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Abstract

The theories on ways to learn a second language have varied throughout history and existing
research is often dependent on school settings to discover the best methods to motivate students.
Removing the aspect of school from the equation, why would someone choose to learn English
as a second language when the choice is independent of structures such as curriculum? What
methods would the student choose to rely on for their learning if it is up to them? Through
semi-structured interviews with natural learning, home educated, Swedish speaking students,
this qualitative study examines the process of learning English as a second language. The
findings suggest that learning English as a second language occurs as a natural progression
rather than the goal-oriented learning in a class setting. The conclusion of the study is that

learning occurs as a side effect from focusing on natural interests rather than structured methods.



1. Introduction

Throughout history, the theories on the best ways to teach and learn a second language have
varied. Many of the studies made on second language learning are conducted in schools, as this
is the most common form of education, and these students are an easily accessible group to
study. Yet learning second languages also occurs outside of the school setting, for example
through methods such as immersion in the target language, tutoring or methods other than the
lessons included in school curriculums. When the choice of method is given to the student
rather than from a curriculum, the result may differ to that of the studies conducted in school
settings. There is no requirement to study English in favour of any other subject or language.
Instead, it is a choice made by the individual student. Without a curriculum or organised lessons
with designated teachers, methods are more varied. From studying why students chose to learn
English when the choice is optional, and what methods they use when learning, there is
potential for a deeper understanding of how learning occurs. This knowledge may be useful for
improving the understanding of how to support students learning a second language. The aim
of this essay is to discover the reason Swedish speaking unschoolers decide to learn English as
a second language and the methods they use. Unschooling is a subcategory of home education
based on the philosophy of natural learning through interest and everyday life without a
curriculum and lessons. A desirable outcome of this study would be to identify which methods
have been found to be successful when the students, rather than the teachers, make the choice

of learning English as a second language.

The main source of information to answer the questions on what learning English as a
second language looks like was semi-structured interviews with ten Swedish speaking
unschoolers. The unschoolers participating in this study are all students who have learned

English as a second language outside of a school setting.



1.1 Research Questions and aim of study.

The purpose of this study is to achieve a deeper understanding of the motivation behind the
choice and methods of learning English as a second language when there is no school
curriculum demanding this process. Assuming there is a removal of the demands from a
curriculum, the student could choose to learn another language or subject, yet the students in
this study chose to learn English. Without a curriculum, there can be further liberty concerning
methods for learning the subject. The choice of method may be an individual choice of the
students themselves, based on what they perceive to be the most efficient. The choices might
not always appear to be beneficial for their learning, and the students might themselves
examine their progress and explore what methods are more successful for them. Therefore, it
can be useful to also understand the students’ own experience of this approach to learning. To
understand the choices made by the students relating to learning English as a second language,

this study has three research questions:

e Why did the unschoolers participating in this study choose to study English as opposed
to any other language or subject?

e Which methods were used for learning English as a second language?

e What did the unschoolers perceive as advantages and/or disadvantages when studying
English, as an unschooler, compared to other more traditional ways of learning a second

language?

From the experience of the students, it may be possible to explore patterns in successful

methods to support further development in teaching English as a second language.

The angle of this study is different from previous studies executed on child-led learning.
Other studies on home education and child-led learning, often referred to as unschooling,
frequently compare the academic results of the home educated children with their peers
attending traditional schooling. Although this is an interesting aspect to study, this essay is not
concerned with those comparisons. The interviews did not look to assess unschoolers’ attitudes

towards home education or unschooling as an education philosophy. Instead, this essay



explores different approaches to learning English within the child-led learning movement.
Focus is on what different methods were used, what resources were considered useful, and
what can be learned from the results that can be beneficial for understanding how learning a

language occurs.

1.2 Essay layout

To understand the general concepts of home education and unschooling, this essay will begin
with a summary of the history and philosophies of home education. This includes an
explanation on unschooling, home education in Sweden, and the present-day situation for the
Swedish speaking home education community since the 2011 update of the Swedish school
law. This essay will thereafter discuss theories around learning a second language. Some of the
main studies that have been done will be explored. Next, the methods used when conducting
this study are explained. This is followed by the results from this study, an in-depth analysis of
the various questions asked in the interviews and the patterns found within the answers. The
result of the analysis is explored in the discussion, where connections to previous studies are
drawn. This is then finished by the conclusion with a summary of the study as well as

concluding statements.

2. Background

To understand the concept of unschooling, this section aims to briefly summarise the
philosophy and history of home education and the concept of unschooling as a sub-category
within the home education community. To understand the current situation of the Swedish
speaking unschoolers, a paragraph is included to explain the history of home education in

Sweden and the impact of the school law change in 2011.

2.1 Philosophy and history of home education.

Through human history, home-based learning has existed around the world (Ray, 2017). As

society changed during the Industrial Revolution, schools played an essential role in adjusting



people’s abilities to cover new needs. This new labour centred life brought challenges when
work had to be done in a factory as part of a team that needed to work in unison to a pace set
by machines (Minge-Kalman, 1978). The structure of school prepared the children for this life.
Minge-Kalman adds that there was a higher need for literacy, as well as a desire for working
people to understand their own rights to be better able to protect themselves in a harsh working
environment. In 1842 school became compulsory in Sweden, although the right to educate
children outside of school stayed as an option until the school law was changed in 2011 (Arve,
2013). Home education has remained a small movement in Sweden and most research has

come out of the United States.

