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xiii

Introduction

I vividly remember my very fi rst conference presentation almost three 

decades ago. After it, a senior member of the audience, an established 

 fi gure in applied linguistics, congratulated me and asked, ‘Why do you 

research young learners?’ He suggested fi nding a more appropriate area. 

Since then, the world has defi nitely changed, as chapters in this edited 

volume illustrate.

These days, foreign language programmes tend to start at an increas-

ingly early stage not only in Europe (Eurydice, 2005: 28), but the same 

trend is observable on other continents as well. This worldwide increase 

in early language learning (ELL) in public education has resulted in a 

growing number of empirical studies. These developments are well 

 documented in publications of small-scale research projects usually 

focusing on a particular aspect of ELL (e.g. studies in Moon & Nikolov, 

2000; Nikolov, 2002; Nikolov & Curtain, 2000; Nikolov et al., 2007), large-

scale longitudinal national projects (e.g. in Spain by García Mayo & 

García Lecumberri, 2003; Muñoz, 2006; in Ireland by Harris & Conway, 

2002; Harris et al., 2006) and recent state-of-the-art reviews (e.g. Edelenbos 

et al., 2007; Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2006).

Despite the widely spread practice of offering modern languages to 

young learners at an increasingly early age, few publications focus on 

what is available to children in different contexts and classrooms, on pro-

cesses and outcomes, and emerging issues. This edited volume aims to fi ll 

this gap by showing how in a number of contexts early access to modern 

languages varies, how young children progress and benefi t from an early 

exposure to modern languages in different educational contexts, and how 

affective, cognitive, social, linguistic and classroom-related factors interact 

in the processes. The book documents the state of the art in researching 

young language learners by exploring different approaches to early 

 modern language learning and offering both large-scale and narrowly-

focused empirical studies.

The world wide spread of ELL is often seen as the outcome of English 

becoming the lingua franca (e.g. Graddoll, 2006). A special strength of the 

volume is the range of languages: although English is the most widely 

learnt foreign language, chapters in the book focus on a variety of target 

languages: Croatian, French, English, German, Italian, Spanish and 

Ukrainian. As for the contexts where the empirical studies were  conducted, 
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they range from China, to Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Norway, 

Poland, the Ukraine and the UK. In these countries the status of the target 

language is a foreign, second or third language on a continuum where divi-

sions are hard to identify. As readers will see, an  additional strength of the 

book is that the studies represent a variety of research methods: enquiries 

apply qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods. Also, some of the chap-

ters give an account of research  applying triangulation.

The Structure of the Book

The 16 chapters in the book are arranged into fi ve sections. The fi rst 

three chapters outline the larger picture. In the fi rst chapter John Harris 

and Denise O’Leary discuss a large-scale long-term project, the Modern 

Languages in Primary Schools Initiative, in the bilingual context of Ireland, 

where the aim is to achieve language diversity by making four European 

languages available to children. The second chapter, authored by Janet 

Enever, explores resistance to implementation of early modern language 

programmes in the UK by analysing empirical data collected in one city in 

two phases. In a very different context, Zrinka Jelaska and Lidija Cvikić 

discuss young learners’ competences in Croatian, a second language for 

minority children living inside and outside Croatia.

The four chapters in the second section focus on narrower areas as they 

examine how cognitive, affective, socio-economic and classroom-related 

factors interact with one another. Participants in the fi rst study were Greek 

pupils learning English. Thomaï Alexiou administered an aptitude test to 

them and examined how different components of the aptitude measure 

contributed to young learners’ development over time. Results of a nation-

wide survey are reported in the next chapter on Hungarian learners study-

ing English and German. Kata Csizér and Judit Kormos examine the 

relationship between language learning motivation and cross-cultural 

contact. A different method is applied to explore young learners’ motiva-

tion in a study conducted by Jelena Mihaljević Djigunović: she provides 

insights into a comparative study of children’s motivation under two sets 

of conditions. In the last chapter in this section Marianne Nikolov exam-

ines how different variables including learners’ aptitude, language learn-

ing goals, motivation and classroom processes contribute to outcomes in 

large-scale studies on Hungarian learners of English and German.

The third section includes four chapters on literacy and skills develop-

ment. In the fi rst one Ion Drew investigates the challenges, advantages and 

effectiveness of adapting a special Australian literacy programme empha-

sising regular reading in Norwegian schools. The next two chapters used 

innovative research techniques to explore young learners’ strategic think-

ing on reading and writing in the target language. Renata Šamo gives an 

account of a special study using think aloud protocols to investigate young 
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Croatian learners’ reading strategies, whereas Eleni Griva, Helen Tsakiridou 

and Ioanna Nihoritou collected data on young Greek learners’ strategies 

while writing in English to gain insights into their composing processes. A 

subskill, reading aloud, is examined in a laboratory study conducted by 

Vanda Marijanović, Nathalie Panissal and Michel Billières as they analyse 

young Croatian learners’ pronunciation in French.

In the fourth section three chapters give an account of assessing young 

language learners. Ilona Huszti, Márta Fábián and Erzsébet Bárányné 

Komári tested young ethnic minority Hungarian learners in two languages 

they study: Ukrainian (the offi cial language) and English (a foreign lan-

guage). After analysing the fi rst phase of their longitudinal study, they 

discuss how learners’ performances on tests relate to what and how they 

are taught. Two chapters assess young learners’ vocabulary. Andrea Orosz 

applied a validated test to examine Hungarian learners’ vocabulary size 

and to compare results to achievement targets in the curriculum and in 

other studies. Magdalena Szpotowicz, on the other hand, gives an account 

of an experiment scrutinising the amount of words very young Polish 

learners remembered after one session.

The last part of the book includes two classroom studies: one focuses on 

classroom language in Chinese learners’ English classes, the other one 

explores what children think about learning English. Jing Peng and Lily 

Zhang observed and tape-recorded classroom discourse in a large Chinese 

city and analyse the amount and quality of English language children are 

exposed to and use. Finally, young Hungarian learners’ voices are heard 

in Krisztina Nagy’s study. She asked children to do innovative tasks in 

pairs in order to explore why they think they learn English, and what they 

think helps and hinders their development in their new language.
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Chapter 1

A Third Language at Primary Level 
in Ireland: An Independent 
Evaluation of the Modern Languages 
in Primary Schools Initiative

JOHN HARRIS and DENISE O’LEARY

Introducing modern languages at primary level in Ireland involves 

challenges and possibilities which differ from those of some other coun-

tries. Irish, a minority language is the fi rst offi cial language. All but a small 

proportion of pupils speak English at home but begin to learn Irish as a 

second language as soon as they begin school. Learning a modern foreign 

language at primary level is, therefore, an entirely new experience of 

diversity for most Irish pupils. The Modern Languages in Primary Schools 
Initiative in Ireland began in 1998 with 270 schools and now has almost 400 

(about 12% of primary schools). Pupils in the fi nal two years in elementary 

school receive 1.5 hours of tuition within the normal school day in one of 

four languages: French, German, Spanish or Italian. Within the Initiative, 

there is also an emphasis on language diversity of a slightly different kind 

in that those European languages that traditionally were less commonly 

taught in Ireland (Spanish and Italian) are especially promoted. This chap-

ter describes the experience of modern languages at primary level for 

pupils, parents and teachers. It draws on fi ndings from Phases 1 (Harris & 

Conway, 2002) and Phase 2 (Harris & O’Leary, 2007) of an independent 

evaluation of the Project.

The Language Situation in Ireland

The early teaching of modern languages in Ireland takes place in a socio-

linguistic context which differs in a number of respects from that obtain-

ing in many other countries in Europe (Harris, 2007). Irish, an indigenous 

minority language, is also the fi rst offi cial language of the country. It has 

been taught to virtually all primary-school pupils since the foundation of 
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2 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

the state about 85 years ago. In the vast majority of cases, it is taught as a 

second language to pupils whose home language is English – as a single 

school subject in ‘ordinary’ mainstream schools. It is also taught in immer-

sion (‘all-Irish’) schools in the main English-speaking area. While these 

immersion schools are still relatively small in number, they have grown 

 signifi cantly over the last 20 years. Irish is also taught, of course, in the rela-

tively small Gaeltacht heartland areas, mainly along the western seaboard. 

The teaching of Irish in these different contexts is central to the larger 

national goal of revitalising Irish as a general means of communication.

Parents and the public generally are in favour of the teaching of Irish. 

Harris et al. (2006), for example, report that 67.4% of the parents of pupils 

in ordinary mainstream primary schools are ‘favourable’ or ‘very favour-

able’ to Irish being taught at this level. Only 14.5% feel that less time 

should be spent on the language.

But parents in Ireland are in general also anxious that their children 

would learn other modern European languages. As part of a national con-

sultation process called ‘Your Education System’, a representative sample 

(n = 1511) of the population aged 15+ years was surveyed in order to estab-

lish views nationally on a number of education issues (Kellaghan et al., 
2004). Two key fi ndings emerged in relation to foreign languages in 

primary school:

• 57.1% of respondents felt that ‘too little emphasis’ was placed on 

teaching foreign languages in primary schools (Kellaghan et al., 2004: 

6, 26).

• 78.7% considered the teaching of a continental language in primary 

school to be ‘very important/important’ in achieving the objectives 

of schooling (Kellaghan et al., 2004: 35).

These percentages are notable given that statistics from 30 European 

 countries show that Ireland is the only one where foreign-language learn-

ing at primary level is neither compulsory nor a core curriculum option 

(Eurydice, 2005: 24). The Irish Business and Employers Confederation 

(IBEC, 2004) identifi ed a number of key priorities for the Irish education 

system, one of which was the development of a national coordinated 

 system to make modern languages a compulsory subject in primary school. 

In addition, the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs (EGFSN) in its report 

Languages and Enterprise (EGFSN, 2005) called for the extension of the 

Modern Languages in Primary Schools Initiative to all primary schools nation-

wide and its full integration into the mainstream curriculum.

Yet another signifi cant feature of the language situation in Ireland in 

recent years is the relatively sudden appearance of the languages of the 

‘New Irish’ immigrant communities, such as Polish, Russian and Chinese. 

Until now, Ireland has not seen any immigration comparable to that 

 experienced elsewhere in western Europe. The scale of this in-migration, 
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largely as a result of the buoyant economy, is indicated by the fact that the 

population of non-nationals in Ireland grew from 7% to 10% between 

2002 and 2006. By comparison, the non-national population of the UK 

grew by only two percentage points between 1960 and 1990 (Barrett & 

McCarthy, 2006).

The Modern Language Initiative and the Evaluation

In 1998, the national Pilot Project on the Teaching of Modern Languages in 
Irish Primary Schools was launched in response to growing public interest 

and debate. The Pilot Project (later renamed the ‘Initiative’) began with 

270 schools and now has around 400. Pupils in the fi nal two years of ele-

mentary school receive 1.5 hours of tuition within the normal school week 

in one of four languages: French, German, Spanish or Italian. The modern 

language teachers are either members of staff in the school or, more often, 

visiting (non-staff) teachers. The teachers are supported by a National 

Coordinator and a team of Project Leaders who conduct inservice train-

ing, source teaching materials and visit schools. Initially the Project was 

fi nanced by the European Social Fund but later became part of the National 

Development Plan.

Clearly, early foreign-language learning in the Irish context has many 

features which distinguish it from enterprises in other countries. Some of 

these distinctive features derive from the particular sociolinguistic context 

in Ireland. Others derive from the fact that it is such a major innovation 

that it presents a whole range of educational and teacher-training issues. 

The present account of the early learning of modern foreign languages 

tries to map out the main features of the programme being implemented 

and to assess its impact on pupils’ profi ciency and attitudes, and on 

schools and education more generally. The account is based on an exten-

sive independent evaluation of the Project which was funded by the Irish 

Government Department of Education and Science. The evaluation con-

sisted of two phases. Phase 1 was carried out by Harris and Conway (2002) 

and Phase 2 by Harris and O Leary (2007).

Phase 1 involved a number of activities and instruments:

• Group and individual linguistic-communicative tests in all the lan-

guages were administered to pupils in 22 representative schools.

• Questionnaires were used to assess pupils’ attitude-motivation as 

well as their experiences of learning a modern language.

• A survey of all modern language teachers involved in the Project.

Phase 2 is largely based on surveys of class teachers and principals. The 

former are regular class teachers who do not teach the modern language 

themselves but whose classes are being taught the language either by a vis-

iting teacher or less often by another staff member in the same school. The 

1558_Ch01.indd 31558_Ch01.indd   3 2/4/2009 6:46:16 AM2/4/2009   6:46:16 AM



4 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

views and experiences of regular class teachers are very important, since 

any signifi cant expansion of the initiative would in the longer term have to 

be based on class teachers delivering the modern language  programme.

Findings Relating to Early Foreign Language 
Learning in Ireland

Pupil success in learning the language
The evaluation shows that the vast majority of pupils have made real 

progress in developing (a) listening comprehension skills and (b) an initial 

competence in spoken communication. For example, in the case of the 

speaking test, the overall mean score achieved by pupils was 75.7 out of a 

possible 108. Girls performed better than boys.

No class or school could be said to be failing to make signifi cant prog-

ress in learning the modern language and, within classes, only a minority 

of pupils in a small number of cases were not making worthwhile prog-

ress. Even where teachers felt that particular pupils were not coping well 

with the programme, the language tests we used still showed that these 

pupils were actually making signifi cant progress. The Project has shown 

that the teaching of modern languages at primary level can be successfully 

extended to types of schools and pupils which previously had relatively 

limited access to them. Overall, 60% of the modern-language teachers said 

that, were it not for the Project, none of their pupils would have studied 

the language at primary level. It has made a particular difference to rural 

schools and disadvantaged schools. In general, pupils in disadvantaged 

schools have made as much progress in learning the modern languages as 

pupils in other schools.

Attitudes of pupils
Questionnaire data show that the majority of pupils have developed 

positive attitudes to learning the target language itself (mean = 3.8 on a scale 

of 1 to 5, where 1 is equivalent to a strong negative attitude and 5 a strong 

positive attitude); to speakers of the target language (mean = 3.5 on same 

scale as above); and to the European country in which the language is 

spoken (mean = 4.2 on same scale as above). Eighty-one percent of pupils 

agreed, slightly or strongly, that ‘learning another language, besides 

English, can be very enjoyable’; 73% agreed that they ‘really enjoy learn-

ing French’.

Most notably, the vast majority (84%) agreed with the statement ‘I am 

glad that I began learning French in primary school rather than leaving it 

until later’. Only 7% disagree. (French in all these cases stands for which-

ever of the four languages pupils were studying.) The majority of pupils 

reported enjoying the modern language lesson, particularly the emphasis 
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on games, songs and poems. They also like developing communicative 

competence in the language and cultural awareness activities.

Reaction of the modern language teachers
The vast majority (93%) of the modern-language teachers feel that  

they personally have benefi ted from participation. Similarly high percent-

ages feel that the school itself (93%) and the pupils (98%) benefi t from 

participation.

Teachers were very satisfi ed with the implementation of the Project, 

particularly the support and in-service training provided by Project 

Leaders. While substantial numbers of the modern language teachers 

began with no previous experience of teaching the language, their feelings 

of preparedness to teach improved substantially during the fi rst year. 

Eighty-nine percent of teachers report a favourable parental reaction and 

only 2% report a neutral or unfavourable parental reaction.

Most frequently used and most popular classroom activities
One of the issues of particular interest is what kind of activities, tech-

niques and teaching materials are used in primary modern language 

classes. First, we asked the teacher to read a detailed list of activities, tech-

niques and materials and to indicate how frequently (e.g. once or more per 

class, once or more per month) each was used. Later we asked the teacher 

which of these same activities, techniques and materials their pupils 

actually enjoyed.

The fi ve activities which are reported by the greatest proportion of 

teachers as being enjoyed by pupils are ‘Wordgames’, ‘Raps/songs’, 

‘Language awareness activities’, ‘Action games/sports’ and ‘Drama’. But 

these same fi ve activities are only used by teachers moderately often. In a 

rank ordering of percentages, the fi ve most enjoyable activities are only 

listed sixth, eighth, ninth, 11th and 16th out of a total of 18 in terms of 

 frequency of use by teachers.

It is also notable that in the case of the most frequently used activities, 

relatively small percentages of teachers say that they are enjoyed by pupils. 

In fact, the most frequently used, ‘Whole class repetition of sentences/

phrases’, is actually ranked last of all in the list of 18 activities in terms of 

the percentage of teachers reporting it as being enjoyable for pupils (only 

29% of teachers feel ‘Whole class repetition of words or phrases’ is enjoyed 

by pupils).

Achievement of Project aims
The overall assessment of Harris and Conway (2002) is that the Project 

has succeeded in installing a teaching programme which has a signifi cant 

1558_Ch01.indd 51558_Ch01.indd   5 2/4/2009 6:46:16 AM2/4/2009   6:46:16 AM



6 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

emphasis on communication, an experiential orientation to learning and a 

focus on pupil enjoyment of the learning process.

• Only 42% of teachers felt that the aim of ‘using as much of the target 

language as possible as the normal language of the classroom’ was 

successfully promoted. Thirty-seven percent reported that they 

 conducted less than half the lesson through the modern language.

• There is scope for greater emphasis than at present however on (a) 

communicative/experiential activities and (b) learning activities 

which are enjoyable for pupils. As noted just above, some traditional 

approaches, such as whole class repetition, which children do not 

like, are still widely used.

• There is also a need for a greater emphasis on the development of 

cultural awareness.

• Thirty-seven percent of teachers failed to achieve the time allocation 

specifi ed by Project Management (1.5 hours tuition each week). These 

teachers most often provided one hour of tuition instead. Staff mem-

bers were much more likely (46%) to fail to provide the prescribed 1.5 

hours than visiting teachers (20%). An overcrowded curriculum and 

timetabling problems were cited as the main reasons for this failure.

• A signifi cant minority of pupils experience some degree of diffi culty 

in understanding the lesson or teacher – general diffi culty in under-

standing or learning the language, not understanding some words, 

the teacher going too fast, or specifi c diffi culties with the language.

Phase 2: Principals and the Regular Class Teacher

The need to investigate the conditions and possibilities for extending 

the Project nationally provided the context for gathering information from 

Principals and Class teachers in Phase 2 of the evaluation. Principals and 

regular Class teachers are central to any plans to expand the Project nation-

ally, and prior to this, little was known about their views. Findings from 

the two surveys are grouped under various thematic categories below and 

linked to fi ndings from the earlier survey of modern-language teachers.

The shifting balance between staff and non-staff teachers
The profi le of the modern-language teacher has changed dramatically 

over the time course of the Project. At the end of Year 1, 63% of modern-

language teachers were staff members and 37% were non-staff (Harris & 

Conway, 2002: 28). At the end of Year 5, only 14.6% of Class teachers report 

that another staff member teaches the modern language to their class, 

83.6% report that a non-staff (visiting) teacher does, while 1.8% report that 

both staff and non-staff teachers teach it. Even though the earlier data is at 

teacher level and the latter is at class level, the change in the proportion of 

staff to non-staff teachers is clear.
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General reaction to modern languages
A high level of enthusiasm and approval for the teaching of modern lan-

guages in primary school exists among both Principals and Class teachers. 

Of Principals, 93.2% report a ‘very positive/positive’ reaction among  

staff to the teaching of modern languages. Less than 1% report a negative 

reaction. Of Class teachers, 89.6% hold ‘very favourable/favourable’ atti-

tudes to the teaching of modern languages and 87.9% feel that it is ‘very 

important/important’ to start learning a modern language in primary. Of 

Class teachers, 77.5% also report a ‘very positive/positive’ reaction from 

parents. Only one Class teacher reported a negative reaction.

Programme impact on pupils
Virtually all Principals (99.4%) perceive benefi ts for pupils. When asked 

to list pupil benefi ts, four main categories of response emerged:

(1) Improved pupil self-esteem, attitude and enjoyment of the learning 

process (43.5%).

(2) Improved learning, awareness and use of different languages among 

pupils (36.3%).

(3) Preparation/Head Start for second level (23.9%).

(4) Increased cultural awareness (18.6%).

Class teachers also overwhelmingly (89.2%) see the impact on pupils as 

being ‘very positive/positive’. Those who perceived a positive effect 

mention increased language (86.6%) and cultural (83.5%) awareness, 

preparation for second-level language learning (84.4%) and more posi-

tive attitudes to language learning in general (65.9%). Other benefi ts 

include increased awareness of language as a communication tool (54.8%), 

increased pupil-self-esteem/self-confi dence (51%) and enhanced learning 

in other subjects (25.8%).

A majority of Class teachers (54.1%) see the programme as producing a 

positive change in pupils’ attitudes to linguistic and cultural diversity 

(34.9% perceive no change while 11% were uncertain or did not respond). 

Class teachers who perceive change mention improved interest in, and 

awareness and appreciation of, other cultures and other languages 

among pupils.

Impact on pupils with diffi culties in other subjects
Only 7.1% of Class teachers feel that the Project is hindering the prog-

ress of pupils with diffi culties in other subjects. The majority (56.3%) per-

ceive no particular effect on the progress of these pupils. Approximately a 

third of Class teachers feel that participation is actually enhancing the 

progress of such pupils.

Teachers (7.1%) who feel that the modern-language programme hinders 

pupils with diffi culties mention that the Project is taking time away from 
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the core subjects and that learning a modern language in addition to 

English and Irish is too much for these pupils.

Class teachers (34.1%) who feel that the programme enhances the prog-

ress of pupils with diffi culties mention:

• Increased pupil self-esteem and self-confi dence in their ability 

(35.7%);

• Pupil enjoyment of the language lesson and of the teaching method-

ologies in a nonthreatening learning environment (31.4%);

• The benefi ts of a fresh start in a new subject for these pupils (25.2%).

The fact that these data refl ect the opinion of the regular Class teacher 

(who does not teach the modern language) may provide reassurance to 

teachers and parents in schools where a modern-language programme is 

being considered for the fi rst time.

Positive and negative effects on the curriculum
Class teachers were also asked whether they perceived any positive or 

negative effects of the programme on other subjects and to explain the 

kind of effect observed. Of Class teachers, 74.5% perceive positive effects 

on other subjects; 24.4% perceive negative effects. Of these, only 8% 

 perceive solely negative effects.

Geography (60.7%), Music (36.5%), Irish (31%) and Visual Arts (31%) 

are the subjects most often seen as being positively affected. Irish is also the 

subject, however, which is most often seen as being negatively affected 

(18.3%). Note that the proportion of all Class teachers who mention that 

the modern-language programme positively affects Irish (31%) is higher 

than the proportion who feel it is negatively affected (18.3%).

Class teachers who perceive negative effects on other subjects (24.4%) 

mention reduced time for all subjects especially English, Irish and Maths. 

Some also mention more negative attitudes to and increased disinterest in 

Irish compared to modern languages among pupils, and language confu-

sion among weaker students.

Transfer of experience of learning Irish to modern languages
Numerous studies have shown the positive infl uence of the second 

language on the learning of a third language in institutional settings (e.g. 

Bild & Swain, 1989; Groseva, 1998; Valencia & Cenoz, 1992). In the present 

study, 49.4% of Class teachers feel that pupils’ previous experience of 

learning Irish benefi ts their learning of the modern language. Virtually all 

Class teachers in Irish-medium schools (92.5%) report benefi ts of this 

nature. Benefi ts include:

• language awareness and skills transfer across languages (69.1%);

• pupils are more open to learning new languages (12.2%).
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Time on modern languages
Providing the recommended 90 minutes tuition each week is proving 

diffi cult. As Table 1.1 (fi nal column, rows three and four combined) below 

shows, just 52.6% of Class teachers report that classes are receiving the 

recommended time allocation. This represents a decline from the position 

in Year 1 when modern language teachers themselves reported that the 

proportion of classes receiving the recommended time was 63% (Harris & 

Conway, 2002: p. 35).

The type of teacher teaching the language makes a difference here. Just 

31.1% of Class teachers whose classes are taught the language by another 

staff member report 1  1 _ 
2
   hours tuition, compared to 56.7% of those whose 

classes are taught by a visiting teacher. Table 1.1 also shows considerable 

variation from school to school in the amount of time devoted to the 

 language.

Primary/post-primary coordination
At the end of Year 1 just 18% of modern-language teachers felt that 

coordination between teaching at fi rst and second level had been estab-

lished. The Principals’ survey provided us with the opportunity to revisit 

this issue at a later stage in the Project and to gather more detailed infor-

mation from participating schools:

Although 82.4% of schools report awareness of the Project among 

local second level schools, only 27.6% say that this awareness extends 

to knowledge of the kind of work being done at primary.

Table 1.1 Percentage of class teachers reporting different amounts of time being 
allocated to the modern language each week (broken down by the type of teacher 
teaching the language)

Time allocation

Modern-language teacher-type

Staff
(n = 90)

Non-staff
(n = 515)

Both staff
and non-staff

(n = 11)
Total

(n = 616)

Less than 60 min per week 28.9 11.5  9.1 14.0

More than 60 min but less than
90 min per week

40.0 31.5 54.5 33.1

90 min per week 30.0 48.7 36.4 45.8

More than 90 min per week  1.1  8.0  0.0  6.8

Nonresponse  0.0  0.4  0.0  0.3

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
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Just 13.6% of schools report that provision is made at second level 

to accommodate pupils who have participated in the Project at pri-

mary level.

Numerous studies from other European nations have reported similar 

fi ndings about the lack of curricular alignment and the limited contact 

between the two sectors in relation to modern languages (see, e.g. Brun & 

Panosetti, 1997; Driscoll et al., 2004; Grenfell, 1993; Low et al., 1995). An 

additional diffi culty in the Irish context is the uncertainty regarding the 

future of the Project itself. Building up contact and curricular alignment 

with local second-level schools in relation to modern languages is diffi cult 

to sustain in this context.

Class teachers’ linguistic skills and interest in teaching 
modern languages

The Class-teacher survey allowed us to obtain a range of information 

on how Class teachers view the prospect of teaching modern languages 

themselves, how well equipped they are in terms of existing language 

profi ciency and their willingness and interest in undergoing training. 

Ninety-three percent of regular Class teachers report that they have learnt/

acquired at least one modern-foreign language; 84.7% had learnt/acquired 

French, while much smaller proportions had German (26.3%), Spanish 

(12.2%) or Italian (6.3%).

The highest level of academic qualifi cation achieved in a modern- foreign 

language by the vast majority of teachers (68.2%) was the Leaving Certifi cate. 

Of these, 14.1% had studied a modern-foreign language at third level, 

mainly French. Class teachers were also asked for a self- assessment of their 

speaking ability in the modern-foreign languages learnt/acquired: 56.5% 

reported their highest level of speaking ability in a modern language as 

‘parts of conversations’ or higher; 29.1% reported having ‘a few simple 

 sentences’ in at least one modern-foreign language.

Class teachers were asked to select one of four statements which indi-

cated their view on the prospect of teaching a modern language at pri-

mary level at some time in the future:

(a) I would not be interested in teaching modern languages at primary 

level at all. (36.5%)

(b) If a suitable modern language course were provided, I would be 

interested in taking it and going on to teach the modern language at 

 primary level. (10.1%)

(c) I have the necessary modern language skills already and would be 

interested in teaching the language at primary level if the opportunity 

arose. (38.3%)
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(d) I would be interested in teaching those aspects of a modern-language 

programme which require only minimal skills in the modern language 

itself (e.g. aspects of cultural awareness) if I received in-service training 

to do so. (13.5%)

Thus, 61.9% of Class teachers are interested in teaching the modern lan-

guage or some aspect of the programme (options b, c and d above). Despite 

concerns about the overloaded curriculum, therefore, many fi fth and sixth 

grade teachers (61.9%) not teaching the language at present would be pre-

pared to do so (or to deliver aspects of the programme which are not lan-

guage specifi c).

At the same time, the 36.5% of Class teachers who are not at all inter-

ested indicate the challenges which would be presented by any attempt to 

expand the programme to most or all schools. This fi gure is all the more 

signifi cant because these are teachers who have seen a programme at fi rst 

hand which is generally considered a success.

Expanding the Project: Views of teachers and Principals
Table 1.2 shows that Class teachers (39%) are more cautious about 

expanding the Project to ‘all’ schools than Principals (54.2%) or Modern-

language teachers (50%). They compensate for this however, by opting in 

larger numbers for extending the Project to ‘more’ schools (49.7%).

It is important to bear in mind this high level of support for Project 

expansion among Principals and Class teachers when evaluating the 

 signifi cance of concerns about time pressures.

Table 1.2 Percentage of Modern-language teachers, Principals and Class teachers 
having various views on extending the Project

The Project should be. . .

Modern-language 
teachers
(n = 301)

Principals
(n = 323)

Class 
teachers
(n = 616)

Extended to more schools 35 39.9 49.7

Extended to all schools 50 54.2 39.0

Confi ned to existing 
schools

10  2.8  2.1

Abandoned altogethera —b  0.3  5.8

Missinga  5  2.8  3.4

Total 100% 100% 100%

a This answer option was not provided in the Modern-Language Teacher survey (Harris & 
Conway, 2002)
b Non-response/I do not know
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Conclusion

The development of the Modern Languages in Primary School Initiative in 

Ireland is part of an ‘enormous worldwide increase in early foreign lan-

guage instruction’ (Nikolov & Mihaljevic´ Djigunovic´ ,2006). Clearly, our 

research shows that, thus far, the Irish experiment has been successful in 

delivering a programme which pupils enjoy and which produces a worth-

while initial competence in the four languages. Principals, class teachers, 

modern language teachers and parents all acknowledge its positive 

impact. But, again as in many other countries, there are challenges and 

constraints in expanding early language learning nationally: such as the 

additional curricular pressure created by modern languages and the dif-

fi culties associated with the transition to post primary. Recent research 

showing a signifi cant long-term decline in the standard of spoken Irish at 

primary level (Harris et al., 2006) may also add to existing concerns among 

teachers and others about the possible impact on Irish. Despite all this, 

there can be little doubt that parents generally would like to see both Irish 

and modern European languages taught at primary level.

Perhaps the greatest challenge, however, will be how to expand the 

teaching of modern languages nationally and how to provide the train-

ing for those teachers whose existing linguistic competence is not ade-

quate. Any effective strategy for a major expansion in the programme 

will need to consolidate support for the enterprise among teachers and 

parents, at the same time as the planning and implementation process 

itself goes ahead. To do this, it seems that opportunities will have to be 

created for many more schools and pupils to have at least some kind of 

engagement with modern languages at primary level. This can be best 

be achieved by

• extending the existing Language Competence programme used in the 

Pilot Project to include as many additional schools as are at present 

capable of delivering a programme of this kind and wish to do so;

• introducing a more limited sensitisation/language awareness 

 modern language programme in other schools which are not 

equipped to teach a full programme yet but who would like to be 

involved at some level.

The goal of such increased contact would be to promote awareness, debate 

and consensus in relation to primary modern languages. This consensus, 

in turn, is essential to developing political support for the substantial 

deployment of public funds which would be required to implement a 

 programme nationally.

A gradual expansion of the Pilot Project alone is not likely to be an 

adequate strategy if the long term goal is a programme in all primary 
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schools. The experience of other countries is that implementing a modern 

language programme represents a major intervention in the educational 

system as a whole and requires comprehensive planning to respond to 

issues such as (a) increasing the availability of teachers with the requisite 

modern-language skills, and (b) coordinating language learning and 

teaching at fi rst and second level.

An offi cial commitment at this point to introduce a programme in all 

schools would provide a powerful focus for planning and infrastructural 

development, even if this commitment had to be tempered by an acknowl-

edgement that the eventual attainment of a universal programme was still 

a considerable way off. Ideally, this commitment should be located within 

a broader plan for languages and language learning nationally. A national 

plan would reduce the likelihood of the kind of policy clashes and policy 

vacuums which have been associated with the introduction of primary 

modern language programmes in other countries.
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Chapter 2

Can Today’s Early Language 
Learners in England Become 
Tomorrow’s Plurilingual European 
Citizens?

JANET ENEVER

Introduction

A radical UK government initiative now provides for an entitlement 

of all children in England to learn a foreign language from age seven by 

the year 2010. Previous policy requirements were for the introduction 

of languages from the secondary phase of schooling at age 11+ only. It is 

proposed that this major shift in start age refl ects the increasing trend of 

lower start ages throughout Europe and beyond, and may be viewed as a 

political recognition of the sociocultural value of being identifi ed as ‘in line 

with the rest of Europe’.

This chapter critically examines societal resistance to implementation 

and considers the likely impact of such resistance on motivation for learn-

ers, teachers and schools. The study draws on two sets of empirical data 

collected in one city, fi rstly during the pilot phase of the initiative and 

secondly during the early phases of the roll-out programme. The chapter 

argues that a substantial shift in societal perceptions is necessary if we are 

to ensure that motivation at primary level actually leads to real progress 

being made throughout the school system, by every child.

Across Europe societal contexts for second/foreign language learning 

vary substantially at both national and local levels for primary school chil-

dren. This chapter aims to construct an argument relating the infl uence of 

the contemporary context to young children’s motivation for learning for-

eign languages in England and considers how or why this might change 

in the future. Data is drawn from studies in one local authority in southern 

England to illustrate this thesis.
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Political and Societal Background

During the late 1990s in the UK a shift in political perceptions of Europe 

became increasingly more evident. With the appointment of a new prime 

minister in 1997, strong support for a pro-European political perspective 

was well-refl ected in a speech made by Tony Blair at Oxford University in 

which he signalled a belief in the value of early foreign language learning, 

by claiming: ‘Everyone knows that with languages the earlier you start the 

easier they are’ (Sharpe, 2001: 3).

Just four years later in England a policy commitment was launched, 

proposing that all children in key stage 2 (KS2) (7–11 years in the primary 

school) would have an entitlement to foreign language learning by 2010. 

The fi rst step in this process was to be a two-year nationally-funded pilot 

phase in 19 local authorities in England.

Blair’s claim came as something of a surprise to linguists, applied lin-

guists and primary educators alike. According to Driscoll and Frost (1999), 

Singleton and Ryan (2004: 227) and Munoz (2006), to put it colloquially, 

the jury is still out on this one. As Munoz (2006: 6) elaborates, much of the 

data on early foreign language (FL) learning comes from naturalistic 

settings where the child learns in their own home, or from the reportedly 

immersion contexts in parts of Canada where children have been exposed 

to two languages across educational, social and public domains (Genesee, 

1978/1979). Munoz suggests that the tendency has been for such evidence to 

be over-generalised to the very different context of the classroom, where 

children experience a substantially more limited exposure. Similarly, 

Singleton and Ryan’s (2004: 116) extensive review of research in this area 

fi nds the evidence so far to be inconclusive and somewhat contradictory. 

At the anecdotal level of personal classroom observations conducted 

throughout Europe over a period of some 10 years, my impressionistic 

view is that much of value is achieved in some classrooms through an 

early start. However, the challenge of ensuring this can be replicated with 

a nation of seven-year-olds is much less certain.

Turning to other political perspectives, moves at European level appear 

also to have had an infl uence on the current policy initiative. The European 

Commission Action Plan 2004–2006 recommended that: ‘member states 

should move towards ensuring that foreign language learning at primary 

school is effective’ (Commission of the European Communities, 2003: 7). 

It should be noted here that power for educational legislation in Europe 

currently rests at the level of the individual nation state, hence only rec-

ommendations can be made by the centralised European state. Such cen-

tralised guidance on educational matters does appear to be on the increase 

however. For example, an intergovernmental forum convened by the 

Council of Europe’s Language Policy Division in February 2007 reviewed 

current and future developments related to the impact of the Common 
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European Framework of Reference for Languages (CFER) with a view to 

identifying how to extend its impact (Martyniuk, 2007: 23). At the level of 

agenda setting, it could be proposed that the decision to introduce FLs at 

primary level in England may say more about the rules of the game being 

set by the centralised European state and about the current UK govern-

ment’s desire to be seen as in line with the rest of Europe, than about any 

wish to provide an inclusive FL learning opportunity for all children at 

primary level. This desire may well shift to becoming a need in the proxi-

mal future, as schooled language provision in Europe becomes an increas-

ingly more public and comparative phenomenon. One recent example of 

how this trend may be precipitated is embodied in the decision of the 

European Commission (2005) to publish the Eurydice annual summary of 

data on languages provision in Europe; a publication which will, over 

time, further highlight such differences in provision that may arise across 

individual nation states.

In the light of the above perspectives, a review of very recent data indi-

cating the downward start age shifts of mandatory FL policy decisions 

across the 27 member states of Europe (and the two further candidate 

countries of Turkey and Croatia) since 2000 serves to emphasise the points 

raised. Table 2.1 presents a remarkable shift in recent years. It appears 

that, since the year 2000, 19 countries have lowered the start age for the 

introduction of FLs to nine years or less (or are planning to shortly).

In the interpretation of Table 2.1 it should be noted that some particular 

national histories and individual variations exist which make direct com-

parison less clear (see numbered points). These points include the follow-

ing: (1) the colonial histories of both Cyprus and Malta have left a strong 

legacy of English as either a fi rst or second language throughout society; 

(2) the political history of Ireland has resulted in the designation of both 

English and Irish as national languages, taught from the start of schooling. 

Some primary schools have introduced further languages in a pilot phase 

since 1998; (3) at present three of Germany’s 16 autonomous regions 

(Bundeslände) have introduced compulsory FL teaching from year 1, 

whilst the remaining 13 introduce FLs from either year 2 or year 3; (4) in 

Hungary the offi cial start age for FLs was raised from 10 to 11 years in 

1998, then lowered to 10 years again in 2003; (5) schools in Sweden may 

select to introduce English at any point between years 1 and 4, with a 

required syllabus to be completed by the end of year 5. Most schools now 

introduce English from years 1 or 2; (6) both Portugal and the Czech 

Republic have indicated plans to lower the offi cial start age to six years 

from 2008. However, it should be noted that political priorities sometimes 

unexpectedly change. In reading this data it should also be noted that 

sources are the result of personal communications to the author from 

in-country experts. Accuracy is not always assured and the author wel-

comes any corrections/updates available. The recently available Eurydice 
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source data for FLs in Europe (European Commission, 2005) relies on a 

data set from 2002, hence suffers also from the diffi culties of ensuring both 

accuracy and current validity.

The escalation of the trend towards an earlier start, as illuminated by 

Table 2.1, now appears to have reached the point where there is a gener-

ally perceived wisdom that somewhere in the fi rst three years of schooling 

children should be introduced to a second/foreign language in some 

way. The question of what drives such policy decisions is not the focus of 

this article (see Enever, 2007 for some further ideas on this). However, in 

the case of the British government decision it is perhaps pertinent here to 

draw a parallel with very similar suggestions made by Low (1999: 52) in 

reporting on the decisions to introduce primary FLs in Scotland from 

1989. Here, he offers the opinion that ‘political capital could (. . .) be made 

from an initiative which was considered likely to be very popular with 

parents’. We must be prompted to ask whether the new policy in England 

is also more about political capital than about cultural capital for our 

 children’s futures?

There are many perspectives to this complex, sociocultural and political 

question clearly. Perhaps as one fi nal layering from the sociocultural per-

spective, I will refer here to the geographical separateness and the linguis-

tic currency that England (and in some instances the wider British Isles) 

continues to trade on. As an island nation, historically, the protection from 

attack and the consequent sense of separateness created by a stretch of 

water between the British Isles and mainland Europe has been both valu-

able and at the same time divisive. Its continuing impact should not be 

underestimated. Despite the construction of a linking tunnel, the sense of 

physical separation does make a difference and is a factor to be consid-

ered. Similarly, in this somewhat less-than-ideal societal context for intro-

ducing primary FLs there is the question of the current position of the 

national language at a global level. Whilst English has continued to spread, 

the perceived need to learn other languages in England has declined 

amongst the population. Such patterns have been extremely visible in 

many classrooms of 14–16-year-olds across England in recent years, where 

these teenagers simply have not been interested in FL learning. This has 

recently resulted in the British government deciding to reduce the compul-

sory policy to a voluntary one from the age of 14 years (CILT, 2007: 70).

Research Contexts

It was within this context that research was undertaken at two phases 

of FL implementation. The fi rst data set reported on here relates to a study 

conducted with co-researcher with Cathy Watts, comprising a two-year 

monitoring and evaluation of one of the 19 Pathfi nder local authorities 

introducing FLs in the two-year pilot phase of policy implementation in 
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England. The second data set relates to data collected during the fi rst year 

of a more extensive comparative, longitudinal European study which 

builds on this fi rst study in some respects.

Pathfi nder study context
A case study approach was adopted in the two-year monitoring pro-

cess, using a qualitative methodology with the aim of documenting and 

analysing how individual schools met and coped with the challenges of 

substantial innovation. This research was carried out at the instigation of 

the local authority. The inevitably cautious political climate that existed 

during this initial pilot phase of implementation necessitated the local 

authority selection of the four study schools. Despite this lack of represen-

tative sample, the regular and informal access facilitated by the study 

schools did provide an opportunity to capture insights on the process 

of implementation which otherwise might have been lost over time. 

Substantial access was provided for the purposes of observing and com-

menting on the process of engagement as schools worked to identify 

appropriate models for the introduction and sustainability of FLs in the 

authority. Nonetheless, despite this substantial access, it should be noted 

that timetable constraints of some schools/classes during this two-year 

pilot phase resulted in irregular FL lessons, or lessons cancelled on some 

occasions. This limited opportunities for data collection and reduced the 

sample size at some points. Such diffi culty can be viewed as a refl ection of 

the challenges of managing an over-crowded primary curriculum and 

perhaps some caution or even resistance to prioritising FLs at this early, 

voluntary stage of implementation.

The further detail of the full study will not be elaborated on at this 

point. For this chapter, data is selected out from the study with the 

potential to illustrate questions around the attitudinal perceptions of 

these children.

Pathfi nder Findings and Interpretation

Data was collected at four points across the two-year period from 

teachers, school principals, children, parents and from classroom obser-

vation. It was hoped that this range of sources would offer suffi cient 

triangulation from which to report on the extent to which the pilot phase 

aims had been met. The additional evidence of gendered responses in 

our observations, interviews and questionnaires were an interesting 

additional fi nding which has since led to further investigation. Here 

 follows a summary of responses and observations from data collection 

points one, two and four, since point three data offered no additional 

insights on this question.
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Data point one occurred some three months into the pilot phase intro-

duction. A total of 108 children were interviewed, varying in age from 

seven to 10 years [some schools had begun by introducing FLs from the fi rst 

year of key stage 2 (age 7+), whilst others had begun in year 5 fi rst (9+)].

At this point, children mainly indicated their strong support for the 

new language lessons, with comments such as:

Child 1: I like the songs ‘cos they’ve got beat and rhythm.

Child 2:  It’s good that I’m learning French ‘cos when I went to Disneyland 

I was a bit worried ‘cos I didn’t know how to speak French and 

I couldn’t ask Mickey for his signature (autograph).

Child 3:  If you learn to speak a different language sometimes it gives 

you a nice feeling inside.

Child 4: It’s fun.

Confi rming these positive viewpoints, teacher interviews overwhelm-

ingly considered that this early start was likely to result in long-term 

increased confi dence, better pronunciation and enthusiastic attitudes to 

continuing their FL learning. School principals and the researchers’ obser-

vation records both further confi rmed that at this stage almost all children 

appeared both positive and receptive to this new opportunity.

Data collection point two occurred at the end of the fi rst year of the pilot 

phase, when all children had received approximately 10 months of FL les-

sons. At this point it was possible only to interview 55 from the original 

sample of 108 owing to schools’ time constraints. Overall, the children’s 

responses remained positive, with a few notable exceptions amongst the 

boys. Whilst girls had maintained a strongly positive attitude by the end of 

the fi rst year, a larger number of the boys now declared themselves either 

uncertain or negative about the learning experience. In particular, there 

were four boys who stated that they did not like learning a FL and they did 

not enjoy anything in the lesson. These boys made  comments such as:

‘It’s diffi cult trying to remember the words.’

‘We have a lot of new words in our heads and it’s hard to remember 

them all.’

‘All the words sound the same to me. I didn’t understand last week, 

so I just won’t understand this week.’

‘Learning to speak is boring.’

When asked if they would like to continue with learning a FL in the next 

school year 66% of the sample said ‘yes’ (13 boys and 19 girls), the remain-

ing 34% were either neutral (7 boys, 7 girls) or negative (1 girl, 8 boys). 

Here then, a gender gap had begun to emerge.

Both teachers and school principals at this point confi rmed some anec-

dotal indications of negative responses from some boys. In contrast, this was 

not evident in the classroom observations conducted by the researchers. 
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When observed, it appeared that boys participated as willingly and enthu-

siastically as girls. Whilst any interpretation of such contradictory evi-

dence must, of necessity, be cautious, the positive classroom response of 

boys indicated their genuine engagement and enjoyment, yet their later 

somewhat less positive responses might suggest a reluctance to acknowl-

edge this enjoyment or possible perceptions of the lack of ‘cool’ associated 

with such enjoyment by their wider peer group.

At this halfway point in the study a questionnaire to parents was dis-

tributed with a view to gaining a wider picture of how the outside-school 

impact of classroom FL learning might have manifested itself. On this 

occasion it was agreed that one school would not participate in this data 

collection as they had suffered too many staff losses to feel confi dent that 

the pilot was progressing suffi ciently satisfactorily. A total of 45 question-

naires were returned (approximately a 50% return rate). From those returns, 

parents responded overwhelmingly positively (88%) on the introduction 

of primary FLs. Only four parents said they were unsure about it and two 

further parents responded negatively. Interestingly, just over 50% of 

respondents reported that they regularly helped their children at home 

with learning the language. This generally involved practising new words 

and dialogues together. Many parents commented enthusiastically on this 

new opportunity and volunteered to help their children in the future, often 

requesting guidance from the school on how best to offer suitable support.

Data from this questionnaire appears then to be somewhat at odds with 

views reported by the children themselves. The 50% return rate should 

be remembered here. It could be that the missing 50% included parents 

of those boys who felt less than positive about the new addition to the 

curriculum.

After 22 months of the project a fi nal stage of collection was imple-

mented with schools involved in the evaluation of the pilot phase. As indi-

cated previously, data from collection point three will not be discussed 

here as no fi ndings relevant to the attitudinal question were evident at this 

stage of analysis. At this fi nal point the researchers conducted an anony-

mous questionnaire during class time with children, aiming to probe 

somewhat more deeply into their opinions and experience of FL learning 

over the two-year period than had previously been attempted (by this 

stage the sample was aged 9–11 years). Fifty-seven children were avail-

able this time to respond, all part of the original sample of 108 children 

(the slight increase in numbers is accounted for by fewer class absences on 

this occasion).

Questionnaire respondents were invited to rate their responses as posi-

tive, neutral or negative (neutral and negative responses are not included 

here, except in question 2 where they proved particularly signifi cant). 

Care should also be taken in reading Table 2.2 to note the sample included 

a higher number of boys (32) than girls (25). The fi rst question nonetheless 
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indicates a fairly positive view amongst both girls and boys regarding the 

general importance of being able to speak a FL. Moving to the second 

question (2a,b,c), opinions between boys and girls on how positively they 

felt about learning a FL diverged sharply. Boys declared themselves almost 

60% less positive than girls. In particular, no girl was entirely negative 

about the experience, whilst 11 boys were. The further detail of the sum-

mary indicates that boys responded less positively than girls throughout. 

Particularly interesting is the response where nine boys indicated that 

they felt worried about communicating in the target language (Q.6), yet a 

more equal number of boys and girls had confi dence in being able to 

understand the FL if spoken to them (Q.7/8). Finally, boys practiced their 

FL at home substantially less than girls (Q.9). Could it be that already 

these boys had begun to feel anxious about the different pronunciation of 

the FL, yet recognised their own ability to grasp meaning fairly easily? 

Alternatively, this data may refl ect a general pattern in England of boys 

being less likely to pay attention to completing homework than girls.

Given the unanticipated nature of this data, neither teachers nor school 

principals had been asked to comment specifi cally on gendered responses 

to FL learning. This area remains therefore in need of substantial further 

research before any valid conclusions are drawn. On a number of occa-

sions during the researchers’ school visits however, both teachers and 

Table 2.2 Sumary of children’s questionnaire responses in need of further 
investigation (Watts & Enever, 2005: 28)

n = 57 (girls = 25/boys = 32) Girls Boys

(1)  Believed in the importance of speaking a foreign 
language 

24 24

(2a) Positive feelings about learning the foreign language 21  7

(2b) Neutral feelings about learning the foreign language  4 14

(2c) Negative feelings about learning the foreign language  0 11

(3) Would like to continue learning the foreign language 19 15

(4) Rated self as a good/excellent language learner 23 12

(5) Happy to communicate in the target language 18  7

(6) Worried about communicating in the target language  0  9

(7)  Would understand most/all of a conversation about 
the weather

 6  9

(8)  Would understand some of a conversation about the 
weather

19 18

(9) Does practise the target foreign language at home 19  9
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24 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

school principals had commented anecdotally on the quite frequently 

observed negative response from some boys. Corroborating this, when 

the fi nal Report was presented to the School Principals’ Steering Committee 

(a body representing the 44 primary schools in the Pathfi nder pilot phase) 

there was much agreement on this fi nding. Principals from many schools 

confi rmed this tendency amongst the FL learners of their schools also. It 

seems possible that these fi ndings may represent what Jones and Coffey 

(2006: 96) have termed more generally as ‘social expectation and learnt 

ways of being’.

At the end of this two-year monitoring study the evidence suggests that 

there is some uncertainty relating to the potential of an early start to fully 

support the establishment of positive attitudes towards FL learning. A 

more nuanced, longitudinal study is likely to be helpful in providing a 

clearer understanding of the factors affecting this, whilst a comparative 

perspective from the wider Europe may help to understand how attitudi-

nal responses might be nurtured differently in other cultural contexts.

Early language learning in Europe: Study context in England
The indicative fi ndings of the Pathfi nder research in relation to emer-

gent attitudes to FL learning are suffi cient to suggest a need for further 

research in this fi eld. To support these fi ndings more convincingly and 

with the aim of providing some initial baseline data from a larger study, 

I will report here on recent data gathered as part of the Early Language 

Learning in Europe study (ELLiE), a seven-country study tracking a cohort 

of FL learners longitudinally from an early start age of 6/7 years right 

through their primary years (co-researchers: Lindgren, E., Lopriore, L., 

Mihaljević Djigunović, J., Munoz, C., Szpotowicz, M. & Damhuis, R.). This 

study sets out to explore young children’s early language learning experi-

ence in school drawing from a cohort of approximately 150 children in 

each country. The data presented here relates to a sample of 164 children 

aged eight years in England, gathered during the initial scoping year, 

2006–2007). The school selection represents a socio-economic and geo-

graphical spread across six schools drawn from the same local authority 

as the earlier Pathfi nder study, in southern England. The sampling basis 

for the socio-economic factor relates to local authority statistics regarding 

the number of free school dinners provided to each school (a standard 

measure used in England to categorise schools).

After just fi ve months of learning either French or Spanish these 164 

children aged seven to eight years have shown what can be described as a 

fairly positive start to their attitudinal development (see Table 2.3).

This somewhat larger data set than the previous one indicates a broadly 

similar response to that achieved after one year of the Pathfi nder study. 

Here, some 64% of the sample (61 girls and 44 boys) declared themselves 
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positive, with the remaining 36% either neutral (17 girls and 28 boys) or 

negative (3 girls and 11 boys). Previous fi gures were 66% and 34% respec-

tively, for a question related to preferences for continuing with the FL in 

the next school year. A follow-up question asked if these children would 

like more frequent foreign language lessons (currently they receive one 

30-minute focused language lesson, supported by fi ve to 10 minute 

 further inputs two to three times per week, integrated within the wider 

primary curriculum by the class teacher).

This data (Table 2.4) confi rmed a more clearly uncertain viewpoint from 

amongst these children. Some 46% responded positively to this question 

(39 girls and 37 boys), whilst the slightly larger proportion of 54% were 

either neutral (34 girls and 24 boys) or negative (8 girls and 22 boys). The 

data relating to general responses refl ects reported differences between 

how boys and girls feel about learning FLs, whereas their views on whether 

they would like more FL lessons are very similar.

Further data was also collected on other languages frequently spoken 

at home, in the expectation that this might identify those children who felt 

more ‘comfortable’ with languages and thus were more positive about 

their experiences of language learning at school. However, this factor rep-

resented less that 10% of the cohort and individual positive responses 

rarely correlated with exposure to other languages at home.

In summary, it can be said that data from the two studies appears not to 

refl ect a pattern of overwhelming enthusiasm for FL learning and indicates 

some stronger evidence of this from boys, yet such data should be treated 

with caution. During data collection every effort was made to ensure that 

children reported their own views, with the researcher emphasising the 

Table 2.3 Question: How do you feel about learning a foreign language?

Positive Neutral Negative Total

Girls 61 17  3 81

Boys 44 28 11 83

Source: Early Foreign Language Learning in Europe (ELLiE) study (unpublished)

Table 2.4 Question: Would you like to have language lessons more often?

