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Ahstmct

This study investigates the relationship between the coguitive stvle constnuct of field
dependencelindependence (FD/l) and the three components of language proficiency:
linguistic competence,communicative competence and contextual competence. The
subjects studied were 117 Algerian students leaming English at the secondary level. A
relationship was found between the cognitive s:y:'e of field independence.and the three
areas of foreign language proficiency.

In recent years second language researchers examined particudar dearmer factors that
are thougiit to play an important role in second and foreign language learning. One
learner factor that has received considerable aitention is the cognitive style constru ct
of field dependencelindependence. Whereas the result of empirical research has
shown that field independence is related, in a minor fashion, to second language pro-
Jiciency, the aim of this paper is to show that both learming styles are associated with
suceess ina foreign ianguage depend ing upon the language tasks called forth.Initialy,
however, it is important to review, briefly, the literature on FDJI in general and its rela-
tonship to second and foreign language learming in particular.
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1. Field dependence/independence cognitive style

The concept of fd/i has been defined as the consistent mode of approaching the environment
in analytical as opposed to global terms. Those who experience their surroundings relatively
analytically are described as FI and those who experience their surroundings in a relatively
global manner are described as FD.

FD/1 which is a central component of the theory of psychological differentiation
proposed by witkhin, Faterson, Dyk, Goodenough and karp (1962), has been continuously
refined. initially FD/I cognitive style was used to indicate the individual’s tendency to “rely
primarily on visual or gravitational cues in determining the upright in space”. (Witkin and
goodenough 1977). Later research on FD/I. Linked performance on the space orientation
task to the ability to separate an item from a complex organised de sign or “field”. The item
is a simple figure which has been hidden or embedded into a more complex one. FI was as-
sociated with the ability to separate or “disembed” the relevant information from the sur-
rounding background. FD on the other hand is associated with a lack of competence in deal-
ing with such tasks.

Differentiation theory has later been refined.In such a theory, the construct of FD/I
plays an important role not only in the development of cognitive restructuring skills but also
in the development of interpersonal competencies. The hypothesis which was put forward
was that in a less differenciated system (more FD) there is a greater link between the self
and others in both the social and intellectual ficls. FD individuals are thought to develop
more interpersonal competencies and social skill than FI individuals (Witkhin et al.1977).
FD people are also more attentive to social cues provided by others, whereas FI people are
not interested in other persons. They are more concerned with ideas and abstract prin-
ciples.As such they are believed to have a greater degree of self-nonsell segregation,resulting
in a greater autonomy from the external sources of information, when dealing with intelicc-
tual tasks or dealing with people.

2. field dependence/independence and second/foreign language learﬁing

It was Brown (1973) who drew the attention rescarchers to the possible relevance of cogni-
tive styles to L2. FD/I in particular was examined in an attempt to determine whether this
construct was relevant in language learning (Cohen 1977, Brown 1978, Omaggio and birckbi-
chler 1978). In a study, Naiman et al. 1978, “the good language learner”, it was found that FI
was a significant predictor of L2 proliciency as assessed by an imitation and listening com-
prehension test;in another pilot study conducted by Tucker, et al. (1976) it was found that FI
was a significant predictor of success for all students of high achievement on the test de ren-
dement en Frangais. While these two studies offer some support for the relationship between
the cognitive style construct of FD/I and performance in L2, another study conducted in Ca-
nada by Bialystock and Frohlich (1977) did not find FD/I to be an important learner factor.
Considering the inconclusive results concerning the relationship of FD/I to language profi-
ciency, some researchers have claimed that both the analytical precision associated with FI
and the emphatic openness associated with FD are important for L2. In the study underta-
ken by Hansen and Stanfield (1981) a relationship was found between FI and the three areas
of L2 competence: linguistic, communicative and contextual. The authors’ conclusion was
that the cognitive skills associated with FI play a positive albeit minor role in the develop-
ment of overall language proficiency.
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The hypothesis put forward in this study is that both the cognitive restructuring abilities
linked with FD/I success in another language depending on the particular language task or
the particular activitics called upon-be they linguistic or comm unicative in nature.