Montgomery has been a propagator for the child-led learning movement since the
1960’s and is the founder of Clonlara school, a Michigan based school with home educating
students all over the world. Montgomery observes that it is hard to summarise the reasons
behind the choice to home educate as they vary greatly (P. Montgomery, personal
communication, May 6, 2022). The reasons have changed through the years, based on
pedagogic theories and the political climate. Montgomery explains that a conviction amongst
parents that lead to the decision to home educate is the freedom to adapt the education
according to each child’s specific needs. This, parents believe, gives them the ability to cater
for the needs they see as beneficial. With smaller groups of children per adult than in school
classes, parents further expect to be able to give more attention to each individual child, and

areas where they might struggle can therefore be noticed more quickly.

In the 1970’s the home education movement in the United States was still small,
primarily led by the anti-establishment left and the conservative right. Gaither claims that “The
social and political changes of the second half of the twentieth century made bedfellows of
both radical leftists who wanted nothing to do with conventional America and conventional
Americans who wanted nothing to do with a country that in their view had sold out to the
radical left” (2008, p. 233). By the early 1970’s the estimated number of home educators in the
United States was merely 13.000 (Ray, 2017).



Educator Holt listed three reasons why people choose to home educate: “they think that
raising their children is their business and not the government’s; they enjoy being with their
children and watching and helping them learn, and they don’t want to give that up to others;
they want to keep them from being hurt, mentally, physically, and spiritually” (1997, p. 8). The
past decades have seen a growing movement of home educators choosing the method because
they found the quality of education offered in schools to be lacking. Home educators express a
disappointment in the healthiness of the school environment with issues such as bullying or
rising mental health problems blamed on pressure in schools. In a survey done in the United
States in 2012, the most selected reason for choosing home education was in fact a concern
about the school environment (Ray, 2017). Moreover, lately there has been a growing group of
minorities choosing home education because of their criticism towards the way school handle
questions of racial tension and violence (Ray, 2017). Today the home education movement is
a growing one in most Western countries, with for example the United States having an

estimated 3.7 million home educators in 2021 (Ray, 2021).

2.2 Philosophy and history of unschooling.

In the 1960’s American educator Holt questioned the value of structured studying in schools as
well as home education. Holt was interested in what he considered natural learning, where
children learn from their interests and let their passions motivate them. Within the home
education movement this developed into the sub-category commonly referred to as unschooling.
Beck explained some of the difference between structured home education and unschooling

(2010):

1. Structured — Home educators, who are frequently religious, conservative, well-
educated middle class parents. They are what Basil Bernstein (1977) calls role- and
position-oriented in their pedagogical codes and often practice structured school

oriented home education with a priority on analytical objective knowledge.

2. Unschooling — Home educators who are frequently well-educated middle class

parents, anti-establishment, with radical political and cultural viewpoints. They are



what Bernstein calls person- and identity-oriented (ibid). They often practice child-
centered, natural learning home education with priority placed on cultural creativity and

new interpretative and communicative knowledge.

Unschooling is built on the philosophy that children learn naturally as an outcome of their
interests. The theory is that the freedom to explore and learn from their interests inspires the
children and gives them motivation. The assumption is that this would then lead to gentler

learning as the pressure to learn is not existent.

2.3 History and laws around home education in Sweden and Aland.

Home education in Sweden remained a rather small movement. Before the law change in 2011
the estimated number of home educated children in Sweden were approximately 100. The new
Swedish school law came in 2011 and made it practically impossible to home educate. The
special circumstances required to be granted permission to home educate (24 kap. 23 §
skollagen, 2010:800) were not clearly defined, leading to most applications for free choice
home education being rejected. The new law led the committed home educators of Sweden
opting to leave the country. The primary choice of residence has become Aland (Finland), with
Bornholm (Denmark) and Prague (Czech Republic) also emerging as popular new homes.
Moving abroad means the Swedish school law is no longer applicable to the children (7 kap. 2
§ skollagen, 2010:800) and the parents are free to choose home education as an option. Aland
has many advantages for Swedish home educators, the primary ones being its proximity to
Sweden and Swedish being the official language. Aland is however part of Finland and
therefore follows Finnish law. A growing number of home educating families have left Sweden
for Aland (Pettersson, 2020). In Sweden the law demands a school presence (Frisk, 2021).
However, in Finland education is compulsory instead of school attendance and therefore the
option to choose home education is available (Hartman & Huttunen, 2021). In 2012 there were
8 home educated children on Aland, and the number has steadily increased. In 2019 an
estimated 67 children were being home educated on Aland, the majority previously Swedish

residents (Grundskolan hosten 2019 | Alands statistik- och utredningsbyrd, 2019).
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The philosophical reasoning for choosing to home educate is constantly changing, with
deciding factors ranging from religion to concerns for the health of the children. There are
different philosophies concerning the methods of home education, with many opting for a
structure resembling that of school curriculums whilst those opting for unschooling believe in
the concept of natural learning. In the past decades the Swedish speaking home education
community has changed, as the school law from 2011 impacted on the availability of home
education as an option, and today the majority of the Swedish speaking home educators are

living abroad.