Yes Neutral No Total

Girls 39 34  8 81

Boys 37 24 22 83

Source: Early Foreign Language Learning in Europe (ELLiE) study (unpublished)
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importance of this to the children. The researcher maintained identical 

 procedures in each classroom, collecting all data personally. Nonetheless, 

given the young age of these children and their inexperience at responding 

to questionnaires, fi ndings should not be regarded as convincingly robust.

In reviewing these fi ndings and the degree of corroborative evidence 

from classroom observations, it is not easy to match the two with Jones 

and Coffey’s (2006: 3) claim that ‘young learners bring motivational capi-

tal to language learning’. They further propose that ‘this has to be main-

tained throughout the entire primary phase and into the secondary phase’ 

(Jones & Coffey, 2006: 3). The children of these two studies – and the boys 

in particular – appear to need help in building their motivational capital 

even at this early point.

The longitudinal and comparative nature of the ELLiE study will be 

important in providing many future opportunities to collect evidence of a 

more stable and nuanced quality, which should give a detailed indication 

of these children’s emerging attitudinal responses through the years. 

Evidence to account for this could also offer further illumination of 

societal factors both inside and outside the classroom that may be contrib-

uting to shaping those responses. Some potential areas for further investi-

gation will be briefl y considered below.

Accounting for Attitudes

Accounting for the boys’ attitudinal shift over the two-year period of 

their learning in the fi rst study and for the stronger positive response of 

girls in the second, is a complex issue. One on which only tentative expla-

nations might be put forward at this point.

Firstly, there is the evidence that boys generally perform less well in 

measurable literacy tasks at primary school, as indicated by both local and 

national scoring in the KS2 national tests. One explanation routinely 

offered for this is their slower progress to maturity, another is that the cur-

rent primary school curriculum is a feminised one – more geared to the 

interests and potential of girls than of boys (Riddell, 1992). The longitudi-

nal nature of the ELLiE study will provide a valuable opportunity to eval-

uate these fi ndings in greater depth.

Related to the above point, there is the question of the precise role of the 

teacher and the learning context in infl uencing early positive attitudes. 

This factor was identifi ed as important in an earlier study conducted by 

Nikolov of children aged between six and 14 years (Nikolov, 1999). It is 

anticipated that with the broader remit of the ELLiE study data will be 

collected from classroom observations and subsequent, more detailed 

interviews conducted with children which should shed further light on 

what may prove to be a key variable in this process, particularly in the 

early phases of learning.
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Finally, there is the real concern of UK foreign language specialists 

related to boys’ performance in FLs at secondary level (Stables & Wikeley, 

1999). One oft-used argument for the introduction of an earlier start age to 

FL learning in England was the claim that it would be possible to engage 

and maintain boys interest as a result of this early start. If data such as that 

presented here should be replicated elsewhere over longer periods, argu-

ably the programme for introduction may fall at the fi rst hurdle.

The potential for societal change
Whilst educationalists are all too familiar with the complexities of intro-

ducing change and recognise the need for a period of some years before 

such a radical change can be suffi ciently embedded and refi ned as to be 

able to offer a high quality learning experience for all, it may be that such 

time will not be available to nurture and feed the quality of this innovation 

in England. Given the very political nature of its introduction indicated in 

the opening section of this chapter and given a prior history in England of 

the political engineering which led to the cancellation of the 1960–1970s 

attempt to introduce primary FLs in schools (Burstall et al., 1974), there 

may indeed be a limited future for this innovation unless urgent efforts are 

made to infl uence societal perceptions and hence boys’ motivation.

The introduction of an inclusive policy with provision for all children to 

learn a FL is a demanding policy to implement at primary level. Children 

of seven years in England are unlikely to have much exposure to the FL 

outside the classroom (except possibly during holiday trips). In the main, 

their parents also are unlikely to encounter FLs in their daily lives. While 

this area of southern England does have some economic links, particularly 

with the northern coastline of France which can be regarded as its imme-

diate neighbour, there remains little evidence of either French or Spanish 

in use locally in shops and businesses in the study area.

The underlying rationale for an inclusive policy is to ensure all sectors 

of the population should have equal opportunity. In practice, it may be 

that the result will be a wider sector of the population (than previously) 

take up the opportunity with enthusiasm, yet, that smaller, less enthusi-

astic proportion may operate against creating the necessary classroom 

context of engagement and willingness to participate, one in which peer 

pressure does not operate in opposition to the curriculum, and thus a 

 context in which children are free to gain confi dence at their own rate.

Reviewing the more negative responses of some boys from the fi rst study 

may shed some light on the power of sociocultural infl uences. Additional 

comments on how they felt about FL learning made by two different groups 

of boys during small group interviews included the following:

Group 1:
‘It’s boring’ (French).
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‘It’s what the Froggies speak’ (French) (this nickname relates to the 

popularity of frogs legs on French menus, a phenomenon not found in 

England generally).

Group 2:
Simply the sign of a Nazi salute was enough for the peer group to 

burst into giggles (from some children learning German in the fi rst 

exploratory study).

Here, it became clear that some of these boys were much infl uenced by 

media images and the opinions of their elder siblings and parents. The 

further challenge of working with the local community to create a higher 

profi le for the introduction of early FL learning can be cited as one possi-

ble way of beginning to change societal attitudes to such initiatives. Ways 

to achieve this are not currently at the forefront of the rollout process for 

local authorities. In addition, an increased use of undubbed cartoons and 

children’s programmes as part of the mainstream TV programming might 

well have an impact, as has been highly successful in the Nordic countries 

and in the Netherlands.

Conclusion

This chapter set out to give the reader some insights into the early devel-

oping attitudes of young language learners in England and to account for 

them in the contemporary sociocultural and political context of England 

today. Findings presented suggest that we cannot claim such young chil-

dren (and boys in particular) will necessarily view FL learning positively in 

England. To understand exactly how teachers and the wider society might 

nurture the emergence of positive attitudes further research of a longitudi-

nal nature would be valuable. Creating the kind of societal change that 

may be necessary if children in England are to make progress towards 

becoming plurilingual European citizens appears to be a challenging task, 

at present.
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Chapter 3

Young Learners of Croatian as a 
Second Language: Minority 
Language Speakers and Their 
Croatian Competence

ZRINKA JELASKA and LIDIJA CVIKIĆ

Introduction

The Croatian language is a South-Slavic language. It is estimated that it 

is spoken by 6 million people in total: 4.5 million Croatian inhabitants, 

over half a million of inhabitants in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and over 1 

million speakers that live abroad as traditional minorities or immigrants. 

For some of them Croatian is a second language (L2). All Croatian speak-

ers living outside Croatia (in neighbouring countries, other European 

countries and all over the world, particularly in the United States, Canada, 

South American countries, Australia, New Zealand) and BiH are bilingual 

speakers; many of them speak Croatian as L2, although it is their mother 

tongue.

According to the Census 2001 (http://www.dzs.hr) more than 96% of 

people living in Croatia consider Croatian as their mother tongue 

(L1). Since the number of non-native speakers of Croatian is relatively 

small, Croatia is considered to be a monolingual country. Less than 4% of 

Croatian inhabitants (155,190) are native speakers of other languages. The 

Census 2001 lists 23 such languages (Table 3.1).

Education in Croatia up to 18 Years for Minority Speakers

Despite the fact that Croatian is a non-native language to some primary 

school children in Croatia, for years it has been taught as a fi rst language 

to all students. Because of this and various other reasons (social, cultural, 

political, etc.) certain types of bilingualism are typical of the communities 

of a particular fi rst language: Italian, Hungarian, Roma, and so forth. 

Hence, within the borders of Croatia, various groups of bilingual speakers 
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can be differentiated: from balanced bilinguals to speakers of Croatian 

with very limited profi ciency (Cvikić et al., 2004; Cvikić  & Kuvač, 2003; 

Cvikić  & Tomek, 2003; Kovačević & Jelaska, 2003; Kuvač & Cvikić, 2004).

Minority speakers have a constitutional right to be educated in their fi rst 

language and script (which is an issue for speakers who use Cyrillic script, 

Table 3.1 Native languages of Croatian L2 speakers in the Republic of Croatia

Mother tongue Number Percentage of speakers

Serbian 44.629 1.01

Italian 20.521 0.46

Albanian 14.621 0.33

Hungarian 12.650 0.29

Slovenian 11.872 0.27

Bosniak/Bosnian 9.197 0.21

Roma 7.860 0.18

Czech 7.178 0.16

Serbo-Croatian 4.961 0.11

Slovakian 3.993 0.09

Macedonian 3.534 0.08

German 3.013 0.07

Croato-Serbian 2.054 0.05

Rusyn 1.828 0.04

Rumanian 1.205 0.03

Russian 1.080 0.02

Ukrainian 1.027 0.02

Polish 536 0.01

Montenegrin 460 0.01

Turkish 347 0.01

Bulgarian 265 0.01

Hebrew 8 0.00

Vlach 7 0.00

other 2.824 0.06

Source: Census 2001
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for example, speakers of Macedonian, Bulgarian, Rusyn, Russian and 

Ukrainian, as well as Serbian and Montenegrin who use both Cyrillic and 

Latin scripts), from preschool to university level. There are seven minority 

and regional languages that use this privilege and educate their speakers 

in their native languages: Italian, Serbian, Hungarian, Czech, Slovak, 

Rusyn and Ukrainian, as well as three nonregional: German, Hebrew and 

Roma (VRH, 2004).

Types of education for minority speakers
Three types of education in language and script of minority speakers 

are complemented by other types of their L1 education, such as learning 

community languages, summer schools, winter schools, special educa-

tional programmes (preschool). All of them are part of a regular school 

system. Minority speakers choose one or the other model according to 

their preferences, legal and available possibilities. Only primary (age 

7–14 years) and secondary (age 15–18 years) school models will be dis-

cussed in detail as the goal is to describe young learners. Most of the 

languages could be studied at the university level, but this is out of the 

scope of this chapter.

Type A: Monolingual L1 education (all subjects in L1 + Croatian course)
At Type A schools education is in the mother tongue (and script) of 

minority speakers. Students may be placed in a separate school or in sepa-

rate classes within regular Croatian schools. This type of education is used 

by Serbian, Italian, Hungarian and Czech minorities. The Croatian language 

is taught as a subject. This type of education does not by itself lead to 

required communicative linguistic competence in Croatian if it is not com-

plemented by communication outside class and school, which is lacking in 

some minority language communities. This is particularly the case with 

some young Hungarian speakers, as they live in small, closed communities 

of Hungarian L1 speakers. Since the Hungarian language is  neither geneti-

cally nor structurally related to the Croatian language, Hungarian L1 speak-

ers need more exposure to Croatian than it is required by the school 

curriculum in order to achieve suffi cient competence in Croatian.

Type B: Bilingual education (instruction in L1 and L2)
At Type B schools education is bilingual, for example, classes in natural 

science are conducted in Croatian, while classes in social sciences and 

nationally important classes are conducted in the minority language. 

Students are typically placed within Croatian schools, but students attend 

separate classes. This type of education is used by Austrian, Czech, German 

and Hungarian minorities. If other factors are benefi cial, this type of educa-

tion may lead to balanced bilingual competence in both languages.
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Type C: Monolingual L2 education and L1 classes (instruction in 
Croatian + L1 course)

At Type C schools education is in Croatian, with additional fi ve classes 

which cover language and literature of the minority language, as well as 

topics from history, geography, music and fi ne arts (language and culture). 

It is usually conducted as an additional programme, sometimes in the 

form of ‘Saturday schools’. This type of education is used by the Czech, 

Slovak, Rusyn, Ukrainian, Serbian and Hungarian minorities. Although it 

is benefi cial for Croatian communicative linguistic competence, mother 

tongue competence in this type of schooling depends on other factors, 

besides offi cial education.

Summer schools and other courses
Summer schools in the minority language and culture are used by 

Rusyn-Ukrainian, Serbian, Montenegrin and Roma minorities. Learning 

of community languages is used by Italian minority. As this type of educa-

tion is an additional L1 education, it does not infl uence competence 

in Croatian.

Types of education and numbers of minority speakers in 2004
There are more than 11,000 children and students involved in all types 

of regular minority language education in Croatia: kindergarten, primary 

school and high school. In 2004, 11,317 children and students were listed 

taught by 1117 minority language teachers. (There were not enough data 

on later years to be included in this chapter.) In Table 3.2 types of minority 

education, schools and programmes are presented. Numbers of children 

and students attending various programmes in 2004 are also listed. The 

table includes data on different groups of minority speakers.

Row 1 of Table 3.2 presents number of preschools, for example, kinder-

gartens and number of children attending them. Rows 2, 3 and 4 present 

numbers of primary schools (compulsory for children from 7 to 14 years 

in Croatia) with three types of programme (A, B and C). Row 5 lists stu-

dents attending Rusyn and Ukrainian language summer schools. Row 6 

includes the number of high schools (are optional for children from 14 to 

18 years) and students attending them. Some students are missing from 

Table 3.2, as the exact numbers were not given in the government report 

(VRH, 2004). Children attending Jewish kindergarten (25), Roma children 

who were part of a special preschool programme, students attending 

courses in Hebrew, Albanian and Italian, as well as Montenegrin, Serbian 

and Roma summer schools’ students are not included in the table. As can 

be seen in Table 3.2, some young learners of Croatian who live in isolated 

minority language communities may face insuffi cient opportunities to 

reach necessary competences in Croatian as an L2 if they participate in 

educational programmes exclusively in their mother tongue with just fi ve 
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classes of Croatian per week. An additional problem appears with some 

young learners who attend regular Croatian schools but their competence 

is not appropriate for their age when they enter primary schools. This has 

been noticed particularly in case of Roma speakers (Cvikić et al., 2004; 

Cvikić & Kuvač, 2007). In 2004 there were reported 1700 Roma children 

attending regular Croatian primary schools.

Profi ciency in Croatian

As psycholinguistic research on Croatian as a foreign and second lan-

guage has been systematically conducted only for the last 10 years (Cvikić 

& Jelaska, 2005), few papers have been published on young learners learn-

ing Croatian as L2. Some of the fi ndings are presented here.

Speakers of Serbian L1
Serbian is a language closely related to Croatian. As it shared part of 

cultural language history in 20th century with Croatian, contact infl uences 

enhanced their similarities. Almost all Croatian speakers were to some 

extent bilingual in Serbian, at the least possessing comprehension compe-

tence. If not with its speakers personally, they had contact with the lan-

guage regularly through spoken and written media. For example, cartoons 

(e.g. Disney), magazines and journals for Croatian children were often 

published in the Serbian language and Latin script. TV news was read in 

different languages every day, Serbian was the language of many popular 

TV-series and fi lms. However, due to the war (which started in 1991) and 

political changes, recently Croatian speakers – particularly young ones 

born shortly before and during the war or after it – have had no (or almost 

none) contact with Serbian, and far less with Slovenian or Macedonian. 

Therefore, many have no communicative linguistic competence in those 

languages other than what may result from their similarity. The fact that 

Croatian and Serbian are closely related languages is a facilitating factor 

for learning, but a hindering factor for research. The sociolinguistic status 

of the Serbian language in Croatia was not a facilitating factor for 

research.

Only one study (Jelaska & Hržica, 2002) was conducted concerning 

Croatian competence of bilingual speakers of Croatian who dominantly 

speak Serbian and live abroad. It compared written performance of 

Croatian-Serbian bilinguals and Croatian monolinguals. The task was a 

written translation of a text excerpted from a novel dictated by a four-

year-old Serbian girl. The fi rst group of informants was a group of 15-year-

old Croatians born and raised in Vojvodina, a plurilingual part of Serbia. 

Although their mother tongue was Croatian, which they spoke as a family 

and religious language, Serbian was their dominant language. The second 
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group of informants consisted of native speakers of Croatian, but kajka-

vian dialect of Zabok, which shares one phonological feature with Serbian: 

it does not have the diphtong ie as the Croatian standard language. The 

results showed that bilingual and monolingual Croatian speakers could 

be easily identifi ed by different results as well as strategies used, although 

some similarities were also found. Bilingual speakers did not acquire 

all Croatian phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic and prag-

matic features. In written translation all of them had interlanguage 

 features, especially in words with the diphthong ie, which were very often 

either unrecognised, or replaced by nonexisting or nonstandard forms. 

Interestingly enough, bilingual speakers replaced some words that are 

similar, or even the same in Serbian and Croatian with nonexisting forms 

due to overgeneralisation. Hence, bilinguals had many interlanguage fea-

tures and overgeneralisations, while Croatian monolinguals had wrong 

translations due to guessing and blank spaces as they did not understand 

Serbian words such as plata ‘salary’, parčići ‘pieces’, šargarepa ‘carrot’ 

(Croatian: plaća, dijelovi, mrkva), and so on. False pairs were, of course, 

a big problem for both groups. Bilinguals left more Serbian words and 

expressions without Croatian equivalents, especially the ones with 

 morphological differences resulting in one or two phoneme differences, 

for example, Sr. sekund, posmatrati, zečiji, bombona instead of Cr. sekunda, 
promatrati, zečji, bombon. Large scale research needs to be conducted with 

Serbian L1 speakers from Croatia. It is hoped that the results will offer 

insights into the role of closely related languages in communicative 

 competence and the best way of teaching and learning them.

Speakers of Italian L1
Italian is one of the widely learned languages. In Croatia it has been 

regularly learned as one of the four foreign languages, English, German 

and French being the other three. Now English prevails within Croatia, as 

it happens in many other European countries, and other languages are a 

popular choice as second foreign languages. But Italian is still very popu-

lar on the Adriatic coast. The majority of 19,636 Italian speakers listed in 

the Census 2001 lives in Istria (14,284 in year 2001), and in the district of 

Rijeka (Primorsko-goranska distict – 3539). Italian speakers are mostly 

balanced bilinguals as adults.

Research on Italian L1 speakers
Two international projects involved Italian speakers in Croatia. One is 

the TEMPUS project Communicative competence in plurilinguistic environ-
ment, conducted at the University of Zagreb, between 2001 and 2003 

(fi nanced mostly by the European Union). Among other things, it resulted 

in publishing a nicely illustrated multi-dialectal thematic dictionary for 

young learners (Jelaska & Kovačević, 2003), which also includes some 
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 language games and task-based activities prepared by Dobravac. Besides 

various Croatian dialects, Italian is included in the dictionary, as it is one 

of the languages of the Istrian town of Novigrad, where data was also 

 collected. On the basis of questionnaires administrated to primary school 

students it was found that Italian L1 speakers have positive attitudes 

towards Italian and Croatian, high profi ciency in both, and that Istria is a 

truly plurilingual environment (Cvikić, 2002; Kalogjera, 2003; Kalogjera & 

Palmović, 2002).

The University of Zagreb participated in the project organised by the 

Ludwig Boltzman Institute (Vienna, Austria) on monolingual and bilingual 

language development. Four languages were included in the research: 

Croatian, Italian, Czech and German. The profi ciency in Croatian as L2 of 

Italian-Croatian bilingual speakers and German-Croatian bilingual speakers 

was compared. The fi rst group of speakers includes speakers of Italian L1 

who live in Croatia (Istria). Italian is their mother tongue, and Croatian is 

the language of their immediate environment as well as the offi cial and state 

language. As a minority language, Italian has an offi cial status in some parts 

of Istria. It is also the national and state language of neighbouring Italy. 

Sociolinguistically, its status in Croatia is very high, especially in Istria, due 

to political and cultural history, tourism, shopping excursions to neighbour-

ing towns, and so on. The second group includes speakers of Croatian as L1 

born in Austria or immigrated from Croatia or Bosnia and Herzegovina 

together with their parents. As Croatian of immigrant children is not highly 

valued in Austria, its sociolinguistic status is low. If they have a chance to 

attend classes in Croatian in the regular school, they are offered a few lan-

guage classes per week in a mixed (nonhomogenous) group, organised by 

the Austrian school, or additional language and culture classes (something 

similar to model C in Croatia). Therefore, many Croatian children are not 

profi cient speakers of Croatian as L1 ( Jelaska, 2003), as German is their 

dominant language; only some are balanced bilinguals.

A study reported by Jelaska et al. (2003) showed that there are notice-

able differences between bilingual speakers of Croatian in Croatia and 

Austria. Although the results of the speakers with the highest competence 

do not differ, the range of comprehension competence of German-Croatian 

speakers is much lower than that of Italian-Croatian speakers. This is 

 illustrated in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3 Speakers of Italian (L1) in Croatia and Croatian (L1) in Austria

Understanding of Croatian sentences

Italian L1 (Croatia) 82–97%

Croatian L1 (Austria) 37–95%
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Speakers of Hungarian L1
Hungarian is a non-Indo-European language, which makes it different 

from many other minority languages in Croatia. The majority of 16,595 

Hungarian speakers (listed in the Census 2001) live in a region of Baranja 

and near Osijek (9784), in the district of Vukovar and Srijem (2047) and in 

Bjelovarsko-bilogorska district (1188). Not all Hungarian speakers are 

 balanced bilinguals even as adults (Cvikić & Tomek, 2003; Kuvač, 2002a, 

2002b).

The research on the acquisition of Croatian as L2 by young speakers of 

Hungarian as L1 was reported in two studies (Cvikić & Kuvač, 2003; 

Kuvač & Cvikić, 2004). The participants in both studies are students of 

primary school (Grades 1–4) whose L1 is Hungarian and who attended 

school in their L1, with Croatian as a school subject. Although research 

participants were educated in their L1, they followed the same curriculum 

in their Croatian language classes as native speakers. The aim of both 

studies was to examine whether Hungarian L1 speakers have Croatian 

language competence at a level high enough to meet the curriculum 

requirements. On the basis of students’ written school and home work 

Cvikić and Kuvač (2003) showed that there was a growing number of lan-

guage errors produced by Hungarian L1 participants when writing in 

Croatian. The errors occured at all linguistic levels:

• Phonological level – usage of L1 graphemes, omission of diacritics, 

omission of phonemes.

• Morphological level – wrong case endings, errors in gender and 

number agreement, use of verb aspect.

• Syntactical level – word order, prepositions.

• Lexical errors.

The number and the variety of errors increased with grade (from 1st to 

4th) due to the growing curriculum requirements. Students were expected 

to produce longer and more complex texts but not in accordance with their 

Croatian language competence. In order to investigate the Croatian lan-

guage competence of Hungarian L1 students in more detail Kuvač and 

Cvikić (2004) used a specially designed non-standardised test that con-

sisted of several subtests: a vocabulary comprehension and production 

subtest, a noun morphology subtest, a verb morphology subtest and a 

subtest on verbal aspect. For each subtest results of Croatian native speak-

ers of similar age (1st and 2nd grade) were available.This study confi rmed 

the fi ndings of the previous one. The results showed that Hungarian L1 

participants had a lower command of the Croatian language than the 

monolingual Croatian speakers of the same age. For example, for 

Hungarian L1 participants the average score on the vocabulary compre-

hension subtest was 74% and 27% on the vocabulary production subtest, 
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whereas the monolingual Croatian speakers of the same age performed 

100% on the comprehension test and 76% on the production subtest. Other 

features of the Croatian language (i.e. noun morphology and verb mor-

phology) were acquired even less. Both studies showed that the Croatian 

language competence of Hungarian L1 lower primary speakers included 

in the study was not suffi cient either to communicate in Croatian or to 

 follow the Croatian language curriculum.

Speakers of Roma L1
The Roma minority in the Republic of Croatia speak two different 

 languages/dialects, genetically related to Croatian in the sense that both 

belong to the Indo-European family of languages. One is Romani Chib, 

stemming from Indian languages. The other is Bayashi, based on the 

Romanian dialect, which is genetically much closer to Croatian. The 

majority of 9463 Roma speakers listed in the Census 2001 live in  Med–imurje 

(2887), the city of Zagreb (1946) and in Osijek and Baranja (977). According 

to the National programme for the Roma, a document issued by the gov-

ernment of the Republic of Croatia (www.vlada.hr/Download), it is esti-

mated that the real number of the Roma in Croatia is between 30,000 and 

40,000. In 2004 there were 1900 reported Roma children attending regular 

Croatian schools, and 200 of them in high schools, but it is estimated that 

one-third of all Roma children were never included in any form of educa-

tion (www.vlada.hr/Download). Even though there is a certain percent-

age of Roma people that are fully integrated in the Croatian society, many 

of them are still not integrated. One of the most widely discussed issues 

regarding the education of Roma children in Croatia is an insuffi cient 

knowledge of the Croatian language. In order to investigate the level of 

Croatian competence of Roma children several studies were conducted 

(Cvikić et al., 2004; Cvikić & Kuvač, 2007) and the research instrument 

was the mentioned test. Cvikić et al. (2004) investigated two groups of 

Roma speakers, Bayashi and Romani Chib and Croatian monolingual 

speakers. Table 3.4 shows the results on vocabulary production and 

 comprehension for all groups.

Table 3.4 shows that for both groups of Roma participants the results on 

the vocabulary subtest were lower than the results of Croatian monolingual 

Table 3.4 Vocabulary acquisition by Roma L1 and Croatian L1 children

Comprehension Production

Romani Chib  92% 54%

Bayashi  71% 42%

Croatian L1 100% 76%
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speakers. Comparing the two groups of Roma speakers it is noticeable that 

the speakers of Romani Chib performed better than the speakers of Bayashi, 

especially on the vocabulary comprehension subtest. Figures 3.1 and 3.2 

show the acquisition of Croatian grammatical features: masculine noun 

morphology (Figure 3.1) and verb morphology (Figure 3.2).

Since Croatian is a highly fl ective language with rich morphology, a high 

level of morphology acquisition is needed for both language comprehen-

sion and language production. The results of monolingual speakers as well 

as the fi ndings from some other studies (e.g. Kuvač & Cvikić, 2003) show 

that the morphological system of the Croatian language is complex and 

demanding even for native speakers. Monolingual speakers of Croatian 

performed at the 80–100% level on verb morphology test (Figure 3.2) and 

Figure 3.1 Declination of masculine nouns

Figure 3.2 Verbal morphology
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at the 60–100% level on the noun morphology test (Figure 3.1). The perfor-

mance of both groups of Roma participants on both tests was much lower. 

Results of speakers of Romani Chib ranged from 20% to 80% (Figure 3.1) 

on the noun morphology test and between 23% and 41% on the verb mor-

phology test (Figure 3.2). Results of speakers of Bayashi ranged from 2% to 

50% on the noun morphology test (Figure 3.1) and from 5% and 22% on the 

verb morphology test. Research on other grammatical features (verbal 

aspect and prepositions) that was conducted only with speakers of Bayashi 

L1 (Cvikić & Kuvač, 2007) confi rmed their low level of Croatian grammati-

cal competence. Both studies suggest that Roma L1 speakers acquire only 

basic Croatian vocabulary at the comprehension level, while grammatical 

features of the Croatian language are not acquired at the level needed for 

language comprehension and production. It can be concluded that some 

Roma L1 children entering primary schools to get education in Croatian 

do not have Croatian language competence at a level needed for meeting 

 curriculum requirements.

Groups of Croatian L2 Speakers According to Croatian 
Language Competence

Findings of all the conducted research on the acquisition of Croatian 

by minority speakers in Croatia show that several groups of Croatian L2 

speakers could perhaps be differentiated. The fi rst group comprises 

speakers whose acquisition of Croatian has not been investigated (e.g. 

Serbian, Czech, Albanian L1 speakers). However, insights from second 

language acquisition research, the socio-economic and political status of 

the language community and the speakers’ attitudes towards the Croatian 

language suggest that this group will not be a homogenous one. Due to 

the similarities of L1 and L2 it can be predicted that Croatian will be bet-

ter acquired by Serbian and Czech than Albanian speakers. On the other 

hand, due to socio-economic reasons it could be predicted that Croatian 

will be better acquired by Czech than Albanian L1 speakers. However, all 

these assumptions should be verifi ed by research. The second group of 

speakers includes balanced bilinguals, as is the case with Italian L1 speak-

ers in Istria. The third group of Croatian L2 speakers consists of speakers 

lacking Croatian language competence (Hungarian and Roma L1 speak-

ers). There are several possible reasons for this. These speakers often live 

in small and rather closed communities. Many Hungarians live in vil-

lages with a majority of Hungarian population and members of the Roma 

minority often live in settlements isolated from the majority citizens. 

Only a small number of the children from both communities are included 

in preschool education. For these reasons children’s exposure to the 

Croatian language before starting primary school is rather limited.
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The Role of School in the Acquisition of Croatian

Children’s language development is one among many goals and roles 

of primary school. Although this is the case with the fi rst language, it 

might not always be a fact when it comes to learning Croatian as L2. The 

case of Hungarian and Roma L1 speakers shows that primary school 

might not have as strong an infl uence on their Croatian language compe-

tence as it should. The main reason might be found in an inappropriate 

curriculum. Both groups of children, Hungarian (educated in their L1) 

and Roma (educated in their L2), follow the same Croatian language 

course syllabus – a syllabus designed for native speakers of Croatian. 

Since that syllabus was more oriented to knowledge about Croatian than 

to knowledge of Croatian, Croatian L2 speakers lack the opportunity to 

develop their communicative competence in Croatian.

The non-existence of education in their L1 is an additional hindering 

factor for the Roma minority. The low level of competence in Croatian (the 

language of their education) that some Roma L1 speakers have infl uences 

their entire schooling and puts them in an unequal position with their 

peers, native speakers of Croatian.

Teacher education
Croatian language teachers are educated at two types of higher educa-

tion institutions. Teacher training colleges offer studies for elementary 

school teachers (the four lower grades, 1–4). In the language classes, as 

well as in the university curriculum, the emphasis is put on linguistic con-

tent (grammar, lexicology, orthography, history of the standard language). 

Characteristics of acquiring and learning a second language, various types 

of bilingualism, language development at school and diffi culties in L2 

communication are not taught in the programme. Students of foreign lan-

guages encountered some of this content in their courses. Earlier this type 

of education lasted only two years and some teachers teaching today are 

such college graduates.

Faculties of philosophy belong to the second type of teacher education 

institutions. They educate teachers for four upper grades of elementary 

school teachers (5–8), four grades of high school (years 15–18) and univer-

sity. As in the school curriculum for those grades, in the language courses 

the emphasis is on linguistic topics (Jelaska, 2002a, 2002b).

Topics on language acquisition, language development through school, 

comprehension diffi culties, different types of bilingualism, theoretical and 

practical teaching of L2, especially Croatian as L2, were not part of the cur-

riculum in Croatian teachers’ education. There were no courses in the cur-

riculum that would prepare the student to face teaching problems of 

learners of Croatian as L2. Only occasional courses on second language 
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acquisition were offered to future teachers of Croatian at the University of 

Zagreb as optional courses. As a result, teachers lack skills and knowledge 

about L2 teaching and Croatian as a second language learning, as well as 

teaching in plurilingual environments. While supporting foreign language 

teaching and learning, Croatian teacher education does not support L2 

learning appropriately.

Future Perspectives

The educational reform which started in 2004 on all levels of education 

gives a better perspective for learners of Croatian as L2. For the fi rst eight 

grades of school there is a new programme of the Croatian language, which 

is more headed towards communicative linguistic competence, as well as 

HNOS (Hrvatski nacionalni obrazovni standard – Croatian National 

Educational Standard). Compulsory topics in the 5th grade of primary 

school are bilinguism, second language, minority and offi cial languages, 

understanding the difference between monolingual and bilingual acquisi-

tion of Croatian, the difference between L1 and L2, and the role of minority 

language. Secondary school is undergoing national testing for school- 

leaving exam. This form of external testing infl uences the relationship 

between teachers and the outcomes in Croatian competences for L2 learn-

ers: four minority language groups expressed a wish to have test questions 

translated in their L1. The Bologna system of undergraduate, graduate and 

postgraduate studies at the university level gives students more chances 

for optional courses, and many are offered in new programmes. Promising 

examples are two interdisciplinary doctoral programmes: JEKON and 

Glotodidactics. The latter stresses Croatian as a foreign language in its title 

(Glotodidactics: modern foreign languages and Croatian as a foreign 

 language). In some other doctoral programmes, there is also a growing 

number of students opting for research on second language acquisition 

with a focus on Croatian as L2.
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Kuvač, J. and Cvikić, L. (2003) Obilježja dječje gramatike na primjeru imenske 
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Chapter 4

Young Learners’ Cognitive Skills and 
Their Role in Foreign Language 
Vocabulary Learning

THOMAÏ ALEXIOU

Introduction

This chapter presents the results of a three-year study into fi ve- to 

nine-year-old Greek learners’ cognitive abilities and their learning of 

English as a foreign language (EFL) vocabulary. Data were collected in 

different schools in the city of Thessaloniki, Greece and tests were admin-

istered on a one-to-one basis. As will be shown, signifi cant relationships 

have been found between young children’s aptitude and vocabulary 

development in English.

The impetus for research in the area of young learners’ aptitude stems 

from the fact that there seems to have been no attempt to test aptitude in 

very young learners. Whereas the general consensus is that children are 

good at language learning, their aptitude is rarely discussed. This is sur-

prising, as today teaching foreign languages to young learners is more a 

need than a fashion. As linguists are genuinely interested in discovering 

the nature of aptitude, attempts to explore and test this ability in young 

learners are now more than ever in order (Sparks & Ganschow, 2001).

Many children begin foreign language learning well before adoles-

cence. In Greece it is common to begin around seven, but many learners 

begin even earlier than this. Very young learners are, according to  common 

belief, good learners. It is not clear what the existing models of language 

learning can tell us about child foreign language learning, just as it is not 

clear what exactly young learners do to be so good – if indeed they are. 

Therefore, having an accurate idea of language learning aptitude in 

 children is not a matter of purely academic interest. Unless it is clear how 

young learners learn, teaching can only be a hit and miss affair. At the 

moment we do not have a good model of how very young learners learn 

a foreign language (Milton & Alexiou, 2006b).
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The background of the present study involves the investigation of the 

existence and nature of language learning aptitude in young learners. 

There are, of course, individual differences even in fi rst language. Several 

psychologists have suggested that differences in cognitive abilities and 

cognitive development may account for the diffi culties encountered 

by some young learners in early reading and writing. These differences 

in cognitive performance have been used in the study as a means of 

 predicting performance in foreign language learning tasks in very young 

learners. However, this search for aptitude has shied away from the mere 

prediction aspect, which would not be as useful at such an early stage, and 

a more diagnostic purpose has been addressed. In this case, a relationship 

between cognitive abilities with foreign language acquisition may be 

established and then a learner’s profi le can be derived, indicating strengths, 

weaknesses and presumably learning styles.

Merely producing new norms with existing aptitude test formats was 

unlikely to be helpful. The whole point of an aptitude test is to differentiate 

between fast and slower learners, and even at a young age this is probably 

possible. This might be helpful if someone wanted to select learners for a 

specialist language school, for example, but is likely to be mistrusted, 

feared and criticised as deterministic. However, aptitude testing does not 

have to be crudely deterministic. It can allow talented individuals to make 

use of a special ability. Also, by offering the prospect of identifying learning 

strengths, it might allow all learners to benefi t. Strengths can be identifi ed 

and utilised, weaknesses can be identifi ed and avoided or remedial action 

can help overcome them. There is a school of thought (Anderson, 2000) that 

suggests that these cognitive skills are trainable and may be plastic to some 

extent in very young learners, so remedial action may be a possibility.

A fi rst requirement for that type of test was to examine the relationship 

between the types of general cognitive skills which develop in youngsters, 

and the learners’ subsequent abilities in foreign language learning tasks. 

Not only would this reveal information about how these learners learn, 

and so lead to better directed materials and methodology, it would enable 

researchers to devise a more complete range of diagnostic tests. Currently, 

teachers have to rely on instinct and experience as to which approaches 

will suit their learners best, whereas aptitude tests may help them make 

far more objective judgements about their learners’ linguistic profi les. 

There is some evidence that where teaching methods are correctly matched 

to learners’ aptitude language learning is enhanced and where this match-

ing does not occur learning is diminished (Wesche, 1981).

The importance of considering and controlling for variations in age of 

learners in language learning is explicitly discussed by Skehan (1989: 

146–147) and Sparks and Ganschow (2001: 100) when they call for new 

norms in aptitude tests, including Carroll and Sapon’s (1958a) elementary 

version of MLAT. Therefore, there is a need for empirical work in this area.
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Language Aptitude in Young Learners

While considerable work has been done to pin down ways of testing 

aptitude, there is still much discussion about what really constitutes the 

nature of aptitude. Aptitude implies an individual difference in language 

learning and refers to the natural ability to acquire language at a fast 

and easy rate. Some commonly held notions around this concept are dis-

cussed below.

First, language learning aptitude is often conceptualised as a special 

skill which is separate from other skills. It is, apparently, different from 

 intelligence or IQ or any other special skill. The particular contribution 

which Carroll and Sapon introduced to the fi eld was that this special skill is 

 comprised of several clearly identifi able subelements or subskills, which 

combine to create aptitude. While they considered their subelements of 

aptitude as cognitive abilities, they do not link these abilities with general 

cognitive abilities. Had they done so, this would imply crossover with other 

types of aptitude or ability. Even where researchers can demonstrate a close 

correlation between other abilities and language learning success, as in 

Pimsleur’s (1968) work with IQ scores, language learning still appears to be 

viewed as a distinct and separate ability. At least part of this view must be 

based on the results of Carroll and Sapon’s (1958a) results where MLAT and 

IQ scores are compared. Unlike other studies, they can fi nd no signifi cant 

correlation. Aptitude is also independent of other factors such as motiva-

tion, personality type, the opportunity to learn or the learning environment, 

which may also affect success in language learning (McDonough, 1981).

Second, as Carroll (1981: 85) points out, aptitude is innate. It is a ‘gift’, 

or what in English is often called an ‘ear’ for languages and is the ability 

to learn a foreign language at a fast and easy rate. Many teachers are 

uncomfortable with aptitude testing and feel that it is deterministic and 

condemns learners to fail even before they have had a chance to learn. 

Carroll however, takes a softer line and assumes that while all people can 

learn a language, not everyone is able to learn a language at the same 

speed. People who can learn quickly and easily have high aptitude, and 

people who cannot have low aptitude. The idea is that aptitude is rela-

tively fi xed and at least partly innate (Carroll, 1981: 86). However, Carroll 

did clarify later that other writers have suggested that it might have devel-

oped over a long period as a result of the individual’s experience and 

activities (Carroll, 1981: 85).

Third, language learning aptitude is not language specifi c; it indicates a 

learner’s capacity to do well in learning any language. It is a skill which is 

not infl uenced by the language background of the learner or the language 

which is being learned. Hence, a learner with high aptitude will do better 

at learning any language than a learner who has low aptitude, all other 

things being equal.
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Recasting a model of aptitude with young learners in mind involves 

challenging elements of each of these three points. It poses questions 

whether language learning skill really is separate from other abilities and 

what these abilities really are, whether aptitude is something that is really 

fi xed, and whether this special aptitude really does apply equally in all 

language learning situations (Milton & Alexiou, 2004).

Around the 1990s, with the adoption of a more communicative approach 

to teaching, foreign language aptitude has been reconsidered as a cogni-

tive construct affected both by affective and language variables (Sparks & 

Ganschow, 2001). Moreover, it is now debatable whether language  aptitude 

is an invariant characteristic ‘and relatively hard to modify in any signifi -

cant way’ as Carroll (1981: 86) has suggested or whether it can be improved 

through instruction in language learning strategies (O’Malley & Chamot, 

1990; Oxford, 1990). In any case, Lightbown and Spada (1993: 54) support 

that knowing the strengths and weaknesses of learners can help teachers 

‘ensure that their teaching activities are suffi ciently varied to accommo-

date learners with different aptitude profi les’.

Since the linguistic abilities of young learners are not fully formed and 

are still developing, this aptitude is unlikely to be exactly the same lan-

guage specifi c cognitive aptitudes which Carroll identifi es. It seems more 

likely that aptitude in young children is related to far more basic and gen-

eral cognitive abilities. It is not yet clear exactly what these skills are, or 

how many there are, but there is defi nitely a rising interest in researching 

this area.

The Study on Greek Learners’ Aptitude

Developing a test battery for young learners
During 2001–2004 a series of young learner aptitude tests were con-

ducted to identify qualities which will indicate or predict language learn-

ing success in very young learners, and which can then be tied back to a 

theory of language learning and language processing. In total, 220 learn-

ers were tested and the data are all taken from different schools in the city 

of Thessaloniki, Greece; some are public nursery schools, some private 

nursery schools and some private English Language schools.

For the present paper, data from 191, fi ve- to nine-year-olds are dis-

cussed. The tests are done on a one-to-one basis. The whole test is run in 

Greek, because of the age of the learners these tend to be games rather 

than formal testing tasks. In designing these tests, existing tests of apti-

tude such as Carroll and Sapon’s (1958a) MLAT have been taken into 

account and also cognitive tests drawn from the psychology literature and 

other less known work, for example, that of Esser and Kossling (1986) 

linking aptitude to general cognitive abilities.
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Children’s cognitive dexterities were tested twice per year, fi rst in 

January where cognitive skills were examined and then in June along with 

an English vocabulary test (in a game form) to enable comparisons and 

correlations. Because the nature of language teaching at this age, which is 

not designed to stretch the most able learners and separate them from 

slow, medium or fast speed learners, moderate correlations were expected. 

It is suggested that anything around r = 0.4–0.5 level which Carroll 

obtained comparing MLAT with language progress test, would be satis-

factory as is the sort of correlation that most tests produce over long 

stretches of language learning (Carroll & Sapon, 1958b).

Nature of aptitude in young learners
After a series of fi ve tests, a CD ROM was devised that included the 

cognitive skills that appear to infl uence foreign language learning. These 

skills were presented in a game format for young learners to play and the 

tasks were getting progressively more diffi cult. In the sections below, all 

these tasks that formed the sixth experiment will be described and as they 

have yielded satisfactory correlations, the separate elements of cognitive 

ability that may be part of language learning aptitude in young learners 

are revealed. Some possible explanations on the reasons these abilities 

predict the way they do will also be attempted. In agreement with Skehan’s 

(1989) suggestions, aptitude in young learners was expected to consist of 

a set of memory, analytic and phonetic skills.

Memory components that infl uence foreign language learning
Memory has not been regarded as a unitary entity. Several kinds of 

memories have been tested yet not all of them proved to be relevant to 

language learning. Memory is divided in three major stages: encoding, 

storage and recall, namely immediate and active retrieval of information 

stored (Glassman, 2001: 159). The tasks involved mostly recall and recog-

nition forms of memory. What is more interesting is that ‘recall and recog-

nition are both examples of explicit memory and that the subject is unaware 

of having, is implicit’ (Groome et al., 1999: 125).

Based on the results obtained in a series of studies, certain memory 

types appear to facilitate language learning. These are as follows.

Short term immediate memory for pictures
This is the well known Kim’s game. It is a rote learning game and the 

fact that scores on this exercise correlate signifi cantly with language learn-

ing success indicates that learners with strong short term memory have an 

advantage over those with weaker memory especially, it might be thought, 

when it comes to learning new words in a foreign language (Milton & 

Alexiou, 2006a).
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Associative short term memory (pictures-shapes)
In the paired associates different picture cards and a matched set of 

various shape-like fi gures are shown to the child. The fi gures are then 

mixed up and the child is asked to match them with the correct picture 

card. The aim is to measure the capacity to retain sign pairs as conclusions 

about the capacity to retain foreign language vocabulary can be drawn 

according to Esser and Kossling (1986).

Memory is an area of potential interest, especially its development in 

the early years; however, it proved that paired associative memory is the 

one factor that impacts more strongly language achievement. This is not 

a surprising result, bearing in mind Carroll’s studies and the fact that lan-

guage learning includes a certain relabelling of things, words, and so on 

(Aitchison, 1987).

Semantic integration
In this game the children are given a learning list of four shapes to 

memorise for 30 seconds (see Figure 4.1). The learning list is then taken 

away and replaced by a recognition list of six shapes. The children are 

asked:

• to recall the shapes from the learning list that are present;

• to identify the shapes which are new in the second list;

• to identify the shapes from the learning list that are missing from the 

recognition list.

This test is a semantic integration task (Esser & Kossling, 1986). The recod-

ing ability which is measured here, according to recent literature serves to 

increase storage capacity and this has a benefi t to language learners. It can 

be argued that this quality, the ability to recognise the presence or absence 

of signifi cant information might be associated with the capa city to learn 

language features such as word endings.

The task of semantic integration is a clear example of recognition mem-

ory, which Carroll (1979: 19) regards as a special form of recall. This form 

Figure 4.1 Learning and recognition tasks
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of memory (recognition) appears to be relevant to young learners’ lan-

guage learning. Groome et al. (1999: 122) have maintained that recognition 

is even superior to recall, as it offers ‘more feature overlap between input 

and output and recognition is seen as one of the sub process to recall’.

Analytic tasks that facilitate foreign language learning
There seem to be certain analytic skills that facilitate, affect or give an 

advantage to young foreign language learners. These are as follows.

Inductive learning ability (or artifi cial language, according 
to Esser & Kossling, 1986)

This test is presented as a game. There are colours that represent par-

ticular group. More specifi cally, at the beginning, it is explained to the 

child that it is important to remember that red represents all animals while 

blue represents all fl owers. When the game is suffi ciently explained, 

 picture cards on the screen appear and the child has to drag the object 

(rose, tiger, etc.) to the appropriate colour. The test gets progressively more 

diffi cult as more colours and groups are demonstrated (i.e. yellow for 

food, green for drinks, purple for clothes, orange for means of transport). 

This is an analytic task of inductive learning ability where learners need to 

discover and apply new rules in the same way foreign grammatical rules 

work (Carroll, 1981; Esser & Kossling, 1986).

Inductive learning ability has proved to relate to language learning 

and possibly affects organising in the mind parts of speech and grammar 

inference rules as well as thematic concepts of words. As Cameron (2001) 

proposes, if simple categorisation is responsible for certain metalinguis-

tic abilities then it would be reasonable to suggest that combined 

with inductive learning ability the results would probably be even more 

remarkable.

Visual perception (spot the difference)
This is a spot-the-difference game. Two similar pictures are shown to 

children and they are asked to fi nd the differences between them. There 

are a number of differences such as the colour of objects, the placement of 

objects and in the objects themselves. It is an analytic visual perception 

task which identifi es the testees’ ability to recognise the presence, absence 

or a change in information. It can suggest a particular disposition for 

 languages where the ability to identify the presence or absence of  language 

features would be important.

Perceiving involves recognising a stimulus as in differences between 

two pictures. Recognition of something as familiar requires making use of 

memory (a cognitive process) that is not required, so it is a clear analytic 

task requiring acute sensory stimuli (Alexiou, 2005).
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Reasoning ability (story sequencing)
In a story sequencing task, four jumbled pictures are shown and the 

child is asked to put the pictures in order to tell a story that makes sense 

(see Figure 4.2). The aim here is to measure reasoning ability with the aid 

of situational clues that resembles cloze tests or gap fi lling tasks in EFL. 

This is obviously an analytic task requiring both perceptual and concep-

tual skills. It requires an inductive reasoning ability, as there is no immedi-

ate rule but the child has to imagine logical rules to create the story and 

see the ‘whole picture’ from the parts. This is a task of analogical reason-

ing, as learners are tested on

whether they can use relational reasoning to solve analogies (transfer 

appropriate knowledge from the familiar problem to the novel one). 

Related questions have been how early children are able to make rela-

tional mappings, and whether children can map relational similarities 

in the absence of surface similarities. (e.g. Gentner, 1989 cited in 

Goswami, 1998: 222–223)

Figure 4.2 Story sequencing task

Spatial ability ( jigsaw puzzles)
This is a jigsaw puzzle in which certain pieces are missing and we can 

see them here. The children have to visualise these pieces and say which 

piece goes where in order to get the fi nal picture (see Figure 4.3).

Even though this game tests a visual ability which may seem remote 

from language learning, it may require an ability in certain processing 

tasks which are essential to language use, such as analysis by synthesis. 

The better one is able to make sense of the limited information available, 
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the better he or she will be at language use, especially in foreign language 

where learners routinely have to make do with incomplete knowledge.

As Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991: 193) hypothesised, the perceptual 

challenge of the task is to be able to ‘break up the visual fi eld and keep 

part of it separate. This challenge was hypothesised to be analogous to a 

person learning a second language who has to isolate an element from the 

context in which it is presented’.

Results

Relationships between cognitive skills and vocabulary in English
As mentioned before, learners were tested not only on these tasks but 

their knowledge of vocabulary was also tested in English with the help of 

two vocabulary tests. Receptive vocabulary was tested when several objects 

would appear on the screen and the researcher asked the learner to point to 

the ones she was naming. Productive vocabulary was then tested with a 

different slide of objects and the learners naming as many as they could. The 

vocabulary included words that young learners were instructed through 

the academic year.

The relationships between children’s scores on these cognitive tasks 

and on two tests of vocabulary (receptive and productive) were found 

Figure 4.3 Jigsaw puzzle task
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statistically signifi cant; correlations ranged between 0.33 and 0.47. Table 

4.1 shows the correlations between the cognitive skills tested and English 

language tests at the end of the term. As can be seen, very satisfactory cor-

relations are yielded, higher than expected and the fact that the cognitive 

total scores offer a correlation as high as r = 0.6 further verifi es that these 

cognitive qualities are closely related to aspects of language achievement.

Phonological aspects
There was also an attempt to test phonological skills, namely, phonetic 

repetition and distinction and recall between non-words. In the phonetic 

repetition task, the learner was asked to repeat a specifi c set of fi ve non-

words. In the phonetic discrimination task, the learner was asked whether 

two non-words sounded exactly the same. In the phonetic recall task, the 

researcher pronounced a set of non-words and the learner was asked to 

recall if he/she had heard any of these non-words during the previous 

two parts. The aim in this series of tests is to measure the ability to accu-

rately repeat, distinguish and recall phonetic sounds as this is vital in 

 language learning and more specifi cally vocabulary learning.

Phonological aspects were tested only once for reasons of time and was 

rather a pilot study with small number of testing items for each subskill; 

however, they did give a signifi cant correlation of 0.4. Cheung (1996) and 

Service and Kohonen (1995) in two studies had showed that phonological 

memory (pseudo word repetition) was important for learning foreign lan-

guage vocabulary (cited in Sparks & Ganschow, 2001: 99), a fact that is 

confi rmed in this study as well.

Table 4.1 Correlations between cognitive skills and language scores

Cognitive skills
Receptive 

vocabulary
Productive 
vocabulary

Language 
total

Short term memory 0.330a 0.381a 0.370a

Associative memory 0.530a 0.524a 0.548a

Semantic integration 0.413a 0.386a 0.416a

Visual perception 0.557a 0.557a 0.579a

Spatial ability 0.435a 0.368a 0.418a

Inductive ability 0.397a 0.351a 0.389a

Reasoning ability 0.447a 0.427a 0.455a

Cognitive total 0.649a 0.621a 0.660a

aSignifi cant at 0.01 level
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Although the study has not been replicated to support the validity 

and reliability of this type of test, it initially shows that Gathercole et al.’s 

(1992: 888) suggestion that there are developmental associations between 

short term phonological memory skills and vocabulary acquisition are 

not far from the truth. Their fi ndings lead them to conclude that phono-

logical memory (recall, to be more specifi c) contributes critically to the 

long term learning of new words. The studies here lend credence also to 

several other studies that link phonological memory achievements to 

children with language problems or poor linguistic ability (Adams & 

Gathercole, 1996; Gathercole & Baddeley, 1990; Raine et al., 1992 all cited 

in Groome et al., 1999: 102) or future language ability (Reynolds, 2002: 3). 

In addition, the results tie well with Skehan’s (1989) fi ndings where the 

capacity to remember material of unfamiliar phonemic structure and to 

be able to make meaningful analyses of material to be remembered 

appear to be distinct and important predictors of language learning suc-

cess. Table 4.2 shows the correlations yielded in this pilot study. The 

results show reasonable and statistically signifi cant correlations between 

phonological skills and vocabulary knowledge in a foreign language, 

which supports the idea that phonological ability is a contributor to apti-

tude. Table 4.2 shows the correlations that were found between phonetic 

skills and foreign language scores.

These fi ndings might be particularly relevant to very young learners who 

will not have an orthographic system through which to mediate the second 

language. Recent observations (Milton & Hopkins, 2007; Milton & Riordan, 

2006) support that while learners favour phonological vocabulary at the 

outset of learning, that is to say, they learn words by sound only, ortho-

graphic recognition vocabulary very quickly exceeds phonological vocabu-

lary and a feature of just about all academically successful foreign language 

learners is that they have very large sight only vocabularies. This suggests 

that learners are predisposed in learning to acquire the sound form of words 

at the outset of learning and only later add know ledge of written forms.