3. Method

3.1. Subjects

Students learning English as a forcign language (advanced level i,e. Niveau Terminale) at the
Lycee Ahmed Bey in Constantine, formed the sample group for this investigation. The total
was 117 students 34 males and 83 females, who belonged to four different classess (two
scicnee stream and two Arts stream). These students, aged 16-20, were assumed to consli-
tute a representative sample of students at the secondary level in Algeria. Morcover, since
these students have all been learning English for five years and they are all fluent speakers of
dialectal Arabic; they represent a fairly homogeneous sample.

3.2. Instruments and procedure
3.3. Description of independent and dependent variables

3.4. Independent variables

Ficld dependencefindependence is the independent variable used in this study. The cognitive
measure used in this study to distinguish between FD and Fl learners is the Group Embed-
ded Figure Test (GEFT, Witkin ¢t al. 1 1977). The GEFT was designed to provide an adapta-
tion of the original individually adminisicred EFT. The GEFT involves locating a previously
scen sunple geomeltric figure within a more complex one.

FI individuals are better able 1o perecive parts of the ficld as distinet from the back-
ground. FD people pucuvn. all parts of the organised field as a total experience. The lcstmg
procedure lasted twenty minutes for each group.

3.5. M{)dcrat{)r variables

The moderating factor of “stream” and gender are included for their possible influence on
the Toreign language process.

3.8. Dependent variables

Foreign language proficiency is the dependent variable used in this study.Overall proficiency
1s analyzed in terms of three components:

- linguistic competence defined as the foreign language students developing knowledge
of the rules and the structures of the language and their operations in concrete language
samples.

- communicative competence defined as the ability of the foreign language student to
convey and receive mutually comprehensible messages in the foreign language.

- contextual competence defined as the combination of the linguistic and contextual
prolicicney of the foreign language student. It is the ability of the foreign language learner to
comprehend written utterances in connected discourse.

- linguistic competence was assessed by student’performance on a 40 item standardised
~ multiple-choice test adapted from the Royal Society of Arts examination Board (1982).
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- communicative compelence was assessed by a standardised English test adapted from
the Association for Recognised English Schools. (ARELS 1982). The test describes six
major skills of speaking ability that are tested in situations encountered in everyday life.

- conlextual competence wis assessed by students’ performance on a 31 item cloze
test,since it has been suggested (Gller 1976) that cloze technique is a uscful measure of over-
all proficiency. In filling in blanks,the testee is required o use,as Hansen a nd Stanfield
(1983) put it” the totality of interrelated skills that comprise a language: lexical, grammatical,
contextual (p.31). As such, a close test provides a good measure of both linguistic and con-
textual proficiency.

4. Results and discussion

Caorrelational procedures (Pearson Produec-Moment) were obtained between the inde-
pendent and dependent variables in order to determine the relationship between students’
ficld dependencefindependence and the three components of language proficiency. "T” tests
were also used in order to compare the means of scicnce students and Arts studenis and the
means of males females on FD/IL

5. Larce sample :correlational findings

As demonstrated in Table Lall three correlations are positive and significant beyond the
0.05 level.

- field independence and linguistic compelence r= 045,

- ficld independence and contextual competence r= 0.38,

- ficld independence and communicative competence r= 0.21,

The lrgest correlations were found between Fi and multiple-choice (a measure of lin-
guistic competence) and Fl and cloze test (a measure of contextual competence). It scems
that a higher degree of cognitive restructuring ability is associated with achievem ent in these
two arcas of language proliciency: linguistic and contextual,

This suggests that the competencies such as discmbodying, analysing and restructuring
usually associated with F! learners are used when learning the formal aspect of another lan-
guage. A similar restructuring process is also thooght to be present whea filling in gaps in a
cloze test (a measure of contextual competence). although the relationship between FI and
communicative competence was the lowést of the three, it still appears that the charac-
teristics associaied with this cognitive style are involved to a certain degree with the ability to
communicate in a forcign la nguage.

A relationship still exists between FD/1 and foreign language proficiency when “stream”
is included as a moderator variable. Fl correlates significantly with all criterion measures ex-
cept one, Fl does not correlate significantly with contextual compete nce with regard to Arts
students. The largest correlations are found among Arts students TABLE 11 Fl and linguistic
competence r= 0.80.