3. Theory

Although there has been no research on the Swedish speaking unschoolers and their choice of
methods for learning English as a second language, numerous studies exist on second language
(2L) learning. The research on 2L learning is generally conducted in school settings with the
primary concern of research often focused on the best approach towards teaching strategies and
learning methods. The aim is to achieve the best possible result of a functioning ability in a 2L.
Gardner has been a scholar in the field of 2L learning since the 1950’s and much of the research
on this topic is built on the work by him. The correlation between the success in learning a 2L
and the level of motivation from the student is one of the aspects Gardner has researched.
Gardner finds that motivation to learn a second language lies in seeing the value of the language,
and states that “rather than emphasizing the language which is being acquired, I think it might
be more meaningful to emphasize the usefulness of the language which is being acquired”
(1968, p. 145). The student is likely to be more successful if they understand the benefits they
are to gain from learning a 2L, such as the ability to access information otherwise out of reach
for them, or the connection found in the communication with those who do not speak the same

first language. Strevens explains that:

For purposes of successful learning and teaching, we must insist on two
fundamental features: relevance and interest. The methods and materials should

be appropriate to the learner as an individual, suitable for attaining his aims, and
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related to his circumstances as a learner; they should also contain enough variety
and interest to help the learner maintain his willingness to devote time and

attention to learn (Strevens 1973).

The fundamental features described by Strevens resemble the theories behind unschooling.
Research shows that making a 2L relevant and interesting for the students is the best way to

achieve a desired result. This should therefore be promoted as a method for 2L teaching.

3.1 Learning in a school setting

Most studies on learning a 2L are conducted in a classroom setting (Oxford and Crookall, 1989),
which is understandable when the aim of the research is to understand the best approach for
successfully teaching a new language. However, in a school lesson setting, the language is
presented in a planned, artificial manner (Ellery and Mangubhai, 1983), which can be
counterproductive in the aim to relate the usefulness of the language to the students. Gardner
and Bernaus observed in studies about 2L learning and motivation that students prefer activities
in the classroom that centre around communication and authentic materials to textbooks (2008).
This suggests that the artificial setup in a school lesson is not an ideal setting for achieving 2L
learning. Rubin concurs, claiming that the classroom is not a suitable place to learn languages
(1975). As the usefulness of the language is important for the motivation, Rubin explains the
artificial nature of using the language in a classroom by saying that “the student seldom has
anything so urgent to say to the teacher that they will improvise with whatever communicative
skills they possess to get their meaning across” (1975, p. 43). Changing the learning setting
from the classroom could be suggested as a solution for this, unfortunately this is hard to

achieve on a large scale.

The importance of the attitude of the teacher is one that Gardner and Bernaus emphasise,
claiming that when teachers are perceived as controlling it leads to negative motivational
intensity from the students, whereas if the teacher is instead perceived as informative it leads

to higher motivational intensity and desire to continue studying the language (2008). Everhart
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Chaffee et al., (2014) support this as they observe that authoritarian teaching styles risks

decreasing the students’ motivation for learning a language.

3.2 History of 2L teaching

Historically, the classroom has been the expected place to gain the skill of a new language
however, the theories on the best way to achieve this has changed through the times. Johansen
explains the various approaches towards teaching a 2L through history. The early method,
called The Grammar-Translation Method and popular before the 19th century, consisted
primarily of reading, translating, and analysing grammar. Johansen observes that this is still
prevalent today and suggest this is in part because of the ease for the teacher as it does not
necessitate much preparation for the lessons (1999). This method is contradictory to the
suggestions made by Ellery and Mangubhai when they claim that children learn new words
more effectively from natural context rather than deliberate drilling (1983), meaning that
grammar analysis might be helpful for the teacher albeit less successful as a method for learning

a language.

The teaching method reflects the times and needs of the people and society. One
example of this is the Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP) method developed in the
USA during World War II, when the US Government needed a language training program for
the military (Johansen, 1999). When the teaching of the language is built on the needs of society
and the preference of the teachers, the value of motivation from the students is dismissed. Rubin
suggests that if the teachers attend to the motivation of the students more they could adapt to
their needs and give them the necessary technics to be able to learn by themselves (1975).
Instead of teaching the language in a classroom structured way, an approach Rubin promotes

is for the teacher to help the students learn sow to learn it.

3.3 Methods for 2L learning

On the topic of methods for 2L learning, Strevens explains that there are a number of factors
for successfully learning a 2L, including method, and that method in itself is not in his opinion

solely responsible for success (1973). Gardner and Bernaus noted when researching studies
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done on 2L learning and motivation that independently of the conceptualization of motivation,
all studies confirm that there is a correlation between motivation and L2 achievement (2008),

claiming the importance of motivation for successful learning.

The existing research on 2L learning is in general agreement on the importance of
motivation, and on the value of knowing the relevance of the language for the motivation to
appear. Theories on the best approach to teaching a 2L have varied. There appears to be a
consensus that focus on grammar and vocabulary is good exercise for the brain, however,
successful methods for achieving a functioning level of a language stems in natural

communication.

4. Method

Data collection for this study was through semi-structured interviews with Swedish speaking
unschoolers, past and present. Unschoolers are home educated students who study through
natural learning, without structured curriculums. The interviews were conducted through video
calls. By analysing the data collected through the interviews, patterns were detected and

analysed.

4.1 Qualitative study

The aim of the essay is to answer the questions of why the unschoolers chose to learn English
as a 2L, and how they achieved this. This meant that the preferred method of studying was
through qualitative research, with in-depth interviews, as the desired result was for personalised
and explanatory answers. Quantitative data collection through surveys would yield more
generalised answers. A certain level of flexibility was necessary as the study would develop
based on the response from the participants. Dornyei explains that in qualitative research the
study is flexible to adapt to new details (2007) and that this flexibility also means that the
research questions may change and evolve during the study. As this was an aspect of this study,
the answers from the participants influenced and developed the interviews along the way to

define it better, a qualitative study seemed the right approach. Rather than gathering limited
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amount of information from a larger number of cases, the better approach was to gather detailed

information from a smaller group.