Table 4.2 Correlations between phonetic skills and language scores

Phonetic skills
Receptive 

vocabulary
Productive 
vocabulary

Language 
total

Phonetic repetition 0.117 0.124 0.125

Phonetic discrimination 0.467a 0.383a 0.443a

Phonetic recall 0.359a 0.334a 0.360a

Phonetic total 0.442a 0.393a 0.434a

aSignifi cant at 0.01 level
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Discussion

The approach to aptitude relating to cognitive skills lends support to 

Stern’s (1983 cited in Spolsky, 1989: 104) claim that language aptitude is 

‘not a single factor but a cluster of specifi c abilities’. These abilities appear 

to interact in logical ways and with certain kinds of exposure and methodo-

logy. With these in mind, several suggestions come to light.

Aptitude here has been seen as a set of cognitive abilities and a multi-

component notion. As cognitive skills develop with age, aptitude appears 

to progress, therefore aptitude is not fi xed at least at that early age. On the 

other hand, other studies suggest that not all cognitive skills develop with 

age in this way and this is particularly the case with at least one of the 

 elements which we might expect to associate with language learning 

 aptitude, that of memory. Gathercole et al. (1992) suggest that memory 

skills may actually decrease with age. As memory diminishes with time, 

analytic skills increase. The idea implied is that as the information and 

storage load increases with age so the abilities you need to cope with this 

increase also change. Good memory is not a good way of handling very 

large amounts of information. It must be organised; hence the growing 

importance of these analytic skills which provide the basis for effective 

organisation (Milton & Alexiou, 2006a).

It might be possible that aptitude becomes fi xed after a certain period 

of time, where cognitive skills have reached their peak or at the point 

when children become cognitively mature. If this is the case, the issue of 

‘plasticity’ becomes important. If aptitude is a fl ux of changes at least in 

the early stages of life, it is implied that certain weaknesses might be alle-

viated if appropriate instruction and training takes place. Singleton (2002) 

proposed that since cognitive abilities are measurable in children before 

they begin formal literacy, it becomes possible to anticipate which of them 

are likely to struggle before they fail. If, through aptitude testing, cognitive 

skills are revealed that facilitate aspects of second language learning, the 

possibilities of success rise. Teachers can then select appropriate materials 

and techniques that best fi t the child’s cognitive profi le.

Not all children acquire language in the same way and the different 

approaches they follow in acquiring a language can offer clues to how 

language develops. In order to maximise learners’ potential for success, 

therefore, aptitude can be considered as a language development indica-

tor offering ideas of alternative language instruction to match and enhance 

learners’ aptitude profi les.

Consequently, certain abilities or learning diffi culties might be revealed 

in advance for appropriate instruction and remedial action. It would be 

interesting to see whether trainability on aptitude has any effect, as other 

researchers have suggested (Politzer & Weiss, 1969; Robinson, 2002; 

Skehan, 2002), at this age. Teachers can then alleviate weaknesses and play 
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with the learners’ strengths. Apparently, the concept of learners’ trainabil-

ity is evident in many studies (Chase & Ericsson, 1996; Humes-Bartlo, 

1989; Lange & Pierce, 1992; Vecchi et al., 2001).

If one considers the cognitive abilities found important in this study, it 

is clear that they relate to certain task types. Memory, semantic integra-

tion, visual perception skills are related to visual task types. Spatial and 

reasoning skills relate to kinaesthetic task types while phonetic skills fall 

into auditory task types. Therefore, an interesting path to follow would be 

to investigate the relationship between aptitude and learning styles in 

young learners.

Conclusion

Carroll fi rst introduced the idea that aptitude has several elements, 

and that these elements are special linguistic cognitive skills. It seems 

that Esser and Kossling took this idea a step further by suggesting that 

aptitude should be viewed as a set of general cognitive skills that infl u-

ence acquisition. The cognitive approach used in the study discussed in 

this paper is also largely affected by Skehan’s perceptions on the three-

component view of aptitude, namely memory, analytic and phonetic 

abilities.

A standardised test of cognitive skills that appear to facilitate foreign 

language learning would offer a valuable source for a child’s learning 

profi le at the very beginning of learning. The notion that one can train 

enhanced language learning ability in youth would be supported by both 

a whole series of case studies (e.g. Milton, 2001; Stevick, 1989) where 

really good language learners appear to be early and serial learners. This 

test designed in a game format can be a promising tool to provide infor-

mation on learning styles and preferences as well as on particular 

strengths and weaknesses to be handled. Connected to this point, cogni-

tive tests of aptitude can be a useful resource that will offer clues to the 

teachers when developing the curriculum and adopting teaching strate-

gies that meet individual needs and are in agreement to learning styles. 

Learning styles in that sense should be viewed ‘as aspects of language at 

which children excel rather than as styles for different types of children’ 

(Shore, 1995: 2).

Questions for further study have also emerged. It would useful to 

examine how aptitude is related to learning styles, what other cognitive 

skills might facilitate language learning, and what sort of tasks should we 

include in our teaching and course books. These are interesting questions 

which, like much of the subject of aptitude and learning styles at young 

ages, require considerable further research before any fi rm conclusions 

can be drawn.
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Chapter 5

An Investigation into the 
Relationship of L2 Motivation and 
Cross-cultural Contact Among 
Elementary School Students1

KATA CSIZÉR and JUDIT KORMOS

Introduction

In this chapter we report the results of a nationwide representative 

 survey conducted with 1777 Hungarian primary-school children aged 

between 13 and 14 studying English and German. We investigated the dif-

ferences in the motivational and intercultural contact measures as well as 

their relationship with motivated behaviour. Our results indicate that stu-

dents of English have more positive attitudes towards the native speakers 

of the language they study than learners of German, and children who 

study English have higher level of linguistic self-confi dence, invest more 

energy into language learning and receive more support from their 

 environment than students of German. Learners in general, however, 

showed low expectancy of success in acquiring an L2, and they did not 

report investing substantial effort into language learning. The fi ndings 

also reveal that learners of English experience more frequent direct writ-

ten contact and contact through media products than learners of German. 

Integrativeness, linguistic self-confi dence and perceived importance of 

intercultural contact were found to be closely related to how much effort 

students are willing to invest into foreign language learning. For children 

with low levels of motivation, however, it was primarily contact experi-

ence and in the case of English, instrumentality that infl uenced motiva-

tional intensity.

It is widely assumed in language pedagogy and second language 

acquisition research that language-related attitudes and motivated 

behaviour play a highly important role in second and foreign language 

(L2) learning. Since the question what drives language learning behav-

iour has great pedagogical relevance, it is no wonder that studies on the 
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 relationship of language attitude, motivation and L2 competence are 

abundant (for a review see Dörnyei, 2001, 2005). For a long time, motiva-

tion researchers sought to establish a model of language learning moti-

vation that is relevant and applicable to every situation and for every 

type of learner (e.g. Dörnyei & Ottó, 1998; Gardner, 1985, 2001; Noels, 

2001). In the past few years, however, a number of studies (e.g. Kormos 

& Csizér, 2008; Lamb, 2004; Yashima, 2000) have pointed out that differ-

ent motivational characteristics might be meaningful for students of 

various ages and in different geographical settings. Moreover, depend-

ing on the learning situation and learners’ age, motivational variables 

might interact in different ways. It is not only geographical, instructional 

and age characteristics that will produce different models of language 

learning motivation, but most likely the language being studied also 

infl uences the constellation of  motivational variables especially if inter-

cultural contact is also taken into consideration.

Intercultural contact is an important issue in second language acquisi-

tion for several reasons. First of all, one of the main aims of learning 

 second and foreign languages is to be able to communicate with mem-

bers of other cultures who do not speak one’s mother tongue. In addition, 

interaction with speakers of other languages creates opportunities for 

developing L2 learners’ language competence [see e.g. Swain’s (1985) 

output hypothesis]. The learners’ experience of these encounters can 

infl uence both their disposition towards the target language and their 

attitude to L2 speakers and the L2 culture. Intercultural contact can also 

be assumed to affect L2 learners’ motivated behaviour, that is, the energy 

and effort they are willing to put into L2 learning. Therefore, as Dörnyei 

and Csizér (2005: 2) pointed out, ‘intercultural contact is both a means 

and an end in L2 studies’.

General characteristics of the language learning motivation of 

Hungarian elementary school children have been extensively studied 

in Hungary in the past 15 years. From Dörnyei et al.’s (2006) summary of 

the series of quantitative studies they conducted, it becomes apparent 

that English is the most popular foreign language among Hungarian teen-

agers, and German still maintains its second position as a regionally 

important language. The fi ndings of their study also reveal that integra-

tiveness, that is, students’ wish to become similar to native speakers, was 

the most important factor contributing to learners’ motivated behaviour. 

Instrumentality and attitudes to native speakers indirectly infl uenced the 

effort students were willing to invest into language learning through 

the mediation of integrativeness. Nikolov’s (1999) study concluded that 

elementary school children are mainly motivated by factors associated 

with the classroom situation (i.e. positive attitudes towards the learning 

context and the teacher as well as intrinsically motivating activities, tasks 

and materials).
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Based on our interview study with highly motivated learners of English 

and German (Kormos & Csizér, 2007), we hypothesised that for students 

who are willing to put more energy into language learning, intercultural 

contact experiences might play a different role than for learners with lower 

levels of motivational intensity. In our study we investigated one of the 

largest groups of Hungarian language learners: primary school students 

who studied the two most popular foreign languages in Hungary: English 

and German (Halász & Lannert, 2004). In our representative questionnaire 

survey conducted with children aged between 13 and 14, we addressed 

the following questions that have not yet been studied in a Hungarian 

context:

(1) What are the differences in the motivational and intercultural contact 

measures between learners of English and German?

(2) How do the correlations among the motivational and contact vari-

ables vary for students of English and German with different levels of 

motivational intensity?

The comparison of learners of English and German is expected to yield 

pedagogically relevant results not only in Hungary but also for the Central-

European region where despite its decreasing signifi cance, German is still 

a regionally important language (Clyne, 1998) and English is gaining an 

increasingly important role as a lingua franca (James, 2000).

Method

Participants
The participants of the survey were 1777 students of English and 

German, with 58% studying English and 38% German. Four percent of 

students, all of whose fi rst foreign language was German, studied both 

languages at the time of the data collection. Participants were all between 

the ages of 13 and 14 and attended the fi nal, eighth grade of the primary 

school system and studied within a homogenous curricular and organisa-

tional framework (i.e. the national primary school system). The sampling 

followed a stratifi ed approach, and we selected students evenly from each 

main region and type of settlement in Hungary.

Instrument
The questionnaire was specifi cally designed for the purpose of this sur-

vey and consisted of 71 items, out of which 45 were used in this study. 

Apart from eight open-ended questions at the end of the questionnaire 

inquiring about students’ foreign language learning background, all items 

used a fi ve-point rating scale. The items for this questionnaire came from 

two sources.
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First, some questions were drawn from the questionnaire used in the 

survey reported in Dörnyei et al. (2006). Other questions were designed 

based on the results of Kormos and Csizér’s (2007) interview study, which 

investigated the contact experiences of the same age group using a quali-

tative approach. The fi rst version of the questionnaire was piloted with 

three students from the target group using the think-aloud technique. The 

questionnaire was then revised and administered to 100 students prior to 

the main study as a pilot. Based on the statistical analyses of this pilot-run, 

the questionnaire was fi nalised.

The main variable groups in the questionnaire were as follows, with the 

total number of items given in parentheses.

Items concerning the target languages (German and English)

• Integrative motivation, that is, the attitudes students display towards 

the L2 and its speakers and their cultures (3 items).

• Instrumental motivation, that is, to what extent students attach prag-

matic values to the learning of the language (6 items).

Items concerning the direct and indirect aspect of cross-cultural 
contact

• Direct spoken contact both in the target language country and in 

Hungary (5 items).

• Direct written contact, snail mail and e-mails as well as chatting 

(3 items).

• Indirect contact, that is, seeing foreigners but not talking to them and 

receiving information on them from others (4 items).

• Media usage (e.g. watching L2 TV programmes, fi lms, reading maga-

zines) (5 items).

Items measuring other motivational variables

• Linguistic self-confi dence in L2 learning and use (3 items).

• Language learning milieu, that is, the extent of the parents’ support 

(1 item) and the friends’ attitudes toward L2 learning (1 item).

• Perceived importance of contact, why students fi nd it important to be 

involved in cross-cultural contact situations (8 items).

• Motivated learning behaviour, that is, how much effort learners invest 

into L2 learning, how persistent they see themselves as language learn-

ers, and the enjoyment students derive from L2 learning (7 items).

Data collection
Data collection for this study followed the established routes of earlier 

similar studies conducted in Hungary by the authors. We fi rst approached 

the selected schools by an offi cial letter from Eötvös University, Budapest 
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(which hosted the project), providing information about the purpose of 

the survey and details of the actual administration of the questionnaires. 

Once permission was granted by the principal of the school, we contacted 

the class teachers of the selected classes individually, asking for their coop-

eration. The questionnaires were fi lled in during class time, with a repre-

sentative of the university always present to provide the introduction and 

oversee the procedure. Answering the questions took the students approx-

imately 20 minutes on average.

Data analysis
All the questionnaires were computer-coded and the SPSS (Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences) 13.0 was used for analysing the data. The 

answers to the questionnaires were fi rst submitted to factor analysis and 

multidimensional scaling. Next descriptive statistics were computed for 

investigating the signifi cant differences between various learner groups. 

In order to differentiate between students with higher and lower levels of 

motivation, cluster analysis was employed. First, hierarchical clustering 

was carried out on a smaller subsample of the students – in our case a 5% 

random subsample was selected for this purpose. Based on this fi rst step, 

the number of clusters and their positions (i.e. the initial cluster centres) 

were defi ned and subsequently nonhierarchical clustering was run on the 

whole sample by inputting the cluster centres received previously. The 

procedure of nonhierarchical clustering was iterated until stable cluster 

centres were received. We also used correlational analyses to investigate 

to what extent specifi c variables contribute to the variance in the depen-

dent variable of motivated behaviour.

Results and Discussion

The comparative analysis of the motivational and contact scales
In order to identify broader dimensions underlying the attitudinal/

motivational variables measured by the questionnaire, we submitted the 

items to factor analysis (conducting separate analyses for both languages) 

using the principle component method. Based on the results, we can con-

clude that students’ motivational profi le can be described by a four-factor 

solution, which includes integrative motivation, instrumental motivation, 

linguistic self-confi dence and milieu as latent dimensions. As for intercul-

tural contact, fi ve dimensions were identifi ed: direct spoken and written 

contact, indirect contact, foreign media usage and the perceived impor-

tance of contact. Items concerning the different aspects of students’ learn-

ing behaviour formed one dimension, which was named motivated 

learning behaviour and served as the criterion measure of the study. Next, 

the results of the factor analysis were transformed into multi-item scales, 
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and the Cronbach Alpha internal consistency reliability coeffi cients were 

computed (Table 5.1). The mean reliability coeffi cient of the scales was 

0.71, which was acceptable for such short scales.

In terms of the language-related scales, that is, integrative motivation 

and instrumental motivation, it is not surprising that learners of the given 

Table 5.1 Cronbach alpha internal reliability coeffi cients and descriptive 
information about the scales comparing students of English and German

Learners of 
English 

(n = 1025)

Learners of 
German 
(n = 660)

Cr. a a Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev. t-value

Motivational scales

Integrative motivation: 
English

0.76 3.50 0.91 3.31 0.90 4.16***

Integrative motivation: 
German

0.79 2.56 0.93 3.12 0.88 -12.34***

t-Value 28.44*** 32.29***

Instrumental 
motivation: English

0.71 4.39 0.54 4.23 0.62 0.567***

Instrumental 
motivation: German

0.79 3.56 0.81 3.98 0.59 -12.30***

t-Value 4.90*** 9.70***

Milieu 0.63 4.36 0.70 4.28 0.73 0.236*

Self-confi dence 0.64 3.22 0.81 3.06 0.70 0.397***

Contact scales

Direct spoken contact 0.77 1.95 0.79 1.92 0.72 0.92

Direct written contact 0.72 1.65 0.86 1.45 0.69 0.499***

Indirect contact 0.63 2.84 0.79 2.76 0.82 1.88

Foreign media contact 0.69 2.47 0.80 2.26 0.72 0.543***

Perceived importance of 
contact

0.53 3.24 0.86 3.15 0.87 1.94

Criterion measure

Motivated learning 
behavior

0.74 3.08 0.97 2.90 0.96 0.361***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
a Cr. a = Cronbach Alpha internal consistency reliability coeffi cient
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language scored higher on both scales than students who do not learn the 

foreign language. It has been documented in earlier Hungarian studies 

(Dörnyei et al., 2006) that the mere fact that students are engaged in the 

study of an L2 enhances their attitudes towards the particular language. In 

this respect, our study confi rms that the instruction of a given foreign lan-

guage has a positive effect on students’ motivational orientation. The fact 

that the scale measuring instrumental motivation received higher endorse-

ment from students than integrative motivation indicates that Hungarian 

students, even at a relatively young age, are well aware of the possible 

pragmatic benefi ts the knowledge of a foreign language might offer in the 

European context, although the predictive value of instrumentality on 

learning behaviour could not be verifi ed (Csizér & Kormos, 2008). We can 

also observe that our participants show lower levels of willingness to iden-

tify themselves with target language speakers and their cultures than in a 

study of a similar learner population in 2004 (Dörnyei et al., 2006). This 

fi nding indicates the tendency documented in a number of other studies in 

various parts of the world (Lamb, 2004; Yashima, 2000) that the English 

language has become dissociated from its native speakers and acts as a 

lingua franca, which is used in communication across different cultures.

If we compare attitude scales for German and English, we can see that 

learners of German scored higher on the English-related scales than on the 

scales measuring the language they are learning, that is, German. In other 

words, despite the fact that students study German, they have more posi-

tive attitudes towards English than German, whereas learners of English 

score considerably lower on German-related scales than on English-related 

ones. The positive attitudes towards English as a global language at the 

expense of German, regionally a highly important language in Hungary, 

reinforce our previous results about the leading role English plays in 

Hungary (Dörnyei et al., 2006). These results are also reiterated by students’ 

scores concerning the environmental support they receive (milieu),  linguistic 

self-confi dence and motivated learning behaviour. On each of these scales 

learners of English outperform students of German: learners of English are 

willing to put more effort into language learning, are more self-confi dent 

about their use of the foreign language and receive more encouragement 

from their environment. This can be due to a number of factors. First of all, 

because many cultural products such as the internet, pop music, computer 

games are in English, this young generation is considerably more interested 

in studying English than in German. In addition, due to the shortage of 

elementary school teachers in English, children are often not granted a 

choice of languages to study. Therefore, it can happen that even though 

they would like to learn English, children are placed in a German class.

We can also observe that the investigated sample of students has rela-

tively unfavourable motivational characteristics in terms of motivated 

behaviour and linguistic self-confi dence, that is, they put modest effort 
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into learning foreign languages and have a moderate level of expectation 

of success in learning foreign languages. These fi gures are especially low if 

we compare them to the motivational characteristics of Hungarian gram-

mar school and university students (Kormos & Csizér, 2008). Our data in 

this regard probably refl ect the generally low quality of foreign language 

instruction in Hungarian primary schools (see Nikolov, 2001a, 2001b).

Concerning the contact variables of the study, we see that both learners 

of English and German score higher on the perceived importance of con-

tact scale (mean values of 3.24 and 3.15) than on any other contact-related 

scales, although the mean values indicate that students attach moderate 

importance to the role of intercultural contact in language learning. The 

results of the scales measuring different types of indirect contact all show 

mean values lower than average (expressed by value 3 in the mid-point 

of the scale). Based on our results, we might conclude that it seems that 

students rarely experience direct contact, as the mean values of both direct 

spoken and written contact are lower than 2, which is not unexpected 

in a foreign language environment. In other words, although students 

acknowledge that intercultural contact has some importance for success 

in language learning, the actual contact experiences involving the foreign 

language they study at school are rare in the primarily monolingual 

Hungarian society. Moreover, our data suggest that the Internet and other 

media-related indirect contact possibly experienced in a foreign language 

are not frequent among the investigated group of teenagers, although even 

this relatively low exposure to intercultural contact situations might affect 

students’ motivated learning behaviour (for actual results see below).

As regards differences between students of English and German in 

terms of intercultural contact, we can conclude that out of the fi ve scales, 

two show signifi cantly different results for the two groups of learners: 

students of English have a higher level of direct written contact and media 

contact than participants who study German. Our results reveal a some-

what different picture from previous Hungarian studies (see Dörnyei et al., 
2006; Kormos & Csizér, 2007). In a previous qualitative study involving 

40 successful and highly motivated learners of English and German 

(Kormos & Csizér, 2007), we claimed that tourism does not create many 

contact opportunities for the majority of students in this country; it is 

rather family resources and relations as well as school visits that play an 

important role in helping students experience intercultural contact. It 

seems, however, that if assessed on a national level neither family nor 

school resources provide enough opportunities for students to accumu-

late contact experiences to a large extent. In conclusion, when the direct 

and indirect levels of contact are measured on a national sample in 

Hungary involving a relatively young population, the results indicate 

that despite the rare experience of intercultural contacts, students attach 

considerable importance to these contact opportunities.
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The relationship between the motivational and contact scales 
and the criterion measure within groups of learners with 
various levels of motivation

In our research we were also interested in the question how the differ-

ent motivational and contact variables are related to motivated behaviour 

for groups with different levels of motivation. Table 5.2 presents correla-

tions between the obtained scales and the criterion measure for three 

groups of students of English and German with various levels of moti-

vation. These motivational groups were computed by submitting the 

motivational scales (integrativeness, instrumentality, self-confi dence and 

milieu) to cluster analysis. As a result of the cluster analysis, we were able 

to defi ne three distinct groups of learners for both English and German. 

The fi rst group contains students with the lowest level of motivation, 

Table 5.2 Correlations between the motivational/contact scales and motivated 
learning behaviour for English and German computed for learners with high, 
medium and low levels of motivation

The level of L2 motivation

English German

High 
(n = 340)

Medium 
(n = 466)

Low 
(n = 219)

High 
(n = 238)

Medium 
(n = 301)

Low 
(n = 120)

Integrativeness 0.15** 0.12** 0.21** 0.22** 0.05 0.25**

Instrumentality 0.08 0.07 0.14* 0.11 0.08 -0.08

Self-confi dence 0.30** 0.21** 0.24** 0.22** 0.30** 0.30**

Milieu 0.20** 0.08 0.09 0.21** 0.06 0.17

Perceived 
importance of 
contact

0.18** 0.20** 0.38** 0.26** 0.24** 0.59**

Direct spoken 
contact

0.18** 0.17** 0.23** 0.11 0.21** 0.35**

Direct written 
contact

0.20** 0.18** 0.24** 0.21** 0.20** 0.32**

Indirect contact 0.24** 0.12** 0.19** 0.11 0.20** 0.39**

Foreign media 
usage

0.32** 0.17** 0.31** 0.27** 0.25** 0.25**

Multiple 
correlations (R)

0.49 0.38 0.48 0.43 0.43 0.66

*Correlation is signifi cant at the 0.05 level
**Correlation is signifi cant at the 0.01 level
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 self-confi dence and environmental support. Students with a medium 

level of motivation were put into Group 2, while those students who were 

highly motivated and received a higher than average environmental 

 support formed Group 3.

In terms of the motivational dimensions, self-confi dence shows the 

most substantial positive correlations with motivated learning behaviour, 

and its role seems to be stable across all three groups for both languages. 

As for the contact scales, foreign media usage plays a central role. An 

interesting result is that whereas the correlational coeffi cients remain in a 

very similar range for the German-related groups (0.25–0.27), for learners 

of English, the strength of relationship fl uctuates as it is more important 

for learners with high as well as low motivation, and the connection is 

weaker for learners with a medium level of motivation. This fi nding might 

indicate the disharmonious dispositions of students with a ‘medium’ level 

of motivation towards the English language and the limitations of their 

self-concepts as learners of foreign language. In other words, these learn-

ers might have positive attitudes to the L2 community and culture but 

might place little emphasis of the incentives of L2 profi ciency or might be 

aware of the benefi ts of speaking a foreign language, but display negative 

attitude to the L2 and its speakers (see also Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005 as well 

as Dörnyei et al., 2006). Perceived importance of contact also shows strong 

association with motivated behaviour, and its role seems to be more sub-

stantial for learners with lower levels of motivation. With the exception of 

foreign language media use, for all the other contact measures, we can 

observe a similar tendency, namely that with the decrease of the level of 

motivational intensity, the relationship between contact and motivated 

behaviour becomes stronger. This indicates that for students who have 

unfavourable motivational characteristics overall, the actual frequency of 

contact is related to how much effort they are willing to invest in studying 

either English or German. These students might be aware of their motiva-

tional limitations, or more pessimistically, school environment and/or 

teachers’ discouragement might have created their demotivated state. 

This, however, is not refl ected in their attitudes to intercultural contact, 

in other words, they are not demotivated because they do not see the inter-

cultural importance of the given language. This issue is the most apparent 

for learners of German with the lowest level of motivation, as for them the 

multiple correlation coeffi cient (0.66), which expresses to what extent all 

the variables listed in the table predict motivated behaviour, is only mar-

ginally higher than the correlation between the perceived importance of 

contact and motivated learning behaviour (0.59). These fi gures indicate 

that students’ perception of the importance of intercultural contact explains 

nearly as much variance as the multiple correlation coeffi cients for all scales 

and the criterion measure. Another interesting fi nding of our study is  

that the relationship between motivated behaviour and the environmental 
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support students receive from their milieu is only signifi cant for the group 

with the highest level of motivation.

Conclusion and Implications

In this chapter we reported the results of a nation-wide representative 

survey conducted with Hungarian primary school children studying 

English and German in which we investigated the differences in the moti-

vational and intercultural contact measures as well as determinants of 

motivated behaviour between learners of English and German. Our results 

indicate that students of English have more positive attitudes towards 

the native speakers of the language they study than learners of German, 

and children who study English have a higher level of linguistic self- 

confi dence, invest more energy into language learning and receive more 

support from their environment than children studying German. We have 

to note, however, that students in general showed low expectancy of suc-

cess in acquiring an L2, and they did not report investing substantial effort 

into language learning. This might be due to the fact that even though 

students are aware of the instrumental benefi ts of speaking a foreign lan-

guage, they still regard English and German as one of the compulsory 

school subjects. Since their level of competence is generally low at this 

age despite fi ve to six years of instruction (Nikolov, 2001a, 2001b), they are 

not confi dent that they will ever be able to acquire a useable knowledge of 

the language.

Our fi ndings also reveal that learners of English experience more 

 frequent direct written contact and contact through media products than 

students of German, but the participants in general only rarely engage in 

direct intercultural encounters, and indirect contact is also infrequent. 

Participants were found to attach an average level of importance to the 

role of contact in language learning. Despite the fact that this result does 

not fully correspond to students’ actual contact experiences, it shows that 

students are aware of the importance intercultural contact plays in the 

language learning process, which might help teachers to engage students 

in more contact situations within the school environment.

Our study also revealed that although integrativeness, linguistic self-

confi dence and perceived importance of intercultural contact are closely 

related to how much effort students are willing to invest in foreign lan-

guage learning, for students with low levels of motivation it is primarily 

contact experience and in the case of English, instrumentality that infl u-

ences motivational intensity. The fi ndings also indicate that even though 

students’ environment actively supports language learning, it only has an 

effect on motivated behaviour for students who are highly motivated.

Several pedagogical conclusions emerge from our study. First of all, 

given the motivational profi les of children studying German, it is highly 

important that every child and/or parent in every school should be given 
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a chance to choose which language they study. Second, since Hungarian 

primary school students seem to be well aware of the instrumental bene-

fi ts of learning foreign languages, have positive attitudes to native speak-

ers and receive strong support from their environment, it is logical that the 

reason why students still do not invest suffi cient energy into language 

learning is to be sought in the school environment. Students can only be 

expected to display suffi cient level of motivation if they receive high qual-

ity instruction. The third implication of our study refers to increasing the 

motivational intensity of demotivated students. Whereas intercultural con-

tact seems to play an important role in infl uencing the motivated behavi-

our for all the participants, it has the highest level of importance for 

students who have an unfavourable motivational profi le. It seems that 

contact experiences might help these students to invest more energy into 

language learning. This fi nding indicates that teachers can play an impor-

tant role in providing positive contact instances for students, for example, 

fi lm clubs in schools might be organised, foreign visitors might be invited 

and intercultural e-mail or chat projects might be set up. These meaning-

ful and hopefully successful contact experiences might enhance students’ 

willingness to engage in more contact situations on their own. Even if a 

school cannot provide opportunities for these intercultural contact experi-

ences, teachers can also raise students’ awareness of the importance of 

intercultural contact in language learning, which might make students 

seek out situations for contact for themselves.
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Chapter 6

Impact of Learning Conditions on 
Young FL Learners’ Motivation

JELENA MIHALJEVIĆ DJIGUNOVIĆ

Introduction

This chapter looks into young foreign language (FL) learners’ motiva-

tion under two different sets of learning conditions. Our aim was to see if 

young learners’ attitudes and motivation for learning English as a foreign 

language (EFL) would be signifi cantly different when the teaching setting 

is highly favourable and when it is not favourable.

Most research on age-related differences in attitudes and motivation, 

although not totally uncontradictory, seem to suggest that, in general, 

younger learners have more positive attitudes than older learners and that 

interest wanes with time (e.g. Burstall, 1975; Chambers, 2000; MacIntyre 

et al., 2002; Nikolov, 1999). Findings of the Croatian longitudinal project, 

however, show that, under favourable learning conditions, positive atti-

tudes and high motivation can be maintained over extended periods of 

time (Mihaljević Djigunović, 1998). Some studies, on the other hand, have 

found no signifi cant age-related differences in the extent to which young 

learners of differing age liked FL learning (Lasagabaster, 2003; Williams 

et al., 2002). Some other studies (e.g. Julkunen & Borzova, 1996) found 

mixed results.

A number of researchers investigated fl uctuations in attitudes and 

motivation of young learners with different starting ages. It is diffi cult to 

make fi rm conclusions here either. Muñoz (2000) and Muñoz and Tragant 

(2001), for example, found no signifi cant differences in motivation between 

learners starting at ages eight and 11. On the other hand, on the basis of 

her research Cenoz (2004) found that those young learners that started 

learning a FL earlier had higher motivation, with larger differences exist-

ing between those that started at four years and later starters than between 

those that started at eight or 11 years. Tragant (2006: 239) suggests that the 

general pattern that emerges implies a decline in positive attitudes around 

the age of 10–11.
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Another factor that has been taken into consideration in studies of 

young learners’ attitudes and motivation in FL learning is intensity, that is 

the number of hours of instruction. Tragant (2006: 262), however, con-

cludes that the young learners’ biological age has a higher effect on their 

motivational orientations than the hours of instruction.

Apart from a few studies that included the hours of instruction as a 

variable, there has been almost no research investigating the impact of 

learning conditions on young FL learners’ attitudes and motivation. 

Learning conditions, as defi ned in this context, would include intensity of 

teaching, the teacher’s qualifi cations and training, quality of teaching and 

the size of the group. Quality of teaching is a particularly important but 

the least investigated of the listed learning conditions.

Croatian FL Education Context

Formal FL teaching has a very long tradition in Croatia and dates back 

to the 19th century, when French and German were part of the secondary 

education curriculum, in addition to Latin. During the fi rst half of the 20th 

century a growing number of learners opted for English as a second FL 

(Russian being the compulsory fi rst FL) to be learned at school. From the 

1950s until a few years ago the FL was introduced in grade four of primary 

school (at the age of 10). Most schools offered four FLs and the usual choice 

included English, French, German and Russian. In areas bordering on 

Italy, Italian was offered either instead of one of or in addition to the four 

listed languages. Interested learners were given a chance to take up a sec-

ond FL in secondary school (age 14+).

Being a quite well-known tourist resort and orienting itself towards tour-

ism as the most important source of national income, Croatia paid a lot of 

attention to teaching FLs. The fi rst attempts at private education as an alter-

native to state schools were linked with FL learning. Two large semi-private 

FL schools opened during the 1950s and started offering FL courses for young 

children. One of these schools came to specialise in teaching kindergarten 

children. As these schools invested more money in educating their teachers 

than the educational authorities invested in state education, a growing body 

of FL teachers using the latest approaches to teaching was slowly appearing 

on the scene. Thanks to the teachers who moved from this semi-private to 

the offi cial state education system, new ideas were spread to state schools as 

well. This kept the quality of FL teaching at a decent level over years.

In the 1970s interest into studying early learning of FLs developed. 

Several small-scale research studies were done on early learning of English 

and German and results were published internationally (e.g. Vilke, 1976a, 

1976b, 1979). These studies were the starting point of an experimental 

longitu dinal research project, supported by education and science author-

ities, that was initiated in 1991 and lasted for 10 years. It resulted in several 

1558_Ch06.indd 761558_Ch06.indd   76 2/4/2009 6:49:42 AM2/4/2009   6:49:42 AM



Impact of Learning Conditions on Learners’ Motivation 77

publications (Vilke & Vrhovac, 1993, 1995; Vrhovac, 2001; Vrhovac et al., 
1999) on the research results as well as syllabi and teaching materials. The 

project was recognised internationally as well. Its main conclusions, based 

on research fi ndings, were the following: the optimal starting age for FL 

learning in the Croatian context is the fi rst grade of primary school; such 

early FL learning can be successful provided it is carried out under favour-

able conditions which imply intensive teaching at the very beginning, 

groups that do not exceed 15 learners and teachers that have been trained 

to teach young learners.

With the increasing awareness of the need for good competence in FLs 

in private and professional life, the demand for lowering the starting age 

grew stronger and, fi nally, in 2003 the FL was introduced as a compulsory 

part of the primary curriculum from the fi rst grade (age 6–7 years). 

However, none of the conditions that the 1991–2001 research project 

proved to be necessary for successful early learning were secured. Thus, 

young beginners now learn the FL in large groups, with only two class 

periods per week and in most cases their teachers have not been trained to 

work with young children.

The Study

Aim
By comparing attitudes and motivation of two groups of young learn-

ers learning EFL under different learning conditions, we wanted to get an 

insight into the relationship between learning conditions and these two 

affective learner factors. Such an insight could make possible the drawing 

up of guidelines for defi ning FL educational policy.

Sample
Two samples are referred to in this comparative study. The fi rst sample 

included eight groups of Croatian young learners (n = 100), drawn from 

four primary schools in Zagreb, who were learning EFL under highly 

favourable learning conditions. They were included in the Croatian 

national experimental project of early learning of FLs that was carried out 

between 1991 and 2001. They had fi ve class periods of English per week 

(one period per day, each period lasting 45 minutes) in Grades 1 and 2, 

four periods in Grades 3 and 4, and three periods per week from Grade 5 

until the end of their eight-year primary education. The teaching they 

were exposed to, relied on story-telling, content-learning and TPR. Their 

teachers were specialist EFL teachers with a university degree and addi-

tional training in teaching young learners. They attended fi rst grade 

classes that were regularly split into two for English lessons so that in no 

case did group size exceed 15 learners per group.
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The second sample comprised a total of 138 fi rst graders from four reg-

ular fi rst grade classes in four different towns in Croatia. These partici-

pants were learning English as one of their school subjects under ‘regular 

conditions’, not as part of any project. ‘Regular conditions’ imply that fi rst 

graders have two class periods of English per week, the classes are not 

split into groups but could include up to 32 pupils, and the teacher of 

English might not have had much training in teaching young learners. In 

the case of the young learners in our study, the groups included 25 learn-

ers on average. In this study we focused on intensity of teaching and group 

size as measures of learning conditions.

Instrument
The same semistructured oral interview (Mihaljević Djigunović, 1993, 

1995) was used with both samples. The questions were intended to elicit 

young learners’ attitudes to English as a school subject, to native speakers 

of English, learners’ motivational orientation, perception of and attitudes 

to classroom activities, self assessment of English competence and percep-

tion of parental attitudes. The original interview comprised 21 questions 

but some questions were not relevant for the 2006 sample (e.g. Would you 
like to continue learning English next year?).

Procedure
The interview was conducted on an individual basis and in a separate 

room. The interviewers underwent a brief training before going to schools 

to do the interviews. They reported no problems with either the pupils or 

the schools. The interviews lasted seven minutes on average. During the 

interview, in order not to confuse the pupil, the interviewer did not take 

notes but jotted down the answers only after the pupil left the room. 

According to the interviewers, all the pupils reacted well to the interview.

Interviews with the fi rst sample were carried out in November and 

December of 1991 and with the second sample in November and December 

of 2006.

Results and discussion
In the presentation of our fi ndings below we will be grouping partici-

pants’ answers according to the attitude target.

Attitudes to the English language as a school subject
Although English was mentioned as their favourite school subject with 

the same frequency by both samples (see Figure 6.1), the attitudes to English 

were, in fact, different in the two samples. Those participants that did 

not mention English as their favourite subject were asked an additional 

question: What about English? In the 1991 study, almost all participants 
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said that they loved English but did not think of it because it did not look 

like a school subject to them but, instead, just like nicely and pleasantly 

spent time. None of the corresponding pupils in the 2006 study offered 

such an explanation but stuck to their original choice.

Learning English in a large group and with fewer hours per week seems 

to be less likely to create the same perception of English as a school subject 

as in the case when the learning conditions are more favourable. One of the 

main conclusions of the 1991 study (Vilke & Vrhovac, 1995), in fact, was 

that intensity of teaching and small groups were conducive to positive atti-

tudes of young FL learners. In our view, it is particularly important that 

good conditions of learning be secured at the very start of FL learning: the 

fi rst contact with the FL may be decisive for the young learner’s attitudes 

and motivation for the rest of their life.

In the interview we also wanted to fi nd out how young learners per-

ceived what was going on in their English classes. Their answers were 

categorised according to whether the activities they mentioned referred to 

teaching (e.g. learning how to count in English, learning new words), to 

playing (e.g. singing and dancing, playing games) or to both (Figure 6.2).

Figure 6.1 Frequency of English as a favourite school subject
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In both samples young learners reported that they learned, played and 

did both. The percentage of answers that referred to learning, however, 

was higher in the 2006 study, and the opposite is true for activities per-

ceived as playing. This is not surprising as in the 1991 study children were 

taught by teachers specially trained to teach young learners, and one hour 

of English per day fi ve days a week allowed them to include many more 

and varied activities.

Young learners’ preferences for a particular type of classroom activities 

were looked into next. Participants were asked about what they liked best 

in their English classes. Results are shown in Figure 6.3.

As can be seen from the fi gure, the 1991 study participants signifi cantly 

more frequently preferred playing activities than the 2006 participants. 

This could have two possible explanations. Thanks to the better condi-

tions, they may have been exposed to more age-appropriate ways of teach-

ing, which would imply activities with game elements, or playing activities 

were carried out more appropriately by the teacher. Unfortunately, we do 

not have enough data on the quality of teaching the 2006 study partici-

pants were exposed to. It is also interesting to note that a new category of 

answers appeared in the 2006 sample. The ‘don’t know’ response by young 

learners may indicate that they did not like any of the activities.

Attitudes to native speakers
Two aspects were looked into. We fi rst wanted to know if fi rst graders 

were aware of who native speakers of English are. The differences between 

the two samples were quite interesting (see Figure 6.4).

The 1991 study participants were more aware of who native speakers 

of English are than the 2006 study participants. Many more in the latter 

Figure 6.3 Frequency of activities participants enjoyed most during 

English classes
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sample reported not knowing. On the one hand, participants learning 

English under favourable conditions had more exposure to formal teach-

ing and had a better chance of learning about native speakers too; on the 

other, in 2006 fi rst graders had less formal but more informal exposure to 

English. The informal exposure, especially through electronic media, how-

ever, might have been confusing for young learners as it mostly implies 

being in touch with English as an international language.

By asking participants about what native speakers of English are like, 

we wanted to gain insight into what characteristics of native speakers of 

English young learners found prominent. The replies obtained were clas-

sifi ed according to whether they implied character features (e.g. good, 

kind), physical characteristics (e.g. good-looking, tall) or cultural charac-

teristics (e.g. like to drink tea).

Comparing the results of the two samples presented in Figure 6.5, we 

can see that a higher percentage of the 2006 sample reported not knowing 

what native speakers of English are like. Although frequency of answers 

in the other categories follows the same pattern in the two samples, the 

percentages are consistently higher for participants learning English under 

favourable conditions. It seems that in order to form an opinion about 

native speakers young learners need a lot of input and the input needs to 

be clear enough.

Motivational orientations
Here we fi rst looked into whether young learners thought that it was 

good to know English (Figure 6.6).

A vast majority of young learners in both samples reported that it 

was good to know English. This is not surprising considering the overall 

Figure 6.4 First-graders’ awareness of native speakers of English
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perception among Croats about English being the most important lan-

guage for international communication. None of those learning English 

under favourable conditions said that is was not good. Slightly more par-

ticipants in the 2006 sample than in the 1991 one reported they did not 

know whether it was good to know English, but in both cases the numbers 

are very low.

The next question in the interview elicited the reasons (Figure 6.7). 

Participants’ replies were grouped into seven categories. As is shown in 

Figure 6.7, participants learning English in large groups and with only two 

class periods per week more frequently did not know why it was good to 

Figure 6.5 Perception of native speakers of English
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Figure 6.6 Value of knowing English
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know English. Most of these young learners claimed that knowledge of 

English is part of one’s general knowledge. This, of course, is not surpris-

ing as competence in English in the Croatian context, like in many others, 

is now considered a must in both private and professional life. Young learn-

ers’ replies probably refl ected their parents’ views on the role of English.

It is interesting to note that the frequency of communication as a moti-

vational orientation increased between 1991 and 2006, while orientation 

towards travel decreased. In our opinion, this refl ects the higher accessi-

bility and importance of Internet facilities and electronic communication 

at present. Earlier, travel symbolised the real opportunity to use English 

and that was what motivated young learners: it was either travelling 

abroad or simply spending summer holidays on the Adriatic, where one 

could meet foreigners and talk to them in English.

Perception of parental attitudes
As Gardner (1985) stresses, parents exert an important infl uence on 

children’s FL learning and they may do it in both active and passive ways: 

they can, for example, actively encourage their child to learn the FL and 

help with homework, and so forth; but they may also infl uence the child’s 

attitudes to FL learning implicitly through the way they comment or react 

to things or people connected with the FL. Our participants’ perceptions 

of their parents’ attitudes to their learning English in school are presented 

in Figure 6.8.

As expected, most participants in both samples reported positive paren-

tal attitudes to their learning English. The 2006 participants, however, 

Figure 6.7  Frequency of motivational orientations
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more frequently said that they did not know what their parents thought or 

that their parents did not care about it. Fewer young learners in 2006 than 

in 1991 replied that their parents liked their learning English. We believe 

that this refl ects some of the 2006 parents’ view of English as just another 

school subject their children have to deal with. In contrast, in the frame-

work of the 1991 study, English was treated – to say the least – as a special 

school subject that was taught in such a way that initial success was 

secured for all children (on importance of initial success in early FL learn-

ing, see Mihaljević Djigunović, 1993).

Self-perception of English competence
We elicited information on how young learners perceived their compe-

tence in English by asking them about their knowledge of English before 

they started school and to assess their present competence in English. Two 

questions were put to them concerning their preschool knowledge of 

English: whether they had known any English before starting school and 

where they had learned it. Results are presented in Figures 6.9 and 6.10.

In both samples more than half of participants knew some English 

before enrolling in fi rst grade of primary school. The percentage is slightly 

higher in the 2006 sample, which probably refl ects the growing trend in 

the Croatian society to start as early as possible.

It is interesting to note in Figure 6.10 that the pattern of frequency of 

reported sources of exposure to English is the same for the two samples: 

closest members of family, embodying the home, feature as the most fre-

quent tutors, followed by the kindergarten and EFL courses in language 

schools. In contrast to EFL courses, the other two sources mentioned are 

more frequent in the 1991 sample. As the 1991 study children were selected 

to participate in the experiment on the basis of their parents’ wish and 

Figure 6.8 Participants’ perception of parents’ attitudes to their learning 

of English
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consent, it appears logical to conclude that the consenting parents were 

those who – because they thought English was important – had agreed to 

pay for English classes already in the kindergarten, and who knew English 

and tried to teach them some English themselves. The fact that more than 

20% of young learners in the 2006 sample said they did not know where 

they had learned English, perhaps, shows that English did not play a big 

role in their life, it was just one of the school subjects, both to them and to 

their parents.

Participants in both samples were also asked to assess their own com-

petence in English. They were supposed to do so by saying which grade 

Figure 6.9 Knowing English before school
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Figure 6.10 Sources of exposure to English
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they would assign themselves for English. Figure 6. 11 shows their self-

assessments.

The Croatian grading system recognises fi ve marks, four (excellent, 

very good, good and suffi cient) of which are passes and one is a fail. As 

can be seen in Figure 6.11, the 1991 sample young learners perceived their 

competence much more favourably than the 2006 study learners. Another 

interesting thing to note is that a number of young learners from the latter 

sample were not able to assess their competence in English. These partici-

pants either said they did not know what mark to assign themselves, or 

offered imprecise answers (e.g. ‘my English is not too bad’, ‘I’m making 

progress’, etc.).

In our opinion, participants from the earlier study, having had 60% 

more classes of English at the time of the interview than participants in the 

latter sample, in fact really had a higher competence and, what is more 

important in this context, had more confi dence and a better self-concept as 

English language learners. The feeling of success in the earliest stages of 

FL learning has already been acknowledged in research on young learners 

(Rijavec, 1993).

Attitudes to early start of EFL learning
We were interested in what our participants thought was the optimal 

age to start learning English. Their replies are presented in Figure 6.12.

Participants’ replies could be classifi ed into four groups. The majority 

of the 1991 study young learners believed their own age, that is fi rst grade 

of primary school, was the best time to begin learning English, with one-

quarter of the sample saying that starting even earlier was optimal. These 

participants seemed to have a clear picture about when it was best to start 

and none said they did not know. The pattern of answers in the second 

sample is a little different. Most participants said they did not know when 

Figure 6.11 Participants’ self-assessment of English competence
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it is best to start learning English. Most of those who had an idea about the 

optimal age to start also claimed it was the fi rst grade of primary school. 

It is interesting to note that almost 20% of participants thought a later start 

was a better idea. The percentage of these young learners in this sample 

was higher than that of those who believed the preschool age was the 

right starting time.

It is, of course, possible that young learners are just voicing their par-

ents’ attitudes to an early start. Early learning of FLs is perceived as very 

desirable in Croatia and there has been quite a tradition in early FL learn-

ing. Up to 2003, when the FL was introduced as a compulsory part of the 

primary curriculum, many parents would send their children to private 

FL schools, or would invest in their children’s FL education by providing 

private tutoring for them. Many state primary schools also offered an FL 

as an optional subject, providing it either free of charge or at a nominal 

price. On the other hand, we believe that considerably higher percentages 

of young learners in the 1991 study opting for their own or even an earlier 

age as the optimal time to start may also be evidence of the more enjoyable 

experience they had in their English classes, which took place under highly 

favourable conditions.

Conclusions and Implications for Further Study

The comparative study of Croatian young beginners of EFL, which used 

the same instrument for eliciting data on their attitudes and motivation for 

learning English, suggests a number of differences that may be attributed 

to the conditions of learning. In contrast to young learners who learned this 

foreign language under very favourable conditions (appropriately trained 

Figure 6.12  Participants’ views on optimal age to start learning English
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teacher, intensive classes, small groups), learners who were exposed to 

 formal learning under less favourable conditions viewed English as a 

favourite school subject less frequently and enjoyed age-appropriate class 

activities (playing) less. Their nonlinguistic knowledge, especially that con-

nected with native speakers of English and their cultures, was lower. They 

seemed to be getting less support from their parents and were less aware of 

that support. Also, they thought less of their competence in English and 

showed lower self-confi dence as language learners. For many of them it 

would be better to start learning English later than the fi rst grade as, appar-

ently, learning English in the fi rst grade is not easy.

Despite the conclusions made above, even beginners who learn English 

under unfavourable conditions believed it was good to know English. 

They, too, saw a lot of benefi t in knowing such an important means of 

international communication. It seems to us that the status and role of 

English in the Croatian social, cultural and educational context compen-

sated for the effects of unfavourable conditions in which it was taught.

Future research that would look more directly into how learning condi-

tions infl uence young learners’ motivation could show whether our con-

clusions are valid. Probably the most revealing insights would be achieved 

by including classroom observation as an essential part of the research 

framework.

A longitudinal follow-up study would be warranted to see how the 

interaction of the social role of English and the conditions of learning 

affects linguistic and nonlinguistic achievements. It would be interesting 

to fi nd out if, with years of study, the importance of English would 

 succumb to the conditions of learning.

Following attitudes and motivation for learning other FLs such as 

French, German or Italian in the same context might throw light on the 

impact of the social role of the language being learned on achievements 

under the same conditions of learning. Comparative studies might offer 

information on the minimum required conditions beyond which early 

learning of foreign languages not only does not benefi t young learners but 

may be detrimental to successful further language learning as well as their 

affective learner characteristics.
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Chapter 7

Early Modern Foreign Language 
Programmes and Outcomes: 
Factors Contributing to Hungarian 
Learners’ Profi ciency

MARIANNE NIKOLOV

Introduction

In this chapter, data collected in large-scale studies in the early 2000s is 

drawn on. These surveys inquire into Hungarian students’ language 

achievements in English and German in public education, their aptitude, 

language learning goals, motivation and classroom processes. Besides 

these factors data were also collected on the number of years and weekly 

classes in which participants study the target languages, as well as on their 

socio-economic status. The aim is to examine how and to what extent these 

factors contribute to language learning outcomes in a socio-educational 

context where both English and German are foreign languages, attitudes 

are very positive towards language study, but few citizens claim to be able 

to use a foreign language. A more specifi c focus is to explore the actual 

benefi ts of early foreign language learning by analysing data of two specifi c 

age groups: years 6 and 10 (ages 12 and 16).

Background to Foreign Language Education in Hungary

In Hungary Russian used to be mandatory for all learners for over four 

decades. This was an early language programme, as all students started at 

the age of nine in Grade 4, but the majority of the population failed to 

achieve useful competencies by the time they graduated from secondary 

or tertiary education despite the fact that continuity was assured. After the 

change of regime in 1989, language choice was limited only by a sudden 

shortage of teachers, a diffi culty overcome in the 1990s when Russian 

teachers were retrained in more popular languages, most importantly 

English and German.
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Hungarians’ attitudes towards foreign language study have been 

extremely favourable. During the early 1990s German was the most desired 

language because of close links with Germany and Austria, whereas by 

now English as a lingua franca has become the most popular foreign lan-

guage (Dörnyei et al., 2006). In sharp contrast with positive language 

learning attitudes few Hungarians speak foreign languages, though the 

trend is favourable: the number of Hungarians claiming to be able to use 

a foreign language has tripled in a decade: in the most recent Eurobarometer 

survey 29% of Hungarians claim to be able to converse in a foreign lan-

guage (Europeans and Languages, 2005).

The Study

Focus of present study and research questions
In recent years large-scale studies have enquired into foreign language 

education in state schools. Some of them explored students’ language 

learning orientations and motivation (e.g. Dörnyei et al., 2006; Nikolov, 

2003), aptitude (e.g. Kiss & Nikolov, 2005) and some studies triangulated 

data on cognitive, affective variables and performances on language 

 profi ciency tests (Nikolov & Ottó, 2006). In a large nationwide project 

(Study 1) in 2000 and 2002 Hungarian students’ foreign language skills 

were assessed in English and German to monitor the levels and effi ciency 

of foreign language education (Csapó & Nikolov, 2002; Nikolov & Csapó, 

2002). A second (Study 2), similarly large-scale project was implemented 

in 2003 (Nikolov & Józsa, 2003, 2006). In a smaller-scale inquiry (Study 3) 

Grade 6 learners of English were involved (Kiss & Nikolov, 2005), whereas 

in Study 4 (Nikolov & Ottó, 2006) an innovative programme was examined: 

year 9 students in a year of intensive language learning project.

This chapter looks into how cognitive, socio-economic, affective and 

classroom factors contribute to young Hungarian language learners’ profi -

ciency in English and German. First, learners’ performances in English and 

German profi ciency tests will be examined, and how learners’ aptitude, 

socio-economic status (SES), attitudes and motivation contribute to out-

comes. Then, interaction between years of study and weekly hours will be 

explored together with other classroom variables, like frequencies of certain 

tasks and how learners relate to them. The aim is to examine relationships 

between these variables and students’ achievements in English and German, 

the two target languages learnt by the overwhelming majority of learners.

Participants
In Study 1 in the years of 2000 and 2002 representative samples of years 

6, 8, 10 and 12 learners were involved (n = 41,015; see Csapó & Nikolov, 

2002; Nikolov, 2003; Nikolov & Csapó, 2002 for details).
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In Study 2 in the year of 2003 participants were representative samples 

of years 6 and 10 learners (n = 20,804; see Nikolov & Józsa, 2003, 2006).

Study 3 was also conducted in 2003 and it involved 6th graders in 10 

schools (n = 412) in two small towns in the east of Hungary (Kiss & 

Nikolov, 2005).

