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Introduction

This edited volume is the outcome of a conference called University of Pécs Roundtable
2006: Empirical Studies in English Applied Linguistics. The event was held on January 20,
2006 at the Department of English Applied Linguistics, Faculty of Humanities, Univer-
sity of Pécs with thirty enthusiastic participants from five countries. It is our pleasure to
make the written papers available to a wider audience. As you will see, the contribu-
tions cover a wider range of themes in applied linguistics and language pedagogy.

The first five papers discuss what roles individual differences, more exactly, motivation,
anxiety, creativity and working memory play in foreign language learning. The study
by Jelena Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ examines the relationships between affective factors
and the productive skills of year 8 and 12 Croatian learners. The qualitative enquiry
conducted by Zsuzsa Téth explores Hungarian English majors” perceptions of the effects
of foreign language anxiety on their oral performance. Katalin Piniel’s study uses mixed
methodology to tap into classroom foreign language classroom anxiety of Hungarian
secondary-school EFL learners, whereas Polish dyslexic language learners’ foreign
language anxiety is the focus of Ewa Piechurska-Kuciel’s longitudinal study. Two
further studies involved Hungarian students: the relationships between creativity,
language aptitude and English language proficiency are in the focus of Agnes Albert’s
research on advanced learners, whereas the role of working memory is examined in
intensive programmes of secondary-school students” groups by Judit Kormos and Anna
Safar.

The next four studies enquire into the learning of foreign language vocabulary and
rules. Brigitta Déczi’s study maps the mental lexicon of pre-intermediate learners, while
Magdolna Lehmann discusses how advanced learners’ vocabulary is tested in a
proficiency exam. The effects of hypertextual input are examined in Gyula Sankd’s
longitudinal study involving intermediate level secondary-school learners. Ildiké
Furkéné Banka’s paper addresses the issues of parameter resetting and the role of
transfer.

Assessment projects are in the centre of the next three papers. Marianne Nikolov and
Krisztidn J6zsa examine relationships between Hungarian learners’ achievements in
English and German and classroom-related variables. Gloria Vickov gives an account of
an experimental study aiming to examine young Croatian learners’ writing skill in
English and the mother tongue. Gabor Szabd analyzes the impact of anchor items’
number and difficulty range on item difficulty calibrations in use of English tests.

The last six papers examine classroom processes and teachers’ development. Francis J.
Prescott’s classroom study explores the importance of the group in a first-year
university class. Teachers” discourse is analyzed and compared in two corpora collected
in Croatian primary and secondary schools by Sanja Curkovi¢ Kalebi¢. Gordon
Dobson’s classroom research study examines how exploratory practice has contributed
to his own professional development in tertiary education. The role of cooperation in
pre-service education and in-service development is examined in Stefka Bardcsi's



qualitative study. Réka Lugossy provides insights into how teachers’ beliefs developed
about using stories in their English classes, and finally, Eva Szab6 examines the process
of Hungarian school teachers’ lesson planning practices.

We would like to thank Jelena Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ and Istvan Ott6 for their valuable

feedback on some of the papers. Also, we gratefully acknowledge the grant provided by
Laszl6 Lénart, the rector of University of Pécs.

Marianne Nikolov & Jézsef Horvath



Role of Affective Factors in the Development of Productive Skills

Jelena Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovic¢
Faculty of Philosophy, University of Zagreb, Croatia
jmihalje@ffzg hr

Introduction

In the past, it was often considered that language learning was primarily linked to
the learner’s cognitive abilities to understand, reproduce and create messages in a
way intelligible to other speakers of that language. By now, however, not only
have the competences been redefined, but it is commonly accepted nowadays that
during the foreign language (FL) learning process both cognitive and affective
learner qualities are activated.

Affect

Affective aspects of FL learning are a complex area whose importance is now well
established. The number of affective learner factors considered in research is on
the increase. New learner emotional characteristics are emerging as potentially
important in order to understand and explain the process of language learning.

Affective learner characteristics started to be more systematically studied and
measured rather late (from mid twentieth century). They were more difficult to
define and measure because they seemed to be more elusive as constructs. Interest
in the affective aspects of learning was prompted, among other things, when it
was realised that the whole personality of the learner needs to be involved in edu-
cation and that learners do not automatically develop emotionally as they may
intellectually. Affect came to be considered as a very important contributing factor
to success in learning. Some even went so far as to stress that affect was more im-
portant than cognitive learner abilities because without, say, motivation to learn
cognitive learner abilities would not even start to be engaged in the process of
learning.

In the next few subsections we will touch upon only those affective learner
characteristics that we included in our research study. These are attitudes and
motivation, anxiety and self-concept.

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovié, J. (2006). Role of affective factors in the development of productive skills. In M. Nikolov & J.
Horvath (Eds.), UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics (pp. 9-23). Pécs: Lingua Franca Csoport.



Attitudes and motivation

The importance of attitudes and motivation in FL learning is not questioned any
more. Numerous studies (e.g., Dornyei, 2001; Gardner, 1985; Lambert & Gardner,
1972; Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, 1998) have confirmed that it is not possible to fully
understand what happens in FL learning or to interpret research results without
taking them into consideration. In fact, besides language learning aptitude, moti-
vation is considered to be the best predictor of FL achievement.

In contemporary theories of language learning, attitudes are taken as a basis
on which motivation for learning is formed or established. Attitudes are com-
monly defined as acquired and relatively durable relationships the learner has to
an object. Lambert and Gardner (1972) differentiate between several groups of
attitudes connected to language learning motivation: attitudes towards the com-
munity whose language is being learned; attitudes towards the FL classes, to-
wards the FL teacher, towards language learning as such etc. While Lambert and
Gardner take the view that, of all the relevant types of attitudes, those that refer to
the FL community and its speakers are the most responsible for FL learning moti-
vation, other researchers (e.g., Dornyei, 2001; Nikolov, 2002) stress that in FL
learning contexts attitudes towards different aspects of the teaching situation take
precedence.

Recent trends in motivational research seem to be rooted in a broader per-
spective, in what Dornyei (1994) describes as the language level, the learner level
and the learning situation level. Motivation is increasingly approached as a multi-
faceted construct (e.g., Clément & Gardner, 2001; Csizér & Dornyei, 2005; Dornyei
, 2005, Dornyei & Ott6, 1998, Ushioda, 2003), that is as a phenomenon that in-
cludes trait-like, situation-specific and state-like elements and that changes during
the different stages of the language learning process. Also, like other individual
difference variables, motivation is nowadays seen as a learner characteristic that
interacts with other individual difference variables, as well as with contextual
factors.

Anxiety

There are different approaches to the phenomenon of language anxiety (Scovel,
1991). According to one, it is essentially a manifestation of more general types of
anxiety such as communication apprehension, test anxiety or of apprehensiveness
as a personality trait. According to a different approach, language anxiety is quite
a distinct type of anxiety. The fact that some of the first studies on the effect of
anxiety on SLA produced conflicting results prompted a need to distinguish be-
tween different types of anxiety. While it is true that conceptual foundations for
the phenomenon are provided by the concepts of communication apprehension,
test anxiety and fear of negative social evaluation, it is nowadays widely accepted
that language anxiety is “a distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings,
and behaviours related to classroom language learning arising from the unique-
ness of the language learning process” (Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1991, p. 31).
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MaclIntyre and Gardner defined it as “the feeling of tension and apprehension spe-
cifically associated with second language contexts, including speaking, listening
and learning’ (1994, p. 284).

Determining the causal direction in the negative relationship between anxiety
and language achievement has engendered lively debate (Horwitz, 2000; MacIn-
tyre, 1995a, 1995b; Sparks & Ganschow 1995, 2000). The basic issue has been
whether anxiety causes poor performance or poor performance causes anxiety. On
the one hand, the consistent negative relationship between language anxiety and
language achievement in numerous studies has been explained as pervasive ef-
fects of language anxiety on cognitive processing (e.g., Maclntyre & Gardner,
1994). Anxiety arousal is thought to be associated with self-related thoughts that
compete with task-related thoughts for cognitive resources. Due to the fact that
information processing capacity in humans is limited, the self-related cognition
emerges as a distracter or hindrance during cognitive performance. On the other
hand, some experts (Sparks & Ganschow, 1991, 1993, 1995, 2000; Sparks, Gan-
schow & Javorsky, 1995) believe that language aptitude causes difficulties in lin-
guistic coding in L1 (particularly in the coding of its phonological and syntactic
aspects), which causes FL learning difficulties, which then give rise to anxiety.
Anxiety, like other affective variables, is then the consequence and not the cause of
poor FL performance.

Self-concept

Another learner factor we focused on in our study is self-concept. It is usually de-
fined as a store of self-perceptions that emerge through experiences and reflect the
perceived reactions of other people (Laine, 1987). Authors usually distinguish the
following three aspects:

* the actual self - a person’s notions, beliefs and cognitions of what he or she
actually is

* the ideal self - what we would like to be, reflects our wants and aspira-
tions, defines our goals for the future; an optimal discrepancy may con-
tribute to one’s motivation

* the social self - the way we perceive other people see us.

Aspects of self-concept have been shown to be connected with learning achieve-
ment (Burns, 1982; Sinclair, 1987). Self-concept changes with age (Wittrock, 1986).
It is also related with attributions of success and failure in language learning.
Ushioda (1996) has stressed the great value of the ability of positive motivational
thinking, which helps the learner to maintain a positive self-concept in spite of
negative experiences during language learning.

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢: Role of affective factors in the development of productive skills 11



Productive language skills
Speaking

Most learners consider speaking the most important language skill. Researchers
(e.g., Bygate, 2002) often describe it as a complex and multilevel skill. Part of the
complexity is explained by the fact that speakers need to use their knowledge of
the language and activate their ability to do this under real constraints.

Psycholinguistic models of speech production, focusing on ways in which
speakers plan and monitor their speech production, recognize that variability is
both socially and psycholinguistically motivated. In Levelt’s model of speech pro-
duction (1983) the socially motivated variability is connected to message genera-
tion in the ‘conceptualiser’, while the psycholinguistically motivated sources of
variability are present at all levels: in the ‘conceptualiser’ (when speakers decide
which language variety to use and which communicative intentions they want to
realize through speech); in the ‘formulator’ (where the ‘pre-verbal message’ is
turned into a speech plan through word selection and application of grammatical
and phonological rules); in the ‘articulator’ (where the created speech plan is con-
verted into actual speech); and in the ‘speech comprehension system’ (which of-
fers speakers feedback on the basis of which they can make the necessary adjust-
ments in the ‘conceptualiser’). It is argued that while first language (L1) produc-
tion is to a large extent automatic, second language (L2) production in general is
not. This is why research on L2 variability has often concentrated on the effect of
‘planning time’. It is assumed that, generally, L2 speakers need more time to plan
the processing stages and this is highly likely to affect L2 speech. During speech
production, speakers may pay conscious attention to different utterance elements
so that they could improve them.

A lot of controversies still surround the teaching of speaking skills although a
lot of research has already been done on speaking both within the second lan-
guage acquisition field and theory of language teaching. Different approaches
(Brumfit, 1984; Littlewood, 1981; Skehan, 1998; Widdowson, 1998) to how the dif-
ferent parts of the speaking skill hierarchy should be practised show that a lot
more work needs to be done before a general agreement is reached.

Writing

The importance of writing in FL learning has been perceived differently through-
out history. In the past it was only viewed, as Rivers (1968) nicely put it several
decades ago, as a handmaid to the other language skills, it was considered to be
useful for reinforcing the knowledge of vocabulary and grammar acquisition. It
has gone from not even being viewed as a skill which should be taught to a highly
important skill which gives us access to knowledge, power and resources. Re-
cently, writing has been recognized as a skill that is an important and compulsory
part of FL teaching for which teachers, as Silva (1993) points out, need more
training in order to teach well.
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In the past 20 years or so, a number of authors (e.g,; Cumming, 1989; Raimes,
1985; Zamel, 1983) have investigated various aspects of the writing skills. The
most relevant finding points to the need of reaching a threshold level of profi-
ciency in the FL before FL learners can engage the efficient processes they use
while writing in L1.

Study of the relationship between affect and productive skills

The study to be reported here was carried out as part of a national project called
English in Croatia that started in 2003. The project aimed to find out about the
communicative competence levels Croatian learners of English as a foreign lan-
guage (EFL) achieved by the end of primary and by the end of secondary educa-
tion. More than 2,000 learners’ competence was tested using communicative tests
developed and validated in Hungary in 2002 and piloted in Croatia to check their
validity for the new context. The Hungarian tests were used because they were
considered potentially valid for the Croatian context, due to many socio-educa-
tional similarities, and because the same tests would also allow comparisons be-
tween the two neighbouring countries.

The overall findings of the project point to a good mastery of EFL by both pri-
mary and secondary school Croatian EFL learners at the level of the receptive
skills. In listening comprehension and writing both primary and secondary school
participants performed above the expected Council of Europe Framework of Reference
(CEFR, 2001) levels. The results for the productive skills were, however, less im-
pressive. Below are the general descriptors for the two levels of communicative
language competence that Year 8 and Year 12 Croatian EFL learners are expected
to reach. Year 8 learners are expected to be at the A2 CEFR level and Year 12
learners should reach the B1 CEFR level.

A2 level:

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of
most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information, shop-
ping, local geography, employment). Can communicate in simple and routine
tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on familiar and rou-
tine matters. Can describe in simple terms aspects of his\ her background, imme-
diate environment and matters in areas of immediate need. (CEFR, 2001, p. 24).

B1 level:

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regu-
larly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. Can deal with most situations likely
to arise whilst travelling in an area where the language is spoken. Can produce
simple connected text on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. Can
describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes and ambitions and briefly give
reasons and explanations for opinions and plans. (CEFR, 2001, p. 24)
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During the testing of communicative language competence, learners’ affective
characteristics were also measured and this allowed a look at the relationship of
affect and development of productive skills.

Aim of the present study

The aim of the present study was to look into the relationship of affective learner
characteristics and development of speaking and writing competence of Croatian
learners of EFL. Although many studies have been carried out in order to see the
relationship of affect and language achievement, most have considered success in
language learning as a general construct including all the skills. It is our belief that
it might be useful to look into this relationship differentially, since language learn-
ers are often stronger in some skills than others.

By considering this relationship in Year 8 and Year 12 we hoped to not only
get an insight into the relationship itself, but also to be able to conclude about the
development of speaking and writing skills with reference to affect.

Participants

A total of 2,086 EFL learners participated in the study. There were 1,430 Year 8 and
656 Year 12 participants. These two years were chosen as they represent the
school-leaving years. Year 8 is the final year of primary education in Croatia,
when students transfer to secondary education or leave the education system alto-
gether. Year 12 marks the end of secondary education after which students look
for a job or go on to the university. The Year 8 sample was drawn from village,
small town and big town schools. Year 12 participants came from small and big
town schools. The number of learners that took part in various parts of the testing
varied, though, since the testing was done in three turns per class. Their commu-
nicative competence in English was tested by means of a battery of tests consisting
of two test booklets (one on reading comprehension and one on listening compre-
hension and writing) and a speaking test.

Instruments

Measures of affect

In order to collect data on the affective profile of learners a 13-item questionnaire
(see Appendix) was used. Each item was accompanied by a 5-point Likert scale.
The instrument was designed and validated in Hungary and piloted in Croatia
before it was used in the project. The 13 items elicited information on the follow-
ing: attitudes to English, attitudes to EFL classes, motivation, self-concept and lan-
guage anxiety. The scale was homogeneous, with & = .833 and d= .787 for Year 8
and Year 12 respectively.
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Measures of speaking skills

The oral tests consisted of three tasks. The first two tasks were the same for both
groups of participants.

Task 1 lasted 2-3 minutes and consisted of the interlocutor asking nine ques-
tions: the first three were general questions (What's your name? Could you spell your
name, please? How old are you?), the other six could be selected from the remaining
nine. In Task 2 participants were first to choose one of six pictures spread out on
the table, describe it and explain the similarities and differences between the scene
in the picture (e.g., a busy street, a garden) and the same place in their own life.
The task lasted 4-5 minutes.

In Task 3, which also lasted 4-5 minutes, Year 8 participants were to choose
two of six situations and act them out with the interlocutor. For example:

Your friend is coming to visit you. Give him/her directions from the nearest sta-
tion or bus stop to your home.

You would like to cook something nice with your friend. Discuss what you like or
dislike and why.

In the first situation the interlocutor initiated conversation, while in the second
one the interviewee was to initiate it.

In their Task 3, Year 12 participants were asked to choose one of five offered
statements and say why they agree or disagree with it. The statements referred to
issues (e.g., using mobile phones or watching soap operas) that young people have
strong feelings about.