4.2 Semi-structured interviews

The aim of the research was to determine patterns in the approach of why the decision was
made to learn English and Aow this goal was achieved. Therefore, the interviewees would
ideally elaborate in their answers. To give the participants the space to answer the questions
with their own words, the most suitable approach appeared to be through semi-structured
interviews. To encourage the unschoolers to elaborate in their answers, the role of the
interviewer was to be more of a listener rather than one offering options to choose from.
Dornyei suggests that as an interviewer using semi-structured interview format means “the
interviewer provides guidance and directions but is also keen to follow up interesting
developments and to let the interviewee elaborate on certain issues” (2007, p. 136). To
guarantee data possible to analyse, the same subjects needed to be covered in all interviews.
This meant that some form of structure to the interviews was necessary. The structure existed
in the form of questions asked in a similar order using similar wording, and follow-up questions,
when necessary, to have the same themes covered in all interviews. The exact wording on some
questions changed during the process as they proved to not be clear enough at the start and
needed more explaining. Thereby a better way to express those questions developed along the
way. An example of this is the question of whether studying English was a conscious decision
or if it was a side-effect of another interest, the usage of the expression side-effect was added
after this proved to show a clearer understanding of the question rather than expressing it as an

unconscious decision (see appendix).

4.3 Analysing collected data

After the interviews were concluded they were transcribed from the audio files, other than in
one case where the video file was used instead as there were several non-verbal cues. Two of
the interviews had been conducted in Swedish and they were also translated. By analysing the

transcripts and colour coding the themes in the answers, they were sorted into different
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categories. The answers were arranged in categories of similar nature, making it possible to

establish trends as well as differences.

4.4 The interviewees

The number of unschoolers with Swedish as their first language is, as already discussed, limited.
The sample used for this study consists of present and former unschoolers from Sweden and
Aland. From this group, data was collected through semi-structured interviews with 10
unschoolers. The unschoolers were approached by private message on social media platforms
and asked if they were willing to participate. Those who chose to participate were further
informed of the study and the process of the interviews, as well as the confidentiality of their

involvement.

The unschoolers approached all have Swedish as their first language. One of the
participants has parents from other countries. However, this participant spent their upbringing
in Sweden and speaks Swedish as a first language. The unschoolers all grew up primarily in
Swedish speaking countries, Sweden and Aland. Aland is an island belonging to Finland where
Swedish is the official language. Some of the unschoolers have temporarily lived in other
countries, though still with their base in Sweden and/or Aland. Because of the law change in
2011 that made home education in Sweden practically impossible, the participants can be
divided into those who grew up primarily in Sweden before the law changed, and those growing
up primarily on Aland, each group consisting of five students. The participants were born
between the years 1990-2010, evenly spread across the two decades. This means some students
answered the questions as current unschooler, whilst others did it through looking at their
unschooling in hindsight. The sample group was equally distributed in gender, with five male
and five female participants. Some of the unschoolers were unschooled their whole upbringing,
whilst others also attended school at various stages. Independently of whether the participants
had tried school for a period or not, all the unschoolers in this study have learned English
outside of school whilst unschooling. Eight of the ten interviews were conducted in English,

with two opting for the interviews to be in Swedish as they suggested they could better express
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themselves in their first language. The interviews were conducted through video calls using the

meeting platform Zoom and recorded for to allow for deeper analysis of the responses given.

4.5 Ethics

The participants were informed of the process beforehand and asked by email for their consent
to be recorded. The parents of all participants under the age of 18 were asked for their consent
to their children being interviewed, and participants under the age of 15 had a parent present
during the interview. To keep participants confidential, all names and personal references have
been changed or removed from the transcripts of the interviews, and personal information,
including age and gender, is not included in the essay. The participants were given a number
instead of a name, the number was chosen based on the order the interviews were conducted,

to make participants anonymous and the interviews easy to locate.

5. Results

The data collected from interviews was analysed and divided into different sections to answer
the various questions. The primary areas of interest can be summed up as: Why did the
unschoolers choose to study English as opposed to any other language or subject? Which
methods were learning English as a second language? What were perceived by the students as
advantages/disadvantages studying English as a second language as an unschooler compared
to more traditional ways of learning a second language? The result from the analysing of those

questions is shared in this section.

5.1 Why did the unschoolers participating in the study choose to study English as opposed
to any other language or subject?

The unschoolers participating in the study were asked why they chose to study English as
opposed to any other language or subject. In some cases, they had also studied other languages
and then the question was whether they approached it differently. The consensus was that

English, as a global language with its significant prevalence in society through media and the
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internet, was a natural choice. The reason to study other languages stemmed more from a
curiosity or as a hobby, however lacked the motivation of being needed and available.
Unschooler 1 explained that less exposure to other languages means less motivation to learn
them as “it's not like all of a sudden you understand all the Italian signs around you, because
there are none.” As a contrast to this, Unschooler 10 listed where English was present in their
life as a Swede and included commercials, television, books, music, theatre, and trips to English
speaking countries as some examples. Therefore, choosing to learn English as a second
language, according to Unschooler 1 was less of a conscious decision and more of a “natural

progression of something that you eventually learn.”