Participants in Study 4, implemented in the 2004/2005 academic year, 

were 1851 9th graders in ‘year of intensive language learning’ two phases: 

before starting their intensive courses and after their second term (Nikolov 

& Ottó, 2006).

Data collection instruments and procedures
First, data collection instruments are introduced. In order to assess par-

ticipants’ language profi ciency (L2) tests were administered in English and 

German. In order to examine participants’ cognitive contribution, three 

types of data were collected: test results on an inductive reasoning test, 

data on school achievements in grade point averages (GPA), and two vali-

dated aptitude measures were also used. The affective contribution, class-

room and background data were elicited with the help of questionnaires.

Data were collected with the following instruments: In all four projects 

three language skills (listening comprehension, reading comprehension 

and writing) were assessed by paper and pencil profi ciency tests in learn-

ers’ regular classroom settings at the end of the school year (except for 

Study 1 and 2 where a subsample took an oral test, and in Study 4 partici-

pants were tested both at the beginning and at the end). The English and 

German tests were based on the prescribed achievement targets of the 

national core curriculum. They were identical in their construct, structure, 

type of texts and tasks and length (number of items) for the two target 

languages; the texts were longer and more complex and varied as the 

number of years increased (all test booklets for years 6 and 10 are available 

on the internet in Nikolov & Józsa, 2003). The construct was the same, 

whereas the task and text types were parallel in all studies. The task types 

were familiar to the vast majority of the participants, as they were similar 

to published course materials used in schools (for detailed descriptions of 

measuring instruments in English see Nikolov & Józsa, 2006).

All tasks focused on meaning (and not form), the reading texts were 

authentic, whereas scripted materials were used in listening tasks, as lis-

tening comprehension was expected to be the least developed skill accord-

ing to classroom previous observation studies and questionnaire data 

(Nikolov, 1999, 2003). In Grade 6 writing tasks integrated reading with 

writing, thus, tasks required learners to choose words based on their 

meanings and copy them into a gapped invitation to a party and to fi ll in 

a form based on a short text with personal data. In year 10 students wrote 

a guided letter on a dream holiday along six content points. Booklets were 
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produced in two versions: the sequence of the tasks was different, but the 

actual tasks were identical. The reliability (Cronbach alpha) of these tests 

varied between 0.90 and 0.93 for both English and German reading tasks 

and writing tasks in year 6, whereas between 0.72 and 0.85 for listening 

comprehension. Inter-rater reliabilities for the assessment of writing tasks 

in year 10 ranged between 0.91 and 0.95.

Besides language tests, questionnaires were administered to all stu-

dents on their family background (SES was measured by parents’ level of 

education, the most widely used indicator in Hungarian educational 

research), end of term school mark in English or German, number of 

weekly classes and years of study.

For the assessment of the cognitive contribution learners’ GPA data 

were collected. A validated inductive reasoning test was used in Study 1: 

its three subtests (verbal analogies, number series and number analogies) 

tap into verbal and numeric contents of inductive processes (Cronbach 

alpha = 0.94; Csapó, 1997, 1998). Two aptitude tests validated for Hungarian 

learners were in Studies 3 and 4: a special aptitude test designed, piloted 

and validated for young learners was used in Study 3 (Kiss & Nikolov, 

2005) and MENYÉT (Ottó, 1996), the Hungarian version of MLAT designed 

and validated for adults (Ottó & Nikolov, 2003) was applied in Study 4.

Learners’ attitudes, motivation and language learning goals were exam-

ined with the help of questionnaires. Data were also collected on typical 

classroom tasks where learners needed to indicate on a 1–5 scale how fre-

quent they were and to what extent they liked them (Nikolov, 2003).

The paper and pencil tests and questionnaires were administered 

locally with the help of external assessors in students’ own classrooms at 

the end of school years. All students were coded; and data were assessed 

centrally by teams of trained assessors.

Students’ performances on standardised profi ciency 
tests in English and German

Findings of the nationally representative large-scale projects need to be 

summarised before analysing the contribution of various factors. For the 

sake of simplicity, only data for Grades 6 and 10 will be analysed from 

Study 1 and 2. Some main fi ndings stand out.

First, in Study 1 and 2, involving nationally representative samples, 

levels were consistently and signifi cantly higher in English than in German 

in years 6 and 10, despite the fact that the profi ciency tests were the same 

in the two languages (see Figures 7.1 and 7.2). Second, large differences 

characterise participants’ levels of profi ciency: some students performed 

on a very low level, while others achieved top scores. Huge differences 

were found between groups, indicating a strong streaming tradition typi-

cal in Hungarian schools. Signifi cant differences were found across types 
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of schools students attend. For example, students in year 6 (age 12) attend 

two types of institutions: the majority study in their sixth year at eight-

year primary schools, whereas some of their peers attend eight-year gram-

mar schools where they are in their second year. Achievements in the 

tests are signifi cantly different in the groups attending these two types of 
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Figure 7.1 Distribution of year 6 English learners’ groups in primary 

schools and grammar schools (Nikolov & Józsa, 2006: 201)

Figure 7.2 Distribution of year 6 German learners’ groups in primary 

schools and grammar schools (Nikolov & Józsa, 2006: 201)
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institutions. The mean score in English tests in primary schools is 56.3%, 

whereas learners in secondary schools achieved a mean score of 75.7%. In 

German tests the achievements are 44.0% and 60.0% respectively. Standard 

deviations are large, indicating a wide range of performances (Nikolov & 

Józsa, 2006: 201).

As these results indicate, learners of the two target languages performed 

on signifi cantly different levels, and learners of English outperformed 

their peers in both groups. Outcomes are in line with previous research on 

general school achievements (Csapó, 1998, 2002) and with fi ndings of 

the two previous nation-wide studies (Csapó, 2001; Csapó & Nikolov, 

2002): students in grammar schools tend to outperform learners in other 

schools.

The signifi cant differences between results in the two foreign languages 

need an explanation, as both English and German are foreign languages, 

and none of them is related to the Hungarian language, therefore no 

 linguistic argument would explain this fi nding.

An analysis of data from nationally representative samples in year 2000 

(Csapó, 2001; Csapó & Nikolov, 2002) provides insights into the contribu-

tion of different factors. Data were collected on a number of background 

variables including grade point average (GPA: general school achievements); 

language grade (achievement in foreign language classes); attitudes 

towards language learning (to what extent students like to study English 

or German); intended level of education (showing students’ academic 

ambition); language learning plans (how important students think English 

or German is in their future, from giving it up as soon as possible to 

 majoring in the language at university); parents’ level of education (SES); 

language self-concept (students’ estimate on how they would score on an 

English or German profi ciency test); and inductive reasoning.

As can be seen in Table 7.1, fi gures show minor but statistically signifi -

cant differences between students of English and German. More favour-

able data characterise learners of English: their families enjoy higher social 

status; their inductive reasoning skills are slightly better than those of their 

peers studying German. Also, they earn better grades in all subjects and 

English, enjoy learning English more, and their self-assessment is also 

higher. As the questionnaires and the inductive reasoning test were identi-

cal for the two age groups, data of years 6 and 10 can be compared directly. 

The patters are similar: all means characterising learners of English are 

signifi cantly higher than those of German. Similar results were found in 

2002 (Csapó & Nikolov, 2002).

Cognitive contribution
In Study 1 (Table 7.1) inductive reasoning skills and GPA were tapped 

into. In Study 3 and 4, language learning aptitude was measured with two 
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different tests. In Study 3 a convenience sample of 419 learners of English 

in year 6 (Kiss & Nikolov, 2005) fi lled in a new validated test. Although 

learners of German did not participate, the fi ndings are relevant for our 

discussions. Language learning aptitude explained 22% of the variance in 

English language performance, whereas motivation (an index was applied 

on a number of motivational items) also had a signifi cant contribution 

(8%). Besides these two variables, grades in English (17%), and the length 

of exposure (8.5%) explained a total of 55.5% of the variance. Correlations 

on the level of individual learners showed a strong relationship between 

aptitude and English scores (0.627).

In Study 4 (n = 1851, age 15) students were involved in a special inten-

sive year of language learning programme (Nikolov & Ottó, 2006). 

Students were assessed at the beginning and at the end of the academic 

year and they fi lled in MENYÉT, a validated Hungarian aptitude test 

(Ottó, 1996). At the end of the intensive year the correlations between 

students’ performances on the aptitude and profi ciency measures ranged 

between 0.39 and 0.52. The best predictor of achievements, however, was 

students’ level at the beginning of the year. In the case of learners of 

English, over 60% of variance in achievements at the end of the year was 

explained by the level at the beginning of the year. Higher correlations 

were found for English than for German.

Table 7.1 Comparison of year 6 and 10 students studying English and German 
in 2000

Year 6 Year 10

English German diff. sign English German diff. sign

Grade point average 
(GPA)

3.94 3.86 p < 0.001 3.70 3.63 p < 0.005

Language mark 3.86 3.71 p < 0.001 3.85 3.68 p < 0.001

Attitude toward 
language learning

3.74 3.59 p < 0.001 3.82 3.59 p < 0.001

The intended level of 
education

4.73 4.49 p < 0.001 5.30 5.04 p < 0.001

Language learning 
plans

3.37 3.09 p < 0.001 3.28 3.03 p < 0.001

Parents’ education 6.08 5.52 p < 0.001 6.09 5.72 p < 0.001

Language self-
concept

65.04 61.83 p < 0.001 63.92 60.36 p < 0.001

Inductive reasoning 35.44 34.46 p < 0.05 59.88 58.00 p < 0.001

Source: Csapó and Nikolov (2002)
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Table 7.2 Distribution of participants according to their parents’ level of 
education (SES) with their mean scores (%) and standard deviation

Level of education 

Mother Father

Year 6 Year 10 Year 6 Year 10

E G E G E G E G

Eight-year primary 15.3 24.8 11.8 16.6 10.3 16.4 8.0 9.3

Skilled worker 24.4 28.9 22.8 30.9 40.2 48.1 38.6 49.3

School-leaving exam 33.9 30.0 36.8 34.8 26.9 21.5 29.1 26.3

College 17.5 11.9 19.8 13.6 11.2 7.6 12.5 8.4

University 8.8 4.4 8.7 4.1 11.4 6.4 11.7 6.6

Mean score 2.80 2.42 2.91 2.58 2.73 2.39 2.81 2.54

SD 1.16 1.12 1.14 1.05 1.15 1.05 1.13 1.00

E: English; G: German
Source: Nikolov and Józsa (2006: 219)

The role of students’ socio-economic status (SES)
It is known from large-scale studies enquiring into the relationships 

between Hungarian students’ GPA and their socioeconomic status (Andor, 

2000; Csapó, 1998, 2002; Nikolov & Józsa, 2003) that students’ progress at 

school is related not only to what they are exposed to in their classes, but 

also to their socio-economic status (SES), indicated by parents’ level of 

education. Table 7.2 shows the distribution of students according to their 

mothers’ and fathers’ level of education in Study 2, as well as their mean 

scores and standard deviations. Parents’ educational levels range from 

eight years in primary schools, to vocational trade schools, secondary 

schools, college and university degrees. The fi gures show that the ratio of 

learners with more educated parents is higher for English than for German. 

In other words, the higher the learners’ SES, the more probable it is that 

they study English, and vice versa: more of the less educated parents’ 

 children study German than English both in years 6 and 10. The ratio of 

 children learning English whose parents graduated from university is 

the double of those learning German. The ratio of English learners with 

parents in the three more educated groups is higher in both years, whereas 

the ratio of German learners with parents in the least educated groups is 

higher. Therefore, more learners of English come from more favourable 

family backgrounds, and more learners of German may get less support 

from home.

The relationships between students’ achievements on the profi ciency 

tests and their school achievements indicated by their end of term grades 
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on a 1–5 scale are shown in Table 7.3 according to parents’ educational 

categories for year 6.

The relationships are systematic: the higher the educational level of the 

parent, the higher the fi gures are for both languages, for achievements 

on the profi ciency tests and school grades in both years. There are large 

differences between mean scores achieved by the two extreme groups: 

children of parents with university degrees achieved almost twice the 

mean of learners of parents with eight-year primary school education: 

learners of English whose parents graduated from university achieved a 

mean score of 75.7, whereas the offspring of the least educated group 

scored 40.6%, whereas learners of German scored 63.2 and 33.8, respec-

tively. Data also show that school grades in German tend to be lower than 

in English even within the same educational categories. Very similar 

results were found for year 10 students. These trends must be related to 

attitudinal, motivational, and methodology issues.

Time variables and outcomes: Do early starters 
outsmart later ones?

In Study 2 the relationship between variables related to time can be 

examined: how the length of language study in years and the frequency 

of weekly language classes infl uence outcomes based on questionnaire 

data (Nikolov & Józsa, 2006). Correlations show weak relationships 

between years of language study and students’ performances in years 6 

and 10 in both languages and across the three skills. As a devoted advo-

cate of an early start, stronger relationships would have been expected. 

Despite the fact that year 4 is the compulsory year of foreign language 

study, over  50% of learners start learning a foreign language in lower 

primary years (Vágó, 2005). This means that learners in year 6 have 

learnt English or German for six, fi ve, four or three years, whereas the 

situation in year 10 is more complex, as the longest period of language 

Table 7.3 Students’ mean scores on profi ciency tests (%) and their school grades 
(on 1–5 scale) according to their mothers’ level of education (SES) in year 6

Mean scores Eight-year 
primary

Skilled 
worker

School-
leaving exam

College 
University

English Profi ciency tests 40.6 50.5 61.4 68.7 75.7

School grade  3.0  3.5  3.9  4.2  4.4

German Profi ciency tests 33.8 43.1 49.6 56.3 63.2

School grade  2.8  3.3  3.8  4.2  4.2

Source: Nikolov and Józsa (2006: 219)
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study is 10, the shortest may be two years only (if students started the 

target language in year 9 after having learnt another language in pri-

mary school). The low correlations indicate very slow progress for many 

students, and the earlier they study English or German, the better they 

will be over the years is a weak rule.

In Study 4 involving year 9 students in a special year of intensive lan-

guage learning project even lower correlations were found for the same 

relationship: 0.22 for English and 0.15 for German (Nikolov & Ottó, 2006). 

These fi ndings seem to challenge the effi ciency of early programmes. Also, 

a stronger relationship would have been expected between years of study 

and scores in listening comprehension, as the early years should boost 

young learners’ receptive skills.

To gain better insights into these results, we can look at the distribution 

of year 6 students in percentages according to the length of their language 

study in years. They are similar for the two languages: 45% of learners 

studying English and German learnt the target language for three years, 

the compulsory length of time. Eight percent of the learners had fewer 

years of exposure than mandatory, whereas 47% of the 12-year-olds learnt 

English or German for more years than expected, with little variation in 

the groups studying for four or more years. It is interesting to note that 

4% of the students learning English and 2% of German learners started 

their language experience in kindergarten years. These fi gures show that 

schools launch foreign language programmes one to three years before the 

compulsory start (year 4). The reason is simple: all schools are sponsored 

per capita, therefore the more students (parents) they manage to attract 

the more fi nancial support they get. As early foreign language programmes 

are highly appreciated by parents when they decide where their child will 

attend school, they offer modern foreign languages early. In addition to 

this general tendency, German is supported with extra funds as an ethnic 

minority language; therefore, more extra money is allocated to the teach-

ing of German (Imre, 1999).

If we analyse participants’ achievements in percentages (with standard 

deviations) in year 6 according to the number of years they have studied 

English and German (Table 7.4), we realise that the numbers increase in 

each row between three and six years. Learners who started learning 

English or German in year 4 tend to achieve somewhat lower scores than 

their peers with four, then fi ve and six years of language study. This latter 

group contains students who started in Grade 1 at age six. Interestingly, 

learners who started in kindergarten (more than seven years of study) do 

not show any advantage (except for reading in German), meaning that 

young learners do not seem to benefi t from exposure to English or German 

before primary school. On the contrary: learners in the group with six 

years of study achieved somewhat better scores. The column with two 

years or fewer is thought provoking, as the scores are higher than for 
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learners in the three-year column. Most probably these students study 

English or German as a second foreign language. It is known from statis-

tics on schools that although only one foreign language is mandatory in 

primary school, some students study two. These students have been 

found to outperform their peers, as they transfer study skills successfully 

and they tend to have better cognitive skills (grade point averages) (Bors 

et al., 1999).

Overall, performances vary systematically with the year of study, but 

the relationships are weak and similar trends characterise year 10 students. 

These fi ndings are not surprising, as research has shown that young learners’ 

development is slow.

Besides years of study, frequency of weekly classes is also worth 

 examining. The results show a clear trend: the more frequent the weekly 

exposure, the higher the mean scores in both languages, although overlaps 

across groups are large. On the whole, a systematic but weak relationship 

characterises the relationships between how many years students study 

the target language, whereas the number of classes a week seems to be 

 better predictor of performances in English and German in years 6 and 10.

Language learning goals and outcomes
Studies on language learning motivation have revealed an important 

relationship between goal setting and success in language study, as it may 

determine how students persist in the effort to become more profi cient 

over years (Dörnyei, 2001). In Study 1 and 2 learners were asked to  indicate 

Table 7.4 Year 6 students’ performances on language tests in relation to years of 
language study (%)

Language Skill

Years of language study

≤2 3 4 5 6 7≤

English Reading 49 (25) 45 (20) 56 (22) 58 (22) 60 (22) 58 (23)

Writing 58 (28) 57 (23) 68 (23) 70 (23) 70 (23) 68 (25)

Listening 56 (24) 55 (19) 64 (20) 63 (22) 68 (20) 66 (21)

Three skills 54 (24) 52 (18) 62 (19) 64 (20) 66 (19) 64 (21)

German Reading 36 (19) 36 (18) 42 (19) 44 (21) 50 (19) 52 (22)

Writing 46 (28) 45 (25) 51 (26) 52 (26) 58 (23) 53 (26)

Listening 45 (25) 41 (19) 44 (19) 49 (23) 53 (21) 53 (22)

Three skills 42 (21) 41(17) 45 (18) 48 (20) 54 (18) 52 (20)

Source: Nikolov and Józsa (2006: 210)
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Table 7.5 Students’ distributions according to their plans to continue language 
study (%)

Plans with language study

Year 6 Year 10

English German English German

Give it up as soon as possible 10 16 10 18

Take school-leaving examination 18 25 19 26

Take profi ciency exam at 
intermediate level

34 34 47 42

Take profi ciency exam at advanced 
level 

28 17 19 10

Get a college degree  4  4  2  2

Get a university degree  6  4  2  2

Source: Nikolov and Józsa (2006: 220)

their long-term goals. They were offered six options refl ecting typical 

instrumental motives Hungarian students tend to identify with: fi ve 

options indicate positive documented achievements along a prestige scale, 

whereas one is negatively worded. In the Hungarian context the school-

leaving examination is available to everyone but is not seen as a major 

indicator of language profi ciency, though a recent school-leaving exami-

nation reform is supposed to change the situation (Fekete et al., 1999). On 

the other hand, intermediate and advanced level external exams are highly 

valued by society and schools, students, parents and the job market. 

Degrees in the target language refl ect not only a pragmatic value (e.g. 

 student may fi nd better job opportunities) but also intrinsic motivation 

(i.e. they enjoy the actual study of the language): a four- or fi ve-year 

 university degree in English and German is considered as a top achieve-

ment in language study, whereas a three- or four-year college degree is 

somewhat less prestigious.

The fi gures in Table 7.5 show the distributions of students in percent-

ages according to what plans they identifi ed with. Different patterns 

emerge for the two target languages: learners of English tend to strive 

higher, as the ratio of students aiming for external profi ciency exams is 

larger. In year 6, 62% of English learners and 51% of German learners set 

such an exam (intermediate or advanced) as a goal for themselves, whereas 

the ratios for year 10 students are 66% and 52%, respectively. Younger 

learners tend to be more optimistic, as more of them identifi ed with the 

advanced degree than the older learners. In other words, in year 10 stu-

dents seem to see options more realistically. As for the ratio of students 

aiming for a school-leaving exam, more learners of German chose this 
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option and these ratios are very similar in the two age groups. The highest 

level of devotion to language study is represented by students aiming to 

get a college or university degree in English and German. The percentages 

indicate younger learners’ higher level of optimism, and learners of 

English seem to be slightly more ambitious. An equal level of interest is 

refl ected in year 10 for both languages.

Looking at the negative end of the scale of goals, the ratio of students 

wishing to give up language study as soon as possible is worryingly high 

in both years and a signifi cantly less favourable picture emerges for 

German than for English. In years 6 and 10, one out of 10 learners of 

English set no meaningful goals for themselves, whereas 16% of year 6 

and 18% of year 10 students want to quit German programmes as soon as 

possible. This is a very high ratio indicating low level of self-esteem in 

foreign language study and a threat to the aim of learning foreign lan-

guages set for state education in national and European language policy 

documents. To become a plurilingual individual is defi nitely an unrealis-

tic goal for these students.

The higher ratio of German learners in this negative category is con-

troversial: most probably many of these students want to give up German 

not only because they do not experience success, but as they would have 

liked to study English, therefore, they lack motivation. This seems to be 

a recent but increasing problem in Hungarian schools: as language teach-

ers are tenured in their posts and many language teachers were retrained 

to teach English and German in the 1990s, schools are cornered. The 

overwhelming enthusiasm towards English (Dörnyei et al., 2006) forces 

them to introduce criteria along which they select students they place in 

English groups, whereas the others are ‘placed’ in German groups. The 

criteria they apply include students’ grade point average and/or test 

results on cognitive skills, refl ecting their learning abilities and motiva-

tion. This vicious circle may be responsible for lower levels of achieve-

ment and higher ratios of frustrated learners of German. Learners of 

German are less able, less motivated, and their socioeconomic status is 

less favourable than those of learners of English (Csapó & Nikolov, 2002). 

Very similar fi ndings characterise participants in Study 1 (Nikolov, 2003: 

65–67), but in Study 2 the ratio of students wanting to give up language 

learning is higher in both languages and the ratio of students aiming for 

a higher education degree is about half of ratios in Study 1 showing a 

slight shift in the extreme  categories: more students want to give up lan-

guage study and fewer want to major in languages in tertiary education. 

Less interest in language degrees is understandable, as speaking a for-

eign language has recently become a tool and a must in studying other 

content areas in tertiary education and for fi nding good job opportuni-

ties. The most profi cient users of foreign languages take up other chal-

lenges (e.g. business, law, computer, medical studies) and this is a 
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Table 7.6 Students’ performances according to their plans to study English or 
German (%)

Plans with language study

Year 6 Year 10

English German English German

Give it up as soon as possible 37 (16) 31 (14) 26 (11) 24 (11)

Take school-leaving examination 46 (17) 38 (16) 34 (12) 30 (12)

Take profi ciency exam at 
intermediate level

58 (18) 48 (16) 52 (18) 45 (19)

Take profi ciency exam at 
advanced level 

71 (17) 59 (17) 67 (19) 64 (21)

Get a college degree 64 (18) 51 (19) 58 (19) 52 (21)

Get a university degree 65 (19) 56 (19) 66 (23) 61 (26)

F* 446 256 530 398

* F scores of variance analysis signifi cant at p < 0.001
Source: Nikolov and Józsa (2006: 217)

favourable trend. Nowadays, a degree in English or German is less pres-

tigious than it used to be.

A comparison of students’ language learning goals and their perfor-

mances (Table 7.6 shows distributions of achievements in percentages 

with standard deviations in brackets) shows systematic patterns: the 

higher learners set their goals, the more successful they are in both lan-

guages, whereas the lowest achievers want to give up language learning 

as soon as possible.

Also, large F values need to be pointed out: they indicate huge differ-

ences across groups in both languages in both years and they are higher 

for English than for German. They document a strong streaming tradition 

in Hungarian schools, especially characteristic of foreign language study 

(Nikolov & Józsa, 2006: 217).

Affective factors and classroom processes
Study 1 inquired into participants’ language learning attitudes and 

motivation, as well as into their attitudes towards classroom activities. 

Results of learners’ language learning goals in Study 1 and 2 revealed that 

both English and German learners showed strong instrumental motives in 

the form of prestigious external profi ciency exams or less ambitious 

school-leaving exams. As has been shown, the majority was optimistic 

about their language learning and had high hopes, but targets for German 

were consistently more moderate and the level of optimism decreased 

in the older age-groups (Nikolov & Józsa, 2006). When asked about their 
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attitudes towards learning English and German, most students reported 

that their parents were enthusiastic for them to learn English or German. 

They agreed that knowing a foreign language would be useful, they 

liked both English and German and claimed to be interested in the 

 speakers of both languages. Yet, again, all data for learners of English 

were consistently more advantageous than those for learners studying 

German. When asked about their classroom experiences, a high ratio of 

students did not fi nd language classes challenging enough, many failed 

to come up to expectations and reported anxiety in class – once again, as 

expected, a more problematic picture emerged for learners of German 

(Nikolov, 2003).

As is known from motivation research, favourable attitudes and 

motivations at the language level (Dörnyei, 2001) function only as nec-

essary preconditions; classroom processes may shape learners’ motiva-

tions  differently and infl uence outcomes more profoundly. Learners in 

Study 1 fi lled in a questionnaire on classroom processes. They were 

asked to rate on a 1–5 scale to what extent they liked classroom activi-

ties and how often they used them in their foreign language classes 

(Nikolov, 2003). In learners’ views, traditional form-focused activities 

typical of the audio-lingual and grammar-translation methods charac-

terise their classes in both languages. The most frequent way of mean-

ing making is translation, reading out texts, answering teachers’ 

questions in a lockstep fashion, grammar exercises, and tests are among 

the most frequent tasks, as Table 7.7 illustrates for the youngest age 

group (fi gures in left columns indicate frequencies, in the right columns 

popularity). Playful activities, conversations, role plays, pair and group 

work are the least frequent in both English and German classes; stories, 

visual prompts, listening tasks and pair work are slightly more frequent 

in English classes.

The least popular classroom tasks include everything related to testing; 

whereas videos, listening tasks, games, pair and group work, tasks 

 involving some creativity and physical movement feature the highest on 

learners’ lists of appreciated activities. Interestingly, some mechanical 

tasks (copying, dictation, reading out) are more popular in German, but 

it is unclear whether this is the case because less able learners tend to 

perform more successfully in such cognitively less demanding activi-

ties. All other activities are slightly more liked by learners of English. 

Whether this means that these tasks tend to be more successfully imple-

mented in English classes, or learners feel they benefi t from them more 

is unclear.

In conclusion, questionnaire data have confi rmed what was known 

prior to our study from observations (Nikolov, 1999): many of the foreign 

language classes emphasise traditional cognitively demanding, decontex-

tualised activities. These most probably provide better learning opportu-

nities for more able learners.
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Table 7.7 Frequency and popularity of classroom activities in English and 
German classes in year 6 (Likert scale 1–5)

Classroom activity English German

(1) Answering questions 3.83 3.17 3.72 3.13

(2) Talking about pictures 2.79 3.29 2.48 3.10

(3) Acting out dialogue or role-play 2.54 3.38 2.55 3.32

(4) Reciting memorised text 3.17 2.95 3.17 2.94

(5) Talking freely 2.42 3.65 2.37 3.55

(6) Copying from board or book 3.31 3.14 3.38 3.32

(7) Writing a dictation 2.44 2.50 2.57 2.59

(8) Solving grammar exercises 3.71 3.06 3.84 3.05

(9) Understanding grammar explanations 3.57 3.15 3.54 3.10

(10) Writing compositions 1.97 2.51 2.02 2.45

(11) Writing vocabulary tests 3.43 2.85 3.37 2.70

(12) Writing sentences with words 3.39 3.26 3.52 3.26

(13) Listening to tape recorder 3.48 4.27 2.51 4.02

(14) Doing listening comprehension tasks 3.51 3.39 3.14 3.24

(15) Watching video 1.37 4.17 1.25 4.06

(16) Translating heard texts 3.25 3.11 3.00 2.94

(17) Translating read texts 4.12 3.42 4.11 3.31

(18) Reading out texts 4.09 3.60 4.07 3.64

(19) Reading texts to understand message 3.81 3.39 3.83 3.30

(20) Reading stories or articles 2.70 3.38 2.29 3.17

(21) Working in pairs 2.73 3.88 2.41 3.82

(22) Working in teams 2.57 3.77 2.51 3.76

(23) Working alone 3.85 3.19 3.86 3.10

(24) Playing language games 2.65 3.93 2.52 3.77

(25) Writing tets 3.58 2.66 3.62 2.60

Source: Nikolov (2003)

Summary and Conclusions

The aim of this chapter was to examine how various factors contribute 

to Hungarian students’ performances on profi ciency tests in English 

and German in early start programmes. Students learning English tend to 
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outperform their peers learning German; their SES, attitudes and motiva-

tion, as well as their GPA and cognitive abilities are slightly better. The rela-

tionships between length of study in years and outcomes are weak, whereas 

between language profi ciency and frequency of language lessons are stron-

ger. Large differences characterise groups in general, and groups in different 

types of institutions showing that schools stream learners according to their 

abilities and their parents’ wishes. These fi ndings refl ect how the trend of 

English becoming a lingua franca has infl uenced the prestige of two school 

subjects: English and German as foreign languages. An analysis of classroom 

activities indicates that the methods teachers apply are eclectic, borrowing 

from the grammar-translation method spiced with drills. These methods are 

not conducive to young learners’ language development and may negatively 

impact on their attitudes and motivation (Bors et al., 2001; Nikolov, 2002). 

These classroom-related factors may indeed be responsible for very slow 

development over years and learners’ loss of motivation over time.
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Chapter 8

Using the Early Years Literacy 
Programme in Primary EFL 
Norwegian Classrooms

ION DREW

Introduction

This chapter investigates the challenges, advantages and effectiveness of 

using the Early Years Literacy Programme (EYLP), which was originally 

designed for English L1 teaching in Australia, in third and fourth grade EFL 

classrooms in a Norwegian primary school. The approach emphasises regu-

lar reading suited to each pupil’s level of ability. Classrooms are organised 

on the principle of homogeneous groups of pupils rotating between differ-

ent learning centres. The experimental school is compared with two control 

schools using different teaching approaches. The data is based on classroom 

observations, teacher interviews and pupil assessment.

Only tentative conclusions may be reached thus far since the study is in 

its preliminary stages. The EYLP approach has been popular among the 

pupils using it, has stimulated their reading interest, and has catered well 

for pupils of different abilities. During the study period, the pupils in the 

experimental school developed their language skills, especially their oral 

skills, at a higher rate than those in the control schools. However, it has 

been demanding for teachers to practise the approach, which requires a 

high degree of commitment and expertise. Monitoring the pupils’ lan-

guage development and attitudes to reading over a longer period of time 

would be benefi cial.

Nylund Primary School in Stavanger became a pioneer school in 

Norway in 2003 when it introduced the Australian Early Years Literacy 

Programme (EYLP) into its mother tongue teaching, attracting a great deal 

of interest from other schools both regionally and nationally because of 

signifi cant improvements in its pupils’ literacy levels. In 2005, the school 

decided to implement the same programme in its EFL teaching from 

Grades 3 to 7. In so doing, it became one of the few schools in Norway to 

try out this approach in English classes. The aims of this chapter are to 
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investigate how effectively the approach has functioned in third and 

fourth grade EFL classrooms at the school during the initial stages of its 

implementation, comparing it with two control schools. The three main 

research questions were:

(1) How do the different schools approach early primary EFL teaching?

(2) What are the challenges and advantages of using the EYLP pro-

gramme in early primary EFL teaching?

(3) How effective is the programme in promoting pupils’ English lan-

guage skills?

Interest in early fi rst language reading and writing has increased in 

recent years, especially as a result of research into children’s ‘emergent 

literacy’ in the preschool period and its signifi cance for later literacy devel-

opment (Lancy, 1994; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Although reading and writing 

have not traditionally been given as much attention in early foreign lan-

guage teaching as oral skills, research has shown that very young children 

also have a potential to develop second language literacy in a supportive 

learning environment (e.g. Cambourne, 1986; Cambourne & Turbill, 1987; 

Seda & Abramson, 1990). A number of studies, for example Elley and 

Mangubhai (1983) and Hafi z and Tudor (1989), have shown the benefi ts of 

extensive reading programmes on primary L2 learners’ language skills, 

thus supporting Krashen’s (1984) emphasis on extensive reading as an 

important source of language input.

EFL in Norway
English is the fi rst foreign language in Norway and is compulsory 

from Grades 1 to 10. The onset age was lowered from Grade 4 (age 9) to 

Grade 1 (age 6) in 1997. Norway has national curriculum guidelines 

which are revised roughly every 10 years. The two most recent national 

curriculum guidelines, L97 and K2006, have both emphasised literacy in 

the primary EFL classroom to a much greater extent than their predeces-

sors. The most recent national curriculum, implemented in 2006 (K2006), 

describes reading and writing in English as basic subject skills at all levels. 

Some of the literacy-related competence aims after grade 4 are for pupils 

to be able to:

• understand and use common English words and phrases connected 

to day-to-day life, recreation and interests, both orally and in writing;

• use some common grammatical structures, words, simple sentence 

structures and spelling patterns;

• use some stock expressions that are common in familiar situations, 

both orally and in writing;

• read and understand the main points in texts about familiar topics;
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• write short messages and simple sentences that describe, narrate 

and ask;

• use digital tools to fi nd information and create texts.

Because of Norway’s strong historical and cultural ties to the UK and 

United States, the English language enjoys high status in the country, and 

exposure to the language, especially through TV, fi lm and radio, is wide-

spread. The level of English language skills among Norwegians is gener-

ally considered to be high. For example, Norwegian tenth graders scored 

highest in oral and written production, and second highest in listening 

and reading comprehension, in a recent comparative study in eight 

European countries (Bonnet, 2004).

In spite of these promising results, there is considerable room for 

improving the quality of English education in Norwegian schools. The 

recent reforms of national curricula in English have not been followed up 

with reforms in Norwegian teacher education. English has always been an 

optional subject for students taking a bachelor of Education, which is the 

only recognised qualifi cation for primary school teachers. In recent years, 

fewer and fewer student teachers have chosen English as one of their 

optional subjects. As a consequence there is a dramatic shortage of quali-

fi ed English teachers in primary schools. Seven out of ten English teachers 

in Grades 1 to 4, and every second teacher in Grades 5 to 7 have no formal 

education in the subject (Lagerström, 2000).

Moreover, a recent survey among primary EFL teachers indicated that 

reading and writing seemed to be practised to a far lesser extent at the 

primary level than intended by the curriculum (Drew, 2004). It was sug-

gested that the potential to develop these skills at an early age was largely 

being unexploited. Furthermore, scholars such as Lehmann (1999) and 

Hellekjær (2005) have expressed concern that many Norwegian students 

of higher education, in spite of a generally high level of oral profi ciency, 

struggle with basic reading and writing skills in English. Apparently the 

English that many of them learn during their compulsory and upper sec-

ondary school education is inadequate for the literacy demands in English 

placed on them in Higher Education. It would therefore be interesting to 

see if an earlier emphasis on literacy in EFL teaching, as in the EYLP 

approach at Nylund School, will have positive effects on pupils’ later lit-

eracy and language growth in English.

The EYLP Programme

The EYLP programme was originally developed by the state of Victoria 

in Australia following a three-year project involving 27 trial schools and 

25 reference schools, and was instrumental in enhancing pupils’ literacy 

levels in the schools in which it was tried out (Crévola & Hill, 1988). It is a 
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whole-school literacy-promoting approach that aims to reduce the level of 

variation between classes within a school. The effectiveness of the approach 

is based on three premises (Hill & Crévola, 2006):

• high expectations of pupil achievement;

• engaged learning time;

• focused teaching that exploits the individual pupil’s ‘zone of proxi-

mal development’ (Vygotsky, 1978).

Other important characteristics of the approach are substantial amounts 

of regular reading, teachers with expert knowledge, monitoring and 

assessment of pupils, and parental participation. The Wings series of 

books from Australia, comprising 290 titles over 26 levels, provides the 

core reading. These are well-illustrated graded books with relatively little 

text on each page, especially at the lower levels. The association between 

pictures and text is extremely important for helping pupils to understand 

and internalise language. The books are designed to introduce high fre-

quency words in a systematic way, thus enhancing pupils’ reading fl u-

ency through automatic word recognition and lexical access, namely the 

automatic retrieval from memory of ‘the word’s meanings and its phono-

logical representation’ (Stanovich, 1992: 4). The principle is for pupils to 

read most or all of the titles at a given level, sometimes 25, before pro-

gressing to the next level. In addition to the Wings series, pupils are 

encouraged to read other books extensively. ‘Reading records’, carried 

out regularly by the teacher, provide a detailed and systematic record of 

each pupil’s reading strengths and weaknesses (Clay, 1993).

Two important principles underlie the classroom organisation of the 

EYLP approach. The fi rst is that pupils are divided into homogeneous abil-

ity groups. The second is the organisation of the classroom into a number 

of learning centres, or ‘stations’. One of these is always led by the teacher, 

whereas in the others pupils work autonomously on pre-prepared tasks in 

their groups. The principle is that each learning centre will have basic tasks 

that all pupils should manage, whereas faster learners will be able to do 

extra tasks at a higher level. Pupils rotate in groups from learning centre to 

learning centre, spending approximately 10 to 15 minutes at each. The 

teacher centre is normally devoted to monitoring the pupils’ reading.

Participants and Methods

Three classes totalling 57 pupils participated from Nylund School. 

Control School 1 (C1) was represented with two classes totalling 35 pupils 

and Control School 2 (C2) with one class of 23 pupils. Both the control 

schools are situated in areas with higher socio-economic status than 

Nylund School. The study started in the spring of 2006 when the pupils 
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were approaching the end of the third grade. At the time they had one 

 lesson of English a week, and had had about 50 hours of English in total 

during the fi rst three grades. When using the learning centre model in the 

third grade, the Nylund School pupils combined English with maths in a 

double lesson. In the fourth grade contact time in English increased to two 

lessons a week. Nylund School did not use the EYLP model every week in 

its English lessons, thus allowing for a certain degree of fl exibility in its 

approach to English language teaching.

Data was collected through teacher interviews, observation of lessons 

and tests. Observation was used to gain insight into classroom organisa-

tion and materials, the organisation and focus of lessons, the role of the 

teacher and the way pupils worked with and reacted to activities. Semi-

structured interviews were conducted with two teachers from Nylund 

School, and one teacher from each of the control schools. The teachers were 

asked questions about materials used in their teaching, classroom organi-

sation, time spent on different language skills, typical classroom activities, 

the use of computers in English teaching, to what extent they read aloud to 

pupils and successful and less successful aspects of the English teaching. 

Finally, Cambridge Young Learners Starters tests were used to assess the 

pupils at the end of the spring term 2006 and the end of the autumn term 

2007. Each test was divided into three components: listening (20 min), read-

ing and writing (20 min), and oral (5 min). The listening test had a maxi-

mum score of 20 points, the reading and writing test 25 points, and the oral 

test a maximum score of 9 points. Twelve pupils from Nylund School and 

four pupils from the control schools for whom English is a third language, 

in addition to one native speaker from Nylund School and three native 

speakers of English from the control schools, have been removed from the 

test results since their performances were not considered to be representa-

tive of the main group of pupils, who have Norwegian as their mother 

tongue. The numbers of pupils represented in the tests are thus 44 from 

Nylund School and 51 from the control schools.

Based on some of the most salient data from the interviews and obser-

vations, a presentation of how English has been taught in the represented 

classes in Nylund School and the control schools will be provided. The 

test results will then be compared as aggregate percentage scores for each 

of the three schools.

Results

Nylund School
The classrooms in Nylund School were rich in environmental print 

in both Norwegian and English, with desks arranged in groups for the 

 various learning centres. Each classroom was equipped with at least four 
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computers. There was a common area where the pupils could sit on the 

fl oor for whole class gatherings at the beginning and end of lessons and 

for the teacher learning centre. Each classroom was further equipped 

with its own class library of all the titles in at least fi ve levels of the Wings 

series of books. These are the same books read by Australian children in 

their mother tongue, although the Australian pupils would read the cor-

responding books at a younger age than their Norwegian peers. Four 

copies were available of each title to allow homogeneous groups to read 

the same book. The levels were staggered from year to year to accommo-

date variation of reading ability within a given class. A classroom in 

Grade 3, for instance, would be equipped with levels 1 to 5, and a fourth 

grade classroom with levels 2 to 7. The school also had a well-furnished 

school library with a selection of other books in English in addition to the 

Wings series. At times there would be queues of pupils at the library 

waiting to take out books in both English and Norwegian. A typical learn-

ing centre session lasted for one and a half hours. It always started with 

the class in plenary for about 5 to 10 minutes, for example singing some 

songs together and the teacher providing information about the day’s 

activities. Instructions were given in English but often repeated in 

Norwegian. In groups of three to four, depending on the size of the class, 

pupils then rotated between the different centres, which the teacher had 

prepared in advance, spending about 10 to 15 minutes at each. As a rule, 

Nylund School used fi ve learning centres in addition to the one led by the 

teacher. Three of these were always silent reading in the reading corner, 

writing, for example sentences about a picture, and vocabulary practice 

on computers. Other centres included oral activities, such as role-play, 

games activities and vocabulary practice activities. At the end of the ses-

sion there would be a second plenary gathering at which the teacher 

summed up the day’s lesson.

At the teacher centre each pupil usually read aloud from a Wings book 

they had been reading at home, which was normally a quick process since 

the books at the lowest levels are relatively short. The teacher kept records 

of which books each pupil had read. Midway through the fourth grade, 

most of the pupils were between levels 2 and 4 on the Wings series, with 

some moving on to level 5. The pupils read between one and three books 

a week at home with parental help, reading each book several times to 

increase reading fl uency. Before leaving the teacher centre pupils would 

choose a new book or books to take home to read. The last activity in the 

teacher centre was usually the teacher reading aloud a book unfamiliar to 

the pupils and asking them questions about it.

Pupils seemed enthusiastic and focused at most of the learning centres. 

They were extremely enthusiastic about reading the books, both the Wings 

series and other books. However, speaking activities, such as role plays, 

did not seem to work as well as the other activities in the learning centre 
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sessions, with some pupils appearing to be confused, switching easily to 

Norwegian, and fi nishing with time to spare. The teachers generally 

expressed satisfaction with the way the learning centre model worked, but 

pointed out how demanding it was for them to prepare all the activities in 

advance. In addition, they constantly needed to monitor the composition 

of groups, as pupils who developed faster or slower than others needed to 

be moved to a higher or lower level group. It was also frustrating for the 

teachers not to be able to detach themselves from the teacher centre if pupils 

needed assistance when working at one of the other learning centres. 

Alternating between the learning centre approach and other approaches 

was considered a positive strategy as it allowed for a greater degree of fl ex-

ibility in the teaching. In this way the pupils were able to experience, for 

example, the dynamics of whole class oral activities, such as dramatising 

stories together. It also provided a fi ner balance between oral and written 

training.

The control schools
The classrooms in C1 had desks arranged in rows and contained envi-

ronmental print that was mostly in Norwegian. A large proportion of the 

time was spent on whole-class teaching, although the class was sometimes 

split into two large groups, for example one working on computers, which 

the pupils seemed to enjoy, and one led by the teacher, for example, work-

ing on a language game. The pupils worked with computers about once a 

month, although the teacher would have preferred even more time spent 

on them as she considered them to provide effective and enjoyable prac-

tice in English. The computers were located in a separate computer room 

and in the library. The teacher did not use a textbook and few readers were 

available. As a consequence, she made up her own materials from lesson 

to lesson. The school had thus far not decided to invest in an English 

course-book for each grade. However, the teacher suggested that using a 

course-book with its accompanying listening materials would have facili-

tated her role as an English teacher.

Typical activities included choral repetition of structures and vocabu-

lary, pupils reading dialogues in groups and in class, and simple writing 

activities, such as completing sentences. The teacher normally gave 

instructions in both English and Norwegian, and translated the content of 

texts and individual words into Norwegian. Although oral language had 

been given priority up to the third grade, the teacher reported that the oral 

and written skills were equally prioritised in the fourth grade, mainly 

because both modes were refl ected in the competence aims of the new cur-

riculum. However, many pupils had experienced the transition to more 

reading and writing in the fourth grade as extremely diffi cult and demand-

ing. Apparently one of the major challenges was the enormous range of 

mixed ability in each class.
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The classroom in C2 had desks arranged in groups, a common area 

around the blackboard with benches and cushions, an English corner, and 

a comfortable reading chair for the teacher. It contained a good deal of 

environmental print in both English and Norwegian. There was one com-

puter, although it had thus far not been used in English teaching. The 

teacher used a course-book, which was the policy of the school, but 

stressed the importance of having other materials in addition. These 

included a songbook, picture cards, posters and some readers. If the school 

had been able to afford it, she would willingly have increased the stocks of 

readers and supplementary teaching materials.

The teacher used primarily English, even when giving instructions to 

the pupils, translating the odd word into Norwegian when necessary. 

Typical activities were reading stories aloud to the pupils, choral repeti-

tion of words and structures, simple reading and writing activities con-

nected to the course-book, and singing. Time was divided more or less 

equally between listening, speaking, reading, writing and vocabulary and 

language practice.

A workshop scenario was used for one of the two English lessons a 

week, during which pupils were divided into three large groups of seven 

to nine pupils, which rotated between three different activities. One activ-

ity would be teacher-led, for example reading a picture book to the group, 

practising pronunciation and asking questions about the text’s content 

and vocabulary. Other workshop activities included writing, for example 

about a picture or text, or a listening comprehension exercise. The teacher 

considered the workshop as one of the most positive aspects of English 

lessons. As in C1, she stressed the enormous challenge of providing suit-

able and meaningful materials and activities for pupils of different ability 

levels in a mixed ability class. Those pupils who struggled with their 

Norwegian inevitably struggled with English as well.

Assessment of language skills
Figure 8.1 shows the results of the fi rst Cambridge Starters tests at the 

end of the spring semester of 2006. The scores are presented as aggregate 

percentages for the three schools.

The differences between the schools on the fi rst test results were rela-

tively minor with all schools scoring between 56% and 68% on each test. 

Nylund School had a slightly lower score on the listening test than both 

the control schools (64% compared to 66% and 68%, respectively). Its score 

on the oral test (58%) was higher than C1 (56%), but lower than C2 (66%). 

Nylund School and C2 had equal scores of 62% for the reading and writ-

ing test, which was 5% higher than C1.

All three schools made progress from the fi rst to the second test at the 

end of the autumn semester 2006, as indicated in Figure 8.2.
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Scores ranged from 64% to 90% on the different tests. However, whereas 

Nylund School had had the lowest listening score and the second lowest 

oral score on the fi rst test, it now scored highest on all three tests. Its scores 

increased to 90% (listening), 77% (reading and writing) and 75% (oral). The 

scores for C2 were exactly 3% lower than Nylund School for each test, with 

C1 scoring lower than the other two schools on all three tests.

As Figure 8.3 shows, the rate of progress made by the Nylund School 

pupils from the fi rst to the second tests was higher than the pupils in the 

two control schools, especially in the listening and oral tests.

The rate of increase for the Nylund School pupils was 26% in the listen-

ing test, 17% in the oral test and 15% in the reading and writing test. The 

rate of increase in the listening test was 9% higher than C1 and 7% higher 

Figure 8.1 Pupils’ scores on Test 1 in three tests, spring 2006

Figure 8.2 Pupils’ scores on Test 2 in three tests, autumn 2006

1558_Ch08.indd 1161558_Ch08.indd   116 2/4/2009 6:51:56 AM2/4/2009   6:51:56 AM



Using the Early Years Literacy Programme 117

than C2. In the oral test the progress of the Nylund School pupils was 5% 

higher than C1 and 11% higher than C2, which was signifi cant (p < 0.001). 

The reading and writing tests showed the lowest rate of increase, with 

Nylund School outperforming C1 by 4% and C2 by 3%.

Implications and Conclusions

There were numerous differences in classroom organisation, materials, 

facilities and practices in the schools represented in the study. Some of 

these differences were determined by school policies and fi nancial con-

straints, and to a certain extent affected teaching. Nylund School’s imple-

mentation of the EYLP approach necessitated it having a rich supply of 

books and several computers in each classroom. In addition, each class-

room was rich in environmental print and was organised to accommodate 

the learning centre model. C1 had virtually no books, either readers or 

course-books, and few supplementary materials, although its pupils had 

at least monthly access to computers in EFL teaching. There was little 

environmental print in English and the desks were arranged in rows. C2 

used a course-book, had one computer in the classroom, which was not 

used in English teaching, and only a few readers. Nevertheless, the class-

room environment stimulated literacy through its environmental print 

and English corner, was organised in a similar way to Nylund School, and 

the teacher seemed to make good use of the materials at her disposal.

There were also different practices in the teachers’ use of the target lan-

guage from school to school. The teacher who used English most consis-

tently and resorted the least to Norwegian was probably the one in C2. In 

both of the other schools the teachers had a tendency to repeat, for example, 

instructions in Norwegian. Attitudes to reading stories to pupils also  varied. 

The teacher reading stories aloud to pupils was basic to the EYLP approach 

Figure 8.3 Pupils’ rate of progress in three tests from Test 1 to Test 2
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in Nylund School, and was also regularly practised by the teacher in C2. In 

contrast the teacher in C1 did not read stories aloud to her pupils.

As for effectiveness of the EYLP approach at Nylund School, only tenta-

tive conclusions may be drawn about it thus far since the study is in its 

preliminary stages. One is that Nylund School has demonstrated that it is 

actually feasible to implement an adapted version of the EYLP into 

the young learners’ foreign language classroom. Not only is it feasible, but 

the rate of progress made by the Nylund School pupils from the fi rst to the 

second test in all skills was higher than the two control schools, resulting 

in the highest scores in all tests. The considerable gains made in the oral 

skills are especially interesting. However, it is diffi cult to determine the 

exact infl uence that the EYLP model had on these results, since it was not 

the only form of teaching to which the pupils were exposed. Progress 

could have been partly due to the increased opportunities for oral practice 

that were provided when the learning centre model was not used.

However, since the control schools spent at least as much time on oral 

practice as Nylund School, time alone does not explain why the Nylund 

School pupils made greater progress on their listening and oral tests than 

their peers. Despite the fact that a number of factors, especially the teacher, 

may contribute to learner performances, it seems likely that the substan-

tial amounts of reading done by the Nylund pupils, which was one of the 

major differences between the approach at Nylund School and the two 

control schools, was instrumental in enhancing their oral skills. Similar 

effects have been noted in book-fl ood projects, such as the one conducted 

by Elley and Mangubhai (1983) in Fijian schools. In contrast, the Nylund 

School pupils’ rate of improvement in reading and writing skills was not 

as great as that of their oral skills, although still greater than the pupils in 

the two control schools. However, since the Nylund School pupils regu-

larly read substantial amounts in both English and Norwegian, gains in 

their reading and writing skills are likely to manifest themselves over a 

longer period of time. Since the approach has been instrumental in enhanc-

ing pupils’ L1 literacy levels in Australia and Norway, there is good rea-

son to assume it can do the same for pupils’ L2 literacy development.

One of the greatest merits of the EYLP model is that it caters for pupils 

at their level of ability through differentiated groups, differentiated tasks, 

and differentiated materials. Each pupil is also given individual attention 

by the teacher during a typical learning centre session. The teachers in the 

control schools found mixed ability classes to be one of the greatest chal-

lenges in their English teaching, without having any specifi c strategies to 

deal with the problem.

In spite of its merits and popularity among pupils, numerous chal-

lenges follow implementing the EYLP model. First, it requires a commit-

ment at the school level. It presupposes that all classes, at least at the same 

year level but also throughout the school, adopt the model, preferably in 
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several subjects, so that pupils are familiar with how it functions. In doing 

so, it presupposes a considerable fi nancial investment in supplying class-

rooms with large supplies of books, such as the Wings series, and several 

computers. Second, it requires commitment, great effort and a high level 

of skill on the part of the teacher. Organising and designing differentiated 

tasks for learning centres, assessing pupils’ reading, and interacting with 

pupils when reading aloud to them all require a certain level of expertise 

on the part of the teacher. Finally, parental cooperation and involvement is 

a necessary component, but one which cannot be taken for granted. Some 

parents need reminding of their role and responsibility in the process.

