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Challenges of immigrants from the  
former USSR

gaining professional and social status
employment opportunities
occupational mobility
free market economy 
cultural assimilation
limited or no English

(Belinger, 1992; Ben-Rafael et. al, 1997; Chiswick, et.al,1992, 1997, 2002a)



New arrivals in ESL classroom



Russian - speaking immigrants’ 
characteristics in Australia

population - over 45,000 (ABS 2001)

degree - 73 %  
diploma - 20 % (Abu-Duhou, et.al.1993)

post school qualifications – 61 % (Kipp, et al. 1995)



Immigrants from the former USSR and 
English language

Exposure to English prior to migration- 66 % 
at school - 66.7 % 
at universities - 44.4%

(Abu-Duhou,et.al.1993)

English proficiency on arrival
speaking - 29-39 %
reading - 50-60 %
writing    - 42 - 51 % 

(Chiswick, et. al.2002b)



Studies on Russian culture and 
Russian- speaking learners of English

education and society (Jones, 1994; Eklof, 1995)

understanding the Russians (Richmond, 1996; Reis, 1997)

Soviet immigrants’ adjustment (Lewin-Epstein, et al, 
1997)

learning style preferences 
(Wintergerst, et. al. 1998, 2001, 2003)

beliefs about language learning 
(Tumposky,1991; Gaies, et. al, 1999)

conflict situations in ESL classrooms
(Smith, 2000)



Culture clash in the ESL classroom

reluctant cooperation
resistance to instructional activities
teacher- student relationship problem

(Wood,1992; Flaitz, 2003)
It’s hard to believe how other people’s beliefs can be so 

different from yours!

Beliefs mismatch can cause learner’s
dissatisfaction 
frustration
doubts of the institution and teachers’ credibility

(Barcelos, 2000)



Research questions

What kind of beliefs about language learning, 
teacher’s role and learner’s role do 
immigrants from the former USSR bring into 
ESL classrooms? 

In what way do these beliefs affect language 
learning process in ESL classrooms?

What role do underling culture and 
educational system play in language learning?



Significance of the study

Theoretical reasons
issues of origins of beliefs
influence of culture on shaping beliefs
lack of research 

Practical reasons
practical information
help ESL teachers and administrators



Beliefs

are understandings which arise from 
individual’s life history and educational 
experiences and which are the basis for 
value judgments (Dole and Sinatra, 1994)



Beliefs about language learning  

component of metacognitive knowledge    
(Wenden, 1998b)

culturally shaped (Horwitz, 1987; Truit, 1995)

always in transition 
teacher’s influence on transforming 
learner’s beliefs (Barcelos, 2000)



Roots of Russian-speaking learners’ 
beliefs

Collectivist philosophy of social 
behaviour (Makarenko, 1951; Krupskaya, 1957; Tomiak, 1986; 
Hofstede, 1980)

Centralized education system 
uniform teachers’ training (Pedagogical Institutes)
approved textbooks 
universal school curriculum
traditional lessons

(Farkas, 1995; Mehlinger, 1993; Sheremet, et al, 1998)



Universal school curriculum in the 
former USSR

approaches
encyclopedic 
‘leveling’ 

centralized 
ideologized
aimed at ‘all-round harmonious 
development of personality’

(Holmes, et al, 1995; Dunstan, 1994)



What is a traditional lesson like in the 
former USSR?

formal classroom atmosphere 
teacher-centred
rituals or a ceremony
ordered
result-oriented 
(Schweisfurth, 1999b; Hufton, et. al, 2000)



Structure of a traditional lesson

goals and objectives 
homework check up
presentation of new material 
reinforcement of the new material
students’ assessment on a five-point 
scale
homework assignment 

(Zajda, 1980)



Students’ beliefs about teacher’s role in 
the former USSR

authority
education (obrasovanie) and upbringing 
(vospitanie)
ideological educator
‘fulfiller’ of the state programme
transmitter of standardized information
subject-teacher 
classroom mother 
(Rosen, 1971; Tomiak, 1986; Muckle, 1990)



Students’ beliefs about their roles in 
the classroom

recipients of knowledge
active participants 
‘No one is behind’
mutual support and help 

(Muckle,1988; Webber,2000) 



Methodology in the USSR

Analytic-synthetic method
observing language phenomena
performing language analysis
imitating speech patterns
giving literary examples 

Error-intolerant attitude
(Zverev, 1983; Millrood, 2003)



Classroom language learning 
strategies in the former USSR

reading aloud 
searching texts for answers
drilling, repetition and systematization  
auditory learning
giving a linguistic criticism of one another’s 
contributions
memorization  
practice of bilingual exercises   

(Zverev, 1983; Starkov, et. al, 1986)



Traditional approach Progressive approach

SUCCESSFUL   TRANSITION

Preconceived beliefs Teaching strategies

Changing Beliefs and  
Learning Strategies


