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ABSTRACT
Learning an additional language (AL) is thought to be a highly complex and

difficult process since it involves a number of factors both internal and
external to the learner. Current views of second language acquisition has
drawn our attention to certain questions such as why AL learners achieve

different levels of proficiency, what factors internal to the learners affect AL
learning and how we can use our knowledge to find answers to the
guestions above to improve our AL teaching. In this attempt, it is necessary
for us to have a clear understanding about these factors which are internal
to the learners. They are generally known as individual factors such as
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WITHANARACHCHI maturational, cognitive and affective factors. A number of empirical studies
SAMARANAYAKE has confirmed that these factors can affect L2 learners in different ways in
their acquisition of L2.In this article, an attempt is made to describe and
discuss how risk taking, one of the affective factors, can affect learning an
additional language with specific reference to research studies undertaken

to date in the domain of individual factors in SLA.
Key words: cognitive factors, affective factors, risk taking, relationship,

interaction.
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Risk-taking has been identified as one of the important characteristics of successful learning in a

second or foreign language. Because of a strong intention of achieving success on leaning something, students
yearn for mastering. When it comes to ESL/EFL learning, language learners are willing to acquire new
knowledge and experience from their teachers and peers spontaneously because classroom is a critical place
for students’ interpersonal and educational development (Pierce, 1994), but how to do this is a challenging
task for them. In order to gain new experience in using a foreign language, learners are required to interact
with their teachers and peers taking a risk. Although it may be impulsive and too awkward to make a mistake;
a good language learner should be prepared to take the risk of being wrong to succeed in L2 acquisition.
According to Brown, (2000, p. 150) “Interaction requires the risk of failing to produce intended meaning, of
failing to interpret intended meaning, of being laughed at, of being shunned or rejected. The rewards, of
course, are great and worth risks”. Beebe also (1983, p. 39) observes that, “Every human being takes risks”
Therefore, when learners learn a second/or an AL, they should be willing to gamble a bit and try out hunches
about the language (Brown, 2000, p. 149).
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Given the crucial role that affective factors play in language learning and teaching, it is necessary
for an EFL teacher to have a broad understanding about affect them for two reasons. First, attention to
affective factors can lead to more effective language learning. A second reason is that focusing attention on
affect in the language classroom reaches beyond language teaching as we teach the language, we also can
educate learners to live more satisfying lives and be responsible members of society (Arnold & Brown, 1998).
With this background knowledge in mind, it is appropriate for me to examine the definition provided for risk-
taking by Beebe (1983) below.

Beebe (1983) defines risk-taking as a situation where an individual has to make a decision involving
choice between alternatives of different desirability; the outcome of the choice is uncertain; there is a
possibility of failure.

In line with Beebe's definition as stated above, in every EFL/ESL classroom, we find silent children who
do not talk much with the teachers. Judging from their behavior, most teachers sometimes tend to come to
conclusions concerning their personal traits. Labov (1969) claims that silent students operate on the
assumption that anything they say can be used against them. They remain silent whenever possible or use
other means to avoid answering questions. However, those silent students are often found to be talkative with
their peers. Beebe (1983) elaborates that a student who believes that anything he/she says will be held against
him/her is one who perceives talking in the class as a high risk-low gain proposition, while speaking with peers
is a low risk-high gain situation. Answering to the question, "Why are L2 learners shyer speaking a foreign or
second language around peers from their own language group than around native speakers and teachers?"
Beebe (1983) replies that EFL/ESL learners perceive the risk of looking foolish as greater in the presence of
peers from their own community. However, when EFL/ESL learners interact with native speakers, they figure
out that native speakers do not laugh at them or care about the mistakes that EFL/ESL learners are likely to
make in speaking. Instead, native speakers help them by creating favorable conditions for them to
communicate.

According to Beebe (1983, p. 43) though we find students who do not speak with the teacher in the
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classroom, we should not regard them as “nonverbal”. These students tend to think that anything they say can
be used against them. But they are found to be more comfortable in speech with their peers. Furthermore,
they do not want to look foolish before the others. In order to support the view that Beebe has elaborated
above concerning shy students, we have ample evidence from our own classrooms where we have observed
this kind of behavior among some students.

Rubin (1975) outlines seven general strategies that good language learner is supposed to use when
learning a second or a foreign language. However, Beebe (1983) argues that three strategies of the seven,
willing to guess, willing to appear foolish in order to communicate and willing to use what knowledge they do
have of the target language are related to risk taking even though Rubin (1975) states them as abilities the
poor language learners need to develop. Beebe describes that willing to guess is part of risk-taking, willingness
to appear foolish is willing to take a risk and willingness to use knowledge to make up new sentences is again
related to risk-taking. Beebe, moreover, asserts that motivation which Rubin claims to be second crucial
variable in good language learning is also related to risk-taking.

The following section will examine what research studies undertaken to date concerning the
construct of risk-taking reveals and its effects on EFL/ESL learners because these factors may be helpful for
linguists and EFL/ESL teachers to have a broader understanding about the relationship between additional
language learning and risk-taking.