The EYLP model in English teaching at Nylund School will continue to 

be monitored in the coming years, during which time a more complete 

picture of its pros and cons will hopefully be acquired. If it proves to be as 

effective as the initial results indicate it potentially can be, the approach 

may be incorporated into teacher training programmes in Norway, and 

possibly be of interest for foreign language teachers and teacher educators 

in other countries. In addition to using the Cambridge Young Learners 

tests, it would be interesting, through interviews or questionnaires, to 

assess the effects the model has on pupils’ reading attitudes and habits. It 

would also be interesting to compare how the pupils at Nylund School 

and the control schools perform in written production tasks. One would 

then be able to weigh up the overall benefi ts of the approach with the com-

mitment, effort and cost that it entails.
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Chapter 9

The Age Factor and L2 Reading 
Strategies

RENATA ŠAMO

Introduction

A wide range of theoretical approaches to learning foreign languages 

has changed our understanding of reading in a second language (L2 read-

ing), and probably the most important change resulted from the so-called 

cognitive revolution in the 1980s. One of its fi rst infl uential presentations 

in literature on L2 acquisition refers to Anderson’s (1983, 1985) production 

systems, which view language as a complex cognitive skill and cognitive 

skill acquisition as a process divided into cognitive, associative and auto-

nomous stages. Making a clear distinction between the two basic types of 

human knowledge, Anderson sees this three-stage acquisition as a shift 

from declarative (generally represented by defi nitions, rules or facts) to 

procedural (considered to be more or less automatic) knowledge. In other 

words, the process of learning starts with the conscious investment of 

mental energy and the conscious use of necessary rules, whereas auto-

matic data processing replaces the behaviour under the learner’s supervi-

sion as the process of learning is becoming more and more successful. 

According to O’Malley and Chamot (1990), who did not only point out the 

interaction between language and cognition but also provided a compre-

hensive analysis of the two learning theories (cognitive theory and lan-

guage acquisition theory), Anderson’s model is to be recognised as a 

framework for the process of learning languages with an emphasis on 

knowledge compilation, controlled processing and automatic processing.

This model considers language comprehension implying active and 

complex processes during which meaning is constructed. In order to 

explain the mental processes necessary for understanding text (both 

written and aural), Anderson differentiates three inter-related processes: 

perceptual processing, parsing and utilisation. Taking into account the 

comprehension of meaning as the ultimate aim of reading, one of the basic 
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aims of this chapter, we are going to describe each of them in the context 

of written text.

During perceptual processing, we pay attention to the text while its 

segments, that is, sequences of words, are retained in our short-term mem-

ory, but not longer than a few seconds because of the limited capacity of 

short-term memory. However, the analysis of language can begin while 

the text is still in short-term memory, as our selective attention helps us 

transform text segments into meaningful forms, directing us to those 

aspects of the task that could make understanding easier, such as punctua-

tion or paragraphs. It is also possible to pay attention to contextual factors 

considering, for example, our reading aims or text types. In the second 

phase of parsing, we use words and phrases to construct meaningful men-

tal representations of text while the segmentation of language material into 

words and phrases is considered crucial to defi ne text meaning. In other 

words, Anderson saw meaning as the main key to parsing during the pro-

cess of understanding, which is dependant on the interaction between dif-

ferent types of reader’s knowledge. The last utilisation phase connects the 

mental representations of text meaning to the declarative knowledge stored 

in the reader’s long-term memory enabling the connection between what 

is already known and the data that is completely new.

Perceptual processing, parsing and utilisation can be therefore associated 

with word recognition, syntactic analysis and text understanding, tradition-

ally known as the three basic levels of reading, while the new approach to 

this complex linguistic skill, born within the cognitive theory of learning, 

has broadened its scope by presenting cognitive, metacognitive and socio-

affective aspects of reading. Consequently, it introduced a strategic dimen-

sion that seems to be of great importance in considerations of how to achieve 

the ‘proceduralisation’ of knowledge effi ciently and successfully.

Much of the recent research in the fi eld of reading comprehension 

has concentrated on the knowledge and control of reading strategies. 

According to Garner (1987), a reading strategy is an action (or a series of 

actions) that is employed in order to construct meaning. Readers who 

know what strategies are, how to use them and when they are helpful are 

generally considered to be strategic readers (Paris et al., 1983). However, 

almost all discussions on the use of reading strategies are centred on 

whether the idea of a strategy necessarily includes the notion of purpose-

ful, conscious effort. Anderson (1980), for example, reported that readers 

may use strategies without being aware of using them, particularly when 

the material is not very diffi cult, whereas Paris et al. (1983) insist on the 

intentional and purposeful behaviour on the part of the strategic learner. It 

is widely accepted that readers need to use strategies in order to overcome 

their diffi culties upon encountering obstacles to their comprehension. In 

the study presented here, reading strategies are seen as deliberate means of 

constructing meaning from a text when comprehension is impeded.
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Aims of Study

The main aim of the present research was to analyse reading strategies 

used by good and poor learners of English as a foreign language on the 

sample of three L2 passages and to see whether there is a signifi cant differ-

ence in their usage between the two groups. The research questions are as 

follows:

(1) Are learners with longer English learning histories better L2 readers 

than those who have learnt the language for a shorter time?

(2) Do good L2 readers use a wider range of reading strategies?

(3) Do good L2 readers use a wider range of reading strategies more 

 frequently than their poor L2 reader peers?

Method

Participants
The sample included 37 primary-school pupils from Pula (Croatia), aged 

13–14, who were divided into two groups: Group 1 learnt English for eight 

years (n = 19) and Group 2 for fi ve years (n = 18) at the time of the study.

Instruments and procedures
Prior to the crucial research tasks, the participants were administered a 

standardised English profi ciency test, as we fi rst needed to divide them 

into good and poor learners of English. Afterwards, three different cloze 

tests (every fi fth word omitted, only the fi rst and last sentences unchanged) 

were individually administered to each participant as the main reading 

tasks. We applied this type of task believing that the cognitive processes 

involved in cloze, for example, imagining, reasoning, evaluating, judging 

and problem-solving, are the processes that are essential in reading. 

Besides, this cloze procedure was used more than once to enable us to col-

lect more data and to help the participants increase their awareness of the 

comprehension strategies they were using while trying to fi gure out what 

the passages meant. Cloze performance data were compared with self-

report data, as recommended by Ericsson and Simon (1980). While recon-

structing the three texts and fi lling in the gaps (22, 32 and 38, respectively), 

the participants were instructed to verbalise their thoughts, which were 

recorded on audio-tapes and resulted in verbal protocols (n = 111 from 37 

participants × 3 cloze-tests) whose transcripts were fi rst coded and then 

analysed qualitatively and quantitatively. In other words, the strategies 

were identifi ed and the frequency with which each strategy was used was 

scored for each passage. A score was also calculated for the total strategy 

use, which was made up of the number of times any strategy was men-

tioned. Multiple strategy use was often reported; when this happened, 
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each strategy mentioned was included in the coding and analysis, reveal-

ing that readers often used more than one strategy to construct meaning. 

As for the applied classifi cation scheme, we should mention that it was 

developed by considering processing strategies suggested by Anderson 

et al. (1991). Table 9.1 contains the list of all strategy types we included in 

this analysis in order to provide insights into how readers had arrived at 

their interpretations at a level of detail, main idea, inferred meaning or 

evaluation judgement.

Table 9.1 Classifi cation of strategies used in study

Number Category Strategy

 1. Supervising 
strategies

Referring to the experimental task
(e.g. Can I use the same word twice?)

 2. Recognising loss of concentration/memory problem
(e.g. Wait a little bit . . . something has just 
occurred to me but . . . I’ve forgotten what)

 3. Stating failure to understand (a portion of) text
(e.g. I couldn’t understand everything)

 4. Stating success in understanding (a portion of) text
(e.g. I’ve understood the fi rst sentence)

 5. Adjusting reading style/rate to increase 
comprehension
(e.g. She told me that she has bought two tickets for . . . 
continues murmuring while reading the rest)

 6. Formulating a question
(e.g. . . . it was a diffi cult operation but it was . . . what 
operation?!)

 7. Making a prediction about the meaning of a word 
or text content
(e.g. . . . and this however – it could be some place 
where there is the campsite or . . .)

 8. Referring to lexical items that impede 
comprehension
(e.g. I’m not quite sure what snail means – if I 
can’t understand one word, it’s more diffi cult to 
me then)

 9. Confi rming/disconfi rming an inference
(e.g. Snail, yes! There it is! / No, it can’t be written 
here)

10. Referring to the previous passage
(e.g. We have before where he walked . . .)

(Continued)
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Table 9.1 (Continued)

Number Category Strategy

11. Responding affectively to text content
(e.g. Yeah, it will be more interesting later)

12. Support 
strategies

Skipping unknown words
(e.g. Well, I’m going on and getting back to this 
later)

13. Expressing a need for help/clarifi cation
(e.g. Is this different – hotel and hostel?)

14. Paraphrase 
strategies

Using cognates between L1 and L2 to comprehend
(e.g. Campsite . . . reminds me of kamp or 
something like that)

15. Breaking lexical items into parts
(e.g. Five-star . . . fi ve is 5, star is a star)

16. Paraphrasing
(e.g. Campsite . . . fi eld for camping)

17. Translating a word/a phrase into L1
(e.g. . . . to hospital, u bolnicu . . .)

18. Extrapolating from information in the text
(e.g. . . . he just puts . . . his tent, which means that 
he camps)

19. Strategies for 
establishing 
coherence 
in text

Rereading
(e.g. He stopped at (. . .) let me get back to the fi rst 
paragraph to see if . . .)

20. Using context clues to interpret a word/a phrase
(e.g. . . . walking, so it is some man)

21. Reacting to author’s style or text surface structure
(e.g. If there weren’t this too, it would be quite . . . /
It was a diffi cult operation . . . I need a noun as this 
is the adjective – diffi cult – operation . . .)

22. Reading ahead
(e.g. He loves being . . . let’s go on . . . he doesn’t stay 
. . .)

23. Using background knowledge
(e.g. . . . and took him to hospital . . . where did she 
take him . . . injured people are usually taken to 
hospital, so it’s – hospital)

24. Acknowledging lack of background knowledge
(e.g. I don’t know where he fl ew . . . where . . .)

25. Relating stimulus sentence to personal experiences
(e.g. Dire Straits! I’ve never listened to them)

26. Other 
strategies

Changing an answer
(e.g. (. . .) which was crossing a road, the road . . .)
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The data collection lasted from November 2002 to March 2003, follow-

ing the training on reading strategies and think-aloud procedure, while 

the analysis of the obtained results lasted until mid-January 2006.

Results and Discussion

Although we do not intend to present the standardised test results in 

this chapter, we should mention that each test element had different 

parameters, so we transformed the results into a standardised Z-scale, 

indicating 21 good learners and 16 poor learners. As the results based on 

the reconstruction of sample passages are of our current concern, particu-

larly the ones emphasising the main differences between the abovemen-

tioned groups of learners, we present them fi rst.

Statistically signifi cant differences between the two groups in all the three 

cloze-tests (see Table 9.2) supported the assumption that good learners 

achieve signifi cantly better results than poor learners. As we recorded a 

greater number of correct responses (both syntactically and semantically 

acceptable) in their cloze-tests, we could point out their better ability to con-

struct meaning and to reconstruct text more accurately and completely. This 

would not have been possible if they had not been able to understand text 

globally, as well. Their knowledge of English as a foreign language should 

be additionally taken into account. So, it must be particularly emphasised 

that the participants, initially identifi ed as good or poor learners of English, 

are to be seen as good/poor L2 readers until the end of this analysis. In 

order to see whether learners with longer learning history of English are 

better L2 readers than those who learnt it for a shorter time, we decided to 

take the years of learning as a relevant variable in our considerations.

As the statistically signifi cant difference considering the number of 

good readers between the two groups of learners was not found this time 

(see Table 9.3), the assumption that Group 1 (longer exposure to English) 

included better L2 readers than Group 2 cannot be supported, despite our 

expectations about the signifi cant difference to the benefi t of the former 

group of learners. We suppose that the main reason lies in the fact that 

Group 1 had changed four teachers since they started learning English in 

Table 9.2 Means, standard deviations and t-test results for cloze performances 
by good and poor learners

Cloze-tests Good learners Poor learners t p

No. 1 27.19 (6.93) 9.93 (8.31) -6.88 0.000

No. 2 38.47 (10.37) 17.25 (11.08) -5.98 0.000

No. 3 50.66 (9.75) 23.06 (13.63) -7.18 0.000
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the fi rst grade, while Group 2 had shared their English learning experi-

ences with a single teacher since they began in the fourth grade. This 

change most probably resulted in a gradual decline of students’ language 

learning motivation, which must have been also affected by the necessity 

to get adjusted to different teaching styles and evaluation criteria, which 

must have also had an impact on the quality of relationship between the 

teachers and the learners.

Also, Group 1 recorded less good achievements in other subjects, and 

their general achievement was getting worse from grade to grade. Talking 

to their English teacher about the possible reasons, we also discovered 

that many changes had happened in some families and the family situa-

tion in certain cases was diffi cult. It made us conclude that the learning 

process depends on a variety of factors, among which nonteaching ones 

are of particular importance, as the teaching context within a formal school 

system cannot be isolated from a wider social environment and atmo-

sphere burdened with many challenges and doubts of contemporary 

 living. Finally, it should be added that Group 2 was better in terms of the 

general success they made through schooling, which can be also related to 

the increase in their motivation to achieve good results. Trying to relate 

these fi ndings to language learning strategies, let us mention Oxford’s 

(1990) key points about them and their use for practical purposes. Among 

other things, Oxford explains that all the strategies (included in her clas-

sifi cation) do not affect the learning process equally but they (both direct 

and indirect ones) are equally important in relation to expecting the 

desired results, as they support learning directly as well as indirectly. 

Besides, these are infl uenced by a variety of factors, among which we 

emphasise here the following: level of learning, teacher’s expectations, 

age, learning styles and learning motivation.

Statistically signifi cant differences between the two groups in all the 

three sets of verbal protocols reveal that good readers used a signifi cantly 

greater number of strategies when reading the passages, whereas poor 

readers used signifi cantly fewer strategies while solving the same cloze 

passages (see Table 9.4).

Table 9.3 Differences between good and poor readers according to how long 
they learned English as a foreign language

Years of learning Good readers Poor readers

Five (5) 12  6

Eight (8)  9 10

Total 21 16

c2 = 1.40; df = 1; p < 0.23
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The differences between participants identifi ed as good and poor L2 

readers in using the reading strategies on the sample of 111 verbal proto-

cols are also graphically presented (see Table 9.5).

As can be seen in Table 9.5, statistically signifi cant differences charac-

terize the following strategies: reader recognises the loss of concentration 

or memory problem (No. 2), reader formulates a question (No. 6), reader 

confi rms or disconfi rms an inference (No. 9), reader translates a word or a 

phrase into L1 (No. 17), reader extrapolates from information presented in 

the text (No. 18), reader rereads (No. 19), reader reacts to author’s style or 

text surface structure (No. 21), reader reads ahead (No. 22), reader acknowl-

edges the lack of background knowledge (No. 24) and reader changes an 

answer after suggesting one (No. 26). It should be added that all these 

 differences were recorded to the benefi t of good readers, who used them 

signifi cantly more frequently than poor readers.

More specifi cally, good readers realised that successful text compre-

hension required self-supervision over the process of reading by: recogn-

ising the loss of concentration and problem of memory; formulating 

questions, quite often to themselves, for clarifi cations; and confi rming or 

disconfi rming inferences. According to their strategy use, establishing 

coherence in text is also a kind of guarantee for good text comprehension, 

which they tried to achieve by rereading, reading ahead, reacting to 

author’s style or text surface structure and acknowledging their lack of 

background knowledge. They also showed the signifi cant advantages 

of extrapolation from information presented in the text, word or phrase 

translation into L1 and paraphrases.

On the other hand, poor readers supervised their own reading mainly 

by referring to lexical items that impeded comprehension and by making a 

prediction about the meaning of a word or text content, so that this 

 self-supervision was closely connected to asking for help or clarifi cation 

viewed as a kind of needed support. In order to establish text coherence, they 

generally tended to read ahead or simply acknowledged the lack of back-

ground knowledge. Only in the fi rst task did they adjust their reading rates 

in order to increase comprehension and refer to the task. Other strategies 

Table 9.4 Means, standard deviations and t-test results for L2 reading strategies 
reported by good and poor L2 readers

Verb. protocols Good readers Poor readers t p

No. 1 34.38 (20.34)  9.67 (6.96) -4.50 0.000

No. 2 50.57 (23.40) 28.13 (24.53) -2.78 0.009

No. 3 36.62 (21.09) 16.93 (16.91) -3.00 0.005
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Table 9.5 Differences in L2 reading strategy use between good and poor readers 
on verbal protocols

Strategy number Good readers Poor readers t p

 1.  3.42 (2.80) 3.87 (3.46) 0.41 0.678

 2.  2.09 (1.67) 0.40 (0.50) -3.79 0.001

 3.  1.23 (1.44) 1.26 (1.16) 0.06 0.950

 4.  0.33 (0.57) 0.33 (0.61) 0.00 1.000

 5.  4.04 (3.96) 3.20 (5.11) -0.56 0.579

 6.  3.38 (2.49) 0.66 (0.97) -3.98 0.000

 7. 13.42 (12.67) 6.13 (9.85) -1.86 0.072

 8.  5.00 (3.74) 5.60 (5.34) 0.39 0.694

 9.  6.57 (6.32) 1.33 (1.87) -3.10 0.004

10.  0.14 (0.47) 0.00 (0.00) -1.15 0.257

11.  0.28 (0.56) 0.06 (0.25) -1.40 0.169

12.  2.61 (4.42) 0.53 (0.91) -1.79 0.082

13.  4.80 (4.27) 5.80 (6.71) 0.54 0.592

14.  0.23 (0.43) 0.26 (0.45) 0.19 0.851

15.  0.19 (0.51) 0.00 (0.00) -1.43 0.160

16.  5.42 (8.66) 2.20 (4.07) -1.33 0.190

17.  8.38 (8.10) 1.60 (2.41) -3.13 0.004

18.  4.52 (3.55) 1.53 (1.88) -2.96 0.006

19.  3.61 (2.59) 1.40 (2.09) -2.73 0.010

20.  0.23 (0.53) 0.06 (0.25) -1.13 0.263

21.  8.14 (9.25) 1.46 (2.64) -2.70 0.011

22. 27.61 (9.91) 9.73 (8.09) -5.74 0.000

23.  1.52 (1.80) 0.60 (0.98) -1.79 0.082

24.  9.14 (5.27) 4.80 (6.87) -2.14 0.039

25.  0.33 (0.65) 0.13 (0.35) -1.07 0.292

26.  4.80 (4.15) 1.73 (2.91) -2.46 0.019
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from the classifi cation scheme were rarely used by poor readers or they did 

not use them at all.

Conclusion

The qualitative and quantitative analyses of the verbal protocols col-

lected in two groups of Croatian teenage learners of English with fi ve and 

eight years experience of learning EFL revealed that good and less 

successful readers approach reading tasks differently. Starting from the 

research questions, we found out that the learners identifi ed as good L2 

readers used a wider range of L2 reading strategies and they did so more 

frequently than poor L2 readers. These fi ndings support the claim that 

good readers are more verbal, make better use of their limited working 

memory and verbalise more effi ciently the things they do in a think-aloud 

task. Also, they identify and remember important information, monitor 

their reading and evaluate their reading. As Affl erbach (2001) states, the 

detailed description of good readers, resulting from the protocol-based 

research, can also inform us about how to teach less accomplished readers 

by incorporating this information into instruction on strategies and other 

knowledge that readers who are not so constructively responsive need to 

become expert in.

One of the research questions relates to how early and later starters of 

EFL perform on reading tasks. The results cast a ‘shadow’ on age being one 

of the most infl uential factors in the process of learning foreign languages, 

as the outcomes indicate that the learners who started learning English 

earlier and studied it for a longer period were not better L2 readers than 

those who learnt it for a shorter period. Therefore, the age when the pro-

cess of learning a foreign language starts should be taken into account 

together with other factors to fi nd out to what extent it predicts success and 

favourable outcomes. The starting age should be combined with special 

teaching conditions, mostly dependant on the teacher’s ability to motivate 

learners and guide them towards expected outcomes even through train-

ing in learning strategies as well as with learning conditions among which 

learners’ family situation can be particularly infl uential as a segment of 

wider social support and framework where the language learning process 

is conducted. The results have led us to the conclusion that an earlier start 

does not necessarily produce signifi cantly better results in learning English, 

which fi ts into Singleton and Ryan’s suggestion that the notion of an age 

factor should be rejected and we should start thinking ‘. . . in terms of a 

range of age-related factors . . .’ (Singleton & Ryan, 2004: 227).
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Chapter 10

A Study of FL Composing Process 
and Writing Strategies Employed 
by Young Learners

ELENI GRIVA, HELEN TSAKIRIDOU and IOANNA NIHORITOU

Introduction

This chapter reports on an attempt to explore the writing strategies of 

young learners and to identify their composing strengths and weaknesses. 

The study bases its theoretical rationale on theories about ‘writing’ (Dyson 

& Freedman, 1991; Hayes & Flower, 1986; Susser, 1994), which is defi ned 

as (a) a process-oriented, goal-directed and problem-solving process, 

which involves the writer’s awareness of the composing process and the 

teacher’s or peers’ intervention at any time needed; (b) ‘a recursive, non-

linear cognitive process in which the writer moves back and forth between 

prewriting-idea generating, writing, revising and editing until he/she is 

satisfi ed with his/her creation’ (Susser, 1994: 39). Furthermore, writing is 

regarded as a socially situated, communicative act (Flower, 1994), a com-

plex process that demands knowledge of the topic, language skills, ability 

to address to the audience using the right style and tone, to organise 

information, to use the right words and syntax, and to evaluate the fi nal 

‘product’ (White & Arndt, 1997).

A lot of researchers explored writing behaviours, by focusing on 

studying and understanding the process of composing (Zamel, 1982). 

Understanding what writers do involves thinking not just about what 

texts look like when they are fi nished but also about what strategies stu-

dents employ to produce the texts and to develop some skills for generat-

ing, revising and editing texts. Thus, the instruction should be concerned 

with identifying and recording: what students can do while writing, how 

to assess ability and knowledge, how to deliver useful feedback appropri-

ate for the student and how to develop writing strategies and subskills.

Students could be trained to utilise a range of strategies (Oxford, 1990), 

to gain metacognitive awareness (Chamot, 1987; O’Malley & Chamot, 
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1990; Rubin, 1987), and to monitor writing (Carrell & Devine, 1988; Raimes, 

1987). Research has indicated that the use of appropriate strategies can 

result in achievement in specifi c skill areas (Oxford et al., 1993). As stu-

dents develop their awareness of the writing process, employ certain 

strategies and gain experience, many of the lower-level processes (such as 

forming letters and spelling) become automatic and unconscious and 

high-level skills are developed involving self-regulation and metacogni-

tive control (Flower, 1990), such as planning, monitoring, revising and 

evaluating.

The Study

Aims
In Greece, there is an absence of a corpus of research data concerning FL 

composing processes of young learners within the framework of state 

 primary education. This served as a starting point for the specifi c study, 

which can be considered as an attempt to provide a source of insight into 

the procedures and strategies employed by children while writing in 

English.

In particular, the basic objectives of the study are:

• to elicit information about young learners’ writing process;

• to identify and describe the strategies employed when they write a 

task;

• to examine their views on their usual approach to writing;

• to record their perceived diffi culties; and

• to explore the problems encountered by young learners.

Research questions
The aims of the study are restated as research questions. In particular, 

the main research questions the study seeks to answer are as follows:

(1) How do young learners plan a writing task?

(2) How do young learners organise ideas for composing a piece of 

writing?

(3) How do young learners draft and redraft a writing task?

(4) Which strategies do they employ while writing?

(5) What are the diffi culties and problems young learners face?

(6) Which strategies do they employ to overcome diffi culties?

Participants
The sample consisted of 184 Greek-speaking students (52% of them 

were females and 48% were males), aged 12, and enrolled in the sixth 
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grade of state primary schools in North-Western Greece. All students have 

a four years’ English learning experience in state primary schools. Most of 

the participants have been attending English language classes in private 

language schools for fi ve years (5%), for four years (53%) and for three 

years (20%). In Greece, English as a foreign language is part of the state 

primary school curriculum (it is taught at the third, fourth, fi fth and sixth 

grades). However, private language schools are for services that comple-

ment those offered at state primary schools. The participants’ language 

level was estimated to range between suffi cient (55%), average (26%) and 

low (19%) according to the results of an English test administered to them. 

The test was based on London Tests of English for Children (Breakthrough), 

equivalent to the A2 Level of Common European Framework.

Instruments and procedures
Multiple methods were used to collect data for the study, so that trian-

gulation can help establish validity and reliability. Self-report question-

naires were used to gather information about the participants’ composing 

process, writing strategy use and writing diffi culties. Provision was made 

to include questions of the closed form or restricted types (Brown, 2001; 

Verma & Mallick, 1999; Wallace, 2000), using a three point Likert-type 

scale. The respondents had to rank the 32 items of the questionnaire in (a) 

frequency scales (frequently–sometimes–rarely), (b) scales of importance 

(most important–fairly important–least important), (c) diffi culty scales 

(most diffi cult–fairly diffi cult–least diffi cult). The reason which deter-

mined the choice of this type of questions was to obtain specifi c responses 

from the largest possible number of students. However, using question-

naires has some limitations; students may not remember the strategies 

they have used in the past (Chamot, 2004: 3) or they say they use some 

strategies that in fact they do not use. In order to obtain a more complete 

indication of a learner’s written ability and strategy use, verbal reports 

(think-aloud protocols) and retrospective interviews were used.

Verbal report data was collected from 20 12-year-old students (seven 

females and 13 males) while they were planning and writing their essays. 

A task was given at the beginning of the interview with the intent of 

observing how each child would approach the task. While composing, the 

students were asked to think aloud all the techniques and procedures used 

to perform the writing task. All their thinking aloud was done in L1 

(Greek) in order to promote as much verbalising of thoughts as possible. 

After the think-aloud sessions, semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with the twenty students individually to gain further insight into their 

usual approach to writing, writing problems, their strategies and their 

perceptions on abilities and weaknesses. These sessions were tape- 

recorded, transcribed and analysed.
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Data analysis
Data derived from the questionnaires was analysed by using descrip-

tive statistical methods. Frequencies and percentages for all items of the 

questionnaires were obtained. Moreover, Chi-square-test (c2) was used to 

test possible differences between male and female students and between 

more profi cient and less profi cient language learners.

The verbal data underwent the following two procedures: Data reduc-

tion involved fi rst and second level coding as well as pattern coding, 

which involves giving descriptive or conceptual names (Papadopoulou, 

1999). Codes resulted in groups of categories, ‘labelled’ by a specifi c name 

(Miles & Humberman, 1994), which were developed from theories based 

on relevant literature (Chamot, 2004; Flower, 1990; Hedge, 1997; Susser, 

1994; Tribble, 1997; Wenden, 1993) and Oxfords’ strategy classifi cation, 

which includes two major types: (a) direct, that is cognitive, memory and 

compensation strategies, (b) indirect strategies, which include metcogni-

tive, social and affective strategies (Oxford, 1990). Then similar concepts 

with common characteristics were clustered into themes, so as to reduce 

the number of categories. The data was tabulated and displayed on indi-

vidual tables and in crosschecking formats.

Results

Questionnaire data
Pre-planning a writing task

While pre-planning a task, an important group of young learners 

(67%) – regardless of their language level – reported that they try to gener-

ate raw material and they think about organising the content. However, 

10% of the participants declared they rarely pre-plan their writing carefully 

in order to be able to organise their task. A signifi cant difference was found 

(c2 = 11.688, df = 2, p < 0.005) with male students rarely using this subpro-

cess (67%) and female students thinking, frequently, about planning a 

written task (55%).

However, it is remarkable that a limited proportion of the sample (19%) 

declared they often try to identify the purpose of writing a task. On the 

contrary, an important percentage of the respondents (40%) ranked this 

subskill ‘rarely’ and the rest 41% ‘sometimes’ on the frequency scale. A 

lack of concern for identifying purpose was more evident in female stu-

dents (53%) as opposed to male students (77%) who ranked special prefer-

ence by ranking it as ‘frequently’ used (c2 = 8.731, df = 2, p < 0.05). For the 

majority of young learners, the focus of the pre-planning sessions was 

semantic grouping of vocabulary and concepts, as they were concerned 

about identifying and selecting the appropriate vocabulary (59% chose 

‘frequently’, 28% chose ‘sometimes’) (see Figure 10.1).
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Moreover a number of the participants showed preference for drawing 

on prior knowledge (content knowledge, language system knowledge 

and context knowledge) to make sense of the topic they are writing about 

and to generate ideas (62% ‘frequently’ and 28% ‘sometimes’). Besides, the 

more profi cient learners preferred activating their prior knowledge (62%) 

more often than the intermediate and low level ones (36%) (c2 = 8.156, 

df = 4, p < 0.05).

Pre-planning activities
The participants were willing to be engaged in pre-writing activities, in 

brainstorming and pre-planning sessions. More precisely, the young learn-

ers (irrespective of their language level) showed a major preference (35% 

sometimes and 30% frequently) for having the opportunity to read a text 

as a model for the particular function. In addition, fewer than half of the 

total number of the participants (30%), irrespective of their language level, 

frequently preferred discussing with the instructor, while about the same 

percentage of the participants (32%) stated that they rarely preferred this 

activity (see Figure 10.2).

Moreover, they had preference for cooperating with peers to brain-

storming the topic (39%). The poor writers showed a major preference for 

employing this subskill, since 28% considered it to be ‘most important’. 

The more competent writers regarded ‘brainstorming’ as fairly important 

(58%) (c2 = 9.597, df = 4, p < 0.05). However, almost half of the respon-

dents (44%) stated that they rarely prefer being provided with a list of 

useful words and only 27% of the total number of students scored ‘provi-

sion with a list of appropriate words’ as a frequent one (see Figure 10.2, 

Appendix). The results indicated that there was a signifi cant difference 

between the male students (70% ‘sometimes’), and the female students  

Figure 10.1 Pre-planning a writing task
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who showed a greater preference (59% ‘frequently’) (c2 = 9.619, df = 2, 

p < 0.01).

Composing a writing task
While writing a draft, translation of ideas into written words involves a 

lot of subprocesses. The majority of the respondents expressed more local 

processes dealing with ‘spelling words’ and ‘sentence structure’. Regarding 

their primary concern, ‘spelling of words’ attracted most students’ prefer-

ence (81%). Signifi cant differences were revealed between female and 

male students. The majority of male students (86%) declared that they do 

not pay any attention to spelling, as opposed to female students (51%) 

who ranked it as ‘most important’ (c2 = 8.924, df = 2, p = 0.05). Furthermore, 

the more profi cient students (61%) were more concerned than the poor 

writers, who paid no attention (43%) (c2 = 9.619, df = 2, p < 0.05).

The selection of the appropriate vocabulary was viewed of highest 

importance for the great majority of students (73%) (see Figure 10.3). There 

were signifi cant differences between the more competent writers, who 

paid much attention to using the appropriate vocabulary (59%), and the 

less competent ones who declared that they rarely focus on choosing the 

appropriate words (88%) (c2 = 23.390, df = 4, p < 0.001).

The majority of participants reported that their second concern, while 

writing a draft, was to write grammatically and syntactically correct sen-

tences (75% frequently and 22% sometimes) (see Figure 10.3). The more 

profi cient students declared that they often pay special attention to gram-

mar and syntax (63%), opposed to less suffi cient ones who stated that their 

Figure 10.2 Pre-writing activities
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attention was rarely drawn on grammatical accuracy (50%) (c2 = 18.818, 

df = 4, p < 0.005).

At text level, a great percentage of learners (64%) – regardless of their 

language level – emphasised the fact that they were concerned with pre-

senting and organising ideas in a correct sequence, so that coherence was 

achieved. Moreover a great percentage (72%) of the total number of 

 students wondered how to start writing the draft, although a considerable 

number of the low level students (67%) stated they never follow this 

 sub-skill (see Figure 10.4).

Figure 10.4 Composing at text level

Figure 10.3 Writing at sentence level
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Furthermore, most of the students (70%) appeared to stress on covering 

the main points of the content. However, there were signifi cant differences 

between male students (87%), who in their vast majority did not pay any 

attention to including the relevant ideas, and the female students (50%) 

who were especially interested in incorporating all the necessary informa-

tion and covering all the essential points (c2 = 7.452, df = 2, p < 0.05).

It is worth mentioning that the vast majority of the participants (79%) 

were in favour of communicating their ideas, so that the text is clear for 

the reader. It seemed to have a higher incidence of use with the more 

 competent students (59%) (c2 = 9.276, df = 4, p < 0.05).

Diffi culties
Most of the students, regardless of their language level, identifi ed 

some problems and diffi culties encountered and presented the strategies 

employed to solve them. The frequency distribution of the data showed 

that the most diffi cult subskills are considered to be the following. ‘Finding 

and using the appropriate words’ was of high diffi culty for a certain num-

ber of the students (33%), and of medium diffi culty for half of the partici-

pants (51%) (see Figure 10.5). There was a signifi cant difference between 

the competent students, who rated ‘fi nding and using the appropriate 

words’ low in diffi culty (53%), and the poor writers (47%) (c2 = 15.438, 

df = 4, p < 0.005). However, only 30% of the students declared that they 

face great diffi culty in structuring a sentence. For struggling writers, writing 

correct and effective sentences was a signifi cant problem (53%) as opposed 

to more competent writers (c2 = 25.184, df = 4, p < 0.001).

It is noteworthy that the participants were partly in agreement when 

facing diffi culties in including and developing the main points adequately 

Figure 10.5 Diffi culties
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(40%, most diffi cult, 40% fairly diffi cult) (see Figure 10.5). ‘Developing the 

content adequately’ constitutes a major diffi culty for the low level (56%) 

and average (46%) students’ writing (c2 = 9.487, df = 4, p = <0.05). Moreover, 

a great number of the students faced diffi culties in formulating/ organising 

ideas (36% very diffi cult, 37% fairly diffi cult). Most of the poor (53%) and 

less effi cient (48%) writes struggled to a high degree with grouping ideas 

into paragraphs (c2 = 16.969, df = 4, p < 0.005).

Overcoming diffi culties
In order to overcome the problems and diffi culties, the students stated 

that they employ the following strategies. The most frequently cited strat-

egy used was translation from L1. The participants admitted they think 

either frequently (49%) or sometimes (36%) in L1 and then translate 

into English and write down the ideas in English. Moreover, a signifi cant 

 number of young learners (59%) stated they frequently use mother tongue 

patterns and rules while writing in FL. A considerable number of stu-

dents stated that they tend to simplify their word usage (36% frequently) 

when meeting a diffi cult phrase or word or sentence. However, they 

(43%) occasionally cross out words or look for substitutes. Only 19% of 

the total number of the participants ranked ‘skipping the diffi cult parts’ 

as a high priority, as opposed to male students, who in their vast majority 

(74%) preferred using this strategy frequently (c2 = 7.343, df = 2, 

p < 0.05).

Moreover, a signifi cant percentage of the participants accepted the idea 

of regression and ‘recombining’ while they are writing, as 42% of the stu-

dents found ‘adjusting the meaning of a phrase-sentence’ a better way of 

facing some problems, while (31%) of the total sample preferred using it 

sometimes. However, only 19% of the total number of the participants 

ranked ‘skipping the diffi cult parts’ as a high priority (see Figure 10.6).

For the majority of young learners ‘cooperating with peers’ is regarded 

as a very helpful way to overcome diffi culties and they frequently 

employed this strategy (39% sometimes, 38% often). Most of the boys 

(73%) agreed in perceiving ‘cooperating with the peers’ as very helpful, as 

opposed to girls, who rarely follow this social strategy (54%) (c2 = 8.451, 

df = 2, p < 0.05). Furthermore, ‘asking for clarifi cation’ is of high impor-

tance for the vast majority of the students, as the participants declared that 

they think highly of this way of overcoming diffi culties and use it either 

frequently (46%) or sometimes (42%).

Interview and Verbal Report Data

Rich insights to the composing process and writing strategies were pro-

vided through think-aloud process and retrospective interviews. The data, 

after being coded, resulted into 37 codes, which were grouped into 14 
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Figure 10.6 Overcoming diffi culties

 categories classifi ed into four basic themes: (a) Composing process, (b) Writing 

diffi culties, (c) Direct strategies, (d) Indirect strategies (see Table 10.1).

Composing process
The students appeared to be able to articulate their composing pro-

cesses reasonably fully and it was revealed that more than half of the 

young writers tried to devise some kind of preplanning and ideas gener-

ated by brainstorming and activating their prior knowledge. More compe-

tent writers agreed that outlines are a good technique to plan ideas and 

avoid some problems with organisation. However, poor writers did less 

preplanning; they generated little content and organised it poorly.

While writing, most of the students reread the text to assess correct-

ness and pinpointed some weak points, they changed or corrected some 

words and revise the sentence structure. Very few students wrote non-

stop about the topic for a given time, not pausing to edit for appropriate-

ness or correctness. Better writers preferred rereading and revising 

‘paragraph by paragraph’. They reorganised some sentences, threw out 

or changed some words and they were more able to evaluate and revise 

their work. However, the poor writers revised their work at a superfi cial 

level; they centered on vocabulary and grammatical aspects, such as the 

right words, right tenses and prepositions, as their primary concern was 

to translate thoughts into words and sentences. The majority of them got 

distracted by punctuation, formatting and they were often overwhelmed 

– discouraged by the demands of writing. Three less experienced writers, 
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Table 10.1 Themes, categories and codes

Themes–Categories Codes

1. Student profi le School grade
Male/female
Age
English language level

(a) Composing process

2. Pre-writing phase GETHEL = Getting help
GENIDE  = Generating  ideas
ORGIDE = Organising  ideas

3. While-writing phase DRAF = Drafting
REDRAF = Redrafting – refi ning
DRAFED = Drafting/editing

(b) Writing diffi culties

4. Vocabulary RIGWOR = Right words
MEANG = Meaning
SPELG = Spelling

5. Sentence SENSTR = Sentence structure
GRAMM = Grammar

6. Text PLACON = Planning content
ORGCON = Organising content

7. Anxiety ANXVOC = Anxiety vocabulary
ANXSPE = Anxiety about spelling
ANXGRA = Anxiety about grammar/

structure
ANXCON = Anxiety about the content
ANTIMAN = Anxiety about time 

management

(c) Direct strategies

8. Memory PLANW = Placing new words in a context

9. Cognitive USRES = Using resources 
TRANSL = Translating
TRANSF = Transferring
RECOMB = Recombining

10. Compensation ADJMES = Adjusting the message
USSYN = Using a synonym/circumlocution

(d) Indirect strategies

11. Metacognitive strategies LINKNM = Linking with already known 
material

PLATAS = Planning for a language task
PAYATT = Paying attention
SELEVCO = Self-evaluation/correction
PEECOR = peer-correction
SELMON = Self-monitoring

continued
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being unable to think of the right word, midsentence, stopped writing 

and tried to fi nd what word to use halfway. As for organising ideas, three 

very poor students showed ignorance of how to organise their thoughts 

into separate paragraphs.

Young learners’ writing was interrupted midsentence by a language con-

cern, whether spelling, grammar, word choice or struggle of putting ideas 

into coherent English and doubt about the meaning conveyed. In fact, they 

were aware of their own diffi culties in generating language at sentence level 

(25 references) and text level (24 references). They described some factors 

that constrained them from performing writing tasks effectively:

(1) limited lexical knowledge; the majority of the participants faced dif-

fi culties in remembering and selecting appropriate words and rated 

‘fi nding and choosing appropriate vocabulary’ highly in diffi culty, 

causing them a lot of anxiety (18 references). Moreover, the majiority 

of the poor and average students had diffi culty with spelling (14 

 references) especially of compound words;

(2) use of grammatical forms; they believed that the ‘main source of gram-

matical error is the use of mother tongue patterns and rules, which 

leads to an error or inappropriate form in the target language’;

(3) sentence structure; they encountered diffi culties in sentence structure 

(subject–verb agreement, verb–tense consistency) (14 references) and 

they refl ected their concern for making their writing cohesive as the 

sentence structure is ‘all messed up’ and ‘the content is not always 

well-developed’;

(4) inadequate knowledge of how to organise ideas clearly. Most of the stu-

dents stated that they faced the highest degree of diffi culty in planning 

(13 references) and organising (11 references) the piece of writing.

Strategies
Participants used direct strategies and indirect strategies. Certain 

direct strategies like, ‘placing new words in the context’, ‘using resources’, 

Table 10.1 (continued)

Themes–Categories Codes

12. Affective strategies REWAR = Rewarding
ENCYOU = Encouraging yourself

13. Cooperating with teacher ASKCLA = Asking for clarifi cation
ASKCOR = Asking for correction

14. Cooperating with peers ASKHEL = Asking for help
GIVHEL = Giving help
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‘translating’, ‘recombining’, ‘using a synonym or circumlocution’ occurred 

with greater frequency than others. The most frequently memory strategy 

used was ‘placing words in the context’ (18 references), as students 

declared that they place some new words or phrases, taught in the previ-

ous  lessons, into the context of composing.

Concerning cognitive strategies, ‘looking up every word in a diction-

ary’, was considered to be the most useful and the most frequently used 

strategy by the majority of students (19 references), who consult bilingual 

dictionaries for word meanings and for checking spelling mistakes. Word-

for-word (verbatim) ‘translation’ from mother tongue was a frequent 

occurrence among students (18 references), irrespective of their FL level. 

A considerable number of participants (12 references) declared that they 

apply knowledge of words and structures from L1 to English in order to 

produce an expression in the new language. Some students (8 references) 

relied on the strategy of ‘recombining’ to produce a sentence. While 

redrafting they linked one phrase with another in a whole sentence, recon-

structing a meaningful sentence by putting together some items in 

new ways.

Furthermore, young learners employed two basic compensatory strate-

gies to overcome limitations and noticeable weaknesses in FL: (a) ‘using a 

synonym’, and (b) ‘adjusting/approximating the message’. Almost all 

participants commonly used another word or phrase in order to convey 

the intended meaning and they provided strong reasons for doing this. 

Half of them (10 references) declared they write some expressions slightly 

different which mean almost the same thing when they cannot come up 

with the right expression.

As for indirect strategies, the majority of young learners could not 

 manage to employ certain affective strategies, as they were in a state of 

anxiety about ‘coming up with the appropriate words or phrases’ (18 refer-

ences), spelling, grammar and structure and time management. It is remark-

able that the less-competent writers experienced a higher level of anxiety, as 

they did not show complete control and mastery of the language structures.

Although students experienced some uncertainty and anxiety when 

they attempted to compose a task in English, most of them believed that 

self encouragement through positive statements could change their feel-

ings and could reduce performance anxiety. However, only a few of the 

participants adopted some strategies to reduce anxiety, such as ‘self-

encouragement’ (8 references) and ‘rewarding themselves’ while perform-

ing a writing task in English (3 references).

They showed preference to learning interactively by asking the instruc-

tor questions for clarifi cation, or verifi cation, or for help in translating 

words (20 references) or asking for correction (7 references). Furthermore, 

most of the writers, especially the less competent ones, liked cooperating 

with other peers in order to clarify some ambiguities when encountering 
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some problems (12 references). However, six competent writers showed 

preference for writing alone because they declared that they manage 

better by themselves.

As regards metacognitive strategies, ‘linking with already known mate-

rial’ was a strategy frequently used by more than half of the participants 

(13 references), who drew upon previous experience to facilitate new 

knowledge and to generate ideas. A large number of students (16 refer-

ences) showed positive attitude towards evaluating their own writing, and 

an important proportion of them (especially more effi cient learners) got 

involved in the process of identifying diffi culties and problems, and self-

correcting. It is remarkable that eight of the more competent students tried 

to monitor their diffi culties; some others preferred correcting the last draft 

with their peers by reviewing their drafts, noting the style and content, 

comparing their writing with that of their peers, and commenting on each 

other’s drafts. Only a few children preferred using the strategy of ‘paying 

attention’ (6 references); four of them paid attention to specifi c aspects of 

language, such as ‘how to use specifi c expressions and how to use tenses’.

Discussion

Rich insights into young learners’ strategies, preferences and writing 

subprocesses in the specifi c learning context were gained from the ver-

bal data and the questionnaires. The research instruments complemented 

each other by providing partly similar data; the results of the question-

naires have contributed to the listing of the subskills and strategies 

young learners use as well as to the recording of their writing defi cien-

cies. The participants’ verbal descriptions and comments on writing, 

which were more spontaneous than their answers on the questionnaires, 

provided a further indication of the writing sub-processes, strategies 

and weaknesses.

While the emergence of clear and sigifi cant differences in strategy use 

and writing process is important, it must be noted that there were similari-

ties too, as think-aloud protocols, interviews and questionnaires showed 

both competent and less competent learners, both male and female learn-

ers employing similar strategies and following about the same subskills. 

There was a general agreement among all participants that writing is a 

 diffi cult skill which requires effort and demands knowledge of vocabulary, 

correct use of connectives, punctuation, and sentence structure, as well as 

textual organisation. Most of the young writers activated prior knowledge 

to generate ideas (although a few learners overlooked the importance of 

prewriting process), attempted to produce a fi rst/rough draft and redraft 

it, translated, switched to mother tongue, looked up words in a bilingual 

dictionary, used a synonym or changed the sentence structure when com-

posing was not proceeding smoothly and they sometimes revised and 
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proofread the draft. The students were aware of their weaknesses and they 

showed a positive perception of their need to improve writing skills.

Some differences between the effi cient and the less effi cient writers in 

the perception and use of strategies for planning, organising and evalu-

ating were highlighted. The better writers held a broader view of their 

own writing problems, the requirements of the writing task and had a 

rather positive self-concept as writers. More effi cient writers employed 

and utilised a greater number of strategies than the less effi cient ones, 

and followed some high-level writing processes (like generating content, 

planning and revising) to a certain degree. They agreed that when assess-

ing their text, they rethink ideas and revise them if necessary and then 

proofread.

In contrast, the less competent writers had a more limited knowledge of 

the writing task (Arndt, 1987; Zamel, 1982). They used fewer strategies 

and used them less frequently (Cumming, 1989; Wenden, 1993). The fail-

ure to suffi ciently employ cognitive and metacognitive strategies is likely 

to result in less effi cient writers being overdependent on local processes 

(dealing with spelling of words, punctuation and fi nding the appropriate 

vocabulary). They sometimes failed to monitor their writing and they lost 

the meaning of sentences as soon as they focused on spelling or fi nding 

the appropriate words, and they made little or no attempt to revise.

Conclusion

The study attempted to ‘establish an understanding’ of a particular 

group of FL young writers, to examine the way in which they compose 

a piece of writing and to investigate the strategies they employ in order 

to overcome writing diffi culties. It succeeded in describing the writing 

 process and categorising a large number of the strategies used by the 

particular group of young writers. The study indicated that most of young 

learners showed some understanding of the control they have over their 

own cognition while writing. Moreover, they appreciated the need to ori-

entate themselves to the specifi c requirements of a writing task and they 

see the need to improve their writing subskills and to participate interac-

tively in the process of writing.

The interpretation of data provides the opportunity for some possible 

directions for pedagogical research to be highlighted. However, because of 

the limited sample size, the fi ndings can be regarded as suggestive rather 

than defi nitive and some implications for classroom instruction are dis-

cussed. The results (a) provided a means for teachers to increase their under-

standing of how students write in response to assigned writing tasks and 

the possibility of identifying a number of areas where the learners’ knowl-

edge was inadequate or limited, and (b) suggested that students need guid-

ance, explicit instruction, which should aim at developing effective writing 
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skills (both high-level and lower-level skills) and strategies and at develop-

ing students’ awareness of the strategy they use. The basic purpose is to 

make students skillful and independent writers through process-oriented 

and self-regulated writing instruction, so that they use more effective strate-

gies for planning, organising ideas, drafting, revising and reviewing the 

content. More precisely, children should be encouraged to have their own 

ideas about content, to write multiple drafts, as rewriting techniques help 

students how to plan, to collaborate, to refl ect on and revise their work and 

to begin to be self-critical and edit their work and to focus on spelling, 

 grammar, punctuation, choice of appropriate words and sentence linking.

Within this perspective, the teacher’s role is to foster students’ devel-

opment of a variety of strategies, help them compose through modeling 

and scaffolding, develop their awareness of the writing process and 

help them make writing purposeful and contextualised whenever pos-

sible (Ellis & Brewster, 1991: 57) in an instructional context which: (a) 

aims at developing both organisational skills, such as the use of outlines 

to plan out a writing text, and revision skills, such as the ability to criti-

cally read and analyse one’s own writing, (b) includes interactive writ-

ing and incorporates prewriting activities in order to encourage students 

to brainstorm and think about the key vocabulary, to activate prior 

knowledge so that they have ideas ready, to set the purpose for writing, 

and to think about the text type and layout, and (c) provides young 

learners with sample texts and exposes them to various types of writing 

(Brewster et al., 1992), so that they have knowledge of a variety of 

forms or genres for writing, and they use that knowledge to help them 

generate content and organise their writing. Such an instructional con-

text should also encompass writing frames that can help young writ-

ers learn to write quickly and acquire writing skills and strategies 

and should encourage students to correct, refi ne and improve their 

own texts.
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Chapter 11

How do 9–11-Year-Old Croatians 
Perceive Sounds and Read Aloud 
in French?

VANDA MARIJANOVIĆ, NATHALIE PANISSAL
AND MICHEL BILLIÈRES

Introduction

Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious! You must have recognised Mary 

Poppins’ famous magic word, but do you know what it means? Even if 

you do not really know the meaning of this word, you are able to read it, 

in a silent way or aloud. If this is the fi rst time that you encounter this 

word, you would not probably succeed in articulating it very quickly: 

su-per-qua-li-fra-gi-li-stic-ex-pi-a-li-do-cious. What if somebody asks you to 

say it backwards? Would you be able to do so, as Mary did in her song? 

Dociousaliexpilisticfragicalirupus? So, try to imagine what happens in the 

head of a child starting to learn a foreign language. They face a new sound 

system, sometimes even a new alphabetic code, and may or may not 

already be expert readers in their mother tongue.

The aim of the chapter is to fi nd evidence for phonological represen-

tations of French sound units in Croatian early learners’ interlanguage. 

The experimental study on Croatian novice readers examines how chil-

dren apply the grapheme–phoneme correspondence rules of their mother 

tongue while reading when facing the opaque French language. Children 

were given different tasks and the authors expected them to be most accu-

rate in a Repetition task, less so in a Reading Aloud task and the least 

accurate in a simultaneous task of Listening and Reading Aloud task. 

Examining the phonological loop factor, they supposed that due to a 

 cognitive load, the reading task will imply longer reaction times than the 

two other tasks.

All writing systems transcribe the units of spoken language. The basic 

units of an alphabetical writing system are graphemes, which transcribe 

the phonemes of the spoken language, and all phonological systems include 
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consonants and vowels. The ease of reading acquisition, however, is 

assumed to depend on the degree of transparency between graphemes and 

phonemes, which varies across languages (Rieben et al., 1997; Rieben & 

Perfetti, 1989). We can also add that most of the differences between pho-

nological and orthographic structures are related to vowels. Similarly to 

English and German, the French language contains 20 to 24 phonemes for 

50 to 60 graphemes (Sprenger-Charolles et al., 2006). Yet, the Croatian lan-

guage is completely transparent: 25 phonemes for 25 graphemes (Babić 

et al., 1991). We consider this discrepancy in orthographic transparency 

between the Croatian and the French language as of utmost importance; 

particularly, when the diffi culty in L2 acquisition is intensifi ed by the intro-

duction of phonological structures subjacent to the oral language, but non-

existent in the L1.

The main characteristic of all writing systems, with the exception of 

Chinese, is that two reading routes can be used to grasp written-words: a 

lexical reading route, relying on a large set of meaningful units and a sub-

lexical one, relying on a small set of meaningless units. The sublexical 

(direct) reading route – a general principle – depends on the degree to 

which the writing system represents the spoken language it encodes. In 

other words, learning to read depends on the consistency of grapheme–

phoneme correspondence rules in the writing system, but also on the 

quality of a child’s phonological representations, especially at the phone-

mic level (Goswami & Bryant, 1990; Rieben & Perfetti, 1989).

One important concept in all reading theories is automaticity, as it was 

thoroughly explained in Ecalle and Magnan (2002). The written-word 

identifi cation process does not require specifi c attentional resources and it 

will be rapid, precise and automatic for expert readers. Novice readers’ 

lexical access is, on the contrary, controlled. The processes involved in 

written-word identifi cation are specifi c to reading, whereas those involved 

in reading comprehension are generally thought to be amodal, that is, 

similar for spoken and written language. Thus, comprehension depends 

on the automaticity degree of so-called low-level mechanisms, such as 

written-word identifi cation, which allows us to allot a large part of our 

cognitive capacity to comprehension (Sprenger-Charolles et al., 2006).

The goal of reading is to understand what is being read. However, this 

should not conceal the fact that the reading problems are primarily due to 

the diffi culty identifying written words, more precisely to the lack of auto-

maticity in written-word identifi cation for novice Croatian readers in L2 

French. As we can peruse in Ecalle and Magnan (2002) the dominant model 

of word identifi cation in expert reading presupposes the coexistence and 

collaboration of two different ways of access to internal lexicon: by address-

ing (direct way) or by assembling (indirect way). The indirect way permits 

us to read unknown words, such as supercalifragilisticexpialidocious, by 

transforming the visual information into phonological information via the 

1558_Ch11.indd 1501558_Ch11.indd   150 2/4/2009 3:29:10 PM2/4/2009   3:29:10 PM



How do 9–11-Year-Old Croatians Perceive Sounds? 151

grapheme–phoneme correspondence rules. Hence, the activity of reading 

implies a word identifi cation (lexical access) and double extraction of 

 written material: pronunciation and meaning, which infers subsequently 

 orthographic and semantic representations. The process of word identifi -

cation is thus related to the existence and development of the metalin-

guistic competence (child’s phonological representations) and the working 

memory effi ciency (Gathercole & Baddeley, 1993; Goswami & Bryant, 1990; 

Sprenger-Charolles et al., 2006).