Social life was referred to as motivation by several of the unschoolers. Unschooler 2
described having friends who partly or solely spoke English and experiencing a desire to be
able to communicate with them on their terms. International travelling made it both a necessity
and a natural motivator, one example from Unschooler 9 who remembered the first experience

of English when travelling to Australia at the age of five.

Avid readers were motivated by the larger selection of available books in English, as the
availability of books in Swedish was more restricted (Unschooler 1). Unschooler 4 shared their
preference for reading their favourite books, especially Alice in Wonderland, in the original
language. When an initial understanding of English already existed, however, there was a
tendency towards approaching an activity with the intention to challenge themselves to
improve their language abilities. One example of this was remembered by unschooler 1, who
recounts choosing to watch films in English without Swedish subtitles, to rely solely on their
understanding of English and learn from it. Unschooler 3 brought up translating lyrics to songs
as a method they use and choosing to translate rap songs specifically as they deem there to be

more words to learn in rap songs than in other songs.
To exploring how important exposure to English had been in inspiring the choice to

learn the language, the unschoolers were asked about the prevalence of English in their lives

before they learned the language. The exposure was primarily through social interactions,
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international friends, international travelling, and temporarily living in other countries. The
availability of popular culture in English in the Western part of the world was another exposure,
such as books, films etc. A further influence that could be relevant for the choice of learning
English was the attitude of the parents, therefore the unschooler were asked about this. The
majority of the unschoolers claimed that their parents had a positive impact on their learning
when it came to English. Most of the unschoolers spoke about their parents being frequent
users of English themselves. There was also a tendency among the parents for having
international friends and contacts and thereby the language was a natural inclusion in everyday
life of the unschoolers. Unschooler 4 remembered about their childhood experiencing
absorbing English from the many people who spoke English with their parents. Another
tendency amongst the families was for long-term travelling or short term moves to English
speaking countries, leading to more or less immersion in the language, which resulted in fast
learning of the language. Even in the cases where English was not a part of their life and the
parents only sparsely used English, the unschoolers still expressed that they were supported in
their learning by their parents. Unschooler 2 explained that their parents had been infrequent
users of English, but that their impression of the effect this had on their learning was only in it
being delayed slightly. Despite the dominance of the benefits of knowing English, few of the
unschoolers experienced any pressure put on them by their parents to study the language.
Rather there was a tendency of the parents encouraging them in their learning. Because of the
societal expectation on Swedish speaking children to learn English, some of the unschoolers
experienced slight pressure from the society around them and there was a tendency towards
putting pressure on themselves. Unschooler 8 explained that they had put pressure on
themselves, although that “it was more of a playful pressure, like an obstacle I had to clear to
communicate with people clearly.” Unschooler 3 remembered putting pressure on themselves
because it irritated them to not be able to talk directly with someone and instead relying on

someone to translate for them.
The unschoolers were in general agreement that the choice to learn English as a second

language was a natural progression of their development, supported by their social settings and

the cultural direction of the world around them.
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5.2 Which methods were used for learning English as a second language?

To understand what methods the unschoolers participating in this study experience work and
do not work for them when learning a 2L, they were asked which methods they used when
learning English. As the learning mostly appeared to be a natural progression, the students
considered it hard to describe the methods they had used. Unschooler 2 explained, “I spent a
week or two weeks basically in my room watching a tutorial on how to make a wooden katana,
and then after that I knew English.” This is one example of an interest or activity leading to
learning English as a second language as a side-effect. The activities that led to this varied, yet
the phenomenon of learning as a side-effect was the dominating answer to the question of study

methods.

Several of the unschoolers claimed to have learned English as a second language as a
side-effect of social situations and interacting with people who did not speak Swedish. An
example of this was Unschooler 9 who grew up with international family friends, extensive
international travelling, and temporary moving to other countries. Several of the unschoolers
had similar experiences and this natural exposure to the language led to a proficiency in

speaking the language.

A wish to read books that were not yet translated to Swedish combined with impatience
at having to wait for a translation to be available was a theme that appeared with a few of the
unschoolers. When the sequel to a favourite book is released, Unschooler 6 explained that they
found it boring to wait for it to be translated and this resulted in motivation to read the book

despite it not being in their first language.

When it came to written English specifically, penpals were brought up as one of the most
relevant motivators. Unschoolers 1, 3 and 10 brought up international penpals as a path into
written English. Unschooler 1 explained that wanting to communicate with someone made it a

natural problem they needed to solve, leading to learning written English. To highlight another
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way international penpals helped, Unschooler 10 remembered the benefit of having someone

they could ask for the meaning of certain words or expressions.

Music has many aspects that are useful when learning a language and was another
motivator and chosen method for learning English. Reading the lyrics can help increasing
vocabulary. Unschooler 10 used one of their favourite artists Bob Dylan as an example and
explained that the complexity of his lyrics inspired the learning of many new words. To
understand and memorise the words further, a method was also, as previously mentioned by

Unschooler 3, to translate the lyrics.

Watching their favourite films and tv-shows in English, with or without Swedish subtitles,
was an easy way to absorb the language. Unschooler 7 suggested that watching TV-series was
their primary method. Growing up in a Doctor Who loving family, they would watch the TV-

show together, and pick up a large amount of the language from this activity.