The oral test was administered to six students from each school. The inter-
locutors were trained prior to going to the schools. The interviews were carried
out individually and audiotaped. The test lasted for up to 15 minutes and was
strictly structured timewise.

Measures of writing skills

Year 8 participants were asked to describe two pictures by writing about the ten
differences in the pictures. Prompts were given on what to describe.

Year 12 participants were asked to write a letter to the editor of a youth maga-
zine and give reasons why their friend should get the best friend award. The letter
was supposed to include about 150 words and there were five subtopics that had
to be included.
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Procedure

Writing tests were administered to whole classes, while oral tests were done on an
individual basis, out of class, and with only six students randomly chosen from
each school.

Assessment of speaking and writing performance was done by means of spe-
cially designed assessment scales. The speaking assessment scale was constructed
along the following criteria: task achievement, vocabulary, accuracy and fluency,
pronunciation and intonation. The scale included five bands (0-4). The writing
assessment scale comprised the following criteria: task achievement, vocabulary,
accuracy and text structure. There were five bands, four of which included double
scores (0, 1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7-8).

The assessors of both writing and speaking were trained. Since such training
has to focus on the actual tasks, four sets of training (two for speaking and two for
writing) were conducted. Length of the training depended on how much time the
assessors needed to standardize their criteria.

Results

In this section we will first present descriptive statistics for measures of affect,
speaking skills and writing skills. Then we will look into correlations between
affect and the assessed aspects of speaking and writing.

Descriptive statistics
The affective profile of the two age groups of participants did not show much dif-
ference. Both groups tended to be positive about EFL learning and about them-

selves as language learners (see Table 1).

Table 1: Means and standard deviations in affect for Year 8 and Year 12
participants

Affect (max. 65)

Year 8 M=48.59
(n=1,316) SD=9.19
Year 12 M=49.51
(n=531) SD=7.59

The means on orals tests show that Year 8 participants scored highest on Task 1
and lowest on Task 3, while Year 12 participants also scored highest on Task 1 but
lowest on Task 2, as presented in Table 2. Overall, younger participants showed
better results on the speaking test.
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Table 2: Means and standard deviations in three oral tasks for Year 8 and Year 12

participants
Task 1 (max. Task2 Task 3 Total
16) (max. 16) (max. 16) (max. 16)
Year 8 M=14.52 M=13.15 M=12.96 M=40.64
(n=191) SD=2.54 SD=3.33 SD=3.71 SD=9.08
Year 12 M=12.80 M=11.92 M=12.13 M=36.91
(n=80) SD=3.30 SD=3.53 SD=3.54 SD=9.82

In terms of the assessed aspects of EFL oral competence (Table 3), both groups
scored higher on task achievement and fluency than on vocabulary and, particu-
larly, than on accuracy. Year 8 participants scored higher on all the four aspects
than Year 12 participants.

Table 3: Means and standard deviations in four aspects of speaking competence
for Year 8 and Year 12 participants

Task Vocabulary  Accuracy Fluency
achievement  (max. 12) (max. 12) (max. 12)
(max. 12)
Year 8 M=10.41 M=10.27 M=9.87 M=10.08
(n=191) SD=2.28 SD=2.46 SD=2.33 SD=2.36
Year 12 M=9.68 M=8.95 M=8.72 M=9.47
(n=80) SD=2.39 SD=2.66 SD=2.64 SD=2.55

Year 8 participants showed a higher total score on the writing test than Year 12
students, as Table 4 shows.

Table 4: Means and standard deviations in writing task for Year 8 and Year 12
participants

Writing total (max. 32)

Year 8 M=18.23
(n=1,306) SD=8.45
Year 12 M=16.94
(n=421) SD=9.05

As can be seen in Table 5, Year 8 participants were best at task achievement and
worst at composing the text. While Year 12 participants also scored highest in task
achievement, their text composing skill was not the least developed aspect of their
writing skills; the biggest problem for them was accuracy.
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Table 5: Means and standard deviations in four aspects of writing competence for
Year 8 and Year 12 participants

Task Vocabulary  Accuracy Text
achievement  (max. 8) (max. 8) (max. 8)
(max. 8)
Year 8 M=5.39 M=4.55 M=4.28 M=4.01
(n=1,3006) SD=2.40 SD=2.22 SD=2.19 SD=2.14
Year 12 M=4.52 M=4.31 M=3.97 M=4.24
(n=421) SD=2.36 SD=2.46 SD=2.30 SD=2.25

4.5.2 Correlations

Correlation coefficients were computed between scores on the affect measure and
on the speaking and writing tests and the individual aspects of the two skills.

Table 6: Correlations between affect and totals on speaking and writing tests

Speaking Writing
Affect 57* 58*
Year 8
Affect 50* 39*
Year 12
*p< .01

As can be seen from Table 6, the computed correlations are higher for both
speaking and writing scores in the Year 8 group. The difference is especially
prominent in the case of writing.

When correlations were computed separately for the three oral tasks (Table 7),
a different pattern emerged in the two groups. With Year 8 participants the coeffi-
cients did not range as widely as with Year 12. In the younger group affect
showed the highest connection with picture description, while this was the just the
opposite with the older group, where this presented the weakest relationship.
Year 12 participants showed the highest correlation between affect and argumen-
tative talk. In each of the three oral tasks the coefficients were lower in Year 12
than in Year 8.

Table 7: Correlations between affect and totals for three speaking tasks

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3
Affect 52%* 57+ 53**
(year 8)
Affect A7 A45* 51
(year 12)
*p<.01; **p<.001
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The relationship of affect and the individual aspects of writing is, generally, also
stronger in Year 8 than in Year 12 (see Table 8). In Year 8, the strongest relation-
ship of affect was found with task achievement and vocabulary use. In Year 12,
quite interestingly, the strongest relationship was found with accuracy.

Table 8: Correlations between affect and four speaking aspects

Task Vocabulary  Accuracy Fluency
Achievement
Affect 57 S57** 52** .55%*
(year 8)
Affect A8+ A4+ 52** 49**
(yearl2)
**p<.001

In the case of writing aspects, coefficients were higher for Year 8 than for Year 12.
Affect in younger participants was more strongly connected with accuracy and
successful vocabulary use than with task achievement and text-composing skills.
With Year 12 participants the same pattern emerged, only - as already mentioned
- the coefficients were lower in each case than those of Year 8 participants. These
coefficients are presented in Table 9.

Table 9: Correlations between affect and four writing aspects

Task Vocabulary  Accuracy Coherence
Achievement
Affect (year8) .53** S7** 58** 52**
Affect 26%* 39** A2%* 37%*
(year12)
**p<.001
Conclusions

On the basis of the results we obtained it can be concluded that there is a signifi-
cant relationship between affect and productive skills of speaking and writing. It
is particularly prominent in Year 8 learners. With Year 12 learners there seems to
be an important difference in significance between the two skills: success in
speaking seems to be more strongly related to affect than success in writing skills.

With respect to the type of speaking activity it is interesting to note that with
older and more proficient learners (Year 12) success in argumentative talk was
more highly correlated with affect than the less complex activities of answering
questions and picture description. Year 8 learners did not show differences in this
respect and, overall, it seems that success in all types of speaking activities in their
group was connected with positive affect.

In terms of the four assessed aspects of speaking Year 8 learners, again, did not
show much difference in the strength of the relationship of affect and individual
aspects of speaking skills. With older learners the differences seem prominent and
we can conclude that affect was most highly correlated with accuracy, the aspect
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that these learners had the lowest success in. It is also interesting that with Year 12
learners affect was less strongly related than with Year 8 learners to all speaking
skill aspects except accuracy.

As has been mentioned, success in writing was significantly less correlated
with affect in the Year 12 group than with Year 8 learners. If we consider the four
criteria that writing was assessed along, we can conclude that in both groups the
highest correlation with affect was found where the scores were low: with accu-
racy.

Our findings seem to point to two general conclusions about the relationship
between affect and success in productive language skills. The first conclusion may
be considered to be of developmental nature: the relationship is stronger for
younger and less proficient learners. The second conclusion is connected to the
complexity and difficulty of using productive skills: affect is more strongly con-
nected with more complex activities.

If we interpret the relationships evidenced by the significant correlation coeffi-
cients in terms of affect as a cause of success, the teaching implications of these
findings are quite apparent: we should help FL learners to create and maintain a
positive affective profile.

Implications for further study

In the present study we used an instrument for measuring the general affective
profile of participants. Perhaps more meaningful relationships could be obtained
if, along with such an instrument, more state-like measures are taken as well. A
particular task may be more or less motivating for a learner and trait and situa-
tion-specific items may not tap into state motivation, or state anxiety, that may
also significantly influence learner behaviour and success on the task.

It might also be a good idea to get information on how learners themselves as-
sess their performance on tasks. Insights into which aspects of speaking and writ-
ing performance learners find more or less difficult may be very valuable for con-
clusions about the role and impact of affective factors in language learning.

Since our younger learners (Year 8) had also learnt EFL for a shorter period of
time than older ones (Year 12), it is possible that the developmental nature in our
first conclusion in fact reflects the stage of language learning and not age. Which
of the two possibilities is true could be found by studying participants of the same
age but at different stages of learning.
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Appendix

Items in the Affective profile questionnaire:

1. I like English very much.

2. Knowledge of English is useless to me.

3. My parents think that it is important for me to know English.

4. People who speak English are interesting to me.

5. I'm interested in films and pop music in English.

6. I find English lessons extremely boring.

7. I have no feeling for languages, I'm a hopeless case for learning languages.
8. 1find it easy to learn English.

9. It would take much more effort and will for me to be more successful at English.
10. No matter how much I study I can’t achieve better results.

11. I like to use English in my free time.

12. I often fail while learning English.

13. I feel anxious when speaking English during English lessons.
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Introduction

The paper reports on a qualitative study investigating the role of Foreign Lan-
guage Anxiety (FLA) experienced by advanced-level learners during oral produc-
tion of English. It examines Hungarian first year English majors’ perceptions of
how anxiety affected their performance in a semi-formal conversation with a na-
tive-speaker of English. The unique feature of the study is that it provides an emic
perspective on how anxiety interferes with various cognitive processes implicated
in second language (L2) speech production. The findings lend support to a cogni-
tive interpretation of anxiety and are analysed from a psycholinguistic perspec-
tive.

A growing body of research since the 1980s has documented the fact that FL
learning and communication induces anxiety in many learners, a distinct type of
anxiety specifically related to second language (L2) contexts. This situation-spe-
cific anxiety termed Foreign Language Anxiety is assumed to affect learners’ per-
formance and achievement in the L2 (Gardner, 1985; Gardner & Maclntyre, 1993a;
Horwitz, 1986; Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986; Macintyre & Gardner, 1989,
1991a). Most research into the role of anxiety in language learning examined the
relationship between learners’ anxiety level and some global measures of TL
achievement, usually operationalised as course grades, standardised tests, self- or
teacher-ratings of proficiency, and the majority of studies reported a moderately
negative relationship suggesting poorer performance for learners with high levels
of anxiety (Gardner & Maclntyre, 19933, b; Horwitz, 2001; Macintyre & Gardner,
1991b; Maclntyre, 1995, 1999, 2002; Young, 1991, 1994).

Although studies investigating the sources and characteristics of FLA have re-
vealed that, of all the L2 skills, it is speaking that learners consider as the most
anxiety-provoking (Bailey, 1983; Cohen & Norst, 1989; Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002;
Gregersen, 2003; Hilleson, 1996; Koch & Terrel, 1991; McCoy, 1979; Price, 1991;
Young, 1990), relatively few studies looked at the effect of this anxiety specifically
on oral performance. Early research examined the relationship between students’
anxiety scores and some indicators of their TL output. Young (1986) and Scott
(1986) found a negative relationship between anxiety level and oral test scores,
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indicating that the oral performance of anxious students was weaker than that of
learners with low anxiety. This result was replicated by Phillips (1992), who found
negative correlations between students’ anxiety scores and their oral exam grades.
In addition, she also examined the effect of FLA on performance variables related
to the quantity and quality of the oral output and found that students with high
anxiety said less, produced shorter communication units, and used fewer depend-
ent clauses and target structures than those whose anxiety level was lower. Mac-
Intyre and Gardner (1994a) found similar differences in the output quality of
learners who experienced various levels of anxiety. Anxious students in their
study received lower ratings for their L2 fluency, sentence complexity, as well as
accent. Finally, a study by Steinberg and Horwitz (1986), which aimed to investi-
gate the more subtle effects of anxiety on the content of L2 speech, found that the
oral descriptions of subjects in the anxiety arousal group were significantly less
complex or interpretive than those of the more relaxed group.

An important line of research targeted more than just overt performance. In a
series of laboratory studies Maclntyre and Gardner (1991a, 1994a, b) examined the
effects of anxiety on specific cognitive processes involved in language learning and
communication from an information-processing perspective, applying insights
from general anxiety research to L2 learning (Tobias, 1979, 1980, 1986). They found
negative correlations not only between anxiety and the performance of tasks spe-
cific to the output stage but also those specific to the input and processing stage,
which they saw as evidence that anxiety can negatively affect not only learners’
output but also the processing of FL input. Macintyre and Gardner (1991a, 1994a,
b) explained these findings from a cognitive psychological perspective (Sarason,
1980; Schwarzer, 1986). Within a cognitive framework, anxiety is conceptualised as
a cognitive response marked by self-concern, feelings of inadequacy, worry, and
self-blame. These task-irrelevant preoccupations are thought to represent cogni-
tive interference, preventing the anxious individual from directing full attention to
the task at hand. The processing of task-irrelevant information is believed to pre-
empt processing resources and some of the limited capacity of working memory,
making cognitive performance less efficient, which provides an explanation for
anxiety’s potential to hinder performance in cognitive tasks (Eysenck, 1979; Sara-
son, 1984; Wine, 1971, 1982). Macintyre and Gardner (1991a, 1994a, b) propose that
this theory is also able to explain the negative relationship observed between anxi-
ety and FL performance. They assume that anxiety can reduce learners’ capacity to
receive and encode the target language, to organise, store, and assimilate the re-
ceived input, as well as to hinder students’ ability to use the FL.

As the review of research into anxiety’s impact on oral performance shows,
previous studies in this area tended to be quantitative inquiries. Whether they
examined the effect of anxiety on output quality, or on cognitive processes associ-
ated with L2 learning, they did it from an etic (or outsider’s) perspective. Conse-
guently, what is currently known, or rather assumed about how anxiety affects FL
speaking is largely based on the results of correlations between learners’ anxiety
scores and measures of their oral performance. What learners themselves think
about the role of FLA in speaking their target language, however, appears to be a
hitherto unresearched area. Therefore, the present study aims to fill this gap in the
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literature by investigating the hypothesised effects of FLA on L2 speech produc-
tion from an emic perspective: through learners’ retrospections after conversing
with a native-speaker of English. Exploring learners’ feelings and self-perceptions
about how anxiety affects FL speech production, the study aims to test the rele-
vance of cognitive theories of anxiety in the domain of FL learning and perform-
ance.

Method

Participants

The participants of the study were 16 students selected from a larger group of 117
first-year English majors from a Hungarian university, identified as the eight most
anxious and the eight least anxious students based on their scores on a Hungarian
version of the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz et al., 1986;
Téth, 2003). The mean FLA score for the 117 students was 84.59 with a standard
deviation of 19.34. The FLA scores of the eight high-anxious participants ranged
from 108 to 136, while those of the eight low-anxious ones from 49 to 59. Of the 16
participants, 13 were female and 3 were male, and they had studied English for an
average of 9.5 years. All participants were between the ages of 18 and 22. The in-
terlocutor was a new lecturer from England, whom interviewees had never met
before.

Procedures

Participants took part in a 10-15 minute, one-on-one conversation with the native
speaking interlocutor. They performed three tasks of different nature such as (1)
exchanging information about themselves and the interlocutor in a lead-in free
phase, (2) expressing their opinion on a controversial issue presented on a situa-
tion card, and (3) describing and interpreting an ambiguous picture. The three
tasks were designed to measure spontaneous communication-, argumentative-,
and interpretive skills, respectively.

Following this, they were requested to think aloud: give vent to their feelings
concerning the conversation, describe any thought that crossed their mind while
performing the tasks, and reflect on their own performance. The post-task inter-
views were conducted in the participants native Hungarian and were tape-re-
corded with their consent. After the post-task interviews participants also com-
pleted a four-item questionnaire inquiring into their affective reactions to the
semi-formal conversation.
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Results and discussion

In the questionnaire students completed after the post-task interviews, they were
directly asked whether they thought anxiety had any effect on their performance.
Responses in the two anxiety categories turned out to show important differences.
While in the high-anxiety group six out of the eight students said anxiety inter-
fered with their performance, one felt it did not influence it, and one said it de-
pended on the strength of her anxiety, which tended to fluctuate during the inter-
view, answers in the low-anxiety group revealed just the opposite pattern: six out
of the eight students felt anxiety did not influence their performance, one felt it
interfered with it, and one said it was task-dependent. No student in either cate-
gory said anxiety aided his/ her performance.