We have already mentioned the importance of the child’s phonological 

representations. In this context, we would like to defi ne the term ‘phono-

logical awareness’ (Goswami & Bryant, 1990). Phonological awareness is 

the capability of perceiving, manipulating and thinking through the 

speech sounds. Its functioning relies on the co-activation of lexical units 

and not really on their physical properties. Some experimental results 

allow several abstraction levels: awareness of phonological chains, that is, 

identifi cation and segmentation of syllables; phonetic awareness, that is, 

identifi cation that speech is a sequence of minimal units permitting per-

ceptive differentiation, and phonemic (phonological) awareness. We know 

that phonological awareness’ training makes reading quicker and easier, 

not only is phonological awareness a good predictor of reading competence 

(Gathercole & Baddeley, 1993; Sprenger-Charolles et al., 2006), but it also 

continues its development in reciprocal causal relationship with reading 

(Sprenger-Charolles et al., 2006).

Alan Baddeley (Baddeley, 1992, 2003a, 2003b) considers working-memory 

as a low-capacity system, responsible for manipulation of information 

during many cognitive activities, such as learning, reading, vocabulary 

acquisition, language comprehension and others, and at the same time, 

it handles the passive, temporary storage of this information. Working 

memory is composed of a central executive system whose function is to 

manage two slave-systems: the phonological loop, responsible for verbal 

information and the visuo-spatial notebook, responsible for visuo-spatial 

information. The phonological loop is comprised of two components: the 

phonological store which represents material in a phonological code 

decaying with time. The second component involves a process of articula-

tory rehearsal (or subvocalisation) which serves to refresh the representa-

tions in the phonological store in order to uphold memory items in the 

short-term store. The phonological loop is also used to recode visual, 

nonphonological inputs such as printed words or pictures into their pho-

nological form so that they can be held in the phonological store. Knowing 

that, with the increasing development of automatic processes, working 

memory resources will be employed to a lesser extent, we may expect that 

the study of working memory, and particularly the impact of the phono-

logical loop (Majerus et al., 2001) could indeed reveal low-level processes 

in reading.
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We would like to insist on this well-founded postulation stating that 

the components of working memory play a crucial role in language per-

ception and production. Likewise, this is the reason why we can consider 

that the mnesic capacity underlies the possible transfer between L1 and L2 

processing mechanisms. L1 can infl uence L2 production and perception in 

the transfer of L1 procedures. In the case of lexical encoding and decoding, 

the transfer will take place through conceptual, syntactic, morphological 

and phonological transfer. The latter one, which happens to be quite com-

plex in both L2 perception and production, is the one that interest us the 

most in this study. Even advanced learners frequently substitute L1 pho-

nemes for similar but nonidentical L2 phonemes. Moreover, we could 

observe that L2 learners, and in particular the beginners, use L1 rules 

when encoding L2 linguistic items (e.g. regarding the reading activity, this 

hypothesis was affi rmed in this study). Furthermore, not only the L1 

‘imprints’ itself in these processes, but leaves also its marks in the articula-

tion. We may presume that L2 speakers have one kind of an articulatory 

habitus, that is, their articulation reposes on a set of specifi c and automa-

tised articulatory movements which can explain why the acquisition of L2 

phonological features can sometimes be diffi cult even for highly advanced 

L2 speakers (Kormos, 2006). To illustrate this remark, we can think of a 

native French speaker for whom it is very diffi cult to pronounce the 

English phoneme /q/, like in path /pæq/. All of those who have been 

learning English will think with nostalgia of their teacher saying the 

famous: ‘Bite your tongue!’-instruction. On the contrary, native English 

speakers will probably be in diffi culty when striving to articulate the 

famous French phoneme /R/ as in Paris /paRi/.

Hence, the role of automaticity in both L1 to L2 transfer and L2 acqui-

sition is central. Indeed and broadly speaking, this ability to retrieve the 

information automatically is an important bond between perception, 

working memory and long-term memory. In relation with reading pro-

cesses, we might observe that in the absence of automaticity of the low-

level processes, the working memory capacity will engage the totality of 

the attentional resources required in order to simply apply grapheme–

phoneme correspondence rules. In her recent publication, Kormos (2006) 

provides a synthetic list of automaticity characteristics: fast, ballistic, 

load-independent, effortless and unconscious. Yet, we know that L2 

 novice readers’ competence is a fortiori slow, intentional, effort-demand-

ing, and conscious. Besides, it implies a heavy cognitive load. Knowing 

that the development of automatic processes does not require much of 

our working memory resources, we may imagine that the study of work-

ing memory could reveal low-level processes, and in particular the impact 

of the phonological loop (Baddeley et al., 1998; Majerus et al., 2001). Because, 

‘. . . the phonological loop should facilitate language acquisition in two 

ways: the store should provide relatively unconstrained temporary 
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 representation for new phoneme sequences, and the articulatory system 

should facilitate learning through rehearsal . . .’ (Baddeley, 2003b: 833). In 

other terms, in order to obtain some valuable indications on reading 

acquisition, we would like to make a thorough study of written-word 

identifi cation processes, which are in fact a fundamental stage that per-

mits us to connect two distinctive levels of representations: sublexical 

and lexical level, by concentrating on one of the working memory’s slave-

systems: the phonological loop.

The Study

In this chapter, we present the aims and the most signifi cant results of 

our fi rst experiment related to our short overview of the literature in what 

we hope to be a meaningful and helpful discussion for language teachers.

Aims
The primary objective of this study was to fi nd evidence for phonological 

representations of French sound units in Croatian early learners’ inter-

language. The complexity of such an experimental protocol could not per-

mit the evaluation of all the sounds of the French language. Besides, it is a 

well-known fact that the French consonant system does not represent any 

major problems to Croatian speakers. Therefore, we have decided to focus 

exclusively on vowels, and in particular on nasal and mid vowels. They 

appeared to us as the most interesting for two reasons. First of all, nasal 

vowels do not exist in the Croatian phonological system, neither the opposi-

tion between close and open vowels, such as /e/-/e/ and / /-/ /. Second, 

the mispronunciation of these vowels often provokes misunderstanding.

We wanted to observe the specifi c linguistic phenomena performed by 

Croatian novice readers while in contact with the unknown French lan-

guage. Moreover, the infl uence of the phonological loop on the storage, 

rehearsal and retaining of new lexical items is also a well-established fact. 

We have stipulated that the reaction–time measures should permit us to 

shed light on this short-term memory component.

Considering all of these elements together, we hypothesise that 

Croatian novice readers when facing the opaque French language (Jaffré, 

2003) will apply the grapheme–phoneme correspondence rules of their 

mother tongue while reading. We have postulated as well that the pro-

nunciation accuracy will vary between tasks. It will be more accurate in a 

Repetition task, less accurate in a simultaneous task of Listening and 

Reading Aloud, and the least accurate in a Reading Aloud task. As for the 

phonological loop factor, we have presupposed that due to a cognitive 

load, the reading task will undoubtedly imply longer reaction times than 

the two other tasks.
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Research protocol
Participants

Participants in this experiment were Croatian children, aged from 9 to 

11 years of age, not presenting any specifi c cognitive or linguistic defi cits 

and disorders. All 42 participants were school children, beginners in 

French. At the time the experiment started, they had had about six hours 

of French lessons and their skills may be evaluated at the time as corre-

sponding to the very beginning of A1 level of the Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages (Conseil de l’Europe, 2001). In 

relation with their reading competence, we consider that they are expert 

readers in Croatian, yet novice readers in L2 French.

Stimuli
We have extracted seven phonemes from the complete set of 16 

French vowels-one high vowel /y/, four commonly named ‘mid’ 

 vowels: /o/, / /, /e/, /e/ and two nasal vowels: / / and / /. We 

identify this factor with seven modalities as a ‘phoneme factor’. We 

observe conjointly the vowel position in the word which includes three 

modalities (initial, middle and fi nal), that is a ‘position factor’. Moreover, 

the stimuli are presented in two different conditions: isolated item and 

item in context. This factor with two modalities (isolated and in context) 

is named an ‘isolated vs. context factor’. Therefrom, we created three 

different stimuli-lists each containing 21 bisyllables where seven pho-

nemes appear three times, in word-initial (e.g. usage /y-za /), word-

middle (e.g. virus /vi-Rys/) and word-fi nal position (e.g. début /de-by/). 

The stimuli list continues with 21 sentences where each of the 21 words 

appears embedded in context (e.g. Elle connaît son usage. /el-ko-ne-s -

ny-za /; Il a un virus. /i-la-ẽ-vi-Rys/; Le fi lm est au début. /l -fi lm-e-to-

de-by/). Three stimuli lists correspond to three different tasks, that is, 

three different fashions of stimuli presentation. This ‘(presentation) 

modality factor’ thence includes three modalities: auditive, visual and 

audiovisual.

The words were picked in the NOVLEX lexical data-base which con-

tains 9300 written-language lexical entries, excerpts from French children’s 

literature (Lambert & Chesnet, 2001). The syllabic structure criterion was 

respected: all isolated stimuli-items are bisyllable words, and the sen-

tences are composed of between four and seven syllables. Meanwhile, we 

have also observed a grammaticality criterion: stimuli-items are concrete 

nouns without possible homonymy with verbs. In addition, the frequency 

of stimuli items was evaluated and we proposed 31 unknown words, and 

32 words for which the meaning was supposed to be transparent to 

Croatian children (e.g. police, orbite, pilote). This familiarity was evaluated 

on the basis of their presence in textbooks used in class (Batušić & Montani, 

1992; Montani & Batušić, 1996; Vrhovac, 1992, 2003).
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Procedure
This psycholinguistic study, conducted in a heteroglossic environment, 

lasted for four weeks during which three tasks were administered to the 

participants. Each task lasted approximately six minutes and included a 

different stimuli list. The materials used for the stimuli manipulation were 

a laptop computer, two speakers and a digital voice player/recorder. The 

software used for the manipulation of stimuli was Histrion 251-0SX-et-

WIN, developed by Pascal Gaillard (Laboratory Jacques-Lordat, University 

of Toulouse). Each one of the three tasks that we gave learners corresponds 

to one perceptive modality:

Task 1: In the Repetition task, the participant was sitting in front of the 

speakers, listening to the stimuli and repeating them immediately. The 

instruction was as follows: You will now hear a sequence of words and sen-
tences in French. You just have to repeat what you hear, like a parrot. Ready? 

Isolated items were appearing within a fi ve-second interval and items in 

context within a 12-second interval. This appearance interval was the 

same in all three tasks and the guidelines were always given in Croatian.

Task 2: In the Reading Aloud task, the child was sitting in front of the 

laptop screen and stimuli appeared on the screen. The instruction in this 

task was: A list of words and sentences will appear on the screen. Please read 
aloud what you see. Ready?

Task 3: In the Simultaneous Listening and Reading Aloud task, the pupil 

was sitting in front of the laptop screen and speakers and stimuli were 

appearing simultaneously on the screen and out of the speakers. Today, 
you will hear and see on the screen at the same time a list of words and sentences. 
Please read aloud what you see. Ready?

Forty-two children took part in the experiment, though the results are 

based on the production analysis of only 36 children. We have eliminated 

productions of six children because they were not always present in school, 

and thus did not accomplish the totality of tasks contained in the research 

protocol. The data was collected in September and October 2005, in four 

primary schools in Zagreb (Croatia). The experiment took place in the insti-

tution, during children’s school-hours. Taking into account tiredness and 

accommodation effects, the experimenter took special care to wait at least 

four days before soliciting the children for the following task. The produc-

tions were recorded on Edirol’s R-1 digital sound device and photographs 

were taken of each classroom where the experiment was conducted.

The data analysis was undertaken in Toulouse. It consisted of Vowel 

Pronunciation assessment and measurements of children’s Reaction Times 

to the given stimulus. As for vowel pronunciation, we have evaluated 

children’s productions as ‘accurate’ or ‘inaccurate’. The third ‘no response’ 

category concerned the cases in which the child either did not respond to 

a stimulus, or when her/his production did not correspond at all to the 

given stimulus (e.g. when the child created some kind of an unreal French 
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sound sequence). The reaction time measures were processed with 

Amadeus software and calculated in milliseconds.

Results
As this is a preliminary experiment with a qualitative aim, a descriptive 

analysis of Pronunciation Performance was carried out, according to tasks 

and in percentages of accurate and inaccurate productions. As to Reaction 

Times, a quantitative analysis will be presented in the second part of this 

chapter.

The main idea of this article is to present to the community of Foreign 

Language Teachers the most pertinent fi ndings about the phonologi-

cal profi ciency of Croatian Early Learners in pronunciation, as well as in 

 written-word identifi cation, of specifi c French vowels. For that reason, we 

will not present the detailed statistical analysis of the totality of collected 

data (4536 entries) and will zoom-in on the most revealing data.

Pronunciation assessment
All this considered, in this chapter we will concentrate only on the most 

relevant result, those concerning the phonemes /y/,/ / and / / (see 

Figures 11.1–11.3 for performances in isolated environment and Figures 

11.4–11.6 for items in context):

(a) Isolated items. While in the French graphophonological system the 

grapheme U corresponds to the phoneme /y/ (e.g. sud /syd/), in Croatian 

system grapheme U transcribes the phoneme /u/ (e.g. sud /sud/). 

Phoneme /u/ exists in French and matches to the grapheme OU (e.g. soul 
/sul/) that turns out in /ou/ in Croatian (e.g. soul /soul/). Furthermore, 

as we have already reported, the phoneme /y/ does not exist in the 

Croatian phonological vocalic system. Thus, we may expect that the fi rst 

diffi culty for Croatian learners will be to perceive this new sound. 
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REP READ SIM

accurate inaccurate no response

Figure 11.1 Pronunciation of isolated /y/ across tasks
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Figure 11.2 Pronunciation of isolated / /across tasks
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Figure 11.3 Pronunciation of isolated / / across tasks
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Figure 11.4 Pronunciation of /y/ in context across tasks
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Subsequently, they will fi nd themselves in a situation where they will be 

asked to produce this sound. And during reading activity, they will tend 

to pronounce the French U grapheme – /y/ as a Croatian U – /u/.

In Figure 11.1, we may observe the pronunciation performances of pho-

neme /y/ in Repetition (Task 1), Reading Aloud (Task 2) and Simultaneous 

Listening and Reading Aloud (Task 3). Out of 108 productions (phoneme 

/y/ appearing three times in each task performed by 36 subjects), the per-

centages of correct pronunciations in Tasks 1, 2 and 3 are respectively 25%, 

3% and 28%. Among incorrect pronunciations, respectively 69%, 82% and 

61%, the massive answer was /u/. This confi rms our fi rst hypothesis: 

Croatian readers apply the grapheme–phoneme correspondence rules of 

their mother-tongue. We may also notice close scores of accurate and inac-

curate pronunciations in Task 1 – Repetition and Task 3 – Simultaneous 

Listening and Reading Aloud. Nevertheless, with respect to the ‘no 

response’ realisations, the percentages (respectively 6%, 15% and 11%) 

show slightly better performance scores in Task 1 – Repetition. We may 

Figure 11.5 Pronunciation of / / in context across tasks

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

REP READ SIM

accurate inaccurate no response

Figure 11.6 Pronunciation of / / in context across tasks
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suppose then that the simple task of Repetition with only one input modal-

ity, an auditive one, was less inhibitive to process than the double input of 

audiovisual modality of Task 3.

As to the phoneme / / (Figure 11.2), the results also corroborate our fi rst 

hypothesis. The majority of children were not successful at pronouncing it. 

This nasal vowel was submitted to the children in different graphical repre-

sentations: ON, OM, EM. In this case, the already well-developed phono-

logical awareness of Croatian learners actuates the pronunciation of nasal 

consonants: /on/, /om/, /em/. In the Reading Aloud task, we observe 4% 

of accurate pronunciations, 4% of ‘no response’ to stimuli and 92% of inac-

curate answers. In this task, we may notice 1% accurate responses, 87% 

inaccurate responses and 12% ‘no responses’. In the Simultaneous Listening 

and Reading Aloud task, we got 24% accurate pronunciations, 68% inaccu-

rate pronunciations and 8% ‘no responses’. Although the slight difference of 

‘no response’ answers in Tasks 1 and 3 tend to reveal a greater cognitive 

load in processing the double information input, the discrepancy in the 

results in pronunciation accuracy in these two tasks make us reconsider our 

second hypothesis of pronunciation accuracy tendency. We hypothesised 

that pronunciation will be more accurate in the Repetition task than in the 

Simultaneous Listening and reading Aloud task. All the results suggest the 

contrary: the pronunciation is more accurate in Task 3.

We obtained almost identical results with the phoneme / / (Figure 

11.3), except for the percentage of accurate pronunciations in Task 3 (12% 

compared to 24% of phoneme / /). This could imply that Croatian learn-

ers have even more diffi culty with the pronunciation of this nasal 

vowel. The comparison between the phonological realisations of these 

two phonemes leads us also to the following remark: the French graph-

eme AN corresponding to the phoneme / / is often pronounced as / / 

by Croatian speakers.

(b) Items in context. Figure 11.4 illustrates the children’s performance in 

pronouncing the phoneme /y/ embedded in context. As the results are 

24% accurate, 72% inaccurate pronunciations, and 4% ‘no-responses’ in 

Task 1, the children’s performance appears to be the same as on isolated 

items. Our principal hypothesis is confi rmed once again by the perfor-

mances in Oral Reading task: 0% accurate pronunciations. Besides, com-

paring the Simultaneous Listening and Reading Aloud task and the 

Repetition tasks, we noticed the global tendency of greater number of ‘no-

responses’ in the Simultaneous Listening and Reading Aloud task than in 

the Repetition task (11% and 4%, respectively), but also a higher percent-

age of accurate pronunciations (28% and 24%, respectively).

Analysing the ‘isolated vs. context’ condition, the results presented in 

Figures 11.5 and 11.6 show a trend: the pronunciation accuracy of stimuli 

inserted in sentences is comparable to the one beheld in the case of iso-

lated items. In addition, the higher percentages of ‘no-response’ answers 
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in ‘context’ condition explain the minimally lower percentages of inaccu-

rate pronunciations. Our hypothesis concerning better performance in the 

pronunciation of isolated items than of items in context is thus partially 

attested.

Assessment of reaction times
An ANOVA statistical analysis was conducted on reaction times, calcu-

lated in milliseconds. Several factors were taken in consideration: seven 

‘phonemes’, three ‘presentation modalities’ and three ‘vowel position in 

the word’ condition and all of them were examined in two ‘isolated vs. 

context’ conditions:

(a) Isolated items. The results suggest a signifi cant effect of the ‘phoneme’ 

factor [F(6.198) = 2.26; p < 0.04] and the Tukey test demonstrates that the 

performance of the phoneme / / (960 msec) is degraded in comparison to 

the other phonemes (between 815 and 890 msec; see Figure 11.7).

The variance analysis confi rms the effect of the ‘presentation modality’ 

factor [F(2.66) = 42.53; p < 0.00]. The Tukey test has permitted to set forth a 

performance degradation in visual modality (circa 1600 msec) and a 

 performance equality of auditive and audiovisual modalities (circa 400 

msec; see Figure 11.8).

In contrast, the variance analysis did not allow us to establish a signifi -

cant effect of the ‘vowel position in the word’ factor [F(2,66) = 0.31; 

p < 0.73]: the reaction time performances are situated around 850 msec in 

all three modalities-initial, middle and fi nal positions.

(b) Items in context. A variance analysis was also performed on reaction 

times measured in the ‘context’ condition. Only the ‘presentation modality’ 

factor represents a signifi cant effect [F(2.68) = 5.73; p < 0.05], that is, reaction 

time increases in visual modality (mean-time of 2894 msec) and there is a 

Figure 11.7 Reaction times – ‘phoneme’ factor
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statistical equivalence of reaction times in auditive and audiovisual modal-

ity (respectively, 665 msec and 546 msec), as is shown in Figure 11.9.

Summary

From a psycholinguistic point of view, the mental (or internal) lexicon 

is comprised of representations of all words belonging to a particular 

Figure 11.9 Reaction times – ‘presentation modality’ factor across tasks
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Figure 11.8 Reaction times – ‘presentation modality’ factor across tasks
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 language. These representations can be phonological, orthographical, 

morphological, syntactic and conceptual. Two main research issues related 

to the internal lexicon concern its organisation and the procedures involved 

in lexical access, that is, a set of operations that are necessary for associat-

ing the sensory representations (auditive or graphic) of linguistic items to 

their mental representations. Aware of the impact that L1 might have on 

L2, it is not surprising that this research fi eld is highly relevant for L2 

acquisition research.

Many research studies attested the existence of working memory sys-

tem, and the role played by working memory in cognitive processes 

is today irrefutable (Baddeley, 1992, 2003a, 2003b; Ecalle & Magnan, 2002; 

Gathercole & Baddeley, 1993; Goswami & Bryant, 1990; Majerus et al., 
2001; Rieben & Perfetti, 1989; Sprenger-Charolles et al., 2006). It is proba-

bly even more obvious when talking about the acquisition of mechanisms 

that enable the lexical access because the matching of mental and sensory 

(auditive or visual) representations takes place precisely during the tem-

porary storage of information in working memory. Among all compo-

nents of this multicomponent system, the phonological loop is probably 

the most investigated one. Despite all of these investigations, the study of 

the phonological loop’s impact on phonological encoding in L2 need to 

be taken further because of the multitude of unanswered questions, in 

both L1 and L2 acquisition studies. It is one of the aims of this study to 

tackle these unanswered questions: in what way do we process L2 pho-

nological representation that does not have its correspondent in L1? 

Moreover, we wish to explore to what extent these processes become 

automatised. The study of L2 Reading Acquisition through the lens of 

phonological loop appeared as an appropriate context while reading 

activity implies several high- and low-level cognitive processes, such as 

written-word identifi cation and comprehension, which are necessarily 

supported by the phonological loop, as it is responsible for the gra-

phophonological recoding of written input.

Taking into account the results obtained in the qualitative Pronun-

ciation Assessment, and with the aim of comparing it with the Reaction 

Times, we have restricted the analysis to the three most contrastive 

 phonemes – /y/, / / and / /. In isolated conditions, the results suggest 

better performances in pronunciation for phoneme /y/ than for the 

nasal vowels. We are also able to affi rm that the pronunciation of the pho-

neme / / was the least well-performed. On the other hand, the com-

parison of statistical analysis results in ‘isolated vs. context’ conditions, 

does not seem to confi rm our hypothesis inferring that the pronuncia-

tion performance will decay in a ‘context’ environment notwithstanding 

the higher percentage of ‘no-responses’ for words appearing in sen-

tences. We supposed that the pronunciation of longer sequences will 

raise the cognitive load because of the increasing number of items 
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retained in working  memory, and thus, that the pronunciation will be 

impaired. This might be a justifi cation for numerous ‘no-response’ events 

in ‘context’ condition. Yet, two cases can be distinguished. Either the 

participants were inhibited and did not respond at all to the given stim-

uli, or they proposed the same ratio of accurate pronunciations as in the 

‘isolated’ condition. One possible explanation for this could be that the 

memory span capacity of some participants was not indeed affected 

because of the absence of semantic representations. Nevertheless, these 

results show the importance of automaticity in the activation of L1 pho-

nological representations: the pronunciation of phonemes inexistent in 

Croatian was the least well-performed.

With regard to the written-word identifi cation, the results obtained in 

Task 2 (Reading Aloud) support our fi rst hypothesis that Croatian novice 

readers in L2 French apply the grapheme–phoneme correspondence rules 

of their L1 Croatian. Indeed, the pronunciation performances recorded in 

this task show the lack of L2 phonological sensitivity because of the auto-

matic processing of grapheme–phoneme correspondence rules in L1 

Croatian. Even if, in the Repeating task, some participants manage 

to reproduce some French phonemes inexistent in Croatian, they are no 

longer able to produce them in the Reading Aloud task. The only possible 

retrieval from the mental lexicon is the one of L1 phonological representa-

tions and the attentional processing of L2 cannot be activated because of 

the automaticity in L1 grapheme–phoneme recoding.

The Reaction Time measures permitted us to sustain this hypothesis, 

both in ‘isolated’ and ‘context’ condition: Reading Aloud takes approxi-

mately four times longer than Repetition (Task 1) or Simultaneous 

Listening and Reading Aloud (Task 3). Furthermore, these measures 

 indicate longer reaction times in pronouncing the phoneme / / that 

appears clearly as the most challenging for Croatian early learners and 

clarifi es our vision of their interlanguage (cf. Aims). That is, when the 

 children who master Croatian transparent GPC code are facing incompre-

hensible French items, they cannot rely on the double extraction of written 

material – pronunciation and signifi cation. Aware of the alphabetical 

 principle, they can  proceed to phonological recoding, but their articula-

tory processor (a phonological loop component) cannot fi nd the matching 

 phonological representation in the long-term memory because dealing 

with an unknown visual code. And unlike in the Repeating task, there is 

no auditive print in the working memory’s short-term store that could 

potentially permit them to retrieve the right information. The working 

memory attempts to reach the long-term memory require then all of their 

attentional resources and hence, the start of production takes much longer. 

Furthermore, the developed automaticity in reading implies the activation 

of what already exists, that is, L1 Croatian phonological representations 

that are the most resembling to the L2 French visual stimuli.
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With regard to the concepts of phonological awareness and the phono-

logical loop, we may state that the initial idea of the importance of phono-

logical representations has been confi rmed by these results: Croatian 

beginners took much more time to process auditive and visual informa-

tion that is not latent in their long-term memory. Worded differently, we 

may again pinpoint the phonological loop, device responsible for the pro-

cessing of visual and phonological information (e.g. written-words), as 

the essential agent in reading as well as in the acquisition of reading. Thus, 

this experiment should be followed by another experiment with a more 

didactic aim. We would like to conduct a comparative study of several 

strategies of reading acquisition in L2 French through phonological aware-

ness’ training. This second experiment will allow us to evaluate different 

teaching practices and, hopefully, to distinguish the most appropriate 

ones in order to optimise reading instruction in L2 French.
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Chapter 12

Differences Between the Processes 
and Outcomes in Third Graders’ 
Learning of English and Ukrainian in 
Hungarian Schools in Beregszász

ILONA HUSZTI, MÁRTA FÁBIÁN and
ERZSÉBET BÁRÁNYNÉ KOMÁRI

Introduction

This chapter reports on the fi rst phase of a longitudinal investigation 

aiming to explain the reasons why ethnic Hungarian schoolchildren 

achieve better results in English as a foreign language than in Ukrainian as 

a second language. The study was conducted in Beregszász, a small pro-

vincial town in Transcarpathia, the south-western part of the Ukraine. 

Hungarians live in minority; 48% of the town’s population is Hungarian 

(Molnár & Molnár, 2005). In this community fi ve schools teach Hungarian 

in Beregszász: four teach elementary learners between the ages of six 

and 10. Besides Hungarian, all institutions teach Ukrainian as the state 

language, and English as a foreign language.

Since Ukrainian became the offi cial language in the Ukraine in 1991, it 

has been an obligatory subject in all schools. But many teachers of the 

Ukrainian language in Hungarian schools are either not qualifi ed teachers 

of Ukrainian, or they do not speak the learners’ mother tongue (Hungarian) 

and thus, are unable to draw learners’ attention to similarities and differ-

ences between the two languages (Bárányné Komári, 2004; Milován, 2003).

Little has been written about English language teaching in Transcarpa-

thian Hungarian schools. There are some studies (e.g. Beregszászi, 2004; 

Huszti, 2005; Orosz, 2004), but they do not focus on teaching English in 

elementary classes in particular. A study (Fábián et al., 2004) surveyed 

learning and teaching conditions of English in 39 Transcarpathian 

Hungarian schools: 48 teachers, including 27 primary-school teachers, of 

English fi lled in a questionnaire about the circumstances in their schools. 

Their main concern was the lack of appropriate textbooks in Hungarian 
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schools. They used a book (Plakhotnyk & Polons’ka, 1997) based on the 

grammar-translation method with a lot of translation and reading exer-

cises, but hardly any listening or speaking activities. They felt these facts 

prevented them from achieving better results in language teaching.

Povhan (2003) states that Hungarian learners’ knowledge of the 

Ukrainian language depends on their social status, the Ukrainian environ-

ment, language practice opportunities outside the school, language use in 

the family and infl uence of the mass media. Findings of her study indicate 

that only 10% of Hungarian elementary-school learners have the possibil-

ity or need to communicate in Ukrainian within their family or with their 

friends. Based on these fi ndings, Povhan enumerates some essential tasks 

of Ukrainian teachers in Hungarian elementary schools: motivate learners 

to study Ukrainian, enrich their vocabulary with age-appropriate words 

and expressions that meet learners’ needs, and so on.

The Study

Aims
The aim of the present study is to get insights into how children with 

Hungarian as a fi rst language (L1) learn English and Ukrainian in this 

specifi c educational context. Our hypothesis, based on our teaching expe-

riences, is that learners achieve better results in English than in Ukrainian. 

This can sound paradoxical, as the learners are Ukrainian citizens living in 

the Ukraine. This experience motivated an empirical investigation into the 

processes and outcomes of language learning at these schools. We formu-

lated our research questions as follows:

• Do learners achieve better results in learning English than in 

Ukrainian?

• What are the main differences between teaching EFL and Ukrainian 

to Hungarian learners in a minority context?

• What might cause these differences?

Participants
In the present study participants were 76 eight-year-old third graders 

(29 boys – 38% and 47 girls – 62%). They took a test measuring their listen-

ing, speaking, reading and writing skills in four schools where the lan-

guage of instruction is Hungarian. Learners had been learning English for 

more than one year (starting in second grade) with the exception of one 

school where they started in fi rst grade. All learners had been studying 

Ukrainian for the third year, as learning the Ukrainian language in 

Transcarpathian Hungarian schools starts in fi rst grade with an intro-

ductory oral period. This corresponds to the general practice of teaching 
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foreign languages to young learners, as early programmes usually focus on 

oral skills (Nikolov & Curtain, 2000).

The teacher participants of our study were six teachers of English and 

four of Ukrainian. They were all women, except for one male teacher of 

English. The mean age of the English teachers was 27.33 years (age range 

24–31), whereas that of the Ukrainian teachers was 37.75 (age range 33–43). 

In the case of the fi rst group, teachers’ general teaching experience ranged 

between 3–12 years (mean: 5 years), whereas in the latter group between 

12 and 21 years (mean: 16.25 years).

Teachers of Ukrainian were asked about their nationality and native 

language. One of the four teachers was a native speaker of Ukrainian, two 

were native speakers of Russian qualifi ed to teach Russian, but after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 they began to teach Ukrainian. One 

teacher was a Ukrainian-Hungarian bilingual. As for their qualifi cations, 

fi ve of the English teachers had college degrees, one had a qualifi cation 

issued by a two-year intensive English training course, two teachers of 

Ukrainian had university degrees in Russian and two teachers were qual-

ifi ed elementary-school teachers.

Instruments
A test battery was designed to assess learners’ levels of knowledge of 

English and Ukrainian. The English tests had a parallel version in Ukrainian. 

The battery contained four sections focusing on the four language skills. 

Every correct answer scored one point. The total sum was 33 plus the 

 number of appropriate utterances a learner produced in Section 4 on the 

speaking test. In the listening task, learners had to put down in their mother 

tongue names of colours they recognised in sentences like ‘The rose is red.’ 

In the reading section, learners were presented a short text about a class-

room and they had to answer fi ve comprehension questions in Hungarian, 

based on the text (e.g. ‘Are there four windows in the classroom?’). 

The writing section contained two parts (Part A: fi lling in the missing 

 letters, e.g. ‘b.ok’; Part B: unjumbling sentences, e.g. ‘name/is/Kate/My’). 

The vocabulary of the tests corresponded to the language material in the 

National Curriculum for Foreign Languages (Bekh et al., 2001) and the 

Ukrainian Curriculum for Hungarian schools (Babych, 2003).

Besides the language tests for children, interviews were conducted 

with teachers of English and Ukrainian in their mother tongue to avoid 

misunderstandings: thus, six interviews were conducted in Hungarian, 

two in Russian and two in Ukrainian. In general, our questions concerned 

the teachers’ perceptions, opinions and views about the way the language 

(English or Ukrainian) is taught in the elementary classes in Beregszász 

Hungarian schools (see the Appendix).
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A contrastive analysis was conducted on the textbooks used for 

teaching English (Karpiuk, 2002, 2003) and Ukrainian (Kryhan et al., 
2003a–c). The aim of textbook analysis was to describe and compare 

their contents and the structure of the syllabi. We wanted to explore to 

what extent and how the textbooks encouraged learners to communi-

cate. Also, we aimed to examine how the contents of the books might 

account for the differences in learners’ knowledge of Ukrainian and 

English. The two curricula (Babych, 2003; Bekh et al., 2001) were also 

analysed to get deeper insights into their nature and contents. We hoped 

to get further explanations for the differences between learners’ knowl-

edge of Ukrainian and English.

Procedure

The investigation was carried out in three phases. During September 

and October 2006 the English and Ukrainian tests were administered to 

the learners. First, the Ukrainian tests were fi lled in by the 76 learners in 

the four schools; then, the English ones were given to learners three weeks 

later to avoid the practice effect (Nunan, 1992). Three weeks was thought 

to be enough for the learners to forget the items in the Ukrainian test. 

Teacher interviews were conducted in November 2006. The interviews 

were tape-recorded and transcribed to make the analysis easier. The teach-

ers were willing to participate in our research and very helpful during the 

interviews. Finally, analyses of the documents (English and Ukrainian 

curricula and textbooks) were conducted in December 2006.

Findings

Results of interviews with teachers of English
All interviewed teachers agree that the curriculum is communication-

oriented and emphasises development of learners’ speaking skills. It is 

topic-based and the topics are relevant for learners. The curriculum focuses 

on communication rather than grammar. Conversation models are given 

to every topic in the book. Language functions are also required by the 

curriculum such as ‘Introducing oneself’, ‘Greetings’, ‘Asking for help’, 

and so forth. All the interviewees claim that they teach similar functions. 

The textbook helps them as each unit contains tasks practising these func-

tions. Learners like learning functions especially in dialogues. However, 

some teachers consider the number of lessons to be insuffi cient for fulfi lling 

the requirements of the curriculum and for teaching communicative 

skills. All teachers agree that the textbook helps them in developing 

 communicative competence.
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Results of the interviews with teachers of Ukrainian
When asked about the Ukrainian Curriculum, the teachers pointed 

out that it does not focus on developing the learners’ speaking skills, as 

it is rather grammar-based. Learners need to analyse and learn grammar 

in details: separate lessons are devoted to phonetics, spelling, word 

structure and syntax. All teachers claimed that the Curriculum does not 

contain any statements on teaching language functions. They believe 

that learners can only achieve good results in Ukrainian, if they live in 

bilingual families and in a community where they hear and use Ukrainian 

every day.

Test results
The results of the test administered in third grade are summarised in 

Table 12.1.

Judging from the means, the data do not prove our hypothesis. In all 

skills, except for listening comprehension (t = 0.0018, p < 0.05), better 

results have been achieved in Ukrainian than in English (writing: t = 0.05, 

p < 0.05; reading: t = 0.37, p > 0.05; speaking: t = 4.99, p < 0.05). Therefore, 

at the given stage of language learning, Hungarian schoolchildren living 

in the Ukraine performed better on the tests in the state language than in 

English in reading, writing and speaking, although the difference in read-

ing is not signifi cant.

In the Ukrainian language learners’ profi ciency in the productive skills 

is better developed than in English. Participants achieved the highest 

scores, in both languages, on the writing tasks, whereas the results in read-

ing were lowest. The biggest difference in favour of Ukrainian was found 

on the speaking test. The difference between the results of listening was 

signifi cantly higher in English than in Ukrainian (English means: 4.96, 

standard deviation: 2.02; Ukrainian means: 3.47, standard deviation: 2; 

Table 12.1 Descriptive statistics of the profi ciency tests taken by third grade 
learners (n = 76) (maximum scores for each skill are indicated in parentheses)

English Ukrainian

Skills Means Standard deviation Means Standard deviation

Listening (13) 4.96 2.02 3.47 2.00

Reading (5) 1.48 1.22 1.68 1.05

Writing (15) 4.93 2.57 6.15 3.96

Speaking (10) 1.68 1.37 4.55 2.30
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t = 0.0018, p < 0.05) in spite of the fact that the learners have some contact 

with the Ukrainian language in their everyday life. Performances on the 

speaking tests showed that while communicating in English and Ukrainian, 

children switch to their native tongue in case they understand the ques-

tion but cannot convey the message they are eager to tell in the target 

language.

The number of lessons and the starting age are considered to be impor-

tant factors in language learning. Table 12.2 shows the weekly number of 

lessons in English and Ukrainian. The number of lessons is much higher 

in Ukrainian than in English and the learning process begins a year earlier 

in all schools. Furthermore, School C is also different because it starts 

teaching English a year earlier than the other schools. In comparison to the 

other schools, the results of the English tests in School C were better than 

in the other schools.

Textbook analysis
The English textbooks (Forms 2 and 3)

The English textbook used in Grade 2 in the Hungarian schools was 

written for Ukrainian learners (Karpiuk, 2002). The book consists of six 

units containing altogether 66 lessons, with a lesson lasting 45 minutes. At 

the back of the textbook, there is an English-Ukrainian vocabulary which 

includes all the unfamiliar words in the units. The vocabulary contains 

three columns: the fi rst column presents the word, the second column 

shows its pronunciation and the third column contains the Ukrainian 

translation of the word.

The book is based on a framework story with characters appearing 

throughout the book. The central character is Miss Mary Poppins whose 

task is to introduce learners to the world of English. There are four chil-

dren whose presence is essential in the book as English is presented 

through life situations taken from the lives of these imaginary children. 

All the four language skills are developed. There are various activ-

ity types in the textbook focusing on vocabulary, grammar, listening, 

Table 12.2 The number of lessons per week

School

First grade Second grade Third grade

English Ukrainian English Ukrainian English Ukrainian

A, B, D 0 2 (oral course) 1 3 2 4 (2 language,
2 reading
classes)

C 1 2 2 3 2 4
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reading, speaking and writing. All the instructions are presented in two 

languages (English and Ukrainian). The activities should be carried out 

individually, in pairs, or in groups. The book is full of attractive coloured 

pictures. Most of the lessons contain a section called ‘Playtime’, where 

various rhymes, poems, songs and games are presented which have a 

motivating effect on children to learn English in a more effective way. In 

summary, the textbook meets the demands of modern language teach-

ing. It corresponds to the requirements set out in the curriculum (Bekh 

et al., 2001). The only drawback from the point-of-view of Hungarian 

learners is that the vocabulary section does not contain Hungarian 

translations. Otherwise, the book seems to be motivating and challeng-

ing both for learners and teachers.

English 3 (Karpiuk, 2003) also consists of six units containing 10  lessons 

each and an introductory unit in which the language material of English 

2 is revised briefl y. There is a vocabulary section at the end of the book 

with English words organised in alphabetical order. The inside cover of 

the textbook contains Ukrainian explanations of different English gram-

matical structures (e.g. the present progressive). The book is full of lively 

coloured pictures. The section titled ‘Playtime’ also appears in the book 

and it contains authentic English Mother Goose rhymes, songs and differ-

ent games. The topics the book covers are all interesting and close to the 

lives of the learners (e.g. hobbies, (pen)friends, personal qualities, food 

and eating). All the four language skills are developed in the book, with 

a focus on listening and speaking. Another positive feature is that it 

teaches modern colloquial real-life vocabulary, for example, kid, com-

puter, Barbie, hamburger, pizza, coke, toaster. In addition, the book meets 

the needs of eight-year-old children by presenting their favourite cartoon 

characters (e.g. Winnie-the-Pooh, The Little Mermaid, Cinderella). All 

these features make the book easy and pleasant to use both for learners 

and teachers.

Ukrainian Primer for second grade, Reader for third grade, 
Ukrainian for third grade

The Ukrainian Primer for Grade 2 (Kryhan et al., 2003b) was written for 

Hungarian schools and learners. It starts with an introductory chapter 

which presents pictures about various topics (greetings, school, classroom, 

toys, colours, seasons, garden, family and folk traditions). This is followed 

by the presentation of the letters of the Ukrainian alphabet. Pupils are pre-

sented sample phrases, sentences and texts for developing their reading 

skills. The book contains only those elements of grammar that are essen-

tial for learners at this level of study, for example, discrimination of the 

spirant u and the plosive ×, pronunciation of the sound cluster ix, the 

discrimination of vowels u, i, e, and so on. One of the essential drawbacks 

of the book is that for Hungarian learners it is diffi cult to understand 

1558_Ch12.indd 1721558_Ch12.indd   172 2/4/2009 7:22:53 AM2/4/2009   7:22:53 AM



Processes and Outcomes of Learning English and Ukranian 173

Ukrainian folk tales in it because their language is beyond their level of 

profi ciency.

The third grade Ukrainian Reader contains 12 units with topics cover-

ing ‘Folk wisdom’, ‘The fruitful golden autumn’, ‘The book is the source 

of knowledge’, ‘Family’, ‘Ukraine – our motherland’ and others. However, 

levels are problematic, as they are diffi cult for Hungarian learners: texts 

require excellent knowledge of Ukrainian. Also, the topics are not relevant 

for the age group: they do not raise the learners’ interest, they are boring 

and too abstract for young learners.

The third grade Ukrainian Language textbook (Kryhan et al., 2003c) is a 

grammar book of fi ve units focusing on topics like ‘The vowel and conso-

nant system of the Ukrainian language’, ‘The sentence and its types’, 

‘Principal and secondary parts of the sentence’ and ‘The word and its 

meaning’. The reading and writing skills are developed, but learners’ 

speaking and listening skills are not improved, as the book does not aim 

at teaching learners to communicate in Ukrainian.

English Curriculum
The foreword of the new National Curriculum for Foreign Languages 

emphasises that foreign language teaching aims to develop communi-

cative language competence and therefore, the contents of the curricu-

lum are renewed. The editors (Bekh et al., 2001) of the curriculum claim 

that it was prepared on the basis of the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (2001) and by the end of the third year of 

study (age 10) learners are to achieve A1 level. The document integrates 

basic principles of communicative teaching, learner autonomy, inte-

grated teaching of language functions and developing various learner 

competences.

Ukrainian Curriculum
The Ukrainian Curriculum (Babych, 2003) distinguishes between two 

periods of language learning: the alphabet period, when pupils are get-

ting acquainted with the letters of the Ukrainian alphabet (second 

grade) and the post-alphabet period, when pupils are considered liter-

ate in Ukrainian and able to read and write in this language (third and 

fourth grades). The main topics are subdivided into four sections along 

the four language skills. The speaking section is subdivided into two 

subsections: lexical material and information about the language. In the 

lexical material section, there are two groups: (1) words and expressions 

that learners need for active use, and (2) words and phrases for passive 

acquisition. The part on ‘Information about the language’ contains 

grammar and structures that learners must acquire. A positive feature 

of the curriculum is that it indicates the tentative number of lessons to 

be spent on a topic, for example, the topic ‘My family’ should be taught 

in 12 lessons.
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Discussion

Teachers’ views on curricula and materials
In the interviews we asked teachers to what extent textbooks contain 

tasks that focus on communication. The Ukrainian teachers complained 

about the fact that the textbook does not contain a large number of such 

activities. Therefore, it does not help teachers in developing learners’ oral 

skills.

Concerning the English textbook, the teachers found that it centred on 

communication. On the one hand, they underlined the importance of 

pictures in it. Two of them mentioned picture-based tasks as their favou-

rite ones because they think children remember words more easily when 

they can connect them with a picture image. Children’s most favourite 

activities from the textbook have a creative character: acting out dia-

logues, colouring and drawing. On the other hand, the number of exam-

ples for introducing a new topic and exercises aimed at practising 

grammar (e.g. the use of am, is, are) are considered to be inadequate. The 

English-Ukrainian vocabulary at the end of the book provides unfamil-

iar words and expressions to each topic but it was found useless for 

Hungarian children. The Ukrainian teachers, when asked about their 

favourite task types, stated that they preferred gapped words, the analy-

sis of sound-spelling correspondences and picture descriptions or talk-

ing about pictures.

A reading task in English includes reading the text in chorus followed 

by individual reading and a simple reading comprehension task, with true 

of false answers. Most teachers focus on sounds and phonetic transcrip-

tion. According to their experiences, gifted learners acquire them with 

ease, while others need more practice; their general opinion is that learn-

ers at this age have no diffi culty in learning the transcription signs and in 

pronouncing the sounds represented by them. Teachers consider reading 

aloud essential at this age, and they seem to prefer the phonics approach 

(Slattery & Willis, 2001) to teaching reading.

Teachers gave an account of how they practice writing: writing ‘lines’ 

of letters and words, copying crosswords, fi lling in missing letters into 

gapped words and dictation. In general, learners enjoy writing tasks, 

especially crosswords. Wordsearch was mentioned as the most popular 

type of crossword. Checking and correcting each other’s homework is 

among the most favourite activities. Teachers noticed that learners some-

times confused Ukrainian and English words. They also claimed that 

while constructing dialogues either in English or in Ukrainian, the words 

come into children’s minds fi rst in English.

As can be seen, both the English curriculum and the textbook are based 

on communicative methodology, whereas the Ukrainian materials follow 

a more traditional grammar-based approach. In teachers’ views, as the 
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results of the interviews show, because of these reasons, learners develop 

more positive attitudes to language learning in English classes.

Test results
The reasons of the good results in the writing section of the test in both 

languages we consider to be: (a) the same types of writing tasks; (b) good 

and suffi cient amount of practice in doing such exercises; (c) children had 

enough time. This is explained by Kubanek-German (1998) who states 

that writing is easier than speaking because children have more time to 

think. The interview data also prove that teachers pay more attention to 

writing in the teaching process. Also, writing tasks were easy: gap-fi lling 

and unjumbling sentences.

The high score in listening might be due to the relatively easy task and 

the children’s good ability to recognise and distinguish sounds. The poor 

results in reading are most probably infl uenced by the limited number of 

reading tasks in both the English and the Ukrainian course books; long, 

boring and inadequate texts in Ukrainian, short but too few texts in 

English; hardly any reading comprehension questions; frequent reading 

aloud and translation, especially in Ukrainian classes.

In the speaking test, most children managed to talk about themselves: 

‘I live in the Ukraine/Beregszász.’, ‘I have dogs’, ‘I don’t like cats/ fl owers/

strawberries/school.’ Their performances were better on questions requir-

ing a short ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ answer, as speaking skills need longer time and 

more practice to develop than listening.

The main reasons why the results were better in Ukrainian include an 

earlier starting age, more lessons and some extracurricular exposure to 

the state language in everyday life. On the other hand, the reasons why 

learners seem to prefer English to Ukrainian and seem to acquire it more 

quickly are as follows: methods, textbooks and the content of the syllabus 

are more age-appropriate and learners’ attitudes and motivation are more 

favourable.

Thus, we came to the conclusion that although participants in the study 

achieved better results in Ukrainian, they seem to acquire English at a 

faster pace than Ukrainian and have more positive attitudes to it. The 

 reasons are supposed to be related to the teaching methods (communica-

tive vs. grammar translation), the quality of the textbooks and the content 

of the teaching materials.

Textbooks
Comparing the English textbooks and the Ukrainian ones, the differ-

ence in their scope becomes evident at fi rst glance. The English books 

focus on speaking and communication, while the Ukrainian books are 

1558_Ch12.indd 1751558_Ch12.indd   175 2/4/2009 7:22:53 AM2/4/2009   7:22:53 AM



176 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

centred on grammar, reading and translation. In the English textbooks, 

words are not translated but taught through pictures or defi nitions. This 

way is more effective because when learners concentrate on the clues and 

guess meanings in context, meanings will be remembered more easily 

than in the case when the translation is immediately provided.

The English books aim at developing socio-cultural competence by 

pointing out certain differences between the English and the Ukrainian 

way of life, culture, and so on. Unfortunately, such differences between 

the Ukrainian and the Hungarian culture are not pointed out either in the 

primer, or the reader. In sum, the Ukrainian textbooks provide knowledge 

about the language, whereas the English textbooks promote practice and 

competence in language use.

Curricula
Comparing the two curricula, the English curriculum recycles the mate-

rial by repeating and extending the scope of a given topic over years, 

whereas the Ukrainian curriculum follows a linear approach. Another 

advantage of the English curriculum is that it pays special attention to learn-

ers’ competences; the Ukrainian curriculum focuses on linguistic compe-

tence only. Unlike the English curriculum, the Ukrainian one presupposes 

the learners to have a good basis for studying Ukrainian, which the learners 

evidently do not have. The curriculum covers a wide range of grammar 

structures that, in the teachers’ view, learners fi nd diffi cult to grasp.

Conclusions

The results of the profi ciency tests in English and in Ukrainian refuted 

our original hypothesis, as learners performed better on the parallel test in 

Ukrainian than in English, most importantly in their productive skills. 

This could be explained by learners’ closer and more frequent contact with 

Ukrainian than with English.

The participating teachers of English are mainly satisfi ed with the con-

tents of the curricula and the textbooks (Karpiuk, 2002, 2003). However, 

they believe more lessons could help learners acquire the target language 

better. Half of the Ukrainian teachers do not fi nd any problems with the 

curriculum or the textbooks.

In sum, the situation is controversial. Although learners have access to 

English, a foreign language, only in the classroom, the focus is more on 

communication; whereas Ukrainian is taught as a second language, learn-

ers’ exposure in the classroom is limited to grammar and translation. 

Further research is needed including classroom observation sessions 

to prove the above statement empirically. Obviously, at the very early 

stages of language learning children have an advantage in the Ukrainian 
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language compared to English. Further research is needed to see whether 

this advantage remains with the learners at later stages of language learn-

ing. Therefore, we will conduct a similar profi ciency test both in English 

and in Ukrainian with the same learners to see if differences continue to 

exist. Also, we intend to investigate the learners’ attitude and motivation to 

learn English and Ukrainian.

Pedagogical Implications and Limitations of Study

Although motivation was not the focus of our research, we assume that 

language learning attitudes and motivation need to be explored, as most 

probably they play an important role. As it turned out in the interviews, 

two Ukrainian teachers were inappropriately trained for the age group 

they taught. For these teachers, it would be benefi cial to participate in in-

service teacher training courses to upgrade their methods and techniques 

of language teaching. This is necessary, as their pupils achieved lower 

scores in Ukrainian than the pupils whose teachers are better qualifi ed. 

Classroom observations and inquiries into children’s individual differ-

ences are necessary to fi nd out more about the reasons.

One of the factors believed to predict language learning success is the 

number of lessons per week. Two English lessons a week in third grade, 

according to the teachers, do not seem to be enough to teach the target 

language vocabulary and the four skills. Therefore, stakeholders (head-

masters of these schools) should consider how they could increase the 

number (provided the quality of teaching is high, as more weekly hours 

cannot guarantee better quality of language education).

Finally, the curriculum and textbook in the Ukrainian language need 

revision, as presently their focus is narrow and they do not refl ect learners’ 

needs. Changing classroom practice, however, will take a long time.

We are fully aware of limitations of our study. First, classroom observa-

tions were not carried out to triangulate the relevance and adequacy of the 

teachers’ answers in the interview and their classroom practices. Second, 

affective factors were not explored; therefore, it is possible that what teach-

ers perceive as different is motivation. Third, the quality of teaching and 

learners’ development over time were not researched. These are issues to 

be examined in the following stages of our long-scale research.
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Appendix

Teacher interview protocol

(English version)

 1. Age.

 2. Degree.

 3. Number of students in the group.

 4. How long have you been teaching English?

 5. How long have you been teaching in primary classes?

 6. Does the current curriculum, in your opinion, pay enough attention 

to developing the learners’ speaking skills? If yes, how?

 7. What is the learners’ attitude to learning English? Do they study it 

with pleasure or only because it is compulsory?

 8. To what extent does the third grade English syllabus focus on com-

munication?

 9. Does the syllabus require teaching language functions? (e.g. intro-

ducing oneself, greeting, asking for help, giving directions giving 

information, expressing opinion).

10. Do you teach similar functions in third grade?

11. How much does the coursebook you use help you in teaching 

 functions? Does it contain tasks aimed at developing communicative 

skills?

12. What coursebook do you use?

13. What is your favourite exercise type in the book?
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14. What is the learners’ favourite exercise type?

15. What do you fi nd lacking from the book?

16. How do you teach target language reading and writing in the third 

form?

