for language 

socialization of the learners.   

Keywords: Second Language Acquisition (SLA), Cognitive view, Social 

view, English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), Language Socialization      
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1. Introduction     

1.1 Introduction  

   In the past couple of decades sociocultural theory of SLA and its 

implications in EFL contexts have attracted attentions of research circles 

worldwide and aroused some controversies. Firth and Wagner (1997) 

have questioned the principles of the cognitive view which gives 

importance to mental constructs in favor of sociocultural view which 

highlights social and contextual constructs.  

      The study of second language acquisition, or SLA, as it came to be 

known, has experienced different storms of thoughts, having two 

extremes of cognitive and social view, during the past half a century. The 

mainstream of SLA can be looked at as a continuum due to the fact that 

some scholars believe in the starting point of this continuum, namely 

cognitive view, some stand at the end of this continuum adhering to their 

own view, social view; meanwhile some scholars claim that there must be 

a kind of balance between cognitive and social views.  

     Long (1997) and Kasper (1997), proponents of cognitive view, were 

united in their belief that, although L2 acquisition occurs through 

participation in conversation, SLA is currently about acquisition not use. 
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Indeed Long underscored this point by asserting that most SLA 

researchers view the object of SLA inquiry as in large part an internal, 

mental process: the acquisition of new (linguistic) knowledge.  

      Prior to and since 1997, there was and has been a notable increase in 

SLA research and theory that prioritizes sociocultural and contextual 

factors. Firth and Wagner (1997) have questioned the principles of the 

cognitive view which give importance to mental constructs in favor of 

sociocultural view which highlights social and contextual constructs.  

     Approximately 30 years after the birth of cognitively oriented 

approach to SLA, Firth and Wagner presented their 1996 paper, a work 

that called for an enlargement of the parameters of the field to include a 

social and contextual orientation to language. It is interesting to note that 

these authors were not the first to embark on this issue. Firth and Wagner 

(1997), according to their notes, were persuaded by the work of Vygotsky 

(1962) and other socially oriented researchers (Beebe, 1980; Norton 

Peirce, 1995; Tarone, 1983; Young, 1988). As far as social view is 

concerned, Language Socialization is of high importance. Language 

socialization gained prominence through the work of Heath (1983), Ochs 

(1988), Schieffelin and Ochs (1986), and Watson (1975), to name but a 

few. According to Garrett and Baquedano Lopez (2002), socialization is 



4

  
the process through which a child or other novice acquires the 

knowledge, orientations, and practices that enable him or her to 

participate effectively and appropriately in the social life of the particular 

community. This process is, obviously, realized through the use of 

language. Language socialization researchers, then, examine how novices 

are socialized through the use of language as well as how they are 

socialized to use language.  

     Among those who are in partial agreement with Cognitive and social 

perspective is Poulisse (1997) who believes in middle-of-the-road 

compromise. He agreed that developing linguistic competence involved 

both acquiring the system and its use.  

     The supporters of the cognitive-social balance consider the 

psycholinguistic approach to be primary though, and sociolinguistic 

approach to be secondary; in their philosophy, one first needs to describe 

the basic processes of learning, and then to discuss the contextual factors 

that may influence these processes.   
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1.2 Statement of the Problem and Significance of the study  

    What this study aims to investigate is to see if there is any difference in 

learners perspectives towards language, being a social activity or a 

cognitive process. Then, the effect of these different perspectives, if 

proven, will be scrutinized through performance of the learners. Today, 

different implications of approaches to SLA are implemented by 

practitioners all around the world, using the principles of either cognitive 

or social view. So far to the best knowledge of the researcher and 

according to Merril Swain (2007), there is not ample evidence in 

literature about the learners perspective towards language. Language 

learners form mini theories of L2 learning (Hosenfeld, 1978) which 

shape the way they set about the learning task. These theories are made 

up of beliefs about language and language learning. Clearly beliefs 

constitute an individual difference variable notably different from the 

other individual difference factors such as language aptitude or 

motivation but, like these variables, beliefs influence both the process and 

product of learning. Also, like a number of other individual difference 

variables, they are dynamic and situated.   

     This study argues that how learners learn will reflect (to some extent 

at least) their perspective about language learning. Furthermore, learners 

need to be made aware of their perspective and how these affect their 
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learning and performance. They also need to be able to change their 

perspectives to make learning more effective.  Investigating learners 

belief gives a clear conception and perception of learners about the 

subject of language. But, the question regarding the kind of perspective, 

social or cognitive, learners wear towards language still remains intact. In 

fact, catering to different needs of learners, which in our mind is highly 

influenced by their beliefs about language, entails a true understanding of 

what their perception is about language. Not having knowledge about the 

way learners look at language may face teachers with problem in term of 

setting goals and syllabus.  

1.3 Research Questions and Hypotheses  

     Concerning the problems referred to above, the present study aims to 

answer the following questions:  

1. Do learners conceive of language processes as a social 

phenomenon, part of life, or a cognitive one, a discipline?  

Hypothesis 1: There is no difference in the way learners conceive of 

language process, as a social phenomenon, part of life or cognitive 

one, a discipline. 