The post-task interviews provided an insight into interviewees’ perceptions as
to how anxiety affected their oral performance. In general terms, students tended
to see anxiety as an impediment to successful performance, preventing them from
performing to the best of their ability: as well as they ideally could were it not for
their anxiety. As one of them put it:

I feel I know much more than what | managed to show here, in a more
relaxed state of mind it would have been all different. (Quotes from the
interviews are given in the researcher’s translation.)

Participants were also able to identify specific problems in their own oral per-
formance which they attributed to anxiety. These were related to the following
three processes involved in L2 speech production and comprehension: (1) com-
prehending FL input, (2) generating ideas, and (3) vocabulary retrieval.

Comprehending FL input

As for comprehension, students said anxiety hindered them in following the na-
tive speaking interlocutor’s speech. As one student describes it:

As | felt anxious, | didn’t really understand what he was asking pre-
cisely, I think I would have understood him better if | had managed to
stay calm.

One of the students with high anxiety even saw a direct link between her actual
anxiety level at a given moment and her ability to understand the interlocutor. She
said her anxiety mounted during the problem-solving task, as she felt she did not
understand the prompt card, as a result of which, she “was simply unable to pay
attention to the interlocutor’s questions, and did not understand half of what he
was trying to say”. By contrast, when doing the picture description, which she felt
more comfortable with, her anxiety “all but disappeared”, and she had the im-
pression she “understood his reactions completely, and what he was asking, too”.
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Problems with reading comprehension, specifically, understanding the hypo-
thetical situation on the prompt card (Task 2), were also attributed to an anxiety
effect. Anxious interviewees said the task of having to read a text and offer a per-
sonal opinion on it on the spot filled them with anxiety of such intensity that they
found it difficult to concentrate on the task at hand. As evidenced by the next ex-
cerpt, feeling under pressure seemed to produce an adverse effect: the more
guickly and efficiently they wanted to read and respond to the prompt, the less
they succeeded in their efforts.

I wanted to read it fast so that | wouldn’t take up the interlocutor’s
time, and I tried hard to understand it, but | felt I just couldn’t concen-
trate. All | had on my mind was wanting to understand it, in fact, 80 %
of my attention was occupied by this, so it’s not surprising | didn’t get
on. The words looked familiar, but | just didn’t know what they meant.

What anxious students’ comments appeared to have in common was that they felt
anxiety interfered with their ability to concentrate, to pay attention to what is said
or written in the FL, i.e. FL input. Students’ perceptions seem to lend support to
cognitive psychologists’ conceptualization of anxiety in terms of cognitive and
attentional processes, according to which anxiety functions as a distraction of at-
tention or cognitive interference (Eysenck, 1979; Wine, 1971, 1982). As shown by
the excerpt above, appearing in the form of self-related intrusive thoughts, anxiety
kept this anxious student from directing full attention to the task, as she had her
attention divided between task-related cognition (i.e. processing the text) and task-
irrelevant cognition (like not wanting to take the interlocutor’s time, wanting to do
the task quickly, and worrying about the consequences of not being able to do so),
which may have contributed to the difficulty she experienced in understanding
the text.

Students’ subjective feelings that anxiety hindered them in comprehending
what is said or written in the FL can also be explained from a psycholinguistic
perspective, relying on theoretical models of L1 vs. L2 speech production and
comprehension (de Bot, 1992; Kormos, 2006; Levelt, 1989, 1993, 1995). According
to these theories, one of the important differences between speech comprehension
and production in the first vs. in second languages is that while in the L1, with the
exception of conceptual processing (i.e. planning messages, self-monitoring, and
discourse interpretation), the lower level processes involved in the production and
understanding of speech (such as lexico-grammatical-, morpho-phonological-,
phonetic encoding and articulation when producing speech, and acoustic-phonetic
analysis, phonological and grammatical decoding when comprehending it ) are
automatic, they are not fully automatic in the L2, that is, they require conscious
attention (Kormos, 2006; Levelt, 1989, 1993, 1995; Temple, 1997). Consequently, if
learners’ attentional capacity is diminished by anxiety, it is clear they will experi-
ence difficulty in comprehending FL messages, as with reduced attentional re-
sources and working memory capacity the processing of the received input will be
less efficient.
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Let me return to the last sentence of the previous extract: “The words looked
familiar, but I just didn’t know what they meant”. This comment shows that the
student recognized the words as lexemes, i.e. word forms, but could not retrieve
their sense or meaning (lemma level). Similar problems seemed to have been en-
countered by other anxious participants. One of them said she had to read the pas-
sage two or three times, as it took her a while to settle down and bring herself to
grasp what the text was about.

I didn’t understand a word, when | read it for the first time. When I'm
very anxious | don’t understand what I'm reading, the letters are
blurred before my eyes, | can’t see words or sentences, just letters, then
gradually I’'m beginning to recognize words, but only one or two, they
stick in my mind but | still don’t understand anything, as if | hadn’t
read the text, just these one or two words, then after a while, when | go
through the whole thing for the second or third time, the message is be-
ginning to come through.

As evidenced by comments like this, anxiety interfered with the process by which
the incoming letter or sound stream is converted into a meaningful interpretation
through a complex series of mental operations, beginning with the segmentation
of the input string into linguistic units and ending with the recovery of the in-
tended message (Harrington, 2001, Tokowicz & Perfetti, 2005). The excerpt sug-
gests that the anxious student experienced difficulty with word recognition/ lexi-
cal access, as anxiety slowed down the process of retrieving lexeme, lemma, and
conceptual level information about words on the basis of the input letter string.

Generating ideas

The second problem area students ascribed to anxiety during the conversation
was what they described as some kind of “failure” in cognitive functioning, which
they realised as a momentary inability to (1) come up with ideas, (2) think up pros
and cons for the controversial issue on the prompt card (task 2), or (3) give alter-
native interpretations of the ambiguous picture (task 3). They generally com-
plained about, “going blank”, “being unable to think”, “feeling as if their mind
was paralysed”, “not being able to use their imagination”. To give a sample com-
ment:

It was not merely a language problem: that | didn’t remember how to
say something in English, but that | had no idea whatsoever, nothing
came to my mind about this paper [i.e. the situation card] at all, nor
about the picture, | was so anxious about being able to say something
that maybe this is what prevented me from coming up with anything.
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The student’s remark “it was not merely a language problem” shows that she felt
anxiety interfered with her speech production well before the actual verbal phase,
i.e. before actually giving a linguistic form to ideas. This phase corresponds to
what is called conceptualisation in models of speech production, which is a pre-ver-
bal/ pre-formulation stage, in which message generation takes place, i.e. the con-
ceptualisation of what we want to say. Conceptualising/ message construction is
believed to involve highly controlled processing (Levelt, 1989, 1993, 1995), i.e. it
demands attentional resources. Anxious students’ retrospective comments sug-
gested that anxiety may have hindered the retrieval of information to be ex-
pressed, which was particularly evident during the argumentative and picture
description tasks (No. 2 and 3).

It was the picture task that | found the most difficult. It was O.K. just to
describe it, but to interpret it, what’s more, speculate on various possi-
bilities as to what may be happening, who or what could be off the
picture, etc., this would have required a lot of empathy and openness,
the ability to put myself into others’ shoes, but that’s next to impossible
in such a stressful situation, at least for me. | think you need to be very
relaxed to be able to do that.

As evidenced by the sample comment, students felt the anxious state of mind they
were in during the conversation was not conducive to deep and creative thinking,
required by abstract or imaginary topics such as the controversial issue and the
ambiguous picture in the second and third task, respectively. In contrast, talking
about themselves in the lead-in task was perceived as less severely affected by
anxiety. One of the anxious interviewees provided the following explanation for
this:

I didn’t have to think, as it wasn’t the first time | had talked about these
things and | knew what to say, so | was thinking in English and spoke
in English. As for the other two [i.e. the situation card and the picture], |
was thinking in Hungarian and spoke in English, which is very difficult
under stress.

The perceived difference in difficulty between talking about themselves vs. ex-
pressing an opinion on a controversial issue or interpreting an ambiguous picture
can again be explained from a psycholinguistic perspective. The task of having to
talk about themselves did not put as heavy demands on students in the conceptu-
alisation phase as the other two tasks did, because students did not have to invent
what to say, i.e. did not have to conceptualise their messages on the spot, and in
all probability they were able to retrieve whole memorised phrases, clauses or
even sentences in English from their long-term memory used on previous occa-
sions when talking about themselves and getting information about someone else
(which may account for the feeling “I was thinking in English and spoke in Eng-
lish). In contrast, their verbal reactions to the situation card or the ambiguous
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picture had to be conceptualised, planned, and constructed from scratch, which
obviously required much more attention, consequently must have been affected
by anxiety more severely.

Vocabulary retrieval

The interviews also provided evidence for anxiety’s interference with lower level
processes involved in the production of L2 speech, by which the conceptual/ pre-
verbal message is encoded, i.e. translated into a linguistic form (formulation phase
in models of speech production). The most frequently mentioned problem inter-
viewees ascribed to anxiety concerned the retrieval of vocabulary items from the
mental lexicon, in other words, finding the words students needed. To give a
sample comment:

When I’'m in such an anxious state, words simply don’t come. Actually,
I think they don’t come to mind because I’'m afraid they won't.

Interviewees generally talked about a “mental block”, due to which they “did not
find”/ “forgot” words. Interestingly enough the words which tended to “slip their
mind”/ “go out of their head” were what they called *“very simple” or “basic”
ones, such as machine, drop, or library, for instance, which they “definitely knew
under normal circumstances”, meaning, when they did not experience anxiety. To
quote some remarks:

What | find very embarrassing is that these are words you’re supposed
to know even if you’re aroused from your sleep, the simplest words
and phrases, still you won’t recall them, which is extremely embar-
rassing.

I have no idea as to how | couldn’t remember a word like 'drop’, it’s
very annoying, by the same token | could have forgotten any word
[laughs...].

What is interesting about these mysterious forgettings of words is that the needed
vocabulary items were either (1) incompletely, or (2) incorrectly retrieved from
long term memory, which suggests that anxiety may have interfered at some point
with the procedures for accessing them. An example for the first case is the fol-
lowing. One of the students with high anxiety could not recall the word library, so
what she said was: “l want to work inaaa ...... there are books in it.” Her sen-
tence nicely shows that she was able to activate the lemma corresponding to the
concept she needed, which is evidenced by her correctly encoding it syntactically
(the lexical gap in her sentence was preceded by a preposition and an indefinite
article), however she was not able to retrieve the lexeme, i.e. the actual word form:
library. As for the other case, not being able to recall vocabulary items in their ap-
propriate forms, students said they felt as if their mind or memory “did not work
properly”, as sometimes they simply failed to find the words they were looking
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for, even when they were very close to finding them. One student, for instance,
said she wanted to use the word researcher (saying she wanted to become a re-
searcher), she was absolutely certain she knew this word, still she couldn’t recall it
in its proper form.

I felt searcher was not the right word, as there’s no such word, but I just
couldn’t find the word researcher. | knew searcher was very close to what
I was looking for, and also that | was searching in the right place, still |
wouldn’t find it [laughs...], although it would have been so logical:
search, research, researcher, when he [i.e. the interlocutor] helped me out
with researcher, it was so obvious this was the word | had been looking
for.

The word searcher provides evidence for a lapse in the encoding process. The anx-
ious speaker successfully accessed the lemma corresponding to the concept she
wanted to verbalise (semantic and syntactic information was correctly retrieved),
she even produced a word form very similar to researcher, but although she felt
what she came out with was definitely not what she was looking for, she could not
retrieve the accompanying lexeme fully and correctly.

The same extract, documenting an instance of pre-articulatory self-monitor-
ing, shows that word search in this case was consciously attended to, rather than
being an automatic process. The same is suggested by what another anxious stu-
dent said about her not being able to recall the word horseshoe. She said she even
knew the word she was trying to find had the name of the animal in it, which
means, not only did she retrieve the lemma matching the selected concept, but she
even accessed information about the inner composition of the word form (lexeme),
as she knew it was a compound having the word horse in it. However, she said she
“seemed to have gone blank and couldn’t recall horse either”, which she felt puz-
zled by, as this again was “such a basic word everyone knows”. As vocabulary
retrieval for these participants was not fully automatic, as indicated by the exam-
ples suggestive of word search being under conscious control, it is quite likely that
anxious students, having their attentional resources diminished by anxiety, could
not allocate enough attention to retrieving words from the mental lexicon, which
explains the difficulties they reported to experience.

Conclusion

The article reported on the findings of a qualitative inquiry into the role of FLA in
advanced learners’ speech production, exploring what learners themselves
thought about anxiety’s role in their own performance in the context of communi-
cating with a native speaker of English. It revealed that participants with high lev-
els of FLA tended to feel anxiety hindered them in communicating with the na-
tive-speaking interlocutor, as it appeared to interfere with various aspects of their
performance. They said anxiety made it difficult for them to concentrate, thereby
adversely affecting their ability (1) to understand what is said or written in the FL,
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(2) to generate ideas, to reason, and suggest hypotheses, as well as (3) to retrieve
words.

As has been shown, the findings of the study lend support to a cognitive inter-
pretation of anxiety and can be explained from a psycholinguistic perspective.
Participants’ retrospective comments provided evidence for anxiety manifesting
itself in the form of task-irrelevant cognition, preventing them from paying full
attention to the task of communicating in the FL. Having their attentional capacity
diminished by anxiety, highly anxious students, in all probability, could allocate
less attention to the execution of non-automatic processes involved in L2 speech
production and comprehension. This provides a plausible explanation for the dif-
ficulties they experienced in conceptualising messages, as well as in encoding and
decoding them in their L2.
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Introduction

The aim of the present research is to investigate foreign language classroom anxi-
ety by questioning its stability across different foreign languages among secon-
dary school students and to explore its causes stemming from the foreign lan-
guage classroom. Participants of the study included 61 9th-year students of a
grammar school in Hungary who are learning two foreign languages simultane-
ously. Validated Hungarian translation of standardized anxiety scales, namely the
Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) of Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope
(1991) and State Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) (Sipos, Sipos & Spielberger, 1994),
were used to investigate the relationship between the differences of Foreign Lan-
guage Classroom Anxiety (FLCA) experienced in the two different foreign lan-
guage classrooms, taking into consideration and controlling for students’ levels of
trait anxiety. Interviews were conducted with six participants who do not possess
high levels of trait anxiety, yet demonstrate high levels of anxiety in one foreign
language classroom but not in the other. Findings suggest that FLCA may develop
irrespective of low levels of trait anxiety and independently of the level of anxiety
experienced in the other foreign language classroom. As such, the origins of FLCA
may be sought among the classroom factors. In the particular cases presented
here, the role of the instructor proved to be dominant in influencing students’ lev-
els of FLCA.

Learning at least one foreign language is compulsory in almost all secondary
schools of Europe. Today’s teenagers learn two or sometimes even three foreign
languages simultaneously as obligatory subjects of the curriculum. Often, how-
ever, the case is that some students are successful in learning one of the foreign
languages but are lagging behind their classmates in the other foreign language
class. These learners, when attending lessons of the foreign language, feel less suc-
cessful and may experience extensive nervousness while having to speak in front
of their peers. Some may even have the urge to skip class rather than risk being
laughed at. Others can become so anxious that they begin to sweat, and feel nau-
sea. The aim of this research is to investigate this phenomenon known as Foreign
Language Anxiety by questioning its stability across different foreign languages
among secondary school students. Another objective of the study is to explore
what learners perceive as possible causes of their feelings of FLCA.

Piniel, K. (2006). Foreign language classroom anxiety: A classroom perspective. In M. Nikolov & J. Horvéath (Eds.), UPRT
2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics (pp. 39-58). Pécs: Lingua Franca Csoport.



Foreign language classroom anxiety

Foreign Language Anxiety, recognized as an affective factor in foreign language
learning and normally discussed alongside other individual learner differences
(Gardner & Maclintyre, 1992, 1993), is still considered to be a relatively new and
developing area within foreign language research. In order to understand its na-
ture, it is necessary to present an overview of anxiety in general and consider the
different forms it may manifest itself in.