17. Do children in your opinion acquire the language in general easily or 

with diffi culties? Why?
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Chapter 13

The Growth of Young Learners’ 
English Vocabulary Size

ANDREA OROSZ

Introduction

Vocabulary is an essential component of competence in a foreign language 

and the Hungarian National Core Curriculum (2003) sets standards for the 

scale of English vocabulary acquisition during the course of the study in 

schools. We have no data, however, to tell us whether these targets are met 

and whether the progress learners make in learning vocabulary is satisfac-

tory in terms of achieving the communicative goals of the curriculum. This 

study seeks to fi ll this void of information by testing the vocabulary sizes of 

learners in the fi rst four years of English study at a Hungarian primary 

school. The results show that learners make good and regular progress, at 

least equivalent to similar learners in other countries, and exceed the vocabu-

lary targets specifi ed in the curriculum.

Aims of the study
The purpose of the investigation reported in this study is to measure 

the English as a foreign language (EFL) vocabulary size among young 

learners in the fi rst years of English in Hungarian schools. Vocabulary is 

an essential element of foreign language learning which contributes at 

every level to communication and comprehension in the target language. 

Measuring and monitoring this element of knowledge is hoped to contrib-

ute to our better understanding of the learning process and allow us to 

make better judgements about the likely levels of success for learners.

Background, context and literature review
Background and context

Vocabulary size refers to the total number of words that a person knows 

(Read, 2004). Although vocabulary size development seems to be one of 
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the most important goals of language learning and scholars have been 

aware of its importance for a long time, until recently there have been no 

standards or widely-used tools for measurements in this area. Only in the 

last few years has computer technology and the development of corpus 

linguistics made it possible to make a good estimate of a learner’s vocabu-

lary size. The existence of such tests make it possible to measure vocabulary 

knowledge at different stages of learning and calculate how much vocabu-

lary is needed to take milestone exams such as school-leaving exams at 

secondary schools and international exams such as TOEFL and IELTS.

The growth of vocabulary size should provide a lot of information about 

foreign language learners’ development. If the input is appropriate, foreign 

language vocabulary should develop gradually and if vocabulary knowl-

edge were to stop increasing then it would be a concern that progress 

 generally might be halted. As vocabulary size is closely related to other 

language skills, measuring vocabulary size should provide insight into stu-

dents’ overall language development. The standard vocabulary size tests 

which are used for giving information about foreign language learners’ 

vocabulary size appear very suitable for measuring young learners’ vocab-

ulary uptake. It is particularly important to know how much vocabulary 

young learners acquire because it is the foundation on which later learning 

can be built. Additionally, it should provide teachers with a picture of the 

effi ciency of their teaching and enable judgements to be made about the 

expansion of students’ vocabulary size relative to older learners.

The decision to investigate young Hungarian students’ vocabulary 

advancement was made after conducting a survey amongst teacher trainees 

who had just returned from English lesson observations and teaching prac-

tice in different schools in Hungary. The survey revealed that teachers 

appeared to spend very little time on vocabulary teaching both in the pri-

mary and secondary schools, but regularly tested whether their students 

had learnt the new words. There appeared to be a contradiction here. New 

materials were introduced without preparation and recycling of the vocab-

ulary to facilitate memorisation. Despite this, teachers seemed to expect an 

enormous expansion in their students’ vocabulary knowledge. Measuring 

young language learners’ vocabulary size should make an interesting study, 

therefore, and should enable us to make better judgements about their 

English knowledge. It is especially important because it appears to be a 

commonly held belief that Hungarians are not able to learn languages well 

and our position in language learning is bad compared to other countries.

What does vocabulary size tell us about students’ 
foreign language knowledge?

Vocabulary size is inevitably inter-related with learners’ general lan-

guage level. Vocabulary size, other language skills and knowledge of struc-

tures, correspond well among populations of learners. In brief, they depend 
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on each other and this is frequently commented on in texts on language 

acquisition. For example, ‘knowing a word involves how to use it in sen-

tences’ (Sinclair quoted in Nation, 2001: 106); ‘In order to know a word it is 

necessary to know what part of speech it is and what grammatical patterns 

it can fi t into’ (Nation, 2001: 55). Vocabulary size corresponds with reading 

abilities, comprehension and writing abilities (Meara & Buxton, 1987). 

Also, knowing a word involves knowing what words it typically occurs 

with (Nation, 2001: 27). As vocabulary extends, other language skills also 

develop. All in all, it would be benefi cial for teachers to know about the 

development of their students’ general language level and a vocabulary 

size levels test might provide an alternative solution for this purpose.

How many words are taught in a lesson and how often are they tested?
In order to know more about how important teachers of English con-

sider teaching vocabulary in primary schools to be, a cross-sectional survey 

was conducted. The survey conducted by students at the University of 

Szeged at the end of school year 2005/2006, involved 34 trainees who com-

pleted a questionnaire about their primary school lesson observation expe-

riences concerning vocabulary teaching. Students usually start learning 

English at the age of nine, in Grade 3 and at the age of 12 they are in Grade 6. 

It was anticipated that the survey would help reveal the number of words 

taught to learners on average for this age group in one single lesson and 

how and how often teachers tested their students’ vocabulary knowledge. 

The fi ndings suggested that ten new words, on average, were introduced 

in each class. This is a believable number because eight to 12 productive 

items are considered to be the optimal number of new vocabulary items in 

one lesson, but they may not be retained (Gairns & Redman, 1986: 66).

The survey also suggested that teachers believe that they can promote 

their students’ vocabulary learning by making them take vocabulary tests 

frequently. Assessing young learners’ development on a regular basis 

might have a positive effect and students who are regularly assessed may 

achieve better results than those who are not. The survey showed that in 

20 out of 34 schools students take a vocabulary test on the next lesson after 

learning the vocabulary items even in the lower primary classes. My 

observation on this is that while making students take tests can be part of 

good practice, the problem is that after the test they seldom return to the 

previously learnt vocabulary. The absence of recycling might make the 

newly learnt items hard to retain. This testing method may fail to refl ect 

the long-term retention of vocabulary and the benefi t of this effort in over-

all language ability. Grades are given on the basis of immediate vocabu-

lary recall and not of long-term vocabulary knowledge.

Estimating Hungarian learners’ vocabulary size
Knowing the input of vocabulary per lesson, and the number of lessons 

the learners take, it is possible to estimate the likely vocabulary size that 
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students might gain during their studies. If we take into account only 

years 3–6, learners participate in the following number of lessons:

 3rd grade: 74 (two lessons a week)

 4th grade: 74

 5th grade: 111 (three lessons a week)

 6th grade: 111

This means that over four years the learners will have had altogether 

about 370 English lessons. If we suppose that students retain all the words 

they are exposed to (10 words a lesson) this would mean that they would 

know approximately 3700 words by the end of sixth grade, at the age of 

12. This number corresponds with the B2 CEF level (Milton, 2006a: 202). It 

is a known fact that sixth graders do not reach the B2 CEF level. Nor do 

they reach it in the upper primary classes, and only some students’ vocab-

ulary knowledge might be expected to develop to this level at secondary 

school. Most probably, learners in primary do not retain all the vocabulary 

items they are exposed to and do not get to this level of vocabulary knowl-

edge. However, we do not know what their vocabulary size is and how it 

compares with similar learners elsewhere.

What factors affect students’ vocabulary knowledge?
Many factors may affect students’ foreign language vocabulary growth. 

One factor is the vocabulary of the course books the students use. These, 

together with the word lists teachers give their students to learn, might be 

expected to be the primary sources of vocabulary input for most foreign 

language learners. Vocabulary input might include teacher talk, although 

the infl uence of this is an area almost entirely unresearched. Whether these 

words are retained might be affected by word learnability which includes 

qualities like the length of a word and its cognateness, which can affect 

whether a word can be retained in memory (Laufer, 1990). Similarly, the 

degree of recycling, the regular use of familiar vocabulary during classes, 

is likely to infl uence retention (Gairns & Redman, 1986). Vocabulary reten-

tion might be further infl uenced by the focus of teaching and the priority, 

and the time, devoted to vocabulary learning. Finally, whether vocabulary 

is easily learned might be a product of the learners’ aptitude, individual 

learning strategies and styles (Meara & Milton, 2003: 10).

Vocabulary requirements in the National Core Curriculum (2003)
Even if we do not know exactly how many words learners will know 

after four years of learning, we do know that some of what they are taught 

will be forgotten, we do have information from the Hungarian National 
Core Curriculum. This document suggests how much active and passive 

vocabulary should be gained by students at the end of different grades 

in the primary and secondary schools. The fi gures are provided in 

Table 13.1.
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The study reported in this chapter focuses on students’ vocabulary 

advancement in Grades 3, 4, 5 and 6. The data in the chart suggest that 

after four years of English language learning students are expected to 

have an active knowledge of 600, and an additional passive knowledge of 

250 vocabulary items. Active words refer to productive, whereas passive 

words refer to recognition vocabulary in addition to productive vocabu-

lary knowledge. Altogether, by the end of sixth grade, learners are required 

to know 850 words. This is a much more realistic fi gure than 3700, the 

number learners may have been exposed to in four years. However, these 

targets appear rather inconsistently arranged in that they appear to sug-

gest some 350 words might be learned in the third grade but only 50 the 

following year. It is unclear how these fi gures have been arrived at.

Vocabulary learning in other countries
The vocabulary knowledge and progress of 227 young learners has 

been measured (Milton, 2006b) in private EFL schools in Greece (called 

frontisteria). Every learner in a frontisteria was tested at the end of the 

school year using Meara and Milton’s (2003) X-Lex test, which provides an 

estimate of the number of words known out of the most frequent 5000 

words in English. The learners received 100 hours of classroom instruction 

per year over the fi rst fi ve years (Junior to level D) and 125 hours of input 

in years 6 and 7 (class E and the FCE class). Learners in this study, fairly 

consistently, appear to add about fi ve new words to their vocabularies per 

contact hour of study. For the fi rst four years, therefore, they are roughly 

equivalent in the amount of classroom lessons they receive to learners in 

Hungary, but the lessons in Hungary are shorter (see Figure 13.1).

These fi gures suggest that Greek learners of English learn approxi-

mately 500 words per year and after four years have a vocabulary size of 

some 2000 words. While this is smaller than the 3700 words to which 

Hungarian learners are exposed, it is considerably larger than the 850 

Table 13.1 Hungarian National Core Curriculum vocabulary guidelines

3rd 
grade

4th 
grade

5th 
grade

6th 
grade

7th 
grade

8th 
grade

10th 
grade

12th 
grade

Active 
vocabulary

200 350 500 600 800 1200 B1 CEF 
level
(2750–
3250)

B2 CEF 
level
(3250–
3750)Passive 

vocabulary
150 150 200 250 300 400

Active & 
passive 
vocabulary

350 400 700 850 1100 1600

Source: Krizsán (2003)
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word target identifi ed in the Hungarian National Core Curriculum (2003). 

In the absence of evidence we do not know whether Hungarian learners 

do have vocabularies at the curricular level or at the more elevated levels 

of the Greek learners.

The fi gures reported in the Greek study are mean scores and, of course, 

there is considerable individual variation. An idea of the scale of the varia-

tion which occurs can be seen in Figure 13.2 which shows the spread of 

scores around the mean for the fi gures provided in Figure 13.1.

While most learners clearly make good and regular progress in their 

vocabulary development, it is also clear that many students do not. Some 

students make what appears to be spectacular progress. There is consider-

able overlap between the classes. The best students, these results suggest, 

can acquire over 1000 new lexical items in the fi rst year and, subsequent 

fi gures imply, continue to make considerable progress thereafter. Some 

learners, at the end of this course of study, seem to have real knowledge of 

the vast majority of frequent words in English and are presumably well 

placed to read with understanding and communicate through English. 

Figure 13.1 Lexical growth in learners of EFL in Greece (Milton, 2006b: 34)

Figure 13.2  Spread of lexical size scores among learners of EFL in Greece 

(Milton, personal correspondence)
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Not all students are so good, of course, and the lowest scoring students 

have estimated vocabularies in the region of 400 to 500 words across all 

the levels up to the FCE group (where the least able learners deemed 

unable to pass the exam, are excluded). Again, in the absence of evidence, 

we have no idea whether this kind of variation is a feature of vocabulary 

learning in Hungary.

Aims of Study

The purpose of the investigation reported in this study is to measure 

the English foreign language vocabulary size among young learners in the 

fi rst years of English in Hungarian schools. This information will allow a 

number of specifi c objectives to be achieved.

(1) It will allow us to measure the progress of learners over time in this 

vital element of language learning.

(2) It will allow us to estimate vocabulary uptake per contact hour.

(3) It will allow us to compare participants’ vocabulary size with that of 

the Greek learners whose knowledge and progress have been reported 

above, and with the targets set in the National Core Curriculum.

Participants

The participants were a convenience sample of 253 students in an aver-

age primary school in Szeged (a large town in the south of Hungary). 

Learners’ ages ranged between nine and 12 (3rd–6th grades). Participants 

started learning English in grade three in two lessons a week (76 lessons 

a year). The same pattern of teaching is followed in the fourth grade. In 

Grades 5 and 6, learners study English in three lessons per week, a total of 

111 lessons per year. Lessons are 45 minutes in duration.

Testing Instruments

The testing instrument was Meara and Milton’s (2003) X-Lex; the same 

test was used in the Greek study reported above (Milton, 2006b) to allow 

a direct comparison of vocabulary knowledge between the two groups of 

learners. This test is a checklist test where learners are presented with 120 

words, one at a time, and they are required to say whether they know the 

meaning of the word or not. One-hundred of these words are real words 

selected at random from each of the fi rst 5000 word frequency bands pro-

vided in Nation’s (1984) and Hindmarsh’s (1980) lists. There are also 20 

pseudo words, false words constructed to look and sound like real English 

words, whose purpose is to provide a check for guesswork and overesti-

mation on the part of the test takers. The score on the real words allows a 
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vocabulary size estimate, out of 5000, to be made. The score on the pseudo 

words allows this score to be adjusted for guessing. The adjusted score is 

the one reported in this study.

Procedures

The test was delivered in a paper and pencil version at the end of the 

school year 2005/2006 in order to minimise the disruption to classes 

and to represent annual progress. The test instructions, an example, and 

the fi rst few lines of test items are shown in Appendix A. As Meara and 

Milton report:

Since each response takes only a few seconds, the entire test takes only 

about 10 minutes. A further advantage of testing vocabulary using 

this YES/NO [checklist] method is that it is possible to test many more 

items than would normally be the case in traditional language tests. 

This means that the scores are likely to be more accurate and reliable 

than in tests with fewer items. (Meara & Milton, 2003: 2)

Another advantage is that even young learners can do it in a few minutes. 

The instructions and the example were given in Hungarian to ensure that 

the students could really understand what to do and nothing could dis-

turb their understanding of the task.

The data collected is used in the following ways in order to provide 

answers to the questions raised. Firstly, the mean score for each year can 

be calculated and this information can be used to suggest progress from 

year to year. A learning rate per classroom hour can also be estimated for 

each year of study. Secondly, these scores can be compared with data from 

other countries and with the targets set by the National Core Curriculum.

Results

Growth in vocabulary size
The results in Table 13.2 indicate that Hungarian students’ English 

vocabulary grows year by year, although this development is not always 

Table 13.2 Mean vocabulary size estimates in Grades 3, 4, 5 and 6

3rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 6th grade

Mean vocabulary knowledge 
estimate

348 696 1177 1457

Standard deviation 229 486  540  648

Vocabulary growth per year 348 348  481  280
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completely smooth. The mean scores for each of the four grades, and the 

inferred growth per year, are given in Table 13.2.

An ANOVA confi rms there is an effect between groups and that the 

differences in the mean scores for each grade are signifi cantly different, 

F(250) = 48.852, sig. < 0.001.

Over the fi rst three years of learning vocabulary uptake appears both 

very regular and impressively large. In Grade 5 in particular, nearly 500 

new words are added. Only in the sixth grade does the rate of progress 

appear to diminish. However, these fi gures are complicated by differences 

in numbers of lessons taught in each grade. This kind of variation can be 

compensated by calculations of the vocabulary uptake per lesson and per 

contact hour.

Growth in vocabulary uptake per contact hour
Learners in this study had a total of 370 lessons in English over the course 

of their four years of English and about 277 hours in input. The vocabulary 

uptake of the learners is recalculated to show how many words on average 

are learned per lesson and per hour; the fi gures are shown in Table 13.3.

Some of the apparent inconsistencies of the mean vocabulary growth 

fi gures are ironed out here. In the fi rst three years, vocabulary uptake 

appears to be consistent and very high at about six words per contact hour. 

Only in Grade 6 does this progress decrease but the rate of learning is still 

above three words per contact hour.

Comparison with Greek learners and with National Core 
Curriculum targets

These fi gures may be very useful in identifying the nature and amount 

of progress learners make in vocabulary, but they stand in isolation. Only 

when they are compared with other systems and with national targets do 

they begin to tell us whether progress is in line with the expectations of the 

National Core Curriculum and whether this progress appears satisfactory 

compared with learners elsewhere. Table 13.4, therefore, compares the 

annual vocabulary knowledge of learners with National Core Curriculum 

targets, and Table 13.5 compares annual progress and vocabulary uptake 

per hour against the fi gures for Greek learners presented above.

Table 13.3 Vocabulary uptake per hour and per lesson

3rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 6th grade

Mean vocabulary gain per lesson 4.70 4.70 4.33 2.52

Mean vocabulary gain per hour 6.27 6.27 5.77 3.36
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The observed progress of the learners in this study exceeds the targets 

of the national curriculum and the progress of the Greek children in a 

similar study, with the exception of Grade 6, where Greek learners learn 

over the double of what participants in our study learnt.

Discussion

At the outset of this chapter it was explained that we have no norma-

tive data to tell us how progress in vocabulary, an essential element of a 

foreign language, progresses during the course of English study in 

Hungarian schools. Such data can be enormously useful and can be used 

as a basis for comparison over time and to check the maintenance of 

 standards. It can also be used for comparing learners at different levels 

of language knowledge and to provide targets for levels of knowledge 

for important milestone qualifi cations such as the new two-level school- 

leaving exams in Hungary. It can allow comparison of performance in 

 different schools and different countries. This information would also be 

particularly useful in informing the debate over standards in Hungary 

given the prevailing belief often expressed by learners and teachers that 

the English language teaching system is not as good as elsewhere.

Table 13.4 Vocabulary growth compared with Curriculum targets

3rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 6th grade

Mean vocabulary size estimate 348 696 1177 1457

National Core Curriculum targets 350 400  700  850

Table 13.5 Vocabulary growth compared with learners of similar background in 
Greece

3rd grade 4th grade 5th grade 6th grade

Mean vocabulary size 
estimate Hungary

348  696 1177 1457

Mean vocabulary size 
estimate Greece

628 1141 1558 2279

Mean vocabulary gain per 
contact hour Hungary

6.27 6.27 5.77 3.36

Mean vocabulary gain per 
contact hour Greece

6.28 5.13 4.17 7.21
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The results reported in this chapter suggest that progress in vocabulary 

learning in the fi rst four years of English appears remarkably consistent 

up to Grade 6 at about six words per contact hour. This result is impressive 

and suggests a well prepared programme of study. It is not entirely clear 

what happens in Grade 6 where the rate of uptake decreases to about 3.4 

words per contact hour. This may be due to the idiosyncrasies of the course 

books or, since this is a cross-sectional study, differences in the academic 

make-up of different years of study. It would be well worth repeating this 

study with different students and in a different school to see whether these 

results are generalisable to the whole system. If they are generalisable, 

then this kind of progress will be compared with vocabulary uptake noted 

in other schools and countries, with older learners, in Milton and Meara’s 

(1998) review.

Notwithstanding this conclusion, the standard deviations reported in 

Table 13.2 suggest that the kind of variation in scores which was noted 

among Greek learners also occurs in Hungary. In the fi rst year of English, 

the most able performers appear to learn approximately 1000 words which 

is a believable fi gure, since this kind of progress at the outset of learning is 

noted in both Greece and Britain (Milton, 2006a). The least able learners 

may have acquired only a handful of words in the same period. Rapid 

progress among the most able learners appears to continue, since in Grade 

6  the most able learner scored over 3000 words in the vocabulary size test, 

while the least able continue to struggle with the lowest scoring learners 

knowing only a few hundred English words.

While the data presented does make this apparent, there is a clear fre-

quency effect in the vocabulary acquired by the learners. The vocabulary in 

the most frequent vocabulary bands is much more likely to be acquired than 

that in the less frequent bands. That is probably good. As Milton (2006a) 

points out, this suggests the exposure to English the learners receive is pretty 

naturalistic and this should promote good coverage and maximise compre-

hension. If courses in Hungary were to unduly emphasise infrequent vocab-

ulary this would deny learners the opportunity to develop their knowledge 

of structure, which requires knowledge of the most frequent vocabulary, 

and would inhibit comprehension. This effect is visible and can be seen 

when the results for each grade level are divided to show knowledge in the 

fi ve frequency bands separately. This is shown in Figure 13.3.

The frequency effect is very clear even at the outset of learning in Grade 3 

when the presence of infrequent, subject vocabulary, required to provide 

thematic content, might be expected to unbalance the kind of frequency 

effects normally seen in larger corpora. Again, this may be interpreted as 

an impressive feature of the vocabulary teaching system in Hungary. 

Milton (2006a) notes the absence of this feature in the foreign language 

acquisition of French in British schools, and connects this to the very low 

levels of vocabulary uptake among these learners.
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Progress also appears rather good. The number of words learned is 

substantially greater than the vocabulary targets prescribed in the National 
Core Curriculum. It also appears better than similar Greek learners in 

Grades 3, 4 and 5 although less good in Grade 6. Overall, progress as 

assessed in terms of vocabulary uptake per hour is almost identical over 

four years of study to the learners in Greece. This should be reassuring to 

those teachers and administrators who believe English is not taught well 

in Hungary. Learning of vocabulary appears well ahead of target and 

Hungarian learners are at least as good, if not better, than learners of 

English in other systems. If vocabulary learning is good then this suggests 

general progress in passive knowledge of English will be good, as will 

progress in orthographic productive skills such as writing.

This conclusion has to be placed in context, as this estimate, a fi gure 

based on knowledge of the most frequent 5000 words in English, is likely to 

be an underestimate of learners’ total word knowledge. Very infrequent 

lexis, included in lessons and teaching material to provide thematic content, 

have been omitted from this count.

Conclusion

This investigation of Hungarian primary school students was designed 

to provide insight into their English language vocabulary size develop-

ment in Hungarian schools. Results show that in Hungary primary school 

students’ vocabulary development has some impressive characteristics. 

Good progress appears to be made, especially at the outset of learning, 

although further study would be useful to test whether the decline in 

uptake towards the end of primary school is a general feature of learning 

and, if it is, whether this is a deliberate feature of the syllabus. Nonetheless, 

uptake over the whole period of four to fi ve words per contact hour 

appears very good  compared to learners elsewhere. The fact that learning 

appears so closely connected to word frequency is probably also an 

encouraging fi nding.

Figure 13.3 Word knowledge in the fi ve frequency bands
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Now that we are in possession of this data it becomes legitimate to 

speculate how the results might change if students had better learning 

strategies and teachers had more effective teaching techniques. It should 

not be forgotten that part of the motivation for this study was doubt con-

cerning the word repetition and recycling strategies (spaced and massed), 

which were noted in the surveyed teachers’ vocabulary teaching practices 

described in the fi rst part of this chapter. There may actually be room for 

improvement in these already good fi ndings.

The testing project provides an insight into some inconsistencies of 

the National Core Curriculum. The surveyed primary school students per-

formed much better than expected on the basis of the requirements of the 

curriculum. The vocabulary knowledge of Grade 6 learners corresponds 

with the Common European Framework A1 level at the time of the test. They 

are approaching A2 level, which is between 2000 and 2750 words. These 

numbers correspond with the secondary school intermediate-level school-

leaving exam requirements. This is an unexpected conclusion and the 

National Core Curriculum requirements might usefully be reconsidered 

and, perhaps, better matched with the Common European Framework 

requirements in the future. Nevertheless, lower primary students are on 

the right track, as their vocabulary size level grows progressively and if 

they were to continue at this rage, their vocabulary they would reach the 

A2 level in the upper primary school.

It would be a mistake to let this study and its conclusions stand in isola-

tion. In the future some further investigation is needed in order to test 

whether these fi ndings are in line with vocabulary size growth in other 

schools in Hungary. This should provide a better understanding of English 

vocabulary size development in Hungary at different stages of learning, 

and across different schools and different regions. It is intended that this 

line of investigation will be continued in the future with a longitudinal 

study in order to investigate how individual students perform over a lon-

ger period. Future study might also include investigation into the phono-

logical vocabulary size and learners’ performance in order to attempt to 

assess Hungarian learners’ oral fl uency.
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Appendix A

An example of the X-Lex test format

English X_Lex Paper Version 1

2006/ Hungary

Kérlek olvasd el a kÖvetkezó́  angol, vagy annak látszó szavakat. Pipáld ki azokat, 

amelyeket ismersz, példa szerint:

dog   

.............................

osztály

Segítségedet kÖszÖnÖm, kellemes vakációt kívánok! 

that Both Cliff sandy lessen Darrock

kennard Before Cup normal impress Antique

dose diversal number earn reward Grip
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Chapter 14

Factors Infl uencing Young Learners’ 
Vocabulary Acquisition

MAGDALENA SZPOTOWICZ

Introduction

Children enjoy learning new words in a foreign language (L2). Initially, 

when they are six, seven, or eight years old, they learn and remember the 

oral form of the words and store the phonetic representations of these 

words in their mental lexicons. Children’s enthusiasm for getting to know 

more and more ‘names for things’ at this age encouraged me to inquire 

into the process of vocabulary acquisition. The larger study consists of 

two parts. The fi rst qualitative part (Szpotowicz, 2000) was published in 

Research into Teaching English to Young Learners (Moon & Nikolov, 

2000), whereas the present paper is based on the quantitative part of the 

larger study.

Aims of Study

The overall aim of the study was to investigate learners’ vocabulary 

learning, memorising and their ability to retrieve words from memory 

after a period of time. The learning process was not supported by graphic 

representations of the words. The study attempted to scrutinise the fol-

lowing problems:

• the amount of lexical material available for retrieval after a period of 

three to fi ve days;

• the relationship between the semantic category of words and their 

learnability;

• the relationship between the length and learnability of words;

• the infl uence of word pronunciation on its learnability (aural 

 memory); and

• the relationship between vocabulary recall and recognition.
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Background to Young Learners’ Acquisition of Vocabulary

Children’s L2 learning involves three dynamic processes: cognitive 

development, a continuing fi rst language development and the relatively 

new process of second language acquisition. It is in this context that 

second language vocabulary acquisition needs to be presented.

An analysis of category types used in early childhood, both in fi rst 

and second languages, has shown that ‘the middle of a general to  specifi c 

hierarchy is particularly signifi cant for children’ (Cameron, 2001: 79): 

children most commonly use words for basic level concepts. These 

vocabulary items are learnt before words which are higher or lower in 

the hierarchy. For example, the basic level words chair and dog are learnt 

before their superordinates (furniture; animal) and subordinates (rock-

ing chair; spaniel).

Cameron (2001) claims that from the conceptual point of view words at 

the basic level represent objects which have similar shapes and it is pos-

sible to use one mental image for the whole category. Thus, in the foreign 

language classroom basic level concepts will be mastered before items on 

the superordinate and subordinate level. Cameron suggests that when 

teachers develop vocabulary around a topic or a lexical set for example, 

food or travel, they can begin from basic level items, such as bread or car 

and later proceed to more general vocabulary (vegetables or vehicles) and 

fi nally to more specifi c words (chili sauce or shuttle bus). This approach 

seems to be in line with what Verhallen and Schoonen (1993: 346) observed 

about how children acquire new words and new concepts.

Young children are familiar with words like ‘rose’, ‘tulip’, ‘fl ower’, 

‘plant’; this does not mean, however, that they are aware of the hierarchi-

cal relations between these concepts; its only later on that they learn the 

relationships between the words ‘rose’ and ‘tulip’ as coordinated con-

cepts, both dominated and superordinated by the concept ‘fl ower’, with 

the concept ‘plant’ still higher in the hierarchy (Verhallen & Schoonen, 

1993: 346).

Conceptual development across early school years has an important 

infl uence on vocabulary growth in children’s foreign language learning 

(Cameron, 2001: 81). First of all, the types of words which children learn 

change with age. At the age of fi ve, they only learn very concrete vocabu-

lary related to objects they can handle or see. When they are older, they 

can cope with words and topics that are more abstract and remote from 

their immediate surroundings.

Cameron believes that teaching vocabulary to children has to include 

the recycling of words. Vocabulary knowledge has to be constantly 

expanded and deepened by frequent repetition, presenting words in dif-

ferent contexts and linking words in networks of meaning. It is also 

observed that children change in how they can learn new words. Very 
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young learners will learn these as collections, whereas the older they grow 

the more their learning becomes organised. They make connections 

between the words and master the paradigmatic organisation of words 

and concepts to facilitate their learning.

Nation (1990: 51) lists basic techniques which teachers can use to explain 

the meanings of new words to young learners: (1) by demonstration or 

pictures, that is, using objects, cut-out fi gures, gestures, showing photo-

graphs, pictures from books, performing an action, drawings or diagrams 

on the board; (2) by verbal explanation, that is, using an analytical defi ni-

tion, putting the new word in a defi ning context or translating into mother 

tongue. Most of these techniques require some mental processing and thus 

help learners make stronger memory connections.

Another aspect of vocabulary learning that seems signifi cant for both 

children and adults is the discrepancy between comprehension and pro-

duction of words. Comprehension of vocabulary is usually far superior 

to lexical production. Yoshida (1978: 95) observed that a four-year-old 

child learning English as L2 scored 72% in a comprehension test, whereas 

only 34% of his responses were correct in a production test. Yoshida also 

noticed that ‘among the words acquired by the subject, general nominals 

(concrete objects) indicated the highest score: 61%. Action words (verbs) 

showed the second highest: 13%, whereas the third was modifi ers 

 (adjectives, etc.): 10%’.

As far as the acquisition of semantic categories is concerned, children 

are especially interested in ‘food and animals’. According to Ferguson 

(1974 cited by Yoshida, 1978: 97), these two categories have a universal 

frequency in child language samples. Yoshida claims that children learn 

those words in which they reveal interest. ‘The contents of a child’s 

 vocabulary shows his world – his interests and preferences.’

A fascinating fact about children’s vocabulary capacity is that a child’s 

lexical knowledge is closely related to their academic achievement. 

‘Educators have long known that the size of children’s vocabularies cor-

relates with general intelligence scores, reading ability and school success’ 

(Dickinson, 1984 quoted by Verhallen & Schoonen, 1993: 344).

Research Questions

Based on the aims of the study and a short overview of the literature the 

following research questions are addressed:

(1) How many words can young learners remember from one lesson to 

the next? What is the amount of retrieved material after a period of 

three to fi ve days from the learning session?

(2) Which vocabulary items (semantic category) are easier to remember 

for participants?
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(3) Can children remember better one-, two- or three-syllable words?

(4)  What individual differences characterise students in their ability to 

remember the words?

(5) Is there a difference between recognition and recall test results?

The fi rst three questions could be answered by analysing the recall and 

recognition test results. This set of questions is scrutinised below and pres-

ents the analysis of the vocabulary test data from the researcher’s perspec-

tive. The last two questions concern the correlation of vocabulary test 

results and factors observed by the teacher, such as attention focused on 

the learning task, general student performance during English lessons, 

parental support, motivation to learn English, and student attitude to 

English classes.

Participants

The study was conducted in fi ve classes taught by four teachers and it 

involved a total of 67 children. It comprised students learning English as a 

foreign language in Poland learning in three different educational  contexts: 

a big city fee-paying school, a village state school and a private language 

school afternoon course for children in a middle-sized town. All partici-

pants were fi rst-grade pupils aged seven.

The four teachers (identifi ed by their initials: AB, MG, BM and AC) had 

different qualifi cations and experience. Teacher AB who taught a group of 

22 students in a state rural school lacked formal qualifi cations and pre-

paration for teaching English to children. She also had no experience and 

confi dence in what and how she was teaching. Teacher MG taught two 

classed of about 16 students in each and had a few years of experience. She 

was confi dent and enthusiastic about her job. Teacher BM taught another 

group of 16 at the same school; she was well experienced, had excellent 

qualifi cations to teach young learners and liked the students and her work. 

Teacher AC taught a group of about 12 students in a private language 

school. She was confi dent and refl ective, interested in her student’s prog-

ress and their achievements.

Instruments

The method used in the study was a quasi-experimental design of 

 pre-test and post-test. Two main research instruments were used: vocabu-

lary recall and recognition tests, and a questionnaire for teachers. Vocabu-

lary tests consisted of the same items and were applied in the same way as 

in the qualitative research project (Szpotowicz, 2000: 361–362). In the prod-

uctive vocabulary test (recall test) students were interviewed individually 

by the researcher; they were asked to name the objects shown on small 
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cards. The researcher noted down and coded the quality of their produc-

tion in the following way:

(1) child could recall or recognise the word;

(2) child could not recall or recognise the word;

(3) child could recall word but mispronounced it;

(4)  child could remember only half of the word or a form that sounded 

similar, but would not be understood in communication.

In the receptive vocabulary test (recognition test) each set of words was 

tested separately, after the vocabulary was introduced and practiced by 

the teacher. Children were presented with a worksheet consisting of 

 several pictures (the tested words and a distractor). Each picture had a 

slot for writing numbers. During the test the teacher read aloud the words 

and said what numbers they were. The students marked the pictures with 

the appropriate numbers the teacher called out. For example, T: ‘Number 

one is a cat’. As the teacher was reading out the numbers, she was show-

ing the students a number fl ashcard. This was done in order to exclude 

the possibility of a mistake because the child did not know the number 

in English.

The information about the students’ regular class performance and 

behaviour was obtained from their teacher of English, who fi lled in an 

observation sheet for each child in her class. It was a source of additional 

information about individual learners, which was later used for interpret-

ing the students’ test results. It consisted of nine questions on the learners’ 

attitude to English lessons, their internal motivation to work during 

English classes, parental support, general achievement in English, learn-

ers’ focused attention on new vocabulary sets introduced in the experi-

ment and their attentiveness during other English lessons.

Procedures

The four teachers taking part in the research project followed the same 

procedures (Szpotowicz, 2000: 360–373). The target words were presented 

in three groups of six lexical items. Within each group there were two 

monosyllabic words, two bi-syllabic and two tri-syllabic ones. In set one 

there were animals (set one: tortoise, hare, jaguar, rat, hamster, kangaroo), 

because children like this topic and it was assumed that they will be moti-

vated to learn them. In this group of words two were cognates with Polish 

words, that is, jaguar and kangaroo, but there were no false cognates in 

this set.

The second group comprised words belonging to different semantic 

fi elds, but all were familiar and relevant to students because they were 

fairy tale characters or objects of everyday use which are meaningful to 

children (set two: angel, cottage, dwarf, stool, bathing-suit, roller-skates). 
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In this group of words there was one cognate with a Polish word, that is, 

roller-skates (Pol. rolki), and one false cognate (stool), which sounds simi-

lar to the Polish word stół (meaning: table).

The third group represented objects recognisable to children and known 

from their everyday experience. However, these words were potentially 

uninteresting, as they belong to the ‘adult’ world and cannot be played 

with (set three: lock, string, hanger, ladder, lawnmover, radiator). In this 

group of words there was no cognate, but the word lock was a false cog-

nate with the Polish word lok (meaning: curl).

The words were introduced on a monthly basis. Each set of words was 

presented and practised in one lesson and tested on the following one. 

The procedure for introducing the words was as follows:

(1)  Teacher presents the fl ashcards with pictures, repeats the words and 

gets the students to repeat them chorally and individually.

(2)  The children practise the form and meaning of the words. One by one 

they come to the front and mime the words so that the others can 

guess the meaning.

(3)  Each student gets a set of cards with outline pictures to colour 

them in.

(4)  In pairs children ask each other about their pictures: ‘What colour is 

your . . .?’

(5)  Finally, pupils stick the pictures onto a sheet of paper following the 

order the teacher dictates the words.

At the beginning of the next lesson the students were tested fi rst with 

the productive vocabulary test (individually) and later with the recogni-

tion test (the whole class). The tests were repeated three times in order to 

observe the process of learning and remembering lexical items that belong 

to different semantic groups.

Results

The fi rst set of research questions attempted to fi nd out which of the 

three vocabulary sets (animals, unrelated words, household equipment) 

were easier to remember, which words (regardless of the vocabulary set in 

which they were presented) were easier to remember, and the difference 

between recall and recognition test results.

How many words can young learners remember from one lesson 
to the next? What is the amount of retrieved material after a 
period of three to fi ve days from the learning session?

The fi rst question focuses on recall and recognition of different lexi-

cal sets. In order to fi nd out which of the three vocabulary sets (animals, 
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 unrelated words, household equipment) was easier to remember, the 

mean test results of all participants were compared. The comparison 

was carried out by means of ANOVA (analysis of variance), where the 

mean results of the three vocabulary sets were compared (Figures 14.1 

and 14.2).

The differences between the recall of the subsequent lexical sets were 

statistically signifi cant, F2 (2.92) = 8.41 (F stands for F ratio which indi-

cates the difference between two or more populations). The post hoc test 

revealed that the difference between mean test results in set one and set two 

was statistically signifi cant. The difference between set two and set three 

was also signifi cant. However, the difference between set one and set three 

was not statistically signifi cant. As Figure 14.1 indicates, the growth of 

recall took place only in the second vocabulary set (unrelated words). 

After this increase, the ability to recall set three (household  equipment) 

dropped considerably.

A similar tendency could be observed in recognition test results 

(Figure 14.2). The difference here was statistically less signifi cant, 

F (2.92) = 2.74, and the p-value < 0.699. The post hoc test showed that the 

only difference that was statistically signifi cant was between vocabulary 

set two and set three. It revealed that the recognition results for set one 

(animals) and set two (unrelated words) were on a similar level. The drop 

in the ability to recognise set three (household equipment) was noticeable, 

but not as steep as that for the recall results (Figure 14.1).

Mean values
Lexical set–main effect

F(2.92)=8.41; p<0.0004

Lexical set

–2.0

–1.5

–1.0

–0.5

0.0

0.5

1.0

Set 1 Set 2 Set 3

Figure 14.1 Comparison of mean results on the vocabulary sets in the 

recall test
Source: Szpotowicz, 2008, WUW
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Which words (regardless of the vocabulary set in which they 
were presented) were easier to remember?

The second question dealt with the learnability of words. The task was 

to determine which words were retained in memory after a period of time 

and how they were retrieved. As stated above, the participants’ memory 

of words was researched in two ways, that is, both recognition and recall 

processes were observed. Thus, to determine which words were easy to 

remember it was necessary to analyse test results on the recall and the 

recognition tests separately.

The fi rst test measured the number of lexical items the participants 

were able to recall after a few days. As the children’s verbal productions 

were different (i.e. correct recall, incorrect recall, no recall) it was neces-

sary to introduce the following measures. Values expressing positive fi g-

ures represent data obtained from the correct answers; zero values denote 

incorrect answers, whereas negative fi gures represent no answer, that is, 

the inability to recall.

In order to measure the differences between the mean scores for indi-

vidual words’ recall it was necessary to use dependent sample t-test. This 

analysis provided the presentation of the recalled words according to their 

accessibility, that is, the ease of retrieval (Figure 14.3).

Analysis of p-values distinguished four approximate groups of words. 

The group of the easiest words comprised stool, roller-skates and lock. 

The difference between stool and roller-skates and lock was at the level of 

Figure 14.2  Comparison of mean results on the vocabulary sets in the 

recognition test
Source: Szpotowicz, 2008, WUW

Mean values
Lexical set – main effect

F(2.92) = 2.74; p < 0.0699

Lexical set 

3.2

3.4

3.6

3.8

4.0

4.2

4.4

4.6

Set 1 Set 2 Set 3
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a statistical tendency, and not signifi cant; 0.19 between stool and roller 

skates and 0.18 between stool and lock. The second group of words con-

sisted of kangaroo, cottage and angel, and was rather coherent, as there 

were no signifi cant differences between the results of these words. The 

third group comprised all the other words except for the words string, 

hanger and radiator, which belong to another coherent group, as these 

were the most diffi cult words to recall.

An interesting example for interpretation was the word jaguar. As is 

shown in Figure 14.3, the value for the word’s recall results is 0.00. This 

might indicate that all the children’s answers had zero values, that is, were 

pronounced incorrectly. However, a very high standard deviation fi gure 

(SD = 1.01) suggests that the results were of different values and must 

have included a different proportion of various answers, which eventu-

ally were balanced into this result.

The differences between mean test results in the recognition tests were 

also analysed after the application of the t-test for dependent samples. 

The analysis distinguished a group of words which were the easiest to 

recognise (Figure 14.4). This group included the words: stool, roller-

skates and jaguar. The second group of words comprised six words: 

 cottage, bathing suit, angel, dwarf, kangaroo and hamster; these were on 

intermediate diffi culty level. The last group comprised the remaining 

eight words (rat, hare, tortoise, string, hanger, radiator, ladder, lawn-

mower) which turned out to be the most diffi cult of all the tested words 

in the recognition test.

Differences between recall and recognition
The third research question was concerned with the difference between 

the results obtained in the recall and recognition tests. Variance analysis 

Figure 14.3 Means of the recall test (all tested words)
Source: Szpotowicz, 2008, WUW
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(ANOVA) of both types of tests for each of the tested vocabulary sets 

revealed that the differences were statistically signifi cant.

In the fi rst vocabulary set (animals) the difference between recall 

and recognition tests was statistically signifi cant; F (1.55) = 163.96 

(p-value < 0.000). The recall test results were considerably lower than the 

results in the recognition tests. In the second vocabulary set (unrelated 

words) the difference between recall and recognition tests was statistically 

signifi cant; F (1.60) = 113.17 (p-value < 0.000), with recall test results being 

lower. In the third vocabulary set (household equipment) the fi ndings 

were similar: the difference between recall and recognition tests was also 

statistically signifi cant; F (1.54) = 138.08 and (p-value < 0.000). It can be 

stated that in all three vocabulary sets recognition test results were 

 signifi cantly higher than in the recall tests.

Correlation analysis of lexical test results and factors 
observed by the teacher

Following the analysis of lexical test results a question was put: which of 

the factors observed by the teacher correlated with these results? The data 

was obtained from the analysis of questionnaires fi lled in by the teachers 

about all young learners in their groups. The analysis aimed to fi nd out if 

the children who had better test results were also better focused on the 

three sets of learning tasks. It also analysed if the students’ performances 

on the tests were related to their typical classroom behaviour and achieve-

ments, the amount of parental support provided at home, the children’s 

attitudes and motivation to participate and learn during English classes.

Table 14.1 shows the Pearson correlation coeffi cients between lexical 

test results and factors observed by the teachers. Correlations presented 

on grey background are statistically signifi cant. They show that the young 
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learners who focused more on the learning tasks achieved higher scores 

on their vocabulary tests. The strongest relationship was observed in the 

recall test in vocabulary set 1 (r = 0.741). This correlation coeffi cient indi-

cates a rather strong positive relationship between being focused on the 

presentation and practice activities and the following recall test results, 

that is, the ability to recall words orally.

The children’s focused attention on the lessons observed by the English 

teachers correlated well with their test results. The correlation coeffi cient 

ranged from r = 0.456 in the recognition test in set 1 and 0.563 in the same 

type of test in set 3. Similarly, the general good performance in English 

lessons correlated with the results of vocabulary tests obtained in all three 

lexical sets. Parental support, as observed by the teacher, correlated sig-

nifi cantly only with recall test results and did not correlate with recogni-

tion test results.

Finally, children’s motivation to participate in English classes and their 

positive attitude to lessons showed a positive relationship with the results 

of all vocabulary sets in both types of tests. Therefore, the young learners 

who put more effort into performing well on tasks and liked their lessons 

achieved higher results in vocabulary tests than those children who did 

not work hard or disliked activities in the English lessons.

Teacher variable
A close analysis of data obtained in the study revealed a relationship 

between the teacher factor and the students’ results. The assumption was 

that teachers played an important role, but their role was not assumed to 

be critical. Variance analysis (ANOVA) showed that the teachers’ role was 

of great importance in how much vocabulary the children in the research 

sample learnt in the three sets.

A two-factorial analysis revealed that the students’ test results were in 

fact heterogeneous and strongly related to the teacher variable. As Figures 

14.5 and 14.6 indicate, each of the four groups taking part in the experi-

mental design study achieved different means.

Two-factorial analysis of teacher infl uence on the recall test results 

demonstrated that the results obtained in BM’s group did not vary accord-

ing to the vocabulary set. Similarly, AC’s and AB’s students achieved recall 

results at a level which did not show statistically signifi cant differences 

between different vocabulary sets. The only teacher whose groups pro-

duced different results for each vocabulary set was MG. The difference 

between set one (animals) and set two (mixed words) was statistically sig-

nifi cant, similarly to the difference between set two and set three (house-

hold equipment).

In the recognition test results there was only one statistically signifi cant 

difference between vocabulary sets. As the post hoc test revealed, such 
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Figure 14.5  A two-factorial analysis of the teacher infl uence on the recall 

test results
Source: Szpotowicz, 2008, WUW
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Figure 14.6 A two-factorial analysis of the teacher infl uence on the 

 recognition test results
Source: Szpotowicz, 2008, WUW
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 difference was observed between set one (animals) and set three (house-

hold equipment) for the group taught by AC. A difference at the level of 

statistical tendency was noticed for the same two sets (one and three) for 

the group taught by AB. The relationship between the teacher variable 

and the vocabulary test results was observed in both recall (Figure 14.5) 

and recognition (Figure 14.6) test results, but it seemed stronger for recall 

than recognition results.

Discussion

I expected young learners to remember the vocabulary items represent-

ing animals better and score worse on a group of unrelated words, and to 

perform poorly on the lexical group of household equipment. My hypoth-

esis did not prove to be entirely correct. Instead, the results showed that 

the second lexical set (unrelated words) was remembered best both in the 

recall and in the recognition test results. The increase in the second set can 

be explained by the fact that children got used to the techniques and felt 

more confi dent in the second round of the procedure. However, the 

assumption about the third set of vocabulary items being the most diffi -

cult to remember proved to be correct. The results in both recall and recog-

nition tests dropped considerably in set three. This outcome can be 

interpreted, as in the assumption, by pointing out that these words are not 

appealing to children’s imagination and not attractive enough to learn 

and remember. Also, the participants remembered the words more easily 

which sound similar to Polish and do not contain sounds unfamiliar for 

the Polish ear.

As stated above, in the statistical analysis of the data, the group of the 

easiest words in the recall test included: stool, roller-skates and lock, 

whereas in the recognition test the easiest words were: stool, roller-skates 

and jaguar. In light of these results the above hypothesis seems to be cor-

rect. The word stool is immediately associated with its Polish ‘false friend’ 

stół and the word roller-skates is easily associated with the word rolki, 

whereas the word lock sounds like the Polish lok. Finally, the word jaguar 

sounds similar to its Polish equivalent, but it contains an unfamiliar initial 

sound. This might be the reason why the word was one of the easiest to 

recognise, but more diffi cult to recall, where the correct pronunciation was 

required. This hypothesis can also be confi rmed by the analysis of the 

most diffi cult words to recall (string, hanger and radiator) and to recog-

nise (rat, hare, tortoise, string, hanger, radiator, ladder, lawnmower). None 

of these words sounds similar to Polish, or can be associated with Polish 

‘false friends’. All of them contain sounds alien to the Polish phonological 

system.

The hypothesis of a signifi cant difference between recall and recogni-

tion scores regardless of the set of words being tested was fully confi rmed. 
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In all the three sets of words the differences were signifi cant: the recall test 

was always considerably more diffi cult than the recognition test.

The learners who scored better on vocabulary tests tended to focus 

more on the learning tasks, thus showing how teachers’ observations of 

children’s classroom behaviour coincided with young learners’ perfor-

mances on the tests. The teachers were asked to observe other factors such 

as: learners’ general concentration on English lessons, their performance 

in English classes, the support they were given at home, motivation to 

participate in English lessons and their attitude to learning English.

Teachers’ views on how much attention children paid on the lessons 

appeared to be an important factor determining high performance on 

vocabulary tests. It seems that the ability to focus attention was a stable 

characteristic for the participants, and those who were usually focused on 

English lessons also paid attention to the presentation of the new vocabu-

lary sets. The children preceived by their teachers as good learners of 

English tended to achieve high on the vocabulary tests: the factor ‘general 

student performance’ correlated highly with vocabulary test results.

‘Parental support’, as observed by the teachers, correlated signifi cantly 

only with recall tests unlike with recognition test results. The possible 

interpretation of this fi nding might be that those children who were moti-

vated extrinsically were better focused and could better retrieve informa-

tion. Performance in recall tests might be related to conscious and voluntary 

learning, whereas performance in recognition test could be related to inci-

dental and involuntary learning.

The fact that ‘motivation to learn English’ and a positive ‘attitude to 

English classes’ correlated well with vocabulary test results might indicate 

that affective variables were also important determinants of lexical 

achievement.

The teacher variable appeared to be an important factor in the data 

analysis. The students’ test results appeared to be related to the teaching 

contexts. The group taught by the teacher with the least experience and no 

qualifi cations (AB) achieved the lowest scores in all the three vocabulary 

sets. The scrutiny of the results at the level of groups showed that they had 

differing results. The teacher whose students obtained different results in 

all three sets taught the largest group (MG), so perhaps the number of 

learners in the group also infl uenced the outcomes. Although all the teach-

ers adopted the same experimental technique their individual teaching 

styles, personality and attitude might have infl uenced the results. The 

informal classroom observation during the study revealed that general 

class atmosphere and teacher energy made the presentation more or less 

attractive, thus possibly more or less memorable.

Another possible explanation of the differing results in different 

groups, apart from the teacher’s qualifi cations, experience and personal-

ity, are the learners’ individual language learning abilities. This factor 
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was not taken into account in this study, but might be an interesting 

source of information in the fi nal interpretation. This aspect had not been 

considered for two reasons. The previous research project (Szpotowicz, 

2000), which was of qualitative nature and examined eight case studies in 

a similar experiment, indicated that motivation and focus on learning 

had greater infl uence on vocabulary retention than memory capacity and 

intelligence. Secondly, it was diffi cult for teachers who had been teaching 

their students for a few months to assess their students’ language learn-

ing potential in an objective way. However, if this experimental design 

was to be replicated with another group of young learners, who would 

have had learnt English with the same teacher for approximately one 

year, than it would be interesting to take this factor into account.

Conclusion

The results of the present study show that the words which evoke 

associations with Polish words are best remembered. Especially, if they 

are easy to pronounce for Polish learners, that is, consist of sounds which 

exist in the Polish phonological system. The research also confi rmed a 

common tendency that English words which sound very similar to their 

Polish equivalents are commonly mispronounced. It can be assumed that 

they are subsumed to the same category in the mental lexicon and thus 

the pronunciation differences are ignored. The implication for teaching 

would be to pay special attention to accuracy in the oral production of 

these words.

The difference between recall and recognition in the test results revealed 

a consistent discrepancy between active and passive vocabulary stores of 

young learners of English. This information is important for young learn-

ers’ teachers, as they should ensure testing both recognition and recall to 

get the whole picture of their students’ vocabulary size.

In the teachers’ opinions, voiced both in informal interviews and 

expressed in the questionnaires, the vocabulary teaching technique used 

in the research project proved to be effective. It helped the children who 

had problems with concentration on the tasks and allowed them to focus 

on the learning material for longer than usual, that is, before the technique 

was used. The teachers reported that the concentration level of the chil-

dren participating in the experimental study was not lower than in other 

lessons; it was often higher.

It is also important to remember that those students who were focused 

on the presentation and practice activities scored better in both recall and 

recognition tests. This means that they eventually remembered the lexical 

material better. The implication for teachers is to organise the presentation 

phase of the lesson in the most attractive way and ensure that all students’ 

attention is focused on the task.
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Chapter 15

An Eye on Target Language Use 
in Elementary English Classrooms 
in China

JING PENG AND LILI ZHANG

Introduction

Researchers in second language acquisition fi eld agree that input of the 

target language (TL) is crucial for successful second and foreign language 

learning. As foreign language (FL) learning usually takes place in class-

room environments, teachers’ use of the TL becomes an important source 

for students to obtain input in the TL. The present study aims to explore 

how teachers use the TL in elementary school English classes in China. 

Participants in the study were 54 English teachers of elementary schools 

and 203 students of the four teachers under observations. A naturalistic 

inquiry approach was adopted, and the results were analysed statistically. 