Empirical evidence of risk-taking behavior of EFL learners

In a study conducted to investigate the risk-taking behavior of university students by Ely (1986) found
that the students’ risk-taking behavior was a positive predictor of students’ voluntary classroom participation
while Beebe (1983), summing up the results of her research which was conducted with Puerto Rican third
graders, has reported that there is a casual connection between interviewer ethnicity and risk-taking. She,
furthermore, has observed that socio-linguistic setting is a crucial variable affecting amount of talk, amount of
volunteering, and syntactic complexity. Beebe has mentioned that research shows that risk-taking and
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accuracy are negatively correlated. We must therefore choose between the two. To do this, she has suggested
that we should distinguish the goals of language use in different settings. If the goal is to communicate as
much as possible, the error that our learners are likely to make should be tolerated because, in such a teaching
context, much attention should not be paid to accuracy but if our goal is to demonstrate high grammatical
accuracy on writing task, the best strategy is to avoid using difficult structures. Given the findings of her study,
Beebe (1983) has concluded that children should be encouraged to be moderate risk-takers because high risk-
taking can lead to the rather probability of failure.

Another study conducted with Chinese first year 547 undergraduate EFL learners by Lim and Jackson
(2008) have reported that a 70-item survey has revealed that most of the students were willing to participate
in interpersonal conversations, but many of them did not like to risk using/speaking English in class and more
than one third of the students felt anxious in their English language classrooms because they feared being
negatively evaluated and were apprehensive about public speaking and tests. Similar to Lim and Jackson’s
(2008) study, to investigate college students’ perception towards risk-taking behavior for oral proficiency and
the factors which help and or hinder the students’ active risk-taking behavior in an EFL classroom, a study was
conducted by Youngjoo (1999) in Korean EFL context. Based on the findings of her study, Youngjoo stated that
all the participants perceived the importance of risk-taking behavior for oral proficiency in class. They
responded the affective factors and socio-cultural factors contributed to regulating their risk-taking behavior.
Likewise, Dehbozorgi (2012 investigated the effects of attitude towards language learning and risk-taking on
EFL students' proficiency in an Iranian university and he recorded that the results showed that the relationship
between proficiency level-high, middle, and low—and attitude towards language learning was not significant
and the middle proficient participants were higher risk-takers. The results demonstrated differences in risk-
taking between high and intermediate levels students. Moreover, there was no significant difference between
high and low groups and low and middle groups. Correlation analysis revealed a significant positive
relationship between attitude towards language learning and risk-taking (r=.20, p< 0.05). Besides, language
proficiency and attitude towards language learning did not have a significant correlation (r= .06, p> 0.05).
Implications of risk-taking to other areas

It is assumed implications of risk-taking affect all areas including testing and general teaching
methodologies. Therefore, it is evident that learners cannot be taught one strategy and asked to use it
everywhere instead teachers should clarify the value of risk-taking in various communicative and testing
situations in the classroom. If we consider reading, we find as indicated by Smith (1971 in Beebe, 1983, p. 60)
“all aspects of reading, from identification of individual letters or words to the comprehension of entire
passage, involve the reduction of uncertainty”. Smith, furthermore, has stated that the more often you want
to be right, the more often you must tolerate being wrong. This means that good readers are those who take
risks. According to Beebe, another area which is related to risk-taking is feedback. It seems equally important
that teachers should first respond to the area where the learners perceive a risk when giving feedback rather
than concentrate on the evaluation of form. In other words, first, the teacher should react to the act of
communicating their meaning and later should attend to the technical accuracy of their words.

What can we do to silent learners?

Taken together the theoretical, empirical and pedagogical views of the construct of risk-taking, we
come to believe that silent learners who may fall behind the other active students because of their language
ego and self-esteem. Therefore, EFL/ESL teachers have to encourage silent learners properly to increase their
self-confidence. To this, we find the suggestions useful that Woolfolk (2001) has made in this regard. The
following activities can be done in order to increase the confidence of silent students in the classroom;

1. Break instructions into small steps and provide short activities, chosen and sequenced by

the teacher.

2. Cover material thoroughly and at a moderate pace, give plenty of practice, immediate

feedback and specific praise.

3. Have students work as a whole class so that the teacher can supervise. Avoid individualized,

self-paced, or independent work.

SARATH WITHANARACHCHI SAMARANAYAKE 366



Int.J.Eng.Lang.Lit & Trans.Studies Vol.2.Issue. 3.2015 (July-Sep)

4, Maintain a level of difficulty that guarantees high rates of success.

5. Ask convergent questions — one correct answer.

6. Make sure to call on everyone, and stay with a student until a question has been answered.
7. Avoid interpretations, open-ended questions, and non-academic conversations.

8. Emphasize short, frequent paper-and-pencil exercises, not games, arts, craft, discovery or

inquiry learning activities.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this paper contains a brief review of one of the important affective factors-risk-taking in
SLA. Given the nature and impact of risk-taking as a crucial affective factor in additional language learning, it
can be concluded that AL learners should be trained to take risks in their learning so that they may perceive
that it is necessary for them to develop their skills through communication even though communication with
others in a foreign language involves some risk-taking. The factors discussed above are not the exhaustive but
they tend to help EFL/ESL teachers and linguists understand the relationship between AL language learning
and risk-taking as well as their implications of this knowledge for the EFL/ESL classroom and finally, we are
inclined to believe in the old adage, “nothing ventured, and nothing gained’.
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