Different researchers have approached FLA from different aspects. From a
broader perspective, anxiety itself is defined by psychologists as “the subjective
feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated with an
arousal of the autonomic nervous system” (Spielberger, as cited in Horwitz, Hor-
witz & Cope, 1991, p. 27). Literature usually differentiates between three types of
anxiety:

e trait anxiety — which is a personality trait (Eysenck, 1979)

e state anxiety — which is apprehension experienced at a particular moment
in time

e situational anxiety — which is anxiety experienced in a well-defined
situation (Maclntyre & Gardner, 1991a)

Foreign Language Anxiety, or more precisely, Foreign Language Classroom Anxi-
ety (FLCA) is considered to be a situational anxiety experienced in the well-de-
fined situation of the foreign language classroom (Macintyre & Gardner, 1991a,
1991b, 1994). As such, Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1991) view FLCA as “a distinct
complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom
language learning arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process”
(in Horwitz & Young, 1991, p.31) In all of these specifications, the context or situa-
tion dependent nature of foreign language anxiety is emphasized.

According to Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1991) possible causes of FLCA are
communication apprehension, test anxiety and fear of negative evaluation. Mac-
Intyre and Gardner (1991a) describe FLCA stemming from the negative expecta-
tions in foreign language learning. On the other hand, Price (1991) and Piniel
(2000) found classroom related factors to play a role in learners’ developing FLCA.
Correlational studies have also sought to establish relationships between individ-
ual learner variables and FLA. (It must be noted however, that these relationships
do not imply cause-effect relationships.) FLA has been shown to correlate with age
(Bailey, Onwuegbuzie & Daley, 2000), gender (Aida, 1994; Baker & Maclntyre,
2000), certain personality traits (such as perfectionism, Gregersen & Horwitz,
2002), and with negative self-perceptions (Onwuegbuzie, Bailey & Daley, 1999).

FLA itself can have contradictory effects on language learning, and as such lit-
erature mentions both debilitating and facilitating types of anxiety, where debili-
tating anxiety poses an obstacle to language learning, whereas facilitating anxiety
facilitates or fosters it. Although both types exist, studies have mostly concen-
trated on the former (Scovel, 1978 in Horwitz & Young, 1991, p.15-23; Maclntyre &
Gardner, 1991a; 1991b)
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In spite of the growing number of research dealing with FLA, the majority of
the studies mentioned above have involved the participation of mainly college or
university students in a second language or a foreign language setting, in all cases
dealing with the acquisition of one foreign/second language (Horwitz, Horwitz &
Cope, 1991; Horwitz & Young, 1991; Macintyre & Gardner, 1994). In other words,
there are limited numbers of studies involving secondary school students albeit it
is in this milieu that most learners are compulsorily introduced to studying for-
eign languages. Something else that has been given little attention are the possible
differences between the levels of FLCA of one person studying two foreign lan-
guages simultaneously (Deweale, 2005; Piniel, 2000; Rodriguez & Abreu, 2003)
Unfortunately, the results of the relatively few studies conducted on the issue
proved to contradict each other, which calls even more so for further investigation.

Research questions and hypotheses

In view of the unexplored areas of FLCA, the following research questions were
formulated to guide the study:

¢ Does an individual’s level of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety vary
significantly in view of the two foreign languages he is learning at the
same time irrespective of his trait anxiety?

« If it does, what are the elements that learners attribute to the development
of foreign language anxiety in one foreign language classroom but not in
the other?

Based on previous research the following hypotheses were drawn up as possible
answers to the research questions presented.

¢ As the different foreign language learning situations vary, in some learners
they may produce different levels of a specific type of situational anxiety,
i.e. Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety.

e The attributed causes of FLCA are likely to lie in the learning situation i.e.
the language classroom.

In order to prove these hypotheses correct a two-phased study consisting of a
guantitative survey and a qualitative case study was carried out.
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Method
Design

In order to seek answers to the research questions guiding this study, a two-
phased within-participants research design was developed that included both
guantitative and qualitative elements. The quantitative part of the study, with the
help of surveys, sought to focus on the differences in the levels of FLCA a student
may experience in two different language classes. Whereas the qualitative part,
consisting of a case study, provided more insight into the possible perceived
sources of the differences in the levels of foreign language anxiety an individual
may experience.

Participants

The participants in the study were N=61 ninth-year students studying at a gram-
mar school in Budapest, Hungary. According to the school’s curriculum, all ninth-
year students study two foreign languages. The pair of languages students took
were the following: English-French, English-German, English-Italian, German-
French, German-Italian, German-English.

Furthermore, the school’s curriculum distinguishes between first and second
foreign languages by calling the language students had learnt before entering sec-
ondary school (i.e. in elementary school) as the first foreign language (FL1). Nor-
mally, the second foreign language (FL2) students choose and begin to learn at the
secondary school without having had any previous training in that given lan-
guage. Hence English and German can appear both in the position of FL1 as well
as FL2. Another note worth mentioning here is the fact that school policy for this
particular group of ninth-year students requires that they learn the FL1 and FL2 in
the same number of hours per week (i.e. three). This regulation allowed the vari-
able of the number of lessons per week to be controlled for.

Using the results of the instruments involved in the first phase, participants
who demonstrated different levels of anxiety in their two different language les-
sons were selected for participation in the qualitative phase. Based on the results
of the quantitative phase of the study, the purposive sample of critical cases were
selected (students with low levels of trait anxiety, low levels of FLCA for FL1 but
high levels of FLCA for FL2.). This allowed for the exploration of the perceived
reason behind learners’ increased feelings of discomfort in one language lesson
but increased feelings of comfort in the other.

Instruments

Three guestionnaires were used for data collection in the first phase. The first two
surveys were the Hungarian versions of the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety
Scale (Toth, 2003) administered for the two different foreign languages students
were learning. With their help, the aim was to determine the level of anxiety stu-
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dents experience in the two different language classrooms. The Foreign Language
Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) was developed by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope
(1991) to assess the degree to which a respondent feels anxious in a foreign lan-
guage classroom based on the construct of foreign language classroom anxiety
being a composite of communication apprehension, fear of negative evaluation
and test anxiety. The scale is a 33-item 5-point Likert scale which includes 24 posi-
tively worded and 9 negatively worded items (for the interpretation of results see
data analysis below).

Participants were administered the Hungarian version of the scale which was
translated and validated by Toth (2003) for use in the college EFL classroom
(a=93). As such, beside the introduction of the survey, one minor adjustment in
wording was made for the convenience of secondary school students. (In item 8,
The term ‘zh’ for tests in college was substituted by ‘dolgozat’ to refer to tests in
the secondary school context. Reliability was additionally ensured by way of a
think-aloud with a potential respondent.

Besides the two FLCAS, a third questionnaire was administered to purposively
select respondents to participate in the qualitative phase of the study. For this
purpose, the second part of the State Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) was used
which aims at determining an individual’s level of trait anxiety. The STAI was
translated into Hungarian, validated and published by Sipos, Sipos and Spielber-
ger (1994). The second part of the STAI, which refers to trait anxiety, is a 20-item 4-
point Likert scale, consisting of sentences referring to participants’ general emo-
tional state, of which 13 are positively and 7 are negatively worded items. With
the help of this survey, those students who demonstrated high levels of foreign
language anxiety due to their high levels of trait anxiety could be filtered out, thus
suggesting that foreign language classroom anxiety can develop in individuals
irrespective of a low level of trait anxiety.

In the qualitative phase of the study, the instrument used was an interview
schedule adapted from Price’s study (1991 in Horwitz & Young, 1991), focusing on
the possible sources of foreign language classroom anxiety. The logic behind em-
ploying an instrument of a previous qualitative study was mainly to ensure the
comparability of results. Thus, the five open-ended guestions concentrating on
how students feel in the foreign language classroom and the role of the instructor
were merely supplemented with three more items: Item (1) inquired about the
student’s experiences of the target culture, item (2) investigated the possible per-
sonal, day-to-day contact with the target language in an informal setting, and item
(8) was included in order to differentiate between the debilitating and the facili-
tating effect of anxiety on language learning.
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Procedure

Data collection

Data collection was organized in two phases. In the first quantitative data were
gathered using the FLCAS and the STAI. Students filled in the FLCAS referring to
their English lessons during their English class, with only the researcher being
present. Two weeks later, in their homeroom class, all ninth-year students filled in
the FLCAS for the other foreign language they were learning along with the sec-
ond part of the STAI. These surveys too were administered without the presence
of the language teacher.

In order to preserve anonymity to a certain extent, participants had the option
of signing their questionnaires using their names or symbols they chose. However,
in the case of using symbols, respondents were also asked to give their name and
the symbol they used on a separate sheet of paper, which was kept in a sealed en-
velope until all quantitative data had been analyzed, thus those students eligible
for the interviews could be easily traced. All three questionnaires were paired ac-
cording to the symbols or names used, they were then given code numbers for
easier manageability and their answers were subjected to statistical analysis (de-
scribed in the data analysis section below).

Students demonstrating a high level of anxiety in one foreign language class-
room but low in the other, and scoring low on the trait anxiety scale of the STAI
were asked to participate in a case study. The objective of this second phase was to
gather qualitative data concerning the possible sources of FLCA. Interviews were
conducted, recorded, and transcribed. The transcriptions were then coded with
the corresponding numbers adapted from phase one, making matching of the sur-
veys’ answers to the interview data more manageable. In order to emphasize that
individual personal experiences formed the basis of the case studies, the learners
were also allotted pseudonyms to refer to their interview data. The data gathered
in the interviews were finally analyzed and compared to those of the surveys.

Data analysis

The first scale administered in the quantitative phase of the study was the Foreign
Language Classroom Anxiety Scale. Although there are no precise guidelines as to
the analysis of the responses given to the FLCAS, literature suggests adding the
points of the 33 item five-point Likert scale by giving a value of 1 to the response
‘strongly disagree’, and a value of 5 to ‘strongly agree’. In the case of negatively
worded items (such as item 2, 5, 8, 11, 14, 18, 22, 28, and 32), the values were re-
versed.

In the present study, the scores of the FLCAS were interpreted as follows:
Scores lower than 99 denote lower levels of anxiety, while scores higher than 99,
denote higher levels of anxiety. The score of 99 was the cut-off line. Participants’
overall scores of the FLCAS for both foreign languages were calculated and com-
pared by calculating correlations to determine similarities and employing the
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paired samples t-test to test for the significance of the differences in the levels of
FLCA experienced in one foreign language classroom and in the other.

For the four-point 20-item Likert scale of trait anxiety in the STAI, following
previous studies, participants’ scores were calculated by assigning a value of 1 to
answers of ‘never’ and ‘4’ to answers ‘always’ respectively. The points of the
Likert scale were added, with the scores of the negatively worded items (items 1,
6, 7, 10, 13, 16, and item 19) reversed. Based on Sipos, Sipos and Speilberger (1994),
respondents who reached a score higher than 40 were considered to have a higher
level of trait anxiety.

With the help of the SPSS (2004) statistical program two filters were set up to
select the cases where the following three conditions were satisfied:

1. one of the FLCAS scores demonstrates a high level of foreign language
classroom anxiety

2. but the other does not, what is more,

3. the participant does not possess a high level of trait anxiety

The data analysis of the interviews followed the steps of qualitative content analy-
sis, seeking common patterns in the responses. Although in qualitative research a
priori hypotheses are not set up, based on previous studies concerning students’
ideas of the sources of their feelings of discomfort in language class, some things
could be predicted (Piniel, 2000; Price, 1991). Thus, categories involving group
(group size, peers), classroom management, time studied, ambiguity (of expecta-
tions, evaluation of the teacher, clarity of input) were expected to emerge from the
interview data.

Results

Phase one

The validity and reliability of the results of the survey data were ensured by the
validity and reliability of the Hungarian version of the two questionnaires (Téth,
2003 and Sipos, Sipos & Spielberger, 1994 respectively). The reliability of the re-
sponses was further enhanced by the absence of the language teacher and the op-
tion for the participants to use symbols to sign the questionnaires.

Upon examining the two FLCAS scores for the two foreign languages (FL1 and
FL2) do not seem to co-vary, Pearson’s product-moment correlations were not
found to be significant (r= .108, N=61). However, differences in the two scores for
the two foreign languages of the sample (N=61) proved to be significant, with
t=4,055 at the level of significance p <.01.

These results suggest that it is possible that a learner studying two foreign lan-
guages simultaneously develops different levels of FLCA. Furthermore, calculat-
ing with the possible affects of trait anxiety on FLCA, cases demonstrating high
levels of trait anxiety were filtered out. Hence those learners were purposefully
selected for the qualitative phase of the study who did not prove to possess the
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personality trait of anxiety (based on their STAI scores) and alongside this,
showed a significant difference in terms of FLCA in the two different foreign lan-
guage classrooms. (For filters see Table 1, for filtered cases see Table 2).

Out of the 61 participants, 7 students met the criteria outlined above. Unfortu-
nately, of the six, only five were available for the remaining part of the research.
(For the cases selected via the filtering procedure described above see Table 2.)

Table 1. Filters used to select cases for the second phase of the study.

Filter 1: SUM1>99& SUM2<99& SUM3<40
Filter 2: SUM1<99& SUM2>99& SUM3<40

SUM 1: sum of scores for the FLCAS for the first foreign
language

Table 2: Cases that were filtered for the second phase of the study and their SUML,
SUM2, and SUM3 values.

CODE CODE SUuM1 SUM2 SUM3
NUMBERS

2 Anna 69 125 36

14 Brigi 45 125 28

20 Csaba 65 100 39

39 Doéra 67 116 35

42 91 127 39

51 Erika 69 121 39

SUM 1: sum of scores for the FLCAS for the first foreign language (FL1)
SUM 2: sum of scores for the FLCAS for the second foreign language (FL2)
SUM 3: sum of scores for the STAI

3.2 Phase two

The second half of the study involved five of the selected six cases (due to prob-
lems of availability) mentioned above. All of these students learned English as FL1
and had just started learning French as FL2. Triangulation of methods of data col-
lection added to the dependability of the data gathered in the qualitative phase.
The responses to the FLCAS of the higher score, i.e. representing their levels of
anxiety during the French lessons, were analyzed based on the content of the
items. The answers to interview questions were subjected to content analysis. Fi-
nally, the data of the questionnaires and the interviews were compared and
grouped into categories. For the convenience of retrieval an audit trail was kept of
the research process.
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Anna

Anna studies English and French at grammar school. She has been learning Eng-
lish for eight years, has spent twice ten days abroad studying English and she has
a certificate of the intermediate level state exam of the English language. She feels
very positive about her knowledge of English as opposed to French which she
started to learn three months ago. Her feelings about the two foreign language
classes are rather different, as her scores of the FLCAS show (see Table 2)

Anna generally experiences discomfort during French lessons as her answers
of the relevant items of the FLCAS depict. She is more tense in French classes than
in other classes at school (item 26), she feels quite nervous (item 28) and many
times would rather avoid going to class altogether (item 17). In the course of the
interview Anna did not declare her feelings quite outright, but alluded to things
she did not feel comfortable with or would rather change if she could (e.g. “the
teacher should motivate us somehow” (line 32), “we shouldn’t learn texts by heart, but
talk and discuss interesting topics” (line 36)).

Both in the FLCAS and in the interview, Anna showed evidence of low self-
esteem. In the questionnaire referring to the French lessons, Anna gave a score of
four to items 13, 18, and 16, and a score of five for item 1 and declared in the inter-
view that she was not good at all at French (line 20). She considers herself to be
one of the weaker students: “because I’'m one of the worst students there” (line 16),
which probably makes her self-conscious when speaking in front of others (as her
answers to the FLCAS items 7, 23 and 24 depict).

Besides her uneasiness in front of her peers, Anna especially fears negative
evaluation form the part of the teacher. Her answers to the guestionnaire suggest
that she is not ready to offer answers in class (item 13), tends to become nervous if
the teacher calls on her (item 20) or corrects her for an unknown reason (item 15).
Anna seems to be simply afraid of the teacher correcting her (item 19), she feels
great pressure when preparing for a lesson (item 22), and fears the situation where
she has no time to prepare before answering the teacher’s gquestions (item 33).

It follows that Anna is nervous when speaking in class (item 27) and also feels
distressed when she cannot understand the teacher (item 29). This more often re-
fers to the explanations the teacher gives as the following quotes clearly show: “the
teacher does not explain things”(line 22) and “...I don’t understand a word of what the
teacher says” (lines 25). This maybe the reason why the more Anna claims to study
for tests, the more confused she becomes (item 21 and item 8).

Anna added in the interview that although she is not a diligent student, she
would probably learn more if the material taught would be more colorful and in-
teresting (including topics of culture, famous sights, history, stories, curiosities etc.
(line 36-39) Although she refrains from accusing the teacher for the way she feels
at a French lesson, Anna does say that a lot depends on the teacher-student rela-
tionship and the teacher’s effort to motivate students (line 66).
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Brigi

Brigi, as Anna, started learning French three months ago in contrast with English
which she has been learning for six years. Brigi has a sister-in-law who is French,
and thus she had the chance to familiarize herself with the French language and
culture via direct experience of spending time in France and also through keeping
contact with her relation (although English is used as the means of communica-
tion). Despite these circumstances, Brigi’s score on the FLCAS of French (SUM 2)
demonstrated a significantly higher level of anxiety than what she experiences
during English (SUM 1) lessons (see Table 3.).