FI and communicative competence r= 0.40

The lowest corrclations are found among science students:

FI and linguistic competence r= 0.37

Fl and communicative compelence r= 0.29

FI and rontextual competence r= 0.29

Althong.: the correlations between FI and the three criterion measares are lower for
scicnce studentsthey are positive and significant. This might indicate that FI i #¢'ated 1o
hetter achicvement for this group.
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Results af the U tests Calie WSS

when science students and Arts students were compared on the measure of FD/L, it was
found that there is no statistically significant dilference between these two groups on this
measure of cognitive stvle (1 = 0.50, P = (.05).

This result is in contradiction with Witkin et al. (1977) findings which indicaie that
choice of specialism is related to cognitive style i.e. students who choose scientific subjects
which clearly require restructuring skills and which ar e not social in content would be more
FI. On the other hand students who favour Arts subjects which are more social in content
and which emphasise interpersonal relations, would be more FD. This differcntiation failed
to occur, probably becausce as witkin (1962) claims, the cogaitive style of learners vary con-
siderably across different dimensions.

In fact,these findings arc hardly surprising considering the fact that certain subjects such
as engineering, medicine, maths, computer science are highly regarded by students and their
parents alike. Morcover, the Algerian government, in an effort to industrialise the
country,tends to promote the study of science and technology. So, it is not surprising that
Algerian students would clect to choose these subjects at school and at University whether
they maich their cognitive style or not and this irrespective ol sex. In order to investigate the
role of sex sterco-types considered to be important in the educational licld, males and
females were compared on the measure of FD/I. The result of the 't test did not show any
statistically significant difference betwe en males and females on this measure of cognitive
style (t =0.670 P05).This result is in contradiction with Witkin and Goodenough (1977) find-
ings wish show a tendency for women to be more ficld dependent thin men.

The second assumption we wanied to test is the commonplace observation that, men in
their educational choices, strongly favour scientific subjects whercas women tend to favour
Arls subjects. In our case, this assumpuion, was not conflirmed: 59% ol our students in the
Arts stream were female, they also represented 759 of the students in the science stream,

6. The central hypothesis

The central hypothesis in this study was that characienstics associated with FLFD would en-
hance achievement in a forcign language depending on the language task called forth: lingui-
stic or communicative. The result shows that for this sample of students, Fl as opposed to
FD,is related to better perlormance in a formal advanced English language course. One of
the predictions was that FI would explain achicvement in formal tasks (i.c.linguistic compe-
tence and contextual competence)and FD would be more effe ctive for functional tasks (i.c.
cornmunicative compelence). This differentiation did not occur. FI was an important factor
of success on all three language tasks (formal as well as nformal). Probably, our language
tasks were oo formal and therclore, the characteristies associated with FD learners were
not fully displayed. Brown (1977)suggested that “FD may be a crucial factor lcading to suc-
cess in a more communicative, natural, non-cducational setting” P359. It may also be the case
that the CEFT used to measure the cognitive siyle construct of FD/I might in fact be measu-
ring only one learning style: FL In the CEFT, individuals arc in fact displaying their FI skills
to find the simple figure hidden in the more complex background. However, they are not re-
quir ed to display their FD skills such as social and interpersonal skills to any degree. As
Chapelic and Roberts (1986) put it “it is thus inappropriate to label a lack of FI as FD ”
(P42).
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implications

make any claim concerning the relationship of FD to foreign language
fzz! that educators and teachers should take this learning style into conside-
mstructional strategies and teaching materials should be adapted to accom-
g styles. The teacher’s procedure for dealing with the two types of stu-
FD ) should naturally differ.

many ways in which teachers can respond to the learning needs of individual
«chler and Omaggio (1978) suggest that the structure of the learning en-
e zlicred to benefit the learning preferences or styles of the two types of
For cxample, FD learners would function better in a structured environment
@riling), while FI learners would prefer an unstructured one (eg.communicative

| )
-

gsion

of the effect of social,cultural and linguistic variables on second foreign language
¢ conclusions drawn from findings involving different language situations and diffe-
s Bmcuage lcarners must be approached with care. In this context, conclusions drawn

S e study may only be applicable to Algerian students learning English at an advanced
i

Bcaring in mind these limilations,we addressed in this study, the issue of the relationship
Sesweon Lhe cognitive style contruct of FD/1 and achievement in a foreign language learning
2 rclasonship was found between FI and the three areas of foreign lan guage leaning: lin-
seslic compelence, communicative competence and contextual competence. This is but one
z==wor (0 the question of what factor(s) influence secon/foreign language learning. More re-
scarch is needed in order to better understand the complex ities of learners’characteristics
a=d the language learning process.