When asked about structured methods chosen with the expressed purpose of studying
and learning English, the unschoolers needed time to think back, figuring out if there was
anything they had tried. Some of the unschoolers remembered attempts at studying grammar
or textbooks provided by schools, however none of them saw this as an effective method and
quickly moved on. Unschooler 8 remembered having books and material that were meant for
the purpose of learning English, however they realised they did not pay attention to this material.
Unschooler 3 does remember attempting to study grammar and experiencing that it did not suit
them. Even where there were school textbooks present or attempts at grammar studies, they
were not the preferred choice of method. There was, however, a tendency for the unschoolers,
once a basic knowledge of the language existed, to choose activities with the aim to put them
in a position where practicing using the language was more likely to occur. An example of this
was to read books out loud for oneself to practice the pronunciation of the words on top of
learning them, as Unschooler 6 likes to do. Unschooler 5 remembers taking lessons in English

as a teenager when temporarily living in England, however the lessons were for native speakers
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and Unschooler 5 used it to improve their language skills rather than learning it as a second

language.

The process of learning a language other than English was further explored, to
determine whether the process appeared different. The unschoolers were more inclined towards
using structured methods for learning languages other than English. Unschooler 8 brought up
the language app Duolingo and lesson videos on YouTube when recounting the resources used

for learning Japanese.

The methods for learning English as a second language brought up by the unschoolers
shared the aspect of being based on their interests rather than a method of reaching the goal of
learning English. The activities used for the role of specifically learning English were instead

there to further their knowledge of the language once an initial understanding already existed.

5.3 What did the unschoolers perceive as advantages and/or disadvantages when studying
English, as an unschooler, compared to other more traditional ways of learning a second
language?

To further understand the attitudes towards learning English as an unschooler, the unschoolers
were asked about their perception on the potential advantages and disadvantages of this method
compared to other more traditional ways of learning a second language. When asked to
consider the advantages of learning English the unschool way, the unschoolers highlighted the
abundance of opportunities they experienced. As Unschooler 3 remarked, it does not actually
remove any options, it “adds all the possibilities that exist.” This was supported by Unschooler
1, claiming that they see no disadvantage as all the options are available. Unschooler 5
recommended that if a student has experienced that textbooks and other school resources have
been useful for them in other contexts, then they may function well also when it comes to

learning English as a second language, and that this remains an option for them.
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Unschooler 6 learned English as an unschooler before later going to school. They
commented on the difference when it comes to the concept of being limited to certain time
spaces, explaining that in school the lessons are limited to 45 minutes. At home however they
can do it the whole day if they so wish. Unschooler 7 deemed a benefit of learning without
structure was that it they had the opportunity to learn other accents instead of what they

perceive as the standard English promoted through school curriculums.

Associating learning English with fun is an advantage when it comes to motivation, as
Unschooler 9 explained: “the advantage of learning in a way that's fun, is that you're always
motivated and so you don't get adverse feelings to the subject.” Unschooler 10 described the
process as neither boring nor fun, rather the fun was found in the ability to speak with other

people.

When asked to consider the potential disadvantages of learning English as an
unschooler, the participants in the study found themselves as a general in agreement that the
benefits outweigh the disadvantages, and many of the unschoolers claimed they could see no

disadvantages at all. There were however a few suggested disadvantages.

With limited or no structure, or limited such, Unschooler 4 suggested there is a chance
that it might be put to the future, and the learning might instead occur at a later age. If there are
no available English speakers to practice with, it might be difficult to find apportunities for
necessary training in using the language. This was suggested by Unschooler 6 when mentioning
that their parents might not always have free time available for the purpose of practicing, whilst

in school everyone has that same time for the specific reason of using the language.

Not having studied English, or language in general, in a structured way might lead to
proficiency in using the language. It can however also mean a lack in the understanding of the
underlying grammar. This was brought up as a potential disadvantage by a few of the
unschoolers. However, Unschooler 10 claimed that they would actually not consider it a

dissadvantage because if they so desired they would be able to add this knowledge now without
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much difficulty. Unschooler 9 explained that not having studied grammar specifically gives
them the impression that they would probably not be skilled as an English teacher, as they
would be able to tell what was right and wrong but unable to explain to their students about

why that was the case.

Another potential disadvantage compared to learning in school that was brought up was
that school studies can be proved through paperwork, such as grades. However, an unschooler
who has not learned in a system such as a school risks being without this proof. Unschooler 5
suggested that learning as an unschooler therefore can be a disadvantage when papers stating
the knowledge exists is necessary, such as when applying for further education or certain jobs.

They unschoolers might have to get tested on their abilities.

Given the benefit of hindsight, unschoolers were asked to consider the question of what
they might wish they had done differently. There were only two answers given by the
unschoolers on this question. The answer from the majority was that there was nothing they
would have done differently. However, the three unschoolers who had a suggestion for
something they would have changed all had the same theme on their answer - the only
improvement they could think of would be to learn the language at an earlier age. Unschooler
3 explained that they wished they had realised earlier that understanding English was a skill
they would eventually wish to have, and thereby started learning as a younger child. A couple
of the unschoolers who learned spoken English at an early age instead had the same wish about
written English. Unschooler 4 expressed they would have found it nice to have learned reading

and writing at a younger age.

Another way to discover what the unschoolers themselves considered successful
methods to learn English, was to ask them what advice they would give others considering the
same path. A frequent answer can be summed up in a short quote by Unschooler 10 - “have
fun!” Unschooler 8 suggested to do the activities that you already like, but to do it in English

instead. Unschooler 10 suggested to consciously put yourself in situations where you force
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yourself to use English, to improve your usage of the language. This suggestion was supported

by several of the unschoolers.