Brigi scored a maximum of 5 on 19 of the 33 items of the FLCAS. The most
prominent were the six items (5, 11, 12, 17, 26, 28) referring to the general state of
nervousness she experiences during a French lesson, each item receiving a score of
5. In the interview she used the expression “there is great stress” several times to
hint at the atmosphere of the lessons.

For Brigi it seems that the low level of her self-confidence and peer opinion do
not have such a subtle effect on her level of anxiety as in Anna’s case. As Brigi
claims in the interview:

there are certain people who it is very difficult to take it from if they
laugh at you. But, as for me, | don’t care, because | don’t think they
have a good enough reason to laugh at me, so | don’t care whether they
do. (line103-104).

Brigi is more affected by the teacher’s evaluation, as in the survey she admits to
worrying about making mistakes (item 2), fearing to be called on by the teacher
(items 3 and 20), having to answer without preparation (items 9 and 33) and being
corrected by the teacher (items 19 and 15). Considering that all spoken contribu-
tions to the lesson are evaluated by the teacher, it does not come as a surprise that
Brigi fears such situations. As she puts it:

if someone doesn’t know something it’s a minus or a one (the worst
grade you can receive), and everything, and well, this is awful, every-
one is really stressed (line 51-52).

In view of this, it is reasonable that Brigi admits to being nervous when speaking
in class (item 27).

What Brigi claims to cause anxiety for her in the French lesson is, as she ex-
plains, the fact that teacher’s expectations are not clear, “And this is all because she
doesn’t tell us what she expects exactly” (line 53-54), there is little time allotted to
practice, and there is immediate evaluation of the student’s performance:
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“she gives short deadlines for memorization tasks” (line 54)

“you have to learn it at home and on the lesson you have to answer right away
when she asks you”(line 89)

“it’s awful if | have to say something no one has said before me and it is right at
that moment that it turns out whether what I’'m saying is something stupid.” (line
92-93).

What further contributes to Brigi’s increased level of anxiety is the fact that stu-
dents at the French lessons are asked one by one to produce correct chunks of lan-
guage while there is complete silence in the classroom (“She asks everyone one by
one. That person gets complete silence, and he/she has to answer. And | think this is very
stressful” (line 85-86).

Another source of uncertainty is the incomprehensibility of the language out-
put of the teacher as well as that of peers, and the limited pool of linguistic tools at
Brigi’s disposal to express her thoughts in French: “Well, you see, English lessons are
a lot better because | understand what the teacher is saying, and what the others are saying
too, and also I can express myself somehow in English” (line 28-29).

All in all, according to Brigi, the teacher plays a key role in determining how
she feels at a French lesson. Brigi expects the instructor to add something to the
language lessons besides just reading the textbook:

Well, everything depends on it [the instructor’s role]. Because, without
it we might as well stay at home and learn French from a book. Theo-
retically, this is why | come to school, so that the teacher can add
something to this, she can explain and tell us etc. So it all depends on
how someone feels, | think. (line 97-98)

Brigi also suggests a few practical ideas how a lesson could be made more inter-
esting on the part of the instructor. She lists group work, using pictures and
watching films as things that contribute to a good lesson: “a lesson is good if there
are, for example, group tasks, or watching a film, pictures etc, these make a good lesson”
(line 78).

It is interesting, however, that for Brigi the age of the teacher is a criteria that
determines student-teacher relationships and thus ultimately underlies the success
of the above mentioned activities “From a teacher who is a lot older than us, these
things are not so relaxed, so 0.k. she would do it let’s say, but it wouldn’t be honest, she
can’t sympathize with us, I think™ (line 79-80).

Csaba

Csaba is another student who experiences feelings of nervousness and anxiety in
the French classroom (see Table 2.). As the two students mentioned before him, he
too studies English and French at grammar school. He has been learning English
for eight years, whereas he has just took up French three months ago. Csaba did
spend some time in France but did not seem to return with a clearly positive ex-
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perience. All he could say about his impressions was that French people cannot
speak English (line 11).

As for his French lessons in school, Csaba only gave a maximum of 5 points on
the Likert scale of the FLCAS to items regarding his general discomfort (items 26
and 28). He further reflected on this in the interviews saying that “French is a nerve-
racking lesson” (line 17).

Csaba, unlike Anna, is not so much afraid of his peers’ criticism (only scoring 4
on one item related to the fear of being left behind by the others), but does share
the worries of negative evaluation of the teacher (items 2, 20, 22, and 33). In the
interview Csaba elaborated on his worries especially in view of oral tests. It seems
that no matter how much he or his classmates study, oral tests are the chief
sources of stress:

well, there is a kind of pressure on people, in French, so everyone looks
nervous, or in spite of having studied they are stressed. And when a
guestion is asked and they are called on to answer it, it’s like hearing
your death sentence. So it’s pretty awful. (line 29-31)

Which is not surprising if one considers Csaba’ account of his personal experience:

...she called on me, but [a fellow student] is just before me on the roll
and he was before me and | knew that | would be next, and out of the
three texts | had only learnt two. So | told her [the teacher] that | knew
only two of the texts. And she answered that that’s a huge problem, and
I thought that | was going to get a one [a fail grade] but finally I recited
text three. At home | could recite it from memory very fluently, but
then in class | stammered, after every other word...it was horrible. (line
58-63)

Although not to the extent of causing physical symptoms to appear, written tests
in French are also potential sources of anxiety for Csaba: “Well, the tests, last time
we wrote a three and a half page test and | got a two (a grade better than a 1, on a 1-5 scale
where 1 is a fail grade) Well, | guess it’s not that bad, because half the group failed, so. “
(line 25-26).

When inquired about the perceived causes of anxiety he experiences in French
class, Csaba was baffled: “I don’t know what I’'m afraid of, because my mum tells
me not to be nervous, nothing will happen if | accidentally get a fail grade in
French. Well, I don’t know.” (line 65).

Later, Csaba talked about the role the teacher plays in influencing his feelings,
as he elaborated on the importance of the teacher’s personality (line 47), the way
the teacher-student relationship develops (line 50), the teaching methodology she
employs (line 47-48), with the consequences of confusion of the material taught
(line 34-39). The weight of these is clearly demonstrated in Csaba’ description of
the physical symptoms of anxiety: “I can’t really talk to her fthe teacher/ because, it’s
awful, my hands start to shake, and everything. So it’s quite horrible” (line 55-56).
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Doéra

Dora is yet another student who is learning English and French simultaneously.
From her biographical data it is clear that she has been to both English speaking
and French speaking countries from where she returned with positive experiences.
Despite this, her scores in the FLCAS for English and French classes differed
greatly (see Table 3.) Déra, similarly to Brigi, gave a score of five to sixteen of the
items on the scale that contributed to her negative feelings of the foreign language
classroom and gave a score of four to one additional item.

In view of the FLCAS scores, Déra too emphasized her general feelings of dis-
comfort during French classes (assigned a core of five to five items), along with
claiming that she fears negative evaluation of the instructor (assigned a score of
five to seven items dealing with the issue).

In the interview Dora described the atmosphere of the French classroom as
rather tense: “It’s not that | don’t feel well, but the atmosphere is so tense and nervous.”
(line59) supporting her responses on the FLCAS. Fear of negative evaluation arose
in the course of the interview as fear of being called on by the teacher and not
knowing what the correct answer to her question may be: “During French lessons |
don’t feel well (comfortable) because I’'m nervous whether we will have oral tests or not. “
(line 14-15).

It is interesting to note that D6ra does not feel responsible for her nervousness,
but rather she attributes her negative feelings to the inappropriate teaching meth-
ods that are characteristic of her French lessons. Inconsistency, unclear expecta-
tions, demands impossible for students of their level to meet all suggest the inap-
propriacy of the methods the instructor employs. The above seem to contribute to
Dara’s higher level of foreign language anxiety:

Inconsistency:

“It’s like as if it were our fault that we have never heard of this before in our lives”
(line 63)

Unclear expectations:

“...the teacher doesn’t teach us what she demands of us. She just tells us that we
have to know these things, but not even on which page of the textbook can we
find it” (line 19)

Demands impossible for students of their level to meet:
*“she asks too much, and we have to study a lot” (line 17).

Finally, Dora states that as a result of the way she feels in her French lessons she is
willing to take extra lessons in the summer and learn French in order to be better
at it. In Dora’s case this seems to demonstrate more a facilitating type of anxiety
than a debilitating one.
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Erika

Erika has been studying English for nine years, and started to learn French this
academic year. Like the four participants before, her scores of the FLCAS for Eng-
lish (SUM1) and French (SUM2) differed, showing a higher level of anxiety in the
case of French (see Table 2.). Besides giving a score of four or five to four items
(items 5, 17, 26, and 28) on the FLCAS that relate to the feeling of general discom-
fort, she too marked five items (items 3, 10, 15, 19, and 33) related to the fear of
negative evaluation as representing her emotional state during French lessons.

In the interviews she describes the source of her fears as stemming from the
teaching methods that dominate the lesson. As Dora, Erika also mentions the
problem of inconsistency: “because we learn the grammar like, the teacher explains
something and then says it’s in the book. But then it’s not what is in the book that she
wants to hear”, (line 64-65). Expectations are often unclear: “only if we knew what
exactly is required of us, what are we supposed to learn, then it wouldn’t be like having to
look for things in the dictionary, in our books, or notebooks and we get totally confused”,
(line 152-153). Moreover, input is frequently incomprehensible and confusing for
her: “I don’t understand French that well, I like it less because, because somehow French
lessons are a little incomprehensible” (line 24).

In the interview, Déra explained in detail the points of teaching methods that
she suggests for reconsideration. In terms of the lessons’ content Déra would pre-
fer dealing with more topics in general and not merely conducting oral tests:

I know that this is a language lesson, and we don’t have time for it, but
if something is connected to the book or the topic anyway, we could
talk about it instead of just having oral tests (evaluation), what’s the
next lesson about, what do we have to learn for the next day and that’s
it. (line 82-83)

As for the topics themselves, they should be relevant and useful for the language
learners later on:

And | would like it better, if there was something that is about the fact
that we really will use French for communication, and not just memo-
rizing texts word for word. It’s ok that we know these things and get
fives (get excellent grades) and it’s important, but it would be more im-
portant if we could use the language. (line 121-123)

In terms of task type, Dora would like to have speaking exercises (line 75), and
clear explanation of the material to be learned: “I think things should be taught in
more detail and with more care (attention), so that everyone would be able to understand”
(line 108-109). Dora feels that besides teaching methods, the teacher’s personality
and the time spent studying a language also have an influence (line 102-104) on
how she feel at a lesson (line 22).

Based on the evaluation of the responses to the FLCAS and interview question,
several topic and issues raised could be grouped in categories and slowly a pat-
tern of perceived factors influencing the development of FLCA emerged. The fol-
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lowing section will focus on how the findings can be linked with the research
guestions and how they relate to results of previous studies conducted in the field.

Discussion

The first, quantitative, phase of the study sought to answer the research question
of whether an individual’s level of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety vary
significantly in view of the two foreign languages he is learning at the same time
irrespective of his proneness to anxiety. Based on the results and the statistical
analysis presented, the study of a within-participants design found that in a sam-
ple of 61 secondary school students studying two foreign languages simultane-
ously demonstrated significantly different levels of foreign language classroom
anxiety. Furthermore, in the case of six students, these result proved to be inde-
pendent of students’ level of the permanent characteristic of trait anxiety.

These findings supported and extended those presented in an earlier study
(Piniel, 2000) conducted with the participation of a smaller group of students indi-
cating that foreign language anxiety can develop independently of trait anxiety.
However, Rodriguez and Abreu (2003) reported no significant difference between
the levels of foreign language anxiety in college students majoring in two foreign
languages simultaneously, namely English and French with prospects of becom-
ing foreign language teachers. The fact that the context of the studies mentioned
above differ does not justify the generalization of their results but warrants further
investigation.

Controlling for trait anxiety as a variable affecting foreign language classroom
anxiety, the second phase involving five students’ case studies investigated the
perceived causes of the feeling of anxiety in the foreign language classroom. All
five students were selected based on their differing scores of FLCAS for English
(FL1) and French (FL2), and their low scores on the trait anxiety scale of the STAI.
The five participants scored higher on the FLCAS of the FL2 (French), which all of
them have been learning for three months, whereas the FL1 they have been
studying for at least three and maximum for nine years (English). The difference
of time spent studying a language was attributed several times in the courses of
the interviews to the feelings of discomfort. For this Macintyre, Baker, Clément,
and Donovan, (2002) have also found support, stating that anxiety tends to be de-
pendent on the age and perceived competence of the learner.

By analyzing the items of the FLCAS receiving a high score of four or five, two
main categories of the causes of anxiety emerged: that of general discomfort felt in
the foreign language classroom, and students’ fear of negative evaluation form the
part of the teacher rather than their peers. The unsure posture, the feeling of dis-
comfort arising at the idea of having to sit through more lessons, the understand-
ing of lessons as something to be afraid of and nervous about were among the
ideas the selected respondents all tended to opt for when describing French les-
sons (e.g., items 1, 4, 5, 29). Points directly related to concrete events in the foreign
language classroom included the following: the teacher does not clarify why the
student is being corrected, the feeling of fear of being corrected by the teacher
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every time a mistake is made, the teacher posing questions students have not pre-
pared for, and the fast pace of the lessons (e.g., items 9, 15, 19, 25).

The results of the interviews seem to support the above with the role of the
teacher surfacing as the overall influential factor behind the general feelings of
anxiety and fear of negative evaluation. Within the role of the teacher several as-
pects were found to be perceived sources of foreign language classroom anxiety
(see Figure 1).

The outcome of Price’s (1991) and Piniel’s (2000) research indicating the in-
structor’s significant role in developing language learner’s anxiety very much re-
semble those presented here. However, in both studies the teacher’s role arose as
merely one classroom factor from among the others such as fear of peers’ negative
evaluation, group size, number of previous teachers, classroom management etc.,
whereas in the present study no or very limited allusion were made to other situ-
ational factors than the teacher and the material to be learnt.

It is also interesting to note that FLCA can appear in spite of positive experi-
ences with the target culture or the target language prior to formal instruction as
in Brigi’s case. It may be fruitful to further investigate to what extent and in which
context do situational factors of the formal learning situation override perception
and positive experiences with the target language group and language. This is the
more interesting if we consider the model of Willingness to Communicate put
forth by Macintyre, Dérnyei, Clément and Noels (1998) where the learner’s atti-
tude towards the target language group is claimed to have a determining role in
the learner’'s WTC. Yet it seems, that in the foreign language context (as opposed
to the second language context) situational elements may override the perceptions
one has of the target language and the target culture.
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Figure 1: The role of the instructor as a potential source of foreign language class-
room anxiety
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Conclusion

Although this research does not put forth generalizable results, it does draw the
reader’s attention to the phenomena of Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety and
its possible causes as perceived by learners themselves. The possibility of foreign
language anxiety developing in spite of a low level of trait anxiety emphasizes the
role of the context of foreign language learning, which in an EFL situation is the
classroom itself. Thus such a study has pedagogical implications as to the impor-
tance of the factors playing a role in a foreign language classroom. In the case
studies presented here, the teacher’s role was especially highlighted as a poten-
tially key factor in inducing students’ foreign language anxiety. However, these
results must be taken with caution. It should be kept in mind that these are rele-
vant in the particular setting the research was conducted in, namely the environ-
ment of a school in Hungary where students are obliged to take two foreign lan-
guage courses simultaneously, where oral tests in all subjects are common, and
where the ‘excellent’ grade is the goal to aim at. As seen from literature, other
sources of anxiety in the classroom do exist, thus this study is best viewed as one
that simply raises awareness of the importance of the instructor’s role in view of
learners’ foreign language anxiety.

Besides producing merely thought provoking rather than generalizable results,
the present research was not without limitations. Problems concerning research
methodology did occur, which may affect the reliability of the quantitative result.
The timing of administering the second part of the questionnaire in the last lesson
of the day may have caused students to merely rush through the survey questions
as soon as they could, without giving themselves time to consider the questions.

Another problem was presented by the fact that a complete class of 35 people
learning Latin as one of the foreign languages was excluded, decreasing the num-
ber of participants and indirectly affecting the generalizability of the results. Fur-
thermore, reliability of students’ responses may have been negatively influenced
by the fact that the researcher herself is a teacher at the school where the study
was conducted.