Totally, the investigation, including classroom observation, interviews 

and questionnaire studies spanned three months. The results of the study 

revealed that there were considerable variations in the amount of teachers’ 

TL use. For most of the teachers, the amount of TL use was not more than 

60% of their talk. This may not be suffi cient enough for students’ foreign 

language learning. Furthermore, from the viewpoint of pragmatics, teachers’ 

TL use was not varied enough and was often found inappropriate. The 

fi ndings of the study indicate that the current use of TL in FL classes of 

elementary schools in observed class is far from satisfactory.

Since the entry of China to WTO, English has become very popular in the 

country. Parents and society have exerted a huge demand for teaching 

English. Therefore, in 2001, the Ministry of Education of the People’s 

Republic of China launched a new English Teaching Program: young chil-

dren start to learn English in Grade 3 in elementary schools and teachers are 

encouraged to use the target language in the young learners’ classrooms.

However, everything is new to the teachers. This is why we set out to 

 examine how teachers use the TL in real classrooms in China. The participants 
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selected for the study were 54 elementary-school teachers of English (four 

were involved in classroom observations and 50 fi lled in a questionnaire) 

and 203 students of the four teachers whose classrooms we observed. A 

naturalistic inquiry approach was adopted, and the results were analyzed 

statistically. The study, including classroom observations, interviews and 

fi lling in questionnaires, lasted three months. In the present chapter we 

aim to fi nd out how teachers use the TL in English classes at elementary 

schools. We are particularly interested in the amount and appropriateness 

of TL use in the hope that our data may generate some fi ndings and sug-

gestions for teachers of English to further understand the importance of 

using TL in their classes, and for the current education system concerning 

how we can facilitate teachers’ effective TL use in elementary-school for-

eign language (FL) classes.

Research into Teachers’ TL Use in Class

That input is crucial for successful language acquisition to occur has 

been supported in a body of studies. Researchers such as Ellis (1984: 121) 

agree that it is crucial for learners to be exposed to the TL as much as 

possible in order to develop their language skills. Likewise, Chaudron 

(1988) emphasizes that it is important for teachers to expose learners to 

as many language functions as possible in the TL. After reviewing some 

research (e.g. Ellis et al., 1994; Gass, 1997; Gass & Varonis, 1994, all cited 

in Turnbull, 2001), Turnbull (2001) concludes that exposing learners to 

TL input provides the strongest theoretical rationale for maximizing 

teachers’ TL use.

Some empirical studies have gathered strong evidence on how teach-

ers’ use of TL could affect student language profi ciency positively. A study 

conducted by Turnbull (2001) reviews four experimental studies concern-

ing the impact of teachers’ use of TL on student profi ciency conducted by 

Carroll et al. (1967), Carroll (1975), Wolf (1977) and Burstall et al. (1974) 

respectively, in the 1960s and 1970s, all cited in Turnbull (2001). These 

studies all refl ected the positive impact of teachers’ use of TL on student’s 

foreign language profi ciency. Mayfi eld (2005) conducted an experiment in 

her own class and found that most of the students agreed that they could 

understand the benefi ts and felt that they learned more when the class 

was taught almost entirely in Spanish and the students preferred it, though 

they were sometimes frustrated. She also noticed that students started 

speaking spontaneously earlier than in her previous classes where she had 

diffi culty using the target language.

Generally speaking, most of the existing studies focusing on teachers’ 

TL use were conducted in the context of college foreign language (FL) 

classes (e.g. Duff & Polio, 1990; Polio & Duff, 1994) or in secondary schools 

(e.g. Franklin, 1990; Turnbull, 1999). Very little research has been carried 
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out in a context where teachers use the target language, the mother tongue 

(MT), or a mixture of both languages with young beginners whose TL 

profi ciency is very low. Thus, we will depart from the previous studies by 

investigating how teachers use the TL in English classes of elementary 

schools in China.

The Study

The present study aims to explore how the TL is used by Chinese teach-

ers of English in elementary school EFL classrooms and to shed some light 

on what the current status of English education is in elementary schools. 

To be more specifi c, the present study addresses the following questions:

• How much English do teachers use in their total teacher talk in 

 elementary-school English classes?

• How appropriate is their use of the TL?

The answers to these questions are based on classroom observations in 

four teachers’ English classes and data collected with the help of two sets 

of questionnaires: one fi lled in by the students taught by the teachers 

under observation and one sent to teachers of English in Shapingba 

District, Chongqing.

Participants
Four teachers of English were involved in classroom observations at 

four different elementary schools in the main city areas of Shapingba 

District in Chongqing: Teacher A, from Yuying Primary school (a key 

 elementary school), Teacher B, from an Affi liated Primary School of 

Chongqing University (an affi liated school), Teacher C, from Bing Jiang 

Primary School (a typical elementary school), and Teacher D, from Lie Shi 

Mu Primary school (a typical elementary school). Generally speaking, 

compared to typical elementary schools, key elementary schools and affi l-

iated schools of Universities set high requirements to their teachers and 

students, and they usually attach more importance to English teaching 

than other elementary schools.

Besides the four teachers, their 203 fi fth-grade pupils (age 10–11) also 

participated in the study: they fi lled in a questionnaire enquiring into their 

attitudes toward their teachers’ use of English in class.

In order to gain further information and to make the fi ndings easier 

to generalize, 50 more teachers, chosen randomly from primary schools 

in Shapingba district, also fi lled in a questionnaire concerning their 

professional background, their teaching practice relevant to the use of 

TL in class, the way they used English, as well as their attitudes toward 

using it.

1558_Ch15.indd 2141558_Ch15.indd   214 2/4/2009 7:26:20 AM2/4/2009   7:26:20 AM



An Eye on Target Language Use 215

Data collection instruments and procedures
Non-participant classroom observation and audio-recording

In the present study, the authors aimed to explore teachers’ TL use in 

EFL classes of elementary schools instead of testing a cause-and-effect 

relationship. Thus, this study falls in the category of a descriptive study. In 

order to collect fi rst-hand material in the classroom, the authors adopted 

the non-participant classroom observation approach and followed a kind 

of naturalistic enquiry research method. In the study, the classroom 

 activities were observed by the authors (see Appendix A: the classroom 

observation checklist) and recorded with an MP3. The teacher talk recorded 

in the classroom was then transferred and kept in the computer for later 

replaying and retrospection as well as data analyses. After the recorded 

discourses were transcribed, the TL use in the teacher talk was analyzed 

with regard to the two research questions which the study set out to 

address.

During the fi rst period of time the authors familiarized themselves with 

the learners and teachers in order to establish a comfortable rapport with 

them. Then, observations of the classes took place over seven weeks. 

During this period, all teachers used the same thematic units, interpreting 

and implementing them in a way typical of their daily teaching. Their talk 

was recorded on a MP3; thus resulting in 16 class hours for later study and 

analysis with the permission of the teachers. In addition, a classroom 

checklist was also fi lled in during and after each observation.

Interviews with teachers
In order to explore the teachers’ attitudes and views on using the TL 

in class and to know more about some of their teaching behaviors con-

cerning TL use, semistructured individual interviews were conducted. 

During the interviews some open-ended and closed questions were 

asked (see Appendix B), such as ‘What do you think about the feasibility 

of using only the TL for teaching?’, ‘Do you usually use the same words 

for classroom organization?’, ‘How do you pay attention to the accuracy 

of your TL use in class?’, ‘What factors do you think may infl uence your 

effective use of English in class?’ The open-ended questions were 

designed to allow for more freedom of response in order to know more 

about the thinking, opinions and problems of the interviewees. Also, 

teachers’ answers were hoped to allow us to triangulate our data collected 

in observations.

Questionnaires
Obviously, the sample size of 16 class hours and four teachers was small 

and did not represent all teachers of English in elementary schools. 

Therefore, to triangulate other data with classroom observations, two 

questionnaires were administered in Chinese as subsidiary research tools 

for data collection. One questionnaire was designed for 50 teachers and 
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consisted of 30 items; the other, consisting of 10 items, was designed for 

the students (see Appendix C and Appendix D).

The questionnaire for teachers consisted of two parts. The fi rst 15 ques-

tions enquired into respondents’ professional information and the teach-

ing environment relevant to their use of the TL in class. These items were 

based on Franklin’s (1990) study on the reasons why teachers do not use 

the TL in their classes with some modifi cations according to fi ndings of 

the classroom observations and interviews with the four teachers. The 

other 15 questions concerned how teachers actually used English in class 

and their attitude toward TL use. These 15 questions were designed based 

on the research questions of the present study, aiming to make it more 

complete and informative.

The questionnaire designed for students also consisted of two parts: the 

fi rst seven questions concerned students’ after-class English learning envi-

ronment, whereas the other eight items concerned students’ perception of 

their teachers’ use of the TL in class, for example, the amount of TL use 

and translation. Students’ perceptions of these issues highly concerned 

both the authors and the observed teachers.

A pilot study was conducted with fi ve teachers and 20 students before 

the main study in order to check the clarity of the questions, the format, 

and the range of the questions. Based on the fi ndings of the pilot phase, 

the authors modifi ed the questions that might cause misunderstanding 

and simplifi ed some sentences that were too complicated for the learners.

In the main questionnaire study a total of 203 students were asked to 

respond to the questionnaire. Finally, 199 students’ responses were consid-

ered valid and adopted for statistical analyses. As to the questionnaire 

designed for teachers, all the 50 copies of responses were considered valid.

Data analysis
Statistical analyses were carried out with the help of SPSS10.0. First, the 

data were input in the SPSS10.0. The participants’ responses to the ques-

tionnaire items following the fi ve-point Likert scale form were recorded 

like this: for a choice of A, 1 point was given, and B: 2 points, C: 3 points, 

D: 4 points and E: 5 points.

Results and Discussion

Amount of TL use in total teacher talk in elementary school 
English class

The amount of teachers’ TL use indicates how much English is used in 

the total teacher talk in class. In the present study, each class under obser-

vation lasted about 40 minutes. Altogether four classes were observed, 

recorded and transcribed with each teacher resulting in a total time of 160 

minutes for each participant. Table 15.1 shows the total time of TL use in 
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minutes and percentages used in the four classes of four teachers (A, B, C 

and D). Each period of class lasted 40 minutes; however the total time of 

observed TL is shorter than 40 minutes, because teachers did not talk all 

the time.

If we take the fi rst observed class of Teacher A as an example, 10 min-

utes refers to the total time for which teacher A spoke English in class, and 

which accounts for 90% of her total speaking time. She talked in Chinese 

for one minute (10%). During the 29 or so minutes, there were some activ-

ities students did among themselves: they listened to a tape, read after the 

tape or worked on some written exercise, while the teacher did not talk. 

The data in Table 15.1 show that in the observed English classes the per-

centages of TL use were all over 59%, as this percentage was the lowest of 

English use in class 4 with Teacher D. Teacher A and Teacher B used mostly 

English in the observed classes: an average percentage of 83 and 92, respec-

tively, whereas Teacher C and Teacher D used less English: 71% and 64%, 

respectively (see Table 15.1).

Interview data with teachers
Interviews with the four teachers and their students’ answers to the 

questionnaire were analyzed to get more information about teachers’ 

opinions and students’ assessments of the amount of TL use in their EFL 

classes. When asked about the feasibility of using English exclusively for 

teaching, all of the teachers expressed their worries. The study shows the 

same results as those of Mayfi eld’s (2005) study. The teachers’ opinions 

can be categorized in the following groups:

(a) Students will get frustrated since they can not understand some of 

the teachers’ English.

(b) Students’ anxiety level will increase, which will impede their subse-

quent learning.

(c) It is not feasible to teach grammar in the TL.

(d) Too much time would be spent on explaining and paraphrasing.

(e) Without Chinese, teachers may lose control over class.

Table 15.1 Total time of four teachers’ use of English in minutes and percentage 
(%) in four observed classes

Teachers Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Mean

Teacher A 10 (90%)  8 (81%)  6 (82%)  7 (80%)  8 (83%)

Teacher B 11 (92%) 11 (94%) 10 (90%) 11 (93%) 11 (92%)

Teacher C  4 (62%)  4 (70%)  5 (68%)  5 (87%)  5 (71%)

Teacher D  5 (66%)  4 (63%)  5 (71%)  4 (59%)  5 (64%)
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As the answers illustrate, teachers stated that they were afraid that much 

use of English would make their students frustrated, and thus would 

make them anxious. Some stated that when it came to teaching grammar 

and controlling class, English could not work. Some teachers were afraid 

that they could not be understood if they did not use Chinese, and some 

insisted that only Chinese could help students understand the essential 

features of English.

Results of questionnaire data
According to 50 teachers’ answers to the questionnaire, although 92% 

of the respondents recognized the inherent importance of using English in 

practice, most of them used a limited amount of TL in their classes. Only 

20% of the respondents reported that more than 80% of their talk was in 

English, and 42% admitted that they used English less than 60% of their 

total teacher talk, while 12% of the respondents reported their TL using 

was even less than 20%.

As far as the amount of teachers’ TL use is concerned, Turnbull (2000) 

argues that the teachers who spoke the TL in less than 25% of class time 

were relying too heavily on the mother tongue and were depriving their 

students of valuable TL input. Concerning the appropriate amount of TL, 

in a study of elementary core French classes in western Canada, Shapson 

et al. (1978) stipulated 75% as the acceptable level of TL use by teachers. 

They found ‘considerable variations amongst the teachers they observed; 

interestingly, only 26% of teachers used French (TL) for at least 75% of 

class time’ (cited in Turnbull, 2001: 535).

Students’ views
In order to know students’ assessment of the amount of TL used by 

their teachers, students taught by the four teachers were asked to respond 

to a questionnaire. The results seem to stand in sharp contrast with what 

we expected (see Table 15.2). More than 60% of the students in each class 

reported that TL use by their teachers was relatively scarce. Even in Teacher 

B’s class, where the teacher used English most frequently, only 5% of the 

students believed that the teacher often used English. No student thought 

that TL use was ‘too much’. The results are in accordance with outcomes 

Table 15.2 Students’ assessment of the amount of English used by their teachers

Students Too little Little Just OK Much Too much

Teacher A’s students 15% 52% 29% 2% 2%

Teacher B’s students 27% 43% 25% 5% 0%

Teacher C’s students 17% 53% 25% 2% 3%

Teacher D’s students 15% 51% 23% 9% 2%
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of Mayfi eld’s (2005: 5) study where ‘students actually preferred that the 

class be taught almost exclusively in Spanish (TL), even though they were 

sometimes frustrated’. It could also be noted that in Teacher D’s class, 

where the amount of English use was the least frequent, 11% of the stu-

dents thought that the teacher’s TL use was much or too much, ranking 

the highest among all the observed students.

Nevertheless, as the answers in the interviews tell us, the four observed 

teachers believed that too much English tended to make their students 

more anxious and frustrated. Also, they thought it could be a waste of 

time if teachers could not make themselves understood. Thus, their TL use 

was sometimes followed by Chinese explanations, or they chose to switch 

to Chinese and continue in the mother tongue. However, according to the 

students’ feedback, the four teachers may have underestimated students’ 

comprehension level as well as the ability to accept new things.

Data from classroom discourse
Staab (1986) further elaborated the two language functions of Halliday 

(1973), namely ideational and interpersonal, into four language functions 

including social needs, controlling, informing and reasoning (quoted in 

Liang & Mohan, 2003: 41). However, in early stages of language learning, 

there are few occasions when teacher talk involves the informing or rea-

soning functions which usually happen in high-level academic discourses. 

In elementary school English as a foreign language classes teachers use 

language for social needs and the needs of controlling as they lead their 

students to do a lot of language practice and drills on pronunciation, new 

words and simple sentence patterns. Therefore, the function category of 

‘academic’ based on Turnbull (2000) was used to replace the two function 

categories of ‘ideational’ and ‘reasoning’ in the present study, and the 

classroom discourse was analyzed according to academic function, social 

function and controlling function.

In the transcribed datasets most of the four teachers’ utterances in the 

TL were used for academic function (see Table 15.3). These utterances 

were used mainly for conducting language drills and for practising 

Table 15.3 Distribution of teachers’ TL use in three function categories in 
percentages

Teachers Academic Social needs Controlling

Teacher A 84% 4% 12%

Teacher B 86% 4% 10%

Teacher C 79% 2% 19%

Teacher D 73% 4% 23%
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 pronunciation of words. For example Teacher B spent quite a lot of time 

 asking learners to repeat her words and correcting students’ pronunciation.

Excerpt 1
 T: Ok, what’s this? (Shows a ping pong ball)

 Ss: Ping pong ball!

 T: Play Ping pong ball.

 Ss: Play Ping pong ball

 T: Play Ping pong ball (miming).

 Ss: Play Ping pong ball (miming).

 T: Yes, very good. Ping pong ball.

 Ss: Ping pong ball.

 T: Play Ping pong ball (miming).

 Ss: Play Ping pong ball (miming).

 T: Now I want someone read it. Play Ping pong ball (miming).

 S23: Play Ping pong ball (miming).

 T: Yes, good, you please.

 S24: Play Ping pong ball (miming).

 T: Play Ping pong ball (miming) you please.

Social discourse in teachers’ talk, a kind of real communication between 

the teacher and students, was relatively rare (no more than 4%). In the 

datasets most of the teachers’ feedback was simply ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘OK’, ‘good’ 

or no feedback at all. However, according to students’ answers to the ques-

tionnaire, the majority (91.5%) of the learners hoped the teacher could say 

something, especially some words of praise or encouragement. The teach-

ers’ neglect of giving feedback to the students may be caused by learners’ 

limited size of vocabulary or teachers’ lack of awareness of their need.

As for the function of controlling, about 12% of Teacher A’s and 10% of 

Teacher B’s TL use were for controlling, and sometimes body language 

and other visual measures were also applied. As Ellis (1984: 133) claims, 

classroom management and organization, as well as more obvious peda-

gogic goals, should be carried out in the TL. He further argues that when 

teachers use the L1 for regular classroom management, ‘. . . they deprive 

the learners of valuable input in the L2’.

Appropriateness of TL use from the pragmatic viewpoint
To have a closer look at teachers’ TL use, a pragmatic analysis was car-

ried out on several episodes of observed teacher talk. One of the differences 

between teacher talk and ‘real talk’ is that teacher talk is ‘actually a kind of 

pedagogical talk, which is related to teaching, displaying knowledge of 

what one has learned or understands, and/or knowledge construction’ 

(Hauser, 2006: 93). Such pedagogical discourse usually follows the form of 

a three-part sequence of turns, labeled as Initiation-Response-Feedback or 
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Initiation-Response-Follow up  (IRF) by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975). In 

the IRF move, teachers usually know the answers to the initiated questions, 

and they use these display questions as a method of testing students’ 

knowledge and understanding. In our observation datasets, we also found 

plenty of examples for such moves.

Excerpt 2
Teacher A is eliciting answers to ‘Where are you from?’

 T: Are you from England?

 S1: No.

 T: No, I’m not (corrects student).

 S1: No, I’m not.

 T: I’m from . . .? (modelling next utterance, expected answer).

 S1: From China.

 T: No, I’m not. I’m from China.

 S1: No, I’m not. I’m from China.

 T: Great!

Excerpt 3
Teacher B working on the same structure

 T: Where are you from?

 S1: I am from China.

 T: Yes.

 T: Where are you from?

 S2: I am from China.

 T: Good.

Excerpt 4
Teacher D practising the same structure

 T: Are you from England?

 Ss: No!

 T: Are you from China?

 Ss: Yes, I am (together with the teacher).

 T: Ok, follow me. Yes I am.

 Ss: Yes, I am.

 T:  Yes I am.

 Ss: Yes, I am.

 T: Are you from China? (to one student).

 S: Yes, I am.

 T: Good.

An important question is whether these sequences are facilitative of or 

counter-productive for learning? As we can see, during these pedagogical 

episodes, in each of the IRF sequences, the teacher uses the F-component 

to confi rm or correct students’ R-component. It also presents the adequate 

answer to the class. However, too much feedback on correcting students’ 
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answers to make them speak phonologically, grammatically, lexically 

 correctly may discourage students’ activity and may even cause mis-

understandings, as in the next example.

Excerpt 5
Teacher C drilling structure

 T: Where are you from?

 S: I from Chongqing.

 T: No.

 S: (confused) Oh, I from China.

 T: No, I AM from Chongqing.

 S: I am from Chongqing.

 T: Good, sit down.

We also found that repetitive feedback and blanket evaluation were 

adopted in the observed classes. Short, simple and unchangeable feed-

back, such as ‘Yes’, ‘No’ and ‘Good’ were rather popular among teachers. 

Teachers’ arbitrary judgments as feedback and failure to give students an 

opportunity to further continue the conversation made students lose the 

opportunity to take control of the interaction, as total control was in the 

teachers’ hand. According to Hauser (2006: 97), ‘in this sense, the degree to 

which students can be active participants in the pedagogical episode is 

limited, which in turn may limit opportunities for learning’.

To summarize the fi ndings, to facilitate students’ language learning, the 

teachers should, on the one hand, encourage students to self-evaluate 

their answers, or try to give them more opportunities to guess or expand 

their answers, or try to stimulate students to focus on the content and the 

subject matter of the questions, instead of the language structure of the 

question itself. They should try to encourage students to express their own 

idea about the question, even with the simplest language rather than force 

them to drill sentence patterns. Thus, they could create a friendly environ-

ment for communication in the classroom. Teachers’ repetitive feedback 

or blanket evaluation may do no good to students’ language learning. 

Take Teacher A as an example: although the average percentage of TL use 

amounts to 92%, most of her feedback is repetitive, she used mechanical 

drills, which are inappropriate to students’ language learning especially 

the internalization of sample sentences.

Conclusion

The results of the study revealed that there were considerable varia-

tions in the amount of teachers’ use of English. For most of the teachers, 

the amount of TL use was small, no more than 60% and it characterized 

very short periods of time in the 40-minute classes. This may not be suffi -

cient enough for students’ foreign language learning. Furthermore, from 
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the viewpoint of pragmatics, teachers’ TL use was not varied enough and 

was often found inappropriate. The fi ndings of the study indicate that the 

current use of TL in FL classes of elementary schools in Shapingba district 

is far from satisfactory.

The study has a number of implications for elementary-school English 

classes, especially for teachers and current English teaching programs. 

Teachers’ awareness of effective TL use in the English classes must be 

raised. In addition, course coordinators may provide more workshops and 

teacher training courses that focus on strategies in order to help teachers 

facilitate students’ learning by means of more varied uses of English.

However, to have a closer look into the infl uence of teachers’ use of TL 

to students’ English learning outcome, more pragmatic analysis of teacher 

talk could be done to see whether teacher’s input of TL could be ‘taken in’ 

by the students.

The study is of signifi cance to Programs of Foreign Language Teaching 

in Elementary Schools in that it can provide us an opportunity to see the 

real status of teachers’ TL use in English classes and propose some sugges-

tions to improve the effectiveness of teachers’ TL use in classes.
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Appendix A

Classroom observation checklist

(1) School: _______________________

(2) Time: ___________________________

(3) Date: ____________________

(4) Teacher: ____________________

(5) Years of teaching: ____________________

(6) Number of students in class: __________

(7) Class subject: ______________________

(8) Resources used: ____________________

(9) What classroom activities are conducted by teachers?

( ) Classroom organization ( ) Disciplining

( ) Explaining meaning of words ( ) Explaining meaning of phrases

( ) Explaining meaning of sentences ( ) Explaining grammar

( ) Giving instructions to activities ( ) Teaching cultural background

( ) Instructions to exercise ( ) Small talk

( ) Correcting written work ( ) Others

(10) General comments:

 ____________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________

(11) Brief evaluation of the quantity of the TL used by teachers in different 

activities based on the fi ve-point Likert scale

Percentage of the 
TL activity

1 
(0–20%)

2 
(21–40%)

3 
(41–60)%

4 
(61–80%)

5 
(81–100%)

Classroom 
organization

Explaining meaning 
of words

Explaining meaning 
of phrases

Explaining meaning 
of sentences

Activity instructions

Disciplining
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Correcting written 
work

Teaching 
background

Teaching grammar

Others

(12) Measures taken

Frequency
Measures

Repetition

Substitution

Translation

Visual measures (e.g. cards, body 
language, etc.)

Others

(13) Accuracy of using the TL

Frequency 
Mistakes

Pronunciation

Spelling

Grammar

Others

Appendix B

Interview questions for teachers

(1) What do you think about the feasibility of using only the TL for teaching?

(2) Do you usually use the same words for classroom organization?

(3) How do you pay attention to the accuracy of your TL use in class?

(4) What factors do you think may infl uence your effective use of English 

in class?

Appendix C

Questionnaire for teachers

 (1) What is your education qualifi cation?

 A. Normal School Graduate D. M.A.

 B. Academy Graduate           E. Others___________

 C. College Graduate 
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 (2) Which certifi cate of the following have you got? (If there is more than 

one, please choose the one of higher level)

 A. CET-3 B. CET-4 C. CET-6 D. TEM-4 E. TEM-8 F. None

 (3) Are you confi dent with your English?

 A. Not confi dent at all B. Not confi dent C. So so D. Confi dent 

E. Quite confi dent

 (4) In your opinion, are you good at English?

 A. Not good at all B. Not good C. So so D. Good 

E. Very good

 (5) How many times have you been abroad?

 A. 0 B. 1 C. 2 D. 3 E. ≥4

 (6) Have you even take part in any training about English or teaching 

English?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

 (7) Do you keep a teaching log?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

 (8) Your school is a______.

 A. Typical elementary school (suburban) B. Typical elementary school 

(urban) C. Key elementary school D. Private school E. Other

 (9) How many English teachers are there in your school?

(10) How is the expectancy from authorities toward English teaching in 

your school?

 A. Very low B. Low C. So so D. High E. Very high

(11) How many periods of classes are you supposed to fi nish every 

week?

 A. <10 B. 10–15 C. 16–20 D. 21–25 E. ≥26

(12) How many students are there in your class?

 A. <30 B. 30–39 C. 40–49 D. 50–59 E. ≥60

(13) How is the diversity of students’ English aptitude in your class?

 A. Very small B. Small C. So so D. Big E. Quite big

(14) How about the discipline of the class you teach?

 A. Very bad B. Bad C. So so D. Good E. Very good

(15) How is the expectancy from students’ parents toward English teach-

ing in your school?

 A. Very low B. Low C. So so D. High E. Very high

(16) Do you agree to maximize teachers’ TL use in class?

 A. Not at all B. No C. Don’t care D. Yes E. Very much

(17) Are you willing to maximize your TL use in class?

 A. Not at all B. No C. Don’t care D. Yes E. Very much

(18) What do you think is the percentage of your TL use in the whole 

teacher talk?

 A. <20% B. 20–40% C. 40–60% D. 60–80% E. >80%

(19) What do you think about the amount of your TL use in class?

 A. Too few B. Few C. Just OK D. Much E. Too much
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(20) What do you think is the accuracy rate of your TL use?

 A. < 70% B. 70–80% C. 80–90% D. 90–95% E. >95%

(21) Do you pay attention to the accuracy of your TL use?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

(22) Do you use some verbal aids (such as repetition, paraphrase) to facil-

itate students’ understanding?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

(23) Do you use some nonverbal aids (such as body language, sketch) to 

facilitate students’ understanding?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

(24) If you fi nd the aid measure can not work, will you try to use another 

one?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

(25) Do you use simple words to replace diffi cult words to facilitate 

 students’ understanding?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

(26) Do you translate your English to Chinese in order to make yourself 

understood?

 A. Never B. Occasionally C. Sometimes D. Often E. Always

(27) You turn to Chinese in class because

 A. You are afraid that students can not understand you

 B. You believe that Chinese should be used for teaching English

 C. You are not aware of the use of Chinese

 D. You are not confi dent with your English

 E. Others___________________________

(28) Are you satisfi ed with your English teaching?

 A. Not satisfi ed at all B. Not satisfi ed C. So so D. Satisfi ed 

E. Quite satisfi ed

(29) Are you satisfi ed with your TL use in class?

 A. Not satisfi ed at all B. Not satisfi ed C. So so D. Satisfi ed 

E. Quite satisfi ed

(30) Have you got some suggestions about improving teachers’ TL use 

in class?

Appendix D

Questionnaire to students

 (1) Do you like English class?

 A. Yes, very much B. Yes C. Don’t care D. No E. Not at all

 (2) Do you spend a lot of time in learning English?

 A. Yes, very much B. Yes C. Don’t care D. No E. Not at all

 (3) Have you got some tools for learning English such as computers, MP3?

 A. Yes B. No

1558_Ch15.indd 2271558_Ch15.indd   227 2/4/2009 7:26:21 AM2/4/2009   7:26:21 AM



228 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

 (4) Have you got someone at home who could help you learning 

English?

 A. Yes B. No

 (5) How much can you understand your teacher when she is speaking 

English?

 A. Almost all of it B. A majority of it C. A half of it D. A small 

part of it E. Barely nothing

 (6) How do you think about the amount of your teachers’ TL use?

 A. Too few B. Few C. Ok D. Much E. Too much

 (7) If the teacher use a lot of verbal or non-verbal aids (such as repetition, 

miming, sketch) to help you understand her English, how much can 

you understand it?

 A. Almost all of it B. A majority of it C. A half of it D. A small 

part of it E. Barely nothing

1558_Ch15.indd 2281558_Ch15.indd   228 2/4/2009 7:26:21 AM2/4/2009   7:26:21 AM



229

Chapter 16

What Primary School Pupils 
Think About Learning English 
as a Foreign Language

KRISZTINA NAGY

Introduction

This chapter explores how 10–11-year-old children think about their 

motivation to learn English in a foreign language context. The small-scale 

study was conducted as part of a larger research project into teachers’ 

language use in the classroom. It was prompted by the need to hear not 

only the teachers’ but also their pupils’ voices. A special data collection 

method was designed to interview the children in pairs in groups of six. 

The results show that the children rely heavily on the teacher and the 

learning materials. They see a real need to learn the English language for 

placement exams in order to be able to study at a good secondary school. 

They also see English as an opportunity to travel or to get a job abroad 

as adults. However, they do not see a need for real communication at this 

stage. It is hoped that the fi ndings will contribute to a better understand-

ing not only of children’s thinking and motivation, but also of the wash-

back effect of the widespread use of exams at this young age.

In the last few years political changes have had a marked impact on 

language teaching and learning in Hungary. Since the political develop-

ments at the end of the 1980s, major changes have taken place in many 

areas of life. English has become a vital tool for economic development, 

tourism and entertainment. These developments have focused greater 

attention on how English is learnt in schools (Petzold & Berns, 2000).  The 

effect of becoming a member of the EU and the resulting increase in the 

opportunity to study and work abroad and with foreign companies in 

Hungary all add to the demand for learning English. These factors 

have had a major impact on the education sector; English has become 

extremely popular, and is now the most popular foreign language in 

Hungary, taking over in this role from German, which was the key foreign 

language in Hungary for many years.
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Starting foreign language study in the lower primary years has been 

part of the tradition for decades. Children are required to study a foreign 

language from Grade 4 (age nine); earlier it was Russian, but in 1989 

Russian stopped being compulsory (Medgyes & Miklosy, 2000).  Although 

the offi cial start of foreign language learning in the curriculum is age nine, 

many children begin their study of a foreign language from as early as 

Grade 1 rather than from Grade 4. In some cases they even start in kinder-

garten because of parental pressure to succeed.

Primary schools fi nd themselves competing for pupils, since the birth 

rate is falling. As parents can choose which schools their children attend, 

the programme offered can mean life or death for the survival of the 

school. They may offer English in the afternoon, during spare time, as well 

as making it part of the curriculum. So, young children fi nd themselves 

studying a foreign language at school, while outside the classroom there 

is limited contact with the language. Hungary is mostly monolingual, 

fi lms are dubbed and this age group rarely meets a foreigner with whom 

to converse.

The National Core Curriculum (NCC, 2003) states that the main aim of 

language learning is to develop learners’ communicative competence. 

Learners study a foreign language to be able to use it in practice in real 

situations. At the same time, assessment, marks, points and tests (mostly 

written) are used in schools from a very early stage.

As a result of a research project into code-switching in the primary 

language classroom, and the associated beliefs and attitudes of teachers 

(Nagy & Robertson, forthcoming), it seemed important to ask what the 

pupils thought about their teachers’ language choices and classroom 

practices for a balanced picture. Besides the main question about the 

teachers’ language choices and use, two other questions were also 

asked. The children’s answers to these questions serve as the basis of 

this chapter. The specially designed technique makes it necessary to 

describe how all three questions were presented, but only two will be 

analysed here.

Researching Pupils’ Motivation and Thinking

In recent years a number of research papers have explored young 

students’ motivation and attitudes to learning a foreign language (for a 

summary, see e.g. Elliott & Hufton, 2003; Nikolov, 1999). Most of these 

studies use conventional questionnaires and the analysis focuses on 

the associations between the young learners’ attitudes and their moti-

vation for learning. These studies provide opportunities for the pupils 

to think about their motivation for learning in general, but they were 

not designed to explore if there was a reason for learning it at any par-

ticular time.
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Research questions
The research questions addressed in this chapter relate to the pupils’ 

thinking and motivation for learning English. They are as follows:

(1) What do pupils think helps or hinders them most while learning 

English?

(2) What do pupils think the aims of learning and knowing English are 

at different stages in their lives?

(3) Is there a difference between the perceptions of early beginners and 

late beginners?

Participants

The participants in this study are young learners of English from four 

primary schools in Budapest. The author observed them many times and 

talked to pupils at break times over two years. After a good rapport had 

been established with the children, permission was sought and given to 

interview them. Participation in the study started with classroom observa-

tion when they were in Grade 4. In Grade 5 the same learners were inter-

viewed after the summer holidays in September 2006. Table 16.1 shows the 

distribution of learners according to their schools. In Hungary classes are 

divided into smaller groups for language learning so with the exception of 

one school two groups from each school participated in the study.

A total of 49 fi fth-grade pupils (age 10–11) participated in the study. 

There were seven groups, with each group taught by a different teacher. 

Two schools (Kikerics and Ibolya) have a good reputation; their teachers 

are known as very capable language teachers and their resources are also 

exceptionally good. In these schools, English lessons begin at Grade 1 (age 

six). This early start fulfi ls the expectations of parents that their children 

should begin the study of English as early as possible. The children 

in these groups will be referred to as ‘early beginners’. In the other 

two schools (Levendula and Gerbera) English lessons begin at Grade 4 

Table 16.1 Participants in study from four schools

Name of 
school Grade

Number of 
groups

Number of 
pupils Level

Kikerics 5 2 12 Early beginners

Ibolya 5 2 12 Early beginners

Levendula 5 2 18 Late beginners

Gerbera 5 1  7 Late beginners
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(age nine) in line with the recommendations of the curriculum. The 

children in these schools will be referred to as ‘late beginners’.

A typical class in these schools has about 30 pupils. The classes are 

divided into two groups for language lessons, so there were between seven 

and 18 pupils in the groups participating in this study. As there was not 

enough time to interview all the pupils using the new technique, six pupils 

were chosen from each group. The teachers were asked to choose two very 

good and articulate pupils, two pupils from the middle range, and two 

pupils who were struggling with the language to represent each group.

At Gerbera school the Grade 5 class was divided into an English 

language group and a German group. The school used to specialize in 

German but now their teachers of German are retraining to teach English, 

following a huge demand for English. At this school seven permissions  

were given out by accident and the teacher insisted on working with all 

seven pupils, as it would have been awkward to deny one of them the 

honour of participating, as that pupil would have been heartbroken. This 

is why there are seven pupils in the late beginner Gerbera group (see Table 

16.1). It was not possible to get permission to interview pupils again from 

the Gerbera school to balance the numbers; therefore, from one of the late 

beginner groups in Levendula school double numbers (12 pupils) were 

chosen; thus, 24 pupils were early beginners and 25 pupils came from late 

beginner groups.

Data Collection Instrument

A special instrument was designed to elicit the pupils’ opinions and 

attitudes to the learning situation. A paper-based instrument (see descrip-

tion below) was used instead of a face-to-face interview with the researcher 

so as to minimise the unequal power relationship and to encourage the 

pupils to express their opinions freely. They were also asked to indicate 

how they usually feel during the English lessons by choosing from a range 

of different smileys.

In each elicitation session, six children were involved. They chose their 

own pairs, and each pair was assigned to a table on which there was a 

specially designed elicitation instrument. Once a pair fi nished answering 

the questions, they had a break while another pair fi nished and then they 

moved on to the next questionnaire and fi nally to the third. Each pair 

therefore completed three questionnaires.

It was assumed that working in pairs and being able to discuss their 

answers would help the children to think about these issues together. In 

Hungary children are hardly ever asked to give their opinions in class 

about why they think they are learning something or about their teacher’s 

teaching, therefore this was an innovative task for them to do and I 

expected them to be more successful in pairs.
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The elicitation instrument took the form of three big sheets of paper 

(size: 80cm × 58cm) prepared beforehand (see Figure 16.1). Each instru-

ment contained a number of open-ended questions and the children  were 

asked to write down their answers to the questions on the sheet of paper. 

All the questions were presented in Hungarian, their mother tongue (see 

Appendix) and the pupils were asked to respond in their mother tongue. 

The format of the elicitation instrument was designed to allow the pupils 

to write as much as they wished, and also to enable those in the same 

group to see the answers of the other pairs. The big pieces of paper also 

made the activity less like a test or the kind of form which they usually fi ll 

in and get marks for.

The children were given differently coloured felt tip pens, so in most 

cases it is possible to follow who wrote which answer. For example, one 

pupil wrote that English is ‘not good for anything’ for now, at the end of 

primary, in secondary, and at university. It is clear that the same pupil also 

wrote ‘we can go to America’ fi nishing the sentence: ‘When you have 

grown up . . .’.

Figure 16.1  Photos of the three questionnaires completed by the  children, 

and picture of the smileys

1558_Ch16.indd 2331558_Ch16.indd   233 2/4/2009 7:26:41 AM2/4/2009   7:26:41 AM



234 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

The tasks on the large pieces of paper were as follows:

Question 1a: On the fi rst sheet of paper a big red heart was drawn and 

inside the heart the following words were written: ‘Things that help 

me to learn English . . .’

Question 1b: Outside the heart shape, along the bottom was written: 

‘Things that make it more diffi cult for me to learn English . . .’

Question 2: On the second sheet of paper a time-line was drawn from left 

to right with the words: ‘Knowing English is good, because . . .’ Then, 

from left to right, just underneath the line the following times were 

given: ‘Now’, ‘next year’, ‘at the end of primary’, ‘in secondary 

school’, ‘at university’ and ‘when you are a grown up’.

Question 3: On the third sheet of paper the questions were presented in a 

bubble: ‘When my teacher only speaks English, it is good, because . . .’ 

and outside the bubble: ‘but it is also diffi cult, because . . .’ The 

responses to this question are not presented in this chapter for rea-

sons of lack of space.

The participants were also given a sheet with different smileys, and 

asked to choose and cut out two or three from them, stick them onto 

another piece of paper and write underneath them how they usually felt 

during English lessons. This task was planned to fi ll in time they had 

before going on to the next task. The results of the learners’ responses to 

this task are also not included in this chapter because of lack of space.

Procedures

First, permission was obtained from the head teachers of the schools to 

interview the pupils at the beginning of the following school year 

(September). The six Grade 5 pupils selected from each class were asked 

to take home a form to be signed by their parents, so that the parent or 

guardian would give permission for the interview.

The children selected for participation in the elicitation tasks were taken 

out of class and worked with the researcher in an empty classroom or 

some other convenient location such as the library, kitchen or in one case, 

a corridor. All these locations had tables and were quiet and without too 

many people walking in and out.

Originally it was anticipated that the elicitation task would take 20 

 minutes, but all the sessions took considerably longer, partly because of 

the time necessary for settling down, but also because the pupils were 

very keen to stay outside the classroom as long as possible, some even 

openly asking the researcher to let them stay for the duration of the whole 

lesson (45 minutes).

The questionnaires were put on separate tables and the pupils were 

shown all of them; then, the questions were read out and the children 
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started working on their answers. The pupils were told that they could 

write as little or as much as they wished, and that even if somebody came 

up with the same answer, if they thought the same, they were asked to 

write it down again, so the researcher would know that there were more 

pupils thinking the same. The researcher explained to the participants that 

they would be working in pairs, they were to write their answers on one 

poster, and then wait till another poster was ‘free’. Then, they would go 

there and work on that task.

Every group had separate sheets (Figure 16.2), allowing pupils to write 

as much as they wished, and also to avoid showing others their answers. 

Each pupil was allowed to choose who to work with. Only one group had a 

problem with pairing up, but after a short discussion a boy and a girl were 

happy to work together. Rotating from one question to the other did not 

seem to be as big a problem as had been anticipated, and the pairs who fi n-

ished earliest were happily chatting with each other until the two other 

pairs were ready. Some of the pupils discussed the results with each other 

while moving to the next question, but in most cases they only discussed the 

questions with their partners. Instead of doing the extra activity separately, 

cutting out the smileys, they usually worked on the fi rst three questions 

fi rst, rotating without any instructions. Then they gathered together and did 

the last task as one group. The researcher tried to stay in the background, 

helping out only when asked and trying not to direct any responses.

Results

The written responses of the pupils were fi rst translated into English 

and then grouped. This was not always easy to do; for example, the 

 reasons for learning English at the end of primary school were: ‘for 

exams’, ‘for entry exams’, ‘for getting to a secondary school’. Knowing 

the Hungarian context sometimes helped: pupils need to take two types 

Figure 16.2  Pupils working on the questionnaires in the library
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of exams, external language profi ciency exams and entrance exams 

designed by the secondary schools where they apply for admission. So, 

it was decided that entry exams at the end of primary school and entry 

exams to get to a good secondary school were the same category, but 

cases where a pupil wrote just ‘exams’ were treated separately, assuming 

that they meant external language profi ciency exams. Tables 16.2–16.4 

show the frequencies for each response. Early beginners are listed in the 

fi rst column, late beginners in the second one and the third column 

shows the totals.

Pupils’ Perceptions of Benefi cial Factors

Table 16.2 shows the responses and their frequencies related to what 

the pupils perceived as supportive of their learning of English. The pupils 

who had been studying the language for four years (early beginners) 

thought that hearing the language helped them most (10 answers), but the 

books, exercise books and the teacher equally, were also very important 

and useful (seven answers, respectively). They also mentioned the dic-

tionary (three times). The activities during the lessons (reading, speaking, 

writing, translating and practice) were viewed as helpful by some of the 

pupils, and four answered that learning lots also helps. Three pupils wrote 

that going abroad is useful.

The later beginners (who had started English a year prior to taking the 

task) seemed to rely on the books and exercise books most (15 answers). 

The teacher was very important for them (nine answers). They also used 

the dictionary (seven answers). Classroom activities were seen as very 

helpful, but for these pupils this meant mostly translating texts. Three 

learners referred to practice, two to studying hard, and three listed going 

abroad among priorities.

When these pupils were asked to consider how they learn the foreign 

language, both early and late beginners mentioned specifi c and classroom 

related factors fi rst and most often. The most important factors for them 

were the textbooks, exercise books and dictionaries they used, the teacher 

and the classroom activities. The late beginners thought that the textbooks 

and exercise books were very important, while the early beginners rea-

lised that they needed to hear the language to be able to learn it. It is clear 

that the teacher holds the key to their learning, both by telling them what 

to learn, and also by helping with the pronunciation of words. This is 

especially important, as the Hungarian language is almost totally pho-

netic, so learning to read and write in Hungarian is much easier than 

learning to read and write in English. In English they need to be taught the 

pronunciation, spelling and written form of all the words separately in 

addition to their meanings.

As shown in Table 16.3, the early beginners thought that the teacher 

was the main factor in making learning more diffi cult (eight answers); two 
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pupils said that if the teacher spoke only in English they found it hard to 

follow. The words themselves made it diffi cult for them to learn (four 

answers), whereas seven pupils from this group also realized that not 

 paying attention may result in making progress harder.

The late beginners seemed to identify pronunciation as their biggest 

problem (12 answers). They also had problems with vocabulary (eight 

Table 16.2 Pupils’ perceptions of factors hindering them (summary of what 
pupils perceive as helpful in their learning of English)

Things that help me to learn English

Answers Early beginners Late beginners All

Books and exercise books 7 15 22

Teacher 7 9 16

Hearing the language 10 2 12

Dictionary 3 7 10

Studying a lot 4 2 6

Going abroad 3 3 6

Reading, speaking and writing in English 5 0 5

Translating texts 2 2 4

Practice 1 3 4

Paying attention 1 1 2

Correct material 1 0 1

If there are few pupils in the group 1 0 1

Exercises explained 1 0 1

Five lessons per week 1 0 1

When we translate the words in our head 1 0 1

We talk English not only in school, but 
also outside it

1 0 1

Learning it in kindergarten 0 1 1

Lots of room/space 0 1 1

To achieve a lot 0 1 1

Learning 0 1 1

Reading 0 1 1

Writing 0 1 1

Parents 0 1 1

Brothers and sisters 0 1 1

1558_Ch16.indd 2371558_Ch16.indd   237 2/4/2009 7:26:42 AM2/4/2009   7:26:42 AM



238 Early Learning of Modern Foreign Languages

answers) and four pupils identifi ed the teacher as the cause of diffi culty. 

Three mentioned that the texts were really hard to understand.

For both groups most problems were related to the teacher and vocabu-

lary learning. The early beginners gave some indication about at least one 

of the reasons why the teacher made their lives diffi cult; they found the 

teacher’s use of English diffi cult to follow, as, most probably, the level is 

not tuned to their profi ciency.

Words were diffi cult for both groups. On the one hand, their answers 

indicate that the main aim was to learn lots of words, as teachers used 

vocabulary tests frequently to make sure the pupils memorised vocabulary 

Table 16.3 Summary of what pupils claim to make learning English diffi cult 
for them

Things that make it more diffi cult for me to learn English

Answers Early beginners Late beginners All

Teacher 8 4 12

The words 4 8 12

Pronunciation 0 12 12

If we don’t pay attention 7 0 7

Equipment 3 0 3

If we don’t practise 3 0 3

Texts 0 3 3

If the teacher speaks English only 2 0 2

Grammar 0 2 2

Language 0 2 2

Word order in question 1 0 1

If we speak almost only 
Hungarian during the lesson

1 0 1

Too many pupils in the group 1 0 1

If nobody talks to us 1 0 1

Too much to learn 0 1 1

Nothing 0 1 1

Other subjects 0 1 1

Completion of sentences 0 1 1

For me it is diffi cult to do 0 1 1
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at home. On the other hand, pupils in the late beginner groups struggled 

with pronunciation, whereas none of the 24 early beginners mentioned 

problems with this aspect of learning. It is possible that as time goes by 

and the children learn more and more words, pronunciation is less of an 

issue for them. There is another plausible explanation: the late beginners 

started to learn from a particular coursebook without an oral period. This 

book introduces the printed word from the earliest stage; therefore, for 

these learners exposure to unknown words in print, reading texts and 

managing pronunciation may be more demanding than for those pupils 

who fi rst became familiar with the language in spoken form in year one.

Goals in language study: From immediate future to adult needs
Table 16.4 shows what goals participants identifi ed for the present time, 

near future, years later and for adult life. Generally, the early beginners 

and the late beginners gave very similar answers when asked why they 

thought knowing English was useful in the short and in the long run. The 

one marked difference is that six of the early beginners wrote that English 

‘is good if you go abroad right now’, compared to a single late beginner, 

whereas six of the late beginners simply wrote ‘to learn’ and only one 

early beginner gave this reason. Later on, in secondary school and at uni-

versities, the most important things mentioned were to know more, to get 

to university, and to speak the language.

Both groups made it clear that the main reason for learning English for 

them was to get to a secondary school (11 answers from the early begin-

ners and 12 answers from the late beginners). Both groups thought that 

they needed to take an exam at the end of the primary school (seven and 

six answers). The second most important aim for the children in both 

groups was to be able to travel abroad (nine and ten learners) and to work 

abroad (seven and 10 answers).

Discussion

When these pupils were asked to give their opinions about their foreign 

language learning, they took this task very seriously. They talked about 

the answers with each other, having obviously thought about them, and it 

seems that they tried to write down their own opinions, whether this 

meant that their answer was the only answer of its kind, or their answer 

was similar to those of their peers.

Their answers seemed to be strongly infl uenced by the classroom prac-

tices and the expectations of both the school and the parents. During the 

English lessons they frequently use texts, read and translate them, and 

they are also asked to learn the unknown words and often even memorise 

texts by heart. Their performances are measured by regular vocabulary 
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tests, sentence translations (usually from Hungarian to English) and oral 

recitals of the texts, poems, songs, by heart. They get marks for these, in 

many classes one or even more marks per week. Their fi nal mark at the 

end of the school year depends on these marks.

These fi nal marks (along with those for their other subjects) at the end 

of the primary school may determine which secondary schools the pupils 

can get into. Secondary schooling is highly competitive in Hungary, and 

those secondary schools with a good reputation are in a position to design 

Table 16.4  Summary of reasons for learning English

Knowing English is good, because . . .

Answers
Early 

beginners
Late 

beginners All

Now If we go abroad 6 1 7

To learn 1 6 7

The earlier the better, easier 3 0 3

To get good marks 2 1 3

Next year To know more English, to learn 3 5 8

To get to secondary school 4 0 4

To pronounce the words 0 3 3

If we go abroad 1 2 3

End of primary Get to a secondary school 
(entry exams)

11 12 23

Take an exam 7 6 13

In secondary To get to university 1 6 7

Take an exam 2 3 5

To travel 3 0 3

At university We would know everything, 
speak it

2 5 7

To get a job 1 3 4

Grown up To travel abroad 9 10 19

Work abroad 7 10 17

To be able to talk to people 
from abroad

1 3 4

To get a good job (in Hungary) 2 1 3
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entry tests, and to select the best pupils from a large area. English  language 

is highly valued, and many entrance tests include written questions, 

ensuring that the chosen pupils are already at an advanced level.

Pupils from a very young age fi nd themselves learning English as a 

foreign language, and they are well aware that the competition for good 

schools, for places at university, and for a job, are all related to their English 

profi ciency level and the exams they manage to pass. For them, learning 

English has become something to achieve, and for their teachers, getting 

their pupils through these exams rates far higher than communicative 

competence. But there is a contradiction, in that teachers are encouraged 

in the National Core Curriculum (2003) to teach everyday language, while 

the real focus, practically speaking, is on grammar teaching, learning 

words, reading and writing, answering questions from texts, to train 

pupils to pass tests and exams.

It is clear from the responses to the elicitation tasks that for future goals 

all the learners identifi ed instrumental motives, as they expected profi ciency 

in the English language to be something useful for some other purpose in 

adult life. Some mentioned the foreign language as a vehicle for communi-

cation with people abroad, suggesting an integrative motivation.

However, it is remarkable that none of the learners mentioned reasons 

related to any intrinsic motive: the pleasure of learning and knowing 

English. In fact, the opposite is true: many of the perceived problems relate 

to the language: vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, and the lack of 

 paying attention. This is a vicious circle, as if they do not fi nd the actual 

language learning activities intrinsically motivating, they cannot con-

sciously focus on tasks.

Another remarkable fi nding relates to the role of the teacher. Although 

many children listed the teacher as most helpful, the frequency of the 

teacher in the negative category requires some explanation. Most probably 

classroom practice is far from ideal if so many learners identify the teacher 

and her methodology as problematic. It is necessary to triangulate data 

from classroom observations with the answers of the children from the 

four schools to be able to analyse the reasons for the frequent negative 

evaluation of the teacher.

Conclusion

Teachers will be caught between two competing objectives, unless the 

situation as described above is openly acknowledged and either the aims 

of the curriculum or the use of entry exams changes. If asked to demon-

strate a lesson for inspection purposes, they may well try to show pupils 

being free and communicative. But they and other teachers know very 

well what is probably normally happening in these classrooms – trying 

to get pupils through exams, mostly with the well-practised grammar 
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translation method, memorising passages from texts, and vocabulary tests. 

The pupils are all well aware of this, and they would see some factors that 

are helping them to reach these aims as ‘helpful’, while others as ‘making 

it more diffi cult to learn’. But these factors might have been very different 

if the aim was communicative competence.

The focus of the project of which this study forms a small part was not 

on the pupils’ thinking or motivation, but the data presented in this 

chapter suggest that pupils’ perceptions of their learning are important 

for an understanding of the state of English language teaching and learn-

ing in primary classrooms in Hungary. The study has some limitations. It 

is not possible to generalise from a relatively small number of answers 

and pupils from only one grade were sampled. In the future it would be 

useful to interview more pupils, from different grades, different schools, 

maybe from outside Budapest, to see if those pupils think in a similar way 

about learning a foreign language. It would also be interesting for the sake 

of comparison to carry out a similar study with learners of German.
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Appendix

The questions in Hungarian:

(1a) Dolgok, amik segítik az angol tanulást

(1b) Dolgok, amik nehezítik az angol tanulást

(2) Mire jó az angol? (most, jövőre, középiskolában, egyetemen, felnőtt 

korban)

(3a) Amikor a tanárom angolul beszél ez hasznos, mert . . .

(3b) De nehéz is, mert . . .
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