The result of the interviews proved to be both varied and homogeneous. The process of
initially learning English as a second language was overall the same, with a necessity for the
language in some other area of their life making it a tool for the purpose of achieving something
else. The methods were almost as varied as the number of participants, as the methods relied
heavily on the interest of the individual student. Where an interest in music existed, so did the
method of learning English through music. The benefits of learning English as a second
language as an unschooler as experienced by themselves existed in the freedom of choice
concerning methods and time. The disadvantages were a tendency towards waiting longer to
learn the language than they wished they had done and a lacking understanding of the basic

structures of languages.

6. Discussion

The results of this study confirm what was suggested in previous research on 2L learning, such
as the importance of relevance and motivation, and the plethora of useful methods outside of
the school settings, for learning a 2L (Bernaus and Gardner, 2008, Strevens, 1973). The
importance of relevance for motivation was highlighted by Gardner (1968), in the context of
learning a 2L. The interviews confirmed this as a general experience expressed amongst them

matched Gardner’s conclusions.

6.1 Understanding the relevance of the language

When asked to compare learning English to the study of other languages, the unschoolers
claimed the main reason that studying English had been more successful was the knowledge
on the usefulness of the language. An awareness of the relevance of the target language leads
to motivation, which makes the learning easier. In the study by Strevens (1973) a further

conclusion was that the most important factors for learning a 2L is understanding the relevance
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of the language being learned and an interest in the language and/or the culture of nation(s)
with said language. The unschoolers continuously highlighted those two factors as aspects of

their learning.

Often this relevance of the target language was found in the desire to be able to
communicate with people who did not speak Swedish, resulting in a necessity of the language.
This supports the findings by Bernaus and Gardner (2008) that activities based on
communication can be motivational factors for learning a second language. A desire to partake
of information or culture not available in Swedish, be that books, instructive videos on
YouTube, or music with English lyrics, was the other most common contributing factor that
led to learning English. The learning occurred as a side effect of the interests. Almost all the
unschoolers acknowledged that they had been so interested in the activity or information they
were partaking in that they did not even realise they were learning a new language. The
motivation therefore consists of the pleasurable outcome of having new information or the
enjoyment of the social interaction they were participating in, rather than in the aim of learning
a new language. The fact that they also learned a new language becomes a positive side-effect
of the activity, instead of the initial reason for it. This made learning English effortless and fun,
and the language became associated with ease and joy. An interest in something that was in
English or demanded a knowledge of the language led to the inspiration and motivation to
approach the activity despite the obstacle of not fully understanding the language. Thereby the

results appeared easy and fast, as learning the language was not even noticed until later.

6.2 Individual choice of method

Being able to choose which way to learn English means the choices for methods are based on
what the unschooler experiences as giving them a clear path to the desired result in a way that
comes easiest for them. Unlike the school setting, where Ellery and Mangubhai (1983)
suggested that the target language becomes “largely artificial,” learning the language in this
way, where it is based on a true need for the language and in settings where it is already used,

instead makes it a natural part of the process of life.
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Learning English as a second language as an unschooler means that the choice of
method is up to the students themselves. When the student can choose their preferred method
of learning and have the availability of all options, the learning process develops to support the
specific student’s perceived idea of what they experience as most functioning and effective for
them. Strevens (1973) highlighted the importance of the methods and materials being
“appropriate to the learner as an individual,” which is the concept which the philosophy of
unschooling is built upon. In the interviews it emerged as a pattern that learning English was
mainly a result of other interests, interests that exposed them to the language. For example,
Unschooler 2 who learned to make a wooden Katana. The goal of this activity had been to learn
a skill, the method for learning this skill was watching a tutorial which happened to be in
English, and a side effect of this activity was that the unschooler also learned English. The
process of acquiring the language is then not associated with effort or a struggle as it happens
as a side-effect of other interests. The only measurable aspect of it becomes the result, as the

process itself is not measurable.

In the instances where learning English as a second language was a choice it was
considered more of a natural progression rather than a goal-oriented decision. The general
tendency among the unschoolers was that learning English had not been a conscious decision.
It was a side-effect of another interest or situations which demanded a higher level of English
than the one the unschooler currently possessed. Whilst engaging in this interest or situation
the language was absorbed almost without noticing and the language was learned as a side-

effect.

The successful methods for learning English used by the unschoolers were rarely
methods created specifically for this purpose. A limited amount of study books, apps, or
language videos were alluded to and even fewer were considered successfully used. They were
occasionally tried out and quickly abandoned as they were found to be boring and unmotivating.
This confirms the findings of Ellery and Mangubhai (1983) that children learn better from
context than from grammar drilling. As many of the unschoolers learned English at a young

age, it was also hard for them to perceive it as a conscious decision. Although there were a few
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instances of a conscious element to their choice of certain activities to encourage their learning
or further expose themselves to English, this was often done at a later point in their studies
where an initial understanding already existed, and the wish was to further develop their skills.
Even then, the preferred methods were to read the books they loved, but to do it in English, to
watch the English TV-series they were interested in, but turn off the subtitles, and to seek out
or place themselves in social settings where English was a necessity. As the student is already
aware that it is something they enjoy, they know from the onset that they will at least enjoy that
part of the process, and their interest will give them motivation. This also confirms the
conclusion by Strevens (1973) that methods for learning a 2L needs to be sufficiently varied
for the student to stay motivated enough to learn. The suggestion from the unschoolers was
always to do this willingly, because if the pressure comes from someone else the motivation
seemingly diminishes, which is confirming the conclusion by Everhart Chaffee et al., (2014)
that if the student experiences themselves as controlled, the motivation for learning a language

potentially decreases.