As only five students were selected to participate in the case study, statistical
analysis of gender and its relationship to the development of foreign language
anxiety could not be determined. Similarly, correlations of the amount of time
spent studying a language, or the low level of proficiency with the level of foreign
language anxiety could not be calculated.

As this field of research has not yet been fully explored, further investigations
are suggested in determining the reasons of discrepancy between the two levels of
foreign language anxiety if an individual is learning two foreign languages si-
multaneously. As a follow-up to the interviews, the case studies should be ex-
tended with observing students’ behavior in the foreign language classroom.
Moreover, as part of a longitudinal study, returning to these students in two years’
time would open new realms in the investigation into the nature of foreign lan-
guage anxiety.
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Introduction

The aim of the present paper is to investigate language anxiety levels perceived
over three years of study at a Polish secondary school within the context of the
developmental dyslexia influence. (The research was financed by the Polish State
Committee for Scientific Research, 2004-07. )First, a brief outline of developmental
dyslexia with its cognitive and affective consequences will be given, followed by a
presentation of the phenomenon of language anxiety. Then empirical findings on
the relationship between language anxiety and developmental dyslexia will be
examined and discussed.
According to the latest definition of developmental dyslexia, it is

a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is
characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recog-
nition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties
typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of lan-
guage that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities
and the provision of effective classroom instruction. Secondary con-
sequences may include problems in reading comprehension and re-
duced reading experience that can impede growth of vocabulary and
background knowledge. (Lyon, Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2003, p. 2)

The definition acknowledges the importance of latest findings of functional im-
aging or genetic studies for the neural basis of dyslexia. Thanks to the most recent
advances in neurobiology, left hemisphere posterior brain systems are found not
to work properly in reading or other visual task processing (Bednarek, 2002).
Dyslexic students are characterized by the inability to read fluently, even despite
mature experience with reading (Lefly & Pennington, 1991). The central difficulty
in dyslexia is connected with the lack of phonemic awareness defined as ‘the abil-
ity to isolate and manipulate consciously the sounds of the language and relate
them to the appropriate written letters or letter combinations” (Nijakowska, 2000,
p. 248). Dyslexics are unable to decompose words into phonological segments and
to decipher the reading code based on the process of blending or analyzing sound
segments and rearranging phonetic elements (Downey, Snyder & Hill 2000). Con-
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sequently, dyslexics” chronological age or academic development does not corre-
spond to their reading age (Lyon et al., 2003). Phonological difficulties lead to
reading and background knowledge problems. Nevertheless, effective classroom
instruction provided as early as possible leads to avoiding many reading problems
created not by developmental dyslexia but by the lack of foundational skills in
some disadvantaged children (Torgesen, 2000).

Dyslexia significantly affects the individual’s learning abilities as such stu-
dents are found to be easily distracted, uncoordinated; they may also have poor
time-management skills (Barga, 1996). Developmental dyslexia is correlated with
numerous negative effects, like difficulty with motor skills, poor working mem-
ory, low self-esteem or slow speed of information processing (Crombie, 2000).
Apart from difficulties at the orthographic/phonological level, dyslexic students
have problems understanding language rules or reflecting on language (Gan-
schow & Sparks, 2000). With their defective phonemic awareness that may be suf-
ficient for L1 but deficient for L2 (Ganschow & Sparks, 1995), they experience the
process of foreign language learning as even more stressful than their unimpaired
peers. Consequently, it may be presumed that any negative emotions connected
with L2 learning that may be experienced by non-dyslexic students may constitute
a remarkably significant threat to their dyslexic peers.

Many negative effects of developmental dyslexia are connected with a high
level of frustration for the pupil, which in turn leads to emotional and behavioural
problems (Alcott, 1997). These problems include sensory deficit (motion sensitivity
or flicker), motor (balance) and cognitive (phonological, working memory or
speed) (Nickolson, 2001). It is clearly visible in the process of learning a foreign
language inducing feelings of apprehension and doubt when learners need to ex-
press their mature thoughts in a language they have not fully mastered (Young &
Kimball, 1995). Their self-perception of genuineness is threatened by a limited
linguistic repertoire (Horwitz, 1999).

There is not much evidence concerning emotional issues related to develop-
mental dyslexia (MacNulty, 2003), nevertheless, it is claimed that this learning
disability has a potential negative impact on academic achievement (Reynolds et
al., 1996) and social life (Kappers & Veerman, 1995). Such students are likely to
display symptoms of anxiety and depression, together with low self-esteem, self-
doubt and emotional insecurity (MacNulty, 2003).

Anxiety is an emotional symptom very frequently reported by dyslexics (Ryan,
1992). In the foreign language classroom when ‘a situation requires the use of a
second language with which the individual is not fully proficient’ (Gardner &
Maclntyre, 1993, p. 5), a different type of apprehension, foreign language anxiety,
often comes into being. It constitutes an influential variable in a FL acquisition
process for all students, so it may be presumed that language anxiety is very
strongly pronounced with dyslexics.

Language anxiety is generally viewed as an emotion connected with a general
use of a foreign language (Gardner et al., 1993). There is also another definition of
language anxiety stressing the impact of classroom conditions for the process of L2
acquisition. Here language anxiety is seen as ‘a distinct complex of self-percep-
tions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviours related to classroom language learning
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arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process’ (Horwitz et al.,
1986, p. 128). For the purpose of this paper the definition is adopted as the work-
ing one due to its focus of the specificity of the learning situation and context.

Maclntyre and Gardner (1991) offer a model of language anxiety development,
according to which students who experience a string of negative emotions con-
nected with the L2 acquisition process have a tendency to attribute their fearful
experiences with the foreign language they study. Even though at the beginning of
a FL course a student may not necessarily suffer from high levels of language
anxiety due to their motivation and language aptitude (MacIntyre et al., 1989),
later, with more negative experiences accumulating, high levels of language anxi-
ety are likely to appear (Gardner et al., 1993). But in the course of language study,
with FL proficiency expanding, language anxiety levels may decrease due to the
occurrence of learning experiences that are more positive (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢,
2004).

Nevertheless, it may also be presumed that in some cases high language anxi-
ety levels may prevail throughout the whole language learning process due to
some intervening factors (Ganschow et al., 1998). It may then be expected that in
spite of similar tuition and study time some students, like dyslexics, do not benefit
from classroom instruction as their unimpaired peers.

According to the Linguistic Coding Differences Hypothesis, ‘the primary
causal factors in successful or unsuccessful FL learning are linguistic; that is, stu-
dents who exhibit FL learning problems have overt or subtle native language
learning differences that affect their learning of a foreign language” (Ganschow et
al., 1998, p. 248-9). Skills in the native language components are believed to pro-
vide the basic foundation for foreign language learning (Spolsky, 1989), so L1 and
L2 learning processes are interrelated, as they reflect basic language functions
(Ganschow et al., 1995). In other words, general language skills affect the acquisi-
tion of the foreign language (Sparks et al., 1991).

It then follows that in a dyslexic student a deficit in the phonological compo-
nent of a native language is even more threatening when a foreign language is to
be studied. Then dyslexic students are likely to have more FL learning problems
and be anxiety-prone with their long-term school failures and emotional distur-
bances (Jurek, 2004). While a high-anxiety learner may suffer from a variety of
academic, cognitive, social and personal language anxiety effects (Maclntyre,
1999), a dyslexic student is even more prone to affective disorders (Gindrich,
2002). Developmental dyslexia may then be a significant cause for experiencing
high language anxiety levels (Ganschow et al., 1998) that may not easily decrease
in the course of time due to anxiety being a consequence “of differences in basic
language competence’ (Ganschow & Sparks, 1996, p. 208), leading to ‘an impair-
ment in the representation and manipulation of phonemes’ (Fisher & DeFries,
2002, p. 767).
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Method

Many learning theories view growing proficiency or learning effects as a function
of time, ability and motivation (Johnston & Aldridge, 1985; Karweit, 1985). Conse-
quently, it is often believed that more study time leads to ‘a high level of sophisti-
cation in the language’ (Smythe, Stennett & Gardner, 1974, p. 21). Nevertheless,
the research in the field of foreign language acquisition shows that in the natural
setting it may not be the case beyond a five-year term exposure (Cummins, 1981;
Patkowski, 1980). Still, it is expected in the present research that language anxiety
levels generally decrease in the course of language learning experience (time ef-
fect). Hence the measurements of the language anxiety levels over three years of
study at the secondary school will regularly lower due to the significant invest-
ment of time, as far as students with no learning disabilities are concerned.
Nevertheless, the main issue to be investigated is the relationship between de-
velopmental dyslexia and language anxiety. It is then presumed that develop-
mental dyslexia is connected with relatively high language anxiety experience
throughout the course of secondary school study. Due to the interplay of devel-
opmental dyslexia with emotional problems, it is hypothesized that learners suf-
fering from dyslexia symptoms will experience higher level of language anxiety
irrespective of the length of their experience with English, which should not be the
case of their non-dyslexic peers. Accordingly, the first hypothesis is as follows:

H1: Dyslexic FL students experience higher language anxiety levels than their
unimpaired peers.

Another factor taken into consideration while measuring language anxiety levels
is gender. The investigation of its role in the way language anxiety is experienced
has led to inconsistent results. In some studies boys are found to display higher
language anxiety levels during a language course (Campbell, 1999; Campbell &
Shaw, 1994). Other studies show no significant differences between FL anxiety
levels in boys and girls (Aida, 1994) or prove that girls generally demonstrate
higher general anxiety levels (Jose & Ratcliffe, 2003). Nevertheless, the relationship
between developmental dyslexia and language anxiety is the main focus of the
study. According to Jurek (2003), dyslexic girls declare more acute emotional
problems. Accordingly, the next hypothesis is:

H2: Dyslexic girls declare higher language anxiety levels than dyslexic boys.

The participants of the study were 393 students (N=393) coming from 17 classes of
the six secondary grammar schools in Opole. There were 127 boys and 266 girls.
At the beginning of the study their average age was 16 with the minimum of 15
and maximum of 18 years of age. They all attended classes with typical English
programmes: three to five hours a week. English was the second obligatory for-
eign language (L3) for them with French or German chosen as a priority (L2).

The design of the study is a longitudinal, time-series design using multiple
measures taken at different points of time (Graziano & Raulin, 1993). The basic
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instrument used in the study was a questionnaire. It consisted of the 33-item For-
eign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) by Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope
(1986). The maximum number of points in the scale is 165 on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 - I strongly disagree to 5 - I strongly agree). Its reliability was assessed by
means of Cronbach’s a = .9354 in the first wave, then .9393 and .941 in the second
and third, respectively.

Another instrument was the Adult Dyslexia Checklist (Vinegrad, 1994, trans-
lated into Polish by Bogdanowicz and Krasowicz, 1996) with yes and no answers,
was also applied (Cronbach’s a = .7271). Some additional items explored gender,
self-assessment of FL skills with a Likert scale of 1 to 6 for the highest grade, se-
mester grades (similarly 1 - 6) and the length of learners” experience with English.

On the basis of the Revised Adult Dyslexia Checklist results (Vinegrad, 1994),
the sample was divided into quartiles. The lower quartile (<=22) accommodated
142 students with no dyslexia symptoms (103 girls and 39 boys) and the upper
quartile (>=26) comprised a group of 105 students with developmental dyslexia
symptoms (63 girls and 42 boys).

The data collection procedure took place over three years between 2002 and
2005. The language anxiety measurements were taken in December 2002, Decem-
ber 2003 and January 2005. In the second wave of the study dyslexia symptoms
were checked. Each time, in each class, the students were asked to fill in a ques-
tionnaire. The time slotted for the activity was 15 to 45 minutes, depending on the
speed at which the participants worked. They were asked to give sincere answers
without taking time to think. Each part of the questionnaire was preceded by a
short statement introducing a new set of items in an unobtrusive manner.

Three kinds of variables are identified in the study. The dependent one is lan-
guage anxiety. The independent variables are gender and symptoms of develop-
mental dyslexia, while the moderator variable is the length of one’s experience
with English. All the variables are operationally defined as questionnaire items.

The data were computed by means of a statistical programme STATISTICA,
with the main operations being descriptive statistics (means - arithmetic average
and SD showing how far individuals vary from the mean), together with correla-
tion. That is “an estimate of the degree to which two sets of interval scale scores go
together” (Brown, 1988, p. 132), represented by the Spearman rank-order correla-
tion coefficient R. There is also the correlated student’s t-test and t-test for
independent samples, exploring mean differences between two groups of subjects
(Graziano et al., 1993).
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Results

As far as the length of the students’ exposure to English is concerned, in the case
of dyslexic students the average is 5.7 with the minimum of 1 year and the maxi-
mum - 12 years. In the case of non-dyslexic learners the average is 6.3 years (min.
1 and max. 13 years). There is no significant difference between the results (t = -
1.5; p = .1116), which means that both groups are comparable in relation to the
length of their experience with English.

The levels of language anxiety of dyslexic students were respectively: 93.17
(SD = 23.49), and 91.3 (SD = 24.25) and 88.72 (SD = 24.68) in the three waves. The
correlated t-test results show that there was a statistically significant decrease of
language anxiety levels only when comparing the first and third wave results (twi-
2 =1.06, p = .29; twas = 1.79, p = .077; twis = 2.19, p = .03). The summary of de-
scriptive results is presented in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Summary of descriptive statistics results

DYSLEXICS (N = 105) NON-DYSLEXICS (N = 142)
Mean SD Mean SD
Language 93.17 23.49 80 22.73
anxiety
Wave 1
Language 91.3 24.25 76.78 21.27
anxiety
Wave 2
Language 88.72 24.68 74.65 22.17
anxiety
Wave 3

As far as the students free from dyslexia symptoms were concerned, their lan-
guage anxiety levels were: 80 (SD = 22.73) in the first wave, 76.78 (SD = 21.27) in
the second and 74.65 (SD = 22.17) in the third wave. The correlated t-test meas-
urement showed a statistically significant decrease in the second wave (t = 2.51, p
= .013) but not a significant one between Wave 2 and 3 (twzs = 1.49, p = .139) (see
Fig. 1 below).
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Figure 1: Language anxiety results for dyslexic (D) and non-dyslexic (ND)
students

The differences between the results of language anxiety measurements in the two
groups in the three waves are all significant: tw1 = 4.42, p = .0000; tw2 = 5, p = .0000;
tws = 4.7, p = .0000.

As far as girls with dyslexia symptoms are concerned, their anxiety levels at
the three points of measurement were 96.11 (SD = 26.65), 96.59 (SD = 26.12) and
93.95 (25.21). No statistically significant decrease of language anxiety levels can be
observed in time with twi2 = -.2, p = .8405 and tw23 = 1.47, p = .146.

Girls without dyslexia symptoms declared their language anxiety at the fol-
lowing levels: 82.2 (SD = 23.57) in the first wave, 78.31 (SD = 21.52) in the second
and 77.47, SD = 22.65) in the third one. The decreasing tendency for language
anxiety results follows the general pattern of the whole non-dyslexic group, i.e.,
there is a statistically significant fall in Wave 2 (tw12 = 2.37, p = .019), while such a
decrease is not observed in the next wave (tw2s = .464, p = .643). Obviously, there
is a statistically significant reduction found while comparing Waves 1 and 3 (twis
=243, p =.017).

In all the three measurements the girls with dyslexia symptoms displayed sig-
nificantly higher language anxiety results when compared to the girls without
them (tw1 = 3.5, p = .000; tw2= 4.9, p = .0000; tws = 4.35, p = .0000).
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Figure 2: Language anxiety levels of dyslexic and non-dyslexic girls and boys

On the other hand, boys with dyslexia symptoms obtained 88.76 (SD = 17.1), 83.38
(SD = 18.78) and 80.88 (21.89). In their case a decrease can be found with the
measurements of language anxiety levels in Wave 1 and 2 (tw12 = 2.12, p = .04) but
not in Wave 2 and 3 (twzs = 1.02, p = .311).

As far as boys without dyslexia symptoms are concerned, they scored 74.38
(SD =19.49), 72.74 (SD = 20.29) and 67.2 (SD = 19.19), respectively. In their case
there is no statistically significant fall between Waves 1 and 2 (twi2 = .84, p = 4),
while there is one between Waves 2 and 3 (tw2s = 2.68, p = .01) and obviously be-
tween Waves 1 and 3 (twis = 3.38, p = .002). In all the three measurements the two
groups differed in a statistically significant manner (tw1 = 3.5, p = .000; tw2= 2.4, p
=.016; tws = 3, p = .004).