VARIABLE LINGUISTIC COMMUNICATIVE ’ CONTEXTUAL
COMPETENCE COMPETENCE | COMPETENCE
Fon’ 0.45"™" 021" 0.38""
(n=117) (n=100) | (n=99)
* A higher positive score on the CEFT indicates a relatively greater degree of FI
** p. <0.05
s p. < DJIK]S

Tabie | : Correlation matrix for the whaole sample (number of cases is shown in parentheses)

VARIABLE LINGUISTIC COMMUNICATIVE CONTEXTUAL
COMPETENCE COMPETENCE COMPETENCE
FD/! oar " 0.29" 0.29"
Science students {n =70} {n =58} (n=864)
fsts sludents o8 0.40"" 0.07
i T (n=47) (n = 38) (n=31)
s po <005
¢ 0 o< (01
.- !,‘. < (}u-ls
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*eetp, <0.0005

Table Il : Correlation matrix for science students and arts students

VARI- nr of Mean 8D F value P T value DF P

ABLE cases

FON

Sciences | 62 8.03 4.49 1.06 >005 | -050 106 > 0.05
students
Arts 46 8.43 4.49 1.06 > 0.05 -0.50 106 > 0.05
students
Table 1l : 't' Test between science students and arts students

VARI- nir of Mean S0 Fvalue P T value DF P

ABLE cases

FON

Male 35 8.75 432 1.11 >0.05 0.70 100 >0.05
Female 67 797 455 L1 >0.05 0.70 100 >0.05

Table IV: 't' Test between male and female on fd/i
Bibliography

[1] - Brown, H.D. “Affcctive variables in second language acquisition”. Language lear-
ning vol.23 231-244. 1973,

[2] - Brown, H.D. “Cognitive and affective characteristics of good language learners”.
Paper present at Los Angeles sccond language acquisition research forum.
UCLA.1977.

[3] - Brown, H.D. “The good language teacher.Coping with the effect of alfect”. CA-
TESOL occasional papers. n 4. 1978.

[4] - Bialystok, E.& Frolich, M. “Aspects of second language learning in classroom
seltings”. Working papers on bilingualism vol. 62 327-336. 1977.

[5] - Chapelle, C. & Roberts, C. “Ambiguity tolerance and ficl independence as pre-
dictors of proficiency in English as a second language”. Language learning vol.36
n 1 27-45. 1986.

[6] - Cohen, A. “Successful second language speakers.A Review of Research litera-

ture”. The journal of the Israel Association for applied linguistics.vol.l 3-21. 1977.



Bsvue de I'Universilé de Constantine Sciences humaines

10

[7] - Hansen, N. Frolich, N, Stern, H.H. & Todesco, A. “The good language learner”.
Toronto, Ontario institute for studies in education. 1978.

[8] - Oller, J.W. Jr. “A program for language testing”. Language learning special issue
n 4, 141-166. 1976.

[9] - Omaccio, A.C. & Birekbichler, D.W. “Diagnosing and responding to individual
needs . Modern language journal, Vol. 62, 336-345. (578,

[10] -Tucker, G.E. Hamayan, E. & Genesee, F. “Alffective, cognitive and social factors
in second language acquisition”. Canadian Modern language Review 32 214-226.
1976. )

[11] -Wltkin, H., Dyk, R., Faterson, H. Goodenough, D. & Karp,S. “Psychological dif-
ferentiation”. John willey and sons. 1962,

[12] -Witkin, H. & Goodenough, D. “Ficld dependence revisited”. Princeton N.J. Edu-
cational testing service. Research Bulletin. vol, 17 1-35. 1977,

No 3, juin 1892