The tendency was towards avoidance of structured methods when learning English,
which stood in stark contrast to the approach when attempting to learn a language other than
English. A reason for this could be the lack of natural ways other languages exists in everyday
life in Sweden and Aland. To be exposed to other languages students would have to go further
out of their way, actively finding people with whom to converse and use the language. Here
the methods chosen were largely structured and rarely successful as the motivation waned as
the methods appeared boring and did not inspire. The study by Gardner (1968) highlights the
importance of motivation for successfully learning a second language. There were a couple of
exceptions provided by the unschoolers, where learning another language other than English
were successful. An example of this was Unschooler 8, who depended on a continued avid
interest in the language and culture. Another example was Unschooler 9 who was successful
through immersion studies when learning Spanish, although they still found the method less

successful than when they learned English with the same method.
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Rubin’s theory (1975) that the best way a teacher can support is by tailoring the teaching
to the individual needs of the student. This is how the unschoolers described their experience
of learning English as a second language. The methods used were tailored around their
individual desires and needs. The experience of the unschoolers was that they therefore had as
many possibilities as would have been offered them in school, plus more. The unschoolers
explained that unschooling does not rely on textbooks or school resources, however those are
still available options if they would choose to use them. Therefore, the unschoolers expressed
that the advantages were the same as in school settings though with the added benefit of choice
and wider options. The importance of choice was repeatedly brought up as a benefit, for
example the choice of the speed they can study at or the type of English they learn. The speed
can be chosen by the students themselves; they can choose to learn at a slow pace if that suits
them, however if they wish to learn in a fast way, they do not have to adapt to the level of the
classroom they are in. When the acquired knowledge of English becomes noticeable through
everything from commercials to references dropped in conversations, pop culture, and more, it
can help spur on the learning. The motivation is accelerated once the unschooler realises the

doors that open with their new knowledge.

7. Conclusion

This essay has studied why Swedish speaking children chose to learn English as a second
language in a situation where this is not compulsory through schools, teachers, or curriculums,

and what methods they chose to use for this purpose.

Most studies produced on second language learning has been conducted in school
environments, whereas this essay explores a different taking the school setting out of the
equation by being based on Swedish speaking unschoolers. Unschooling is a sub-category of
home education which is reliant on child-led learning without structured curriculums and
lessons. The research for this study has been done through semi-structured interviews with
Swedish speaking unschoolers, past and present. The result of these interviews and the analysis

of the data support previously existing theories that the largest influence on the success rate of
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an attempt at learning a second language lies in how motivated the student is and how relevant

the subject is for them.

Whether the level of English is on a similar level to the English as a second language
learned in school settings or more/less advanced cannot be determined by this study and was
also not the aim of this study. That is an area that could be of interest for further studies, as this
has hitherto not been studied with Swedish speaking unschoolers. This study however focused
instead on researching the choices made by unschooler when it comes to methods they use and

what methods they found successful.

The choice to learn English as a second language was considered less of a choice and
more like a natural progression of life and learning by the majority of the unschoolers featured
in this study. There was rarely a conscious choice of goal-oriented language learning, instead
it occurred as a side-effect of their social settings and interests. However, once there was an
initial understanding of the language several of the unschoolers recounted purposely placing
themselves in situations where they were further pushed to use the language and develop their

skills thereby.

The methods used by the unschoolers for learning English as a second language were
largely unstructured methods based on their other interests. The learning generally occurred as
a side-effect of other activities, such as social interactions, partaking in culture (books, TV-
series, music), travelling, or information gathering for other purposes. The unschoolers’
approach to learning languages other than English varied greatly. There attempts were made to
use structured methods developed specifically for the purpose of learning a language. The
reason for this difference concerning English was perceived by the unschoolers as being

because of the availability of it compared to other languages in their lives.
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APPENDIX

Questions for the interviews

1.

Why did you choose to learn English specifically as opposed to any other language
or subject?

For example, did you experience pressure from parents/friends/society for you to learn
English, was it a choice because it seemed practical, or was it purely out of interest?
Was there any interest in learning another language, or did you learn more languages?
In that case, was the motivation for that the same or different to learning English?

Did you feel that you consciously made the choice to learn English, or do you feel that
it happened unconsciously (/as a side-effect)? (In that case, what does that mean?)

Prior to learning English, what experiences did you have of the language? Was
English a part of your life, and in that case how?
In what areas of your life were you exposed to English as a language, or culture from
English speaking countries?

o TV, books, living in English speaking countries, English speaking friends,

family..?

What was your parents’ attitude towards English as a language, and culture of English
speaking countries/people?

What methods did you use for learning English? Did the studying happen in a
structured or unstructured way?

Did you use methods in a structured studying way, through social situations, mainly
through self-studies, maybe immersion, or some other method?

If you feel like “it just happened” without conscious effort or decisions, in that case
how did that happen? Can you explain what that means?

What methods were the most effective for you? Was there anything that didn’t work?

If you were approached by someone asking for advice on whether to learn English
and in that case learning it as an unschooler, what advice would you give them?
What did you do that worked, and what choices do you wish you had made differently?
Are there any advantages or disadvantages to this that could be useful to bring up?
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