Finally, it is extremely interesting to investigate the relationship between lan-
guage anxiety levels and the length of English language study. In the case of all
the participants there is quite a strong and statistically significant correlation, al-
though the results of the non-dyslexic group show a slightly stronger relationship.
Generally speaking, these correlations, quite stable for the three waves, show that
both dyslexic and non-dyslexic students who had a longer training in English ex-
perience lower levels of language anxiety (for the summary of the results see Table
2 below).

Table 2: Correlations between language anxiety and the length of EFL study

DYSLEXICS (N = 105) NON-DYSLEXICS (N = 140)
R p R p

Wave 1 -35 .000 -42 .000

Wave 2 -38 .000 -36 .000

Wave 3 -32 .001 42 .000

66 UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics



Discussion

The findings of the present study generally corroborate the model of language
anxiety development proposed by Maclntyre and Gardner (1991). In the three
waves of the research language anxiety levels decreased significantly in the group
of secondary school students who were free from dyslexia symptoms. In the fist
wave, three months after entering the secondary school, their language anxiety
levels were highest, in spite of anxiety playing ‘a negligible role in proficiency’
(Maclntyre et al., 1991, p. 110) in the case of beginner students. The finding can be
attributed to the fact that apart from facing a new challenging course, the partici-
pants had just experienced a transition from a different school type, which was
likely to increase their worry and anxiety (Pappamihiel, 2001). Even though the
sample comprised a group of students whose experience with the EFL process was
relatively short (less than a year), it was found that they still suffered from very
high language anxiety levels. That may be attributed to the fact that although in all
the studied classes the course of English started as a beginner one, a majority of
the students had already had a substantial exposure to formal teaching of English,
either in the previous school (junior high) or in private tutorials. In this situation
the real beginner students were forced to catch up with their false beginner peers,
which might negatively influence their emotions and attitudes about language
learning. This provides evidence that false beginners may have relaxed at the
beginning of their foreign language experience but already suffered from high
anxiety when the study began. Real beginners should have experienced less anxi-
ety, as MacIntyre and Gardner suggest (1993), but, like in the case of false begin-
ners, their anxiety levels were already high three months after the school started.
This would mean that lower anxiety levels may occur at the very beginning of
language exposure, in less than three months.

Nevertheless, almost all the participants” language anxiety levels lowered to-
wards the end of the secondary school study. That may lead to an optimistic con-
clusion that the students were able to encounter more favourable experiences and
develop positive emotions accompanied by growing proficiency and experience
connected with the FL learning process.

It yet needs to be added that as far as the dynamics of the language anxiety de-
crease is concerned, no significant fall was observed in the last measurement (the
last grade of the secondary school). That finding can be attributed to the fact that
the students were facing the obligatory maturity examinations in five months.
That may have constituted a very influential stressor. Nevertheless, it may gener-
ally be concluded that the secondary school offers a general language education
for all students in which past or initial negative language experiences are regularly
eliminated due to occurrence of positive experience and increased achievement
(Young, 1994), as deduced from the lowering language anxiety levels observed
throughout the whole length of secondary school experience.

It is also worth mentioning that all the mean language anxiety results obtained
by the non-dyslexic group in the three grades of the Polish secondary schools are
considerably lower than the measurements of language anxiety levels presented in
the literature of the field so far (e.g., Aida, 1994; Horwitz et al., 1991). It can be ex-
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plained by the vast popularity of the English language in Poland. It is apparent
that a majority of Polish students choose English as a compulsory foreign lan-
guage at school. Moreover, English in the case of the participants of the study was
their L3, as the first foreign language was either French or German. As a low-
stakes language, English might not constitute a debilitative challenge. Neverthe-
less, that finding may also be attributed to the transfer of study skills from L2 to
L3.

It can also be inferred that anxiety levels also decrease through the process of
experience growth directly connected with time because a significant investment
of time, in this case - three years - leads to effective learning (Fredrick & Walberg,
1980) irrespective of talent in a particular area (Ericsson & Charness, 1993) (see
Hwang et al., 2004 for a review of research on learning time and learning effects).

Almost all the participants’” language anxiety levels fell remarkably throughout
the length of their secondary school study. As far as students with developmental
dyslexia are concerned, their language anxiety levels underwent a notable de-
crease only in relation to the comparisons between their initial and final measure-
ment (Waves 1 and 3). Yet, they remained significantly higher in comparison to
the results obtained by non-dyslexic students.

According to Young (1999), there are various sources of language anxiety.
Some of them may arise from individual differences, where poor native language
skills can be placed. As empirical research on the origins of language anxiety is
still scarce (MacIntyre, 1999), it then seems worthwhile to shed more light on the
relationship between language anxiety and developmental dyslexia as foreign
language acquisition is affected by general language skills (Sparks et al., 1991). The
results obtained in the research allow for corroborating the hypothesis, according
to which dyslexic FL students experience higher language anxiety level. Students with
symptoms of developmental dyslexia were found to suffer from very high lan-
guage anxiety levels. It is believed that developmental dyslexia is connected with
emotional problems whose onset is evoked by frustration centering on dyslexics’
inability to meet expectations (Ryan, 1992). According to a dyslexic adult:

When you have a learning problem it puts a lot of stress and pressure
on you. It robs you of being a whole person since you are not able to
reach your potential. Your life is hellish since you think you are intelli-
gent, yet you are not accomplishing anything. As you watch time just
slipping by, you feel very depressed, realizing your life is going no-
where. (Stein, 1987, p. 409)

It then follows that the present research results allow for accepting the Linguistic
Coding Differences Hypothesis, according to which successful FL learning can be
attributed to linguistic factors deeply rooted in one’s learning disabilities. The
study shows that in the case of students with developmental dyslexia symptoms
their significantly higher language anxiety levels are possibly caused by their na-
tive language learning differences. Developmental dyslexia negatively affects the
FL acquisition process (Schneider, 1999), thus without proper correction and com-
pensation intervention, dyslexic students do not get a chance of combating its
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negative influences on their own (Schneider & Crombie, 2003). Still, a prolonged
exposure to the foreign language seems to be helpful in more positive language
anxiety management of non-dyslexic students in general and dyslexic girls in par-
ticular.

In the case of dyslexic students, it is expected that skills mastered through cor-
rection compensation intervention offered in one language can be transferred to
another (Petrus & Bogdanowicz, 2004), thus the students who get such feedback in
English or in Polish may more effectively combat negative effects of language
anxiety. Still, extra classes applying multisensory language instruction are found
to offer substantial help to dyslexic students (Bogdanowicz, 1997; Nijakowska,
2004).

The next hypothesis focuses on the role of gender in experiencing language
anxiety (dyslexic girls declare higher language anxiety levels than dyslexic boys). Fol-
lowing the claim made by Oxford, Ehrman and Lavine (1991) about gender differ-
ences in reactions in the FL classroom, it is expected that boys and girls differ also
in ways of perceiving language anxiety. The present research shows that through-
out the whole length of the study the female participants, no matter whether dys-
lexic or not, declared higher language anxiety than males. It corroborates general
findings that female students are in the main more worried and anxious than boys
(Gierl & Rogers, 1996). Non-dyslexic girls reported decreasing language anxiety
levels in the second wave of the study, when they attended their second grade. It
is assumed that their attitudes to language learning became more positive (Mac-
Intyre et al., 2002), while they grew familiar with the learning environment and
the foreign language learning experience. Still, in their last grade, with the final
exam approaching, their language anxiety levels remained relatively stable.

Unfortunately, that is not the case of girls with dyslexia symptoms. Although
they are found to study more and work harder (Jurek, 2003), due to their learning
disabilities, they are described to show more emotional and behavioural problems
(Hellendoorn & Ruijsenaars, 2000). Consequently, in the present study their ex-
perience of language anxiety is found to be a painful affliction with its extremely
high and stable levels. That finding stands in agreement with a general gender
research strand according to which females are more vulnerable to stress, depres-
sion and anxiety, although it is not clear yet whether gender differences are due to
environmental or psychological factors in the case of students with dyslexia (Rid-
dick, Sterling, Farmer & Morgan, 1999).

Boys, on the other hand, are described to be able to reduce fear and anxiety
(Byrne, 2000) and are generally less anxious than girls (Ginsburg & Silverman,
2000). In the present research males’ experience of language anxiety was not as
severe as girls’ - they had a general tendency to appear less anxious.

Boys without dyslexia symptoms seemed to be the group least affected by lan-
guage anxiety. Throughout the length of the research procedure their language
anxiety levels dropped significantly. It is also worth noting that, contrary to those
of non-dyslexic girls” and boys” with dyslexia symptoms, these levels remained
relatively stable towards their second grade, which seems to lead to a conclusion
that they did not feel at ease with the foreign language yet and needed more time
to work out more positive strategies allowing them to cope with negative emo-
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tions involved with the process of FL acquisition. Nevertheless, in the course of
time, even despite the final exams approaching, they constituted the only group
where a significant decrease of language anxiety levels could be observed. It
seems then that non-dyslexic boys needed more time for adapting to the academic
requirements but later did not experience much further pressure connected with
foreign language learning.

On the other hand, the management of language anxiety by dyslexic boys re-
sembles the pattern displayed by non-dyslexic girls - they quickly adapt to the
new school requirements and successfully manage their language anxiety. Yet,
with the final exams approaching, their language anxiety does not decrease sig-
nificantly. Generally, they are found to perceive language anxiety in a more acute
manner than students without dyslexia symptoms.

The results of the research can be summed up in the following points:

* Dyslexic secondary school learners suffer from significantly higher lan-
guage anxiety than their non-dyslexic peers.

* Language anxiety levels decrease with growing FL mastery gained over
time.

* Real beginner students may suffer from high language anxiety levels due
to intervening factors, like school transition or false beginners’ pressure.

* Students with dyslexia symptoms, especially girls, need more time to
adapt to the conditions of a new school. Their language anxiety levels de-
crease in the last grade.

* Girls suffer from significantly higher language anxiety levels than boys.

* Girls with dyslexia symptoms experience highest language anxiety levels
that remain stable throughout their FL language experience in the secon-
dary school.

The study is certainly not free from limitations. The instrument used for measur-
ing symptoms of developmental dyslexia is the Revised Adult Dyslexia Checklist
(Vinegrad, 1994). It is a preliminary tool whose indications need to be confirmed
by a team of specialists, which was impossible in the research due to practical rea-
sons. Hence, the dyslexia measurements are tentative and must be treated with
care. Although the research design is longitudinal, only plausible influences can
be inferred.

As a final comment it is worth stressing that these findings are not against the
introduction of a foreign language to children as early as possible. The results of
the study show that, irrespective of their language deficits, the students who have
a longer experience with English suffer from lower anxiety levels. Consequently,
their proficiency is more likely to grow when anxiety decreases. After a longer FL
exposure such students are able to eliminate the negative effects of language anxi-
ety more successfully, regardless of their developmental dyslexia handicap. More-
over, with an early treatment of dyslexia comprising multi-sensory techniques
employing various modes through visual, auditory and kinaesthetic-tactile activi-
ties, they will be able to cope with the foreign language more effectively (Schnei-
der et al., 2003). The long-term effects of anxiety lead to an increased risk of
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learned helplessness or lower expectations of success (Riddick et al., 1999), hence
an early FL exposure and diagnosis of developmental dyslexia seem to constitute a
valuable tool of developing an efficient and well-adjusted student.

References

Aida, Y. (1994). Examination of Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope’s constructs of for-
eign language anxiety: The case of students of Japanese. Modern Language
Journal, 78, 155-168.

Alcott, M. (1997). Children with special educational needs. London: Hodder &
Stoughton.

Barga, N. K. (1996). Students with learning disabilities in education: Managing a
disability. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 29, 413-421.

Bednarek, D. (2002). Specyficzne trudnosci w czytaniu w Swietle najnowszych
badani [Specific reading difficulties in the light of the latest research]. Kos-
mos, 51, 57-67.

Bogdanowicz, M. (1997). Integracja percepcyjno-motoryczna: teoria — diagnoza -
terapia. [Perception and motor integration: Theory - dignosis - therapy] War-
szawa: Centrum Metodyczne Pomocy Psychologiczno-Pedagogicznej Min-
isterstwa Edukacji Narodowej.

Bogdanowicz, M. & Krasowicz, G. (1996). Kwestionariusz objawoéw dysleksji u
dorostych (KODD) [Inventory of dyslexia symptoms in adults]. Retrieved
September 20, 2003 from http:/ /dysleksja.univ.gda.pl

Brown, J. D. (1988). Understanding research in second language learning: A
teacher’s guide to statistics and research design. New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Byrne, B. (2000, March). Relationships between anxiety, fear, self-esteem and cop-
ing strategies in adolescence. Adolescence. Retrieved December, 27, 2004 from
http:/ /www.highbeam.com/library/docfree.asp

Campbell, C. M. (1999). Language anxiety in men and women: Dealing with gen-
der difference in the language classroom. In D. J. Young (Ed.), Affect in foreign
language and second language learning: A practical guide to creating a low-anxiety
classroom (pp. 191-215). Boston: McGraw-Hill.

Campbell, C. M., & Shaw, V. M. (1994). Language anxiety and gender differences
in adult second language learners: Exploring the relationship. In C. A. Klee
(Ed.), Faces in a crowd: The individual learner in multisection courses (pp. 215-
246). Boston: Heine & Heine.

Crombie, M. A. (2000). Dyslexia and the learning of a foreign language: Where are
we going. Dyslexia, 6, 112-123.

Cummins, J. (1981). Age on arrival and immigrant second language learning in
Canada: A reassessment. Applied Linguistics, 2, 132-149.

Downey, D. M., Snyder, L. E., & Hill, B. (2000). College students with dyslexia:
Persistent linguistic deficits and foreign language learning. Dyslexia, 6, 101-
111.

Piechurska-Kuciel: Foreign language anxiety in Polish dyslexic secondary school students 71



Ericsson, K. A., & Charness, N. (1993). Expert performance: Its structure and ac-
quisition. American Psychologist, 49, 725-745.

Fisher, S. E., & DeFries, ]J. C. (2002). Developmental dyslexia: Genetic dissection of
a complex cognitive trait. Nature Reviews. Neuroscience, 3, 767-780.

Fredrick, W. C., & Walberg, H. J. (1980). Learning as a function of time. Journal of
Educational Research, 73, 183-194.

Ganschow, L., & Sparks, R. L. (1995). Effects of direct instruction in Spanish pho-
nology on the native-language skills and foreign language aptitude of at-risk
foreign language learners. The Journal of Learning Disabilities, 28, 107-120.

Ganschow, L., & Sparks, R. L. (1996). Anxiety about foreign language learning
among high school women. The Modern Language Journal, 80, 199-212.

Ganschow, L., Sparks, R. L., & Javorsky, J. (1998). Foreign language learning diffi-
culties: An historical perspective. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 31, 248-58.

Ganschow, L., & Sparks, R. L. (2000). Reflections on foreign language study for
students with language learning problems: Research, issues and challenges.
Dyslexia, 6, 87-100.

Gardner, R. C., & MacIntyre, P. D. (1993). A student’s contribution to second-lan-
guage learning. Part II: Affective variables. Language Teaching, 26, 1-11.

Gierl, M., & Rogers, T. (1996). A confirmatory factor analysis of the test anxiety
inventory using Canadian high school students. Educational and Psychological
Measurement, 56, 315-324.

Gindrich, P. A. (2002). Funkcjonowanie psychospoteczne uczniow dyslektycznych [Psy-
chological and social functioning of dyslexic students]. Lublin: Wy-
dawnictwo UMCS.

Ginsburg, G. S., & Silverman, W. K. (2000). Gender role orientation and fearfulness
in children with anxiety disorders. The Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 14, 57-67.

Graziano, A. M., & Raulin, M. L. (1993). Research methods: A process of inquiry. New
York: HarperCollins College.

Hellendoorn, J., & Ruijssenaars, W. (2000). Personal experiences and adjustment of
Dutch adults with dyslexia. Remedial and Special Education, 21, 227-239.

Horwitz, E. K. (1999). Preface. In D. J. Young (Ed.), Affect in foreign language and
second language learning. A practical guide to creating a low-anxiety classroom at-
mosphere (pp. Xi - xiii). Boston: McGraw-Hill.

Horwitz, E. K., Horwitz, M. B., & Cope, J. (1986). Foreign language classroom
anxiety. The Modern Language Journal, 70, 125-132.

Horwitz, E. K., Horwitz, M. B., & Cope, J. (1991). Foreign language classroom
anxiety. In E. K. Horwitz & D. ]J. Young (Eds.), Language anxiety: From theory
and research to classroom implications (pp. 27-36). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Pren-
tice Hall.

Hwang, W, Chang, C., & Chen, G. (2004). The relationship of learning traits, moti-
vation and performance-learning response dynamics. Computers & Education,
42, 267-287.

Johnston, K. & Aldridge, B. (1985). Examining a mathematical model of mastery
learning in a classroom setting. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 22, 323-
346.

72 UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics



Jose, P. E., & Ratcliffe, V. (2004). Stressor frequency and perceived intensity as
predictors of internalizing symptoms: Gender and age differences in adoles-
cence. New Zealand Journal of Psychology, 33, 145-154.

Jurek, A. (2003). Trudnosci w nauce jezykéw obcych u uczniéw z dysleksja Roz-
wojowa [Foreign language learning difficulties in dyslexic students]. In E.
Jedrzejowska (Ed.), I Europejski Tydzieri Swiadomoéci Dysleksji. Dysleksja roz-
wojowa — rozpoznanie problemu i praca z uczniem dyslektycznym (pp. 71-132).
Opole: Opolgraf, S.A.

Jurek, A. (2004). ABC dysleksji [ABC of dyslexia]. Jezyki obce w szkole, 5, 18-40.

Kappers, E. ]J. & Veerman, J.W. (1995). The family environment of young adoles-
cents with dyslexia. Dyslexia, 1, 108-119.

Karweit, N. (1985). Time scales, learning event and productive instruction. Washing-
ton, DC: National Education Commission on Time and Learning.

Lefly, D. L. & Pennington, B. F. (1991). Spelling errors and reading fluency in
compensated adult dyslexics. Annals of Dyslexia, 41, 143-162.

Lyon, G. R, Shaywitz, S. E. & Shaywitz, B. A. (2003). Part I. Defining dyslexia, co-
morbidity, teacher’s knowledge of language and reading. A definition of
dyslexia. Annals of Dyslexia, 53, 1-14.

Maclntyre, P. D. (1999). Language anxiety: A review of the research for language
teachers. In D. J. Young (Ed.), Affect in foreign language and second language
learning: A practical guide to creating a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere (pp. 24-
45). Boston: McGraw-Hill.

Maclntyre, P. D., Baker, S. C., Clément, R., & Donovan, L. A. (2002). Sex and age
effects on willingness to communicate: Anxiety, perceived competence and
L2 motivation among junior high school French immersion students. Cana-
dian Modern Language Review, 59, 589-607.

Maclntyre, P. D., & Gardner, R. C. (1989). Anxiety and second language learning:
Toward a theoretical clarification. Language Learning, 39, 251-275.

Maclntyre, P. D., & Gardner, R. C. (1991). Methods and results in the study of
anxiety and language learning: A review of the literature. Language Learning,
41, 85-117.

MacNulty, M. (2003). Dyslexia and the life course. Journal of Learning Disabilities,
36, 636-381.

Michaljevi¢ Djigunovié, J. (2004). Language anxiety - An important concern in
language learning. In N. Murray & T. Thornz (Eds.), Multicultural perspec-
tives on English language and culture (pp. 42-51). Tallin, London: Tallin Peda-
gogical University, University of London.

Nickolson, R. I. (2001). Introduction. Developmental dyslexia: Into the future. In
A. Fawcett (Ed.), Dyslexia: Theory and good practice (pp. 1-36). London, Phila-
delphia: Whurr.

Nijakowska, J. (2000). Dyslexia - Does it mean anything to a foreign language
teacher? In L. Peer & G. Reid (Eds.), Multingualism, literacy and dyslexia: A
challenge for educators (pp. 248-56). London: David Fulton.

Piechurska-Kuciel: Foreign language anxiety in Polish dyslexic secondary school students 73



Nijakowska, J. (2004). Usprawnianie umiejetnoéci odczytywania i zapisywania
wyrazéw w jezyku angielskim mlodziezy z dysleksja rozwojowa [Facilitat-
ing the ability to read and write words in English in adolescents with devel-
opmental dyslexia]. In M. Bogdanowicz & M. Smolen (Eds.), Dysleksja w kon-
tekécie nauczania jezykéw obcych, (pp. 144-155). Gdanisk: Harmonia.

Oxford, R. L., Ehrman, M. E., & Lavine, R. Z. (1991). “Style wars”: Teacher-student
style conflicts in the language classroom. In S. Magnan (Ed.), Challenges in the
1990s for college foreign language programs (pp. 1-25). Boston: Heinle & Heinle.

Pappamihiel, N. E. (2001). Moving from the ESL classroom into the mainstream:
An investigation of English language anxiety in Mexican girls. Bilingual Re-
search Journal, 25, 1-8.

Patkowski, M. (1980). The sensitive period for the acquisition of syntax in a second
language. Language Learning, 30, 449-472.

Petrus, P., & Bogdanowicz, M. (2004). Sprawnosc¢ fonologiczna dzieci w kontekscie
nauki jezyka angielskiego [Phonological ability in children in the context of
English language learning]. In M. Bogdanowicz & M. Smolen (eds), Dysleksja
w kontekscie nauczania jezykow obcych, (pp. 63-77). Gdarisk: Harmonia.

Reynolds, A. M., Elksnin, N., & Brown, F. R. III (1996). Specific reading disabilities:
Early identification and long-term outcome. Mental Retardation and Develop-
mental Disabilities. Research Reviews, 2, 21-27.

Riddick, B., Sterling, C., Farmer, M., & Morgan, S. (1999). Self-esteem and anxiety
in the educational histories of adult dyslexic students. Dyslexia, 5, 227-248.

Ryan, M. (1992). The social and emotional effects of dyslexia. The Education Digest,
57,68-71.

Schneider, E. (1999). Multisensory structured metacognitive instruction. Frankfurt am
Main: Peter Lang.

Schneider, E. & Crombie, M. (2003). Dyslexia and foreign language learning. London:
David Fulton.

Sparks, R. L., & Ganschow, L. (1991). Foreign language learning differences: Af-
fective or native language aptitude differences? The Modern Language Journal,
75, 3-16.

Spolsky, B. (1989). Conditions for second language learning. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Stein, N. L. (1987). Lost in the learning maze. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 20, 409-
434.

Torgesen, J. K. (2000). Individual differences in response to early interventions in
reading: The lingering problem of treatment resisters. Learning Disabilities Re-
search and Practice, 1, 55-64.

Vinegrad, M. (1994). A revised adult dyslexia check list. Educare, 48, 21-23.

Young, D. J. (1994). New directions in language anxiety research. In C. A. Klee
(Ed.), Faces in a crowd: The individual learner in multisection courses (pp. 3-46).
Boston: Heine & Heine.

Young, D. (1999). Giving priority to the language learner first. In D. J. Young (Ed.),
Affect in foreign language and second language learning: A practical guide to cre-
ating a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere (pp. 124-143). Boston: McGraw-Hill.

74 UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics



Young, D. J., & Kimball, M. (1995). Venerable voices. In T. Dvorak (Ed.), Voices
from the field: Experience and beliefs of our constituents (pp. 194-228). Lincoln-
wood, IL: National Textbook Company.

Piechurska-Kuciel: Foreign language anxiety in Polish dyslexic secondary school students 75



Learner Creativity as a Potentially Important Individual Variable:
Examining the Relationships Between Learner Creativity, Language

Aptitude and Level of Proficiency

Agnes Albert

E6tvos Lorand University, Department of English Applied Linguistics, Budapest, Hungary

albert.agnes@vnet.hu

Introduction

It seems to be a trend in individual differences research to examine variables that
have already been found to be significant in general or in personality psychology.
This is not really surprising because of the cross-disciplinary nature of applied
linguistics, and it appears that besides well-established variables like aptitude,
motivation, anxiety, learning styles and strategies, recently new concepts, such as
extraversion (Dewaele, 2005; Dewaele & Furnham, 1999, 2000) and working mem-
ory (Miyaki & Friedman, 1998; Gathercole & Thorn, 1998; Sawyer & Ranta, 2001)
are finding their way into this research area, as well. This trend is reflected well by
the 2005 publication of Dornyei’s book The Psychology of the Language Learner: Indi-
vidual Differences in Second Language Acquisition, which contains chapters on such
traditional psychological variables as personality, self-regulation, self-esteem, and
creativity.

For most people creativity is an intuitively appealing concept, and everyone
seems to know, or feel, or at least have a hunch about what it means. The question
arises, nevertheless, if this term is interpreted as a rare phenomenon observable
only in the exceptionally talented, in which case its relevance for the millions of
average people learning foreign languages is obviously negligible. If, however,
creativity is hypothesised to be a special arrangement of those cognitive, motiva-
tional, personality or social characteristics that are present in everyone, its effects
on second language acquisition cannot be disregarded. A number of researchers
(Barkoczi & Zétényi, 1981; Cropley, 1972; Guilford, 1950; Harrington, Block &
Block, 1983) believe that the underlying components of creativity are normally
distributed in the population. Therefore, creativity, which implicitly involves
imagination, unconventionality, risk-taking, flexibility, and creating new classifi-
cations and systematisations of knowledge (Sternberg, 1985), might be a factor
affecting second language acquisition.
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The changing methods of second language instruction, the prominence of
methods of communicative and task-based language teaching, which in many
cases employ tasks that require students to use their imagination, provide another
reason why researching this variable should become imminent. Tasks that involve
the use of imagination and the generation of new ideas might provide creative
learners with more chance to practise, that is, to produce more comprehensible
output, which could lead to greater success in second language acquisition (Swain,
1985). This might be even more so in a foreign language environment, where out-
put is mainly produced in the classroom. Support for this line of argumentation
was provided by Ott6 (1998), who, in a small-scale study involving Hungarian
secondary school learners instructed by communicative methods, found signifi-
cant positive correlations between different measures of learner creativity and
students’” end-of year English grades.

Besides examining its effect on language learning success, it would also be in-
teresting to see how creativity relates to other, well-established and well-re-
searched variables. Therefore, the present article is going to investigate the effect
of a so far neglected individual variable, creativity, on language proficiency, while
also examining its relationship with one of the most influential and most widely
researched variable, foreign language aptitude.

Review of literature

In the section below, I attempt to provide a brief review of literature on the two
individual difference variables that are in the focus of this article. Concentrating
on those points only that are relevant for our purposes, I attempt to identify possi-
ble points of interaction between the two variables.

Foreign language aptitude

When someone mentions the term language aptitude, even laypeople think they
understand the concept that lies behind it: they tend to assume, probably rightly,
that some people have a greater talent for learning foreign languages than others.
However, the technical definition of foreign language aptitude is more restricted
and more detailed at the same time. On the one hand, it does not imply that some
people can learn foreign languages while others are incapable of it; it only con-
cerns the rate of learning, that is, progress made over a given period of time, but
not ultimate achievement. On the other hand, aptitude is not hypothesised as a
unitary construct, but rather as a cluster of different cognitive traits that are ad-
vantageous as far as foreign language learning is concerned. The exact nature and
the relative importance of these factors thus depend to a great extent on the theory
of language aptitude proposed by different authors. Therefore, it seems justifiable
to argue along with Dornyei (2005) for an operational definition of foreign apti-
tude, who states that since the birth of commercial aptitude batteries “language
aptitude is what language aptitude tests measure” (p. 35).
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Foreign language aptitude is one of the most influential and most extensively
researched individual variables as far as second or foreign language acquisition
research is concerned. According to Dornyei and Skehan (2003), correlations of
aptitude and language learning success typically range between 0.20-0.60, which
besides motivation and age of onset makes it one of the best predictors of lan-
guage achievement. It is also one of those individual variables that have the long-
est research tradition, with investigations starting as early as the 1920s.

Despite these early beginnings, modern foreign language aptitude testing in
fact started with John B. Carroll’s and Stanley Sapon’s work. In the 1950s, these
authors devised the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT, Carroll & Sapon,
1959) starting out from a purely empirical approach to test design. Having ad-
ministered over 40 potentially important tests to learners, they collected data on
learners” achievement at the end of a language course. Then they selected the best
predictors of language learning success and compiled their test battery which is
composed of five parts. The five sections of the test measure four underlying com-
ponents of foreign language aptitude in a hybrid manner, that is, one subtest does
not measure a single ability.

The first underlying factor proposed is phonetic coding ability, which is defined
as “an ability to identify distinct sounds, to form associations between these
sounds and symbols representing them, and to retain these associations” (Carroll,
1981, p. 105.), that is, it refers to the coding and memorising of phonetic material.
Another component of language aptitude is rote learning ability, which is the “abil-
ity to learn associations between sounds and meaning rapidly and effectively and
to retain these associations” (Carroll, 1981, p. 105), which refers to the ability to
memorise language materials. The two other abilities, grammatical sensitivity and
inductive language learning ability, are referred to by a single term linguistic abil-
ity by Skehan (1989), who believes that these two are very much similar in nature.
In Carroll’s original interpretation grammatical sensitivity is “the ability to recognise
the grammatical functions of words (or other linguistic entities) in sentence struc-
tures” (1981, p. 105), while inductive language learning ability is “the ability to infer
or induce the rules governing a set of language materials, given samples of mate-
rials that permit such inferences” (1981, p. 105). These definitions seem to support
Skehan'’s line of argumentation that these two abilities might in fact refer to the
passive and active manifestation of a single underlying ability respectively.

Carroll’s work in aptitude research is influential for two main reasons: the
MLAT is still used in research studies today, and although there are attempts from
time to time to develop new instruments, they usually do not turn out to be better
predictors of language learning success (Sparks & Ganschow, 2001). The MLAT
has also served as a model for other aptitude tests; the Hungarian language apti-
tude test MENYET (Ott6, 2002) for example uses some tasks that are similar to
those found in the MLAT, and the underlying components measured by the test
are identical to those proposed by Carroll (1981).

The Hungarian language aptitude test MENYET was developed by Ott6
(2002), and as stated above, it attempts to measure the same underlying compo-
nents of language aptitude as the MLAT. The test itself is different in some re-
spects, however: it consists of four tasks and each task is believed to measure a
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single component of language aptitude unlike the five tasks in the MLAT. There-
fore, the ‘Hidden Sounds” subtest is intended to measure phonetic coding ability,
the ‘Language Analysis’ subtest is assumed to tap inductive language learning
ability, the “Words in Sentences’ subtest is believed to shed light on grammatical
sensitivity, while the “Vocabulary Learning’ task is a test of rote learning ability.

Although there have been different foreign aptitude tests developed since the
construction of MLAT which differ slightly in the emphasis placed on different
factors and also somewhat in the nature of aptitude factors (e.g., the PLAB by
Pimsleur, 1966; the Defense Language Aptitude Battery by Petersen & Al-Haik,
1976; the VORD by Parry & Child, 1990), they do not differ radically in their con-
ceptualisation of foreign language aptitude. One exception is the recently devel-
oped Cognitive Ability for Novelty in Acquisition of Language as applied to for-
eign language (CANAL-F) theory and test (Grigorenko, Sternberg & Ehrman,
2000), which is not an empirically derived, rather a cognitive theory driven test of
foreign language aptitude. It stresses the role of coping with novelty and ambigu-
ity in foreign language learning. The theory describes five knowledge acquisition
processes (selective encoding, accidental encoding, selective comparison, selective
transfer, and selective combination) which operate at four levels of processing
(lexical, morphological, semantic, and syntactic). It differentiates two modes of
input and output (visual and oral), and two types of recall tasks (immediate and
delayed) that can be used to test the encoding, storage, and retrieval of informa-
tion.

For our purposes it seems justifiable to examine the knowledge acquisition
processes in more detail, as these might serve as possible points of interaction with
the other individual variable examined, creativity. In the CANAL-F theory
(Grigorenko, et al., 2000), selective encoding refers to learners” ability to distin-
guish between information relevant or irrelevant for their purposes, while acci-
dental encoding refers to encoding background or secondary information which
can aid comprehension and production later on. Selective comparison is the proc-
ess by which a learner determines the relevance of old information for a current
task, and it is related to the personality variable tolerance of ambiguity, that is the
person’s “ability to hold contradictory, incomplete, or uninterpretable information
in working memory without either rejecting it or coming to premature closure
about it” (p. 392). Selective transfer concerns the process of applying decoded or
inferred rules to new tasks and contexts, while selective combination refers to
synthesising information gained through selective and accidental encoding with
existing knowledge and modifying existing schemata when needed.

Creativity

In contrast to language aptitude, creativity is an individual variable that has been
mostly ignored in second language acquisition research, except for some recent
attempts (Albert & Kormos, 2004; Ott6, 1998). If we disregard the widely-held be-
lief according to which we all know intuitively what creativity is, we will see that
one plausible reason for this lack of interest lies in the nature of the scientific con-
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cept itself. When trying to define the construct of creativity, the first difficulty en-
countered is that this concept covers a wide range of distinct but related phenom-
ena: the creative performance or product, the creative person, the creative situa-
tion, the creative process and the creative potential (Brown, 1989; Lubart, 1994).
Therefore, when attempting to define this concept, one of the first tasks should be
restricting the scope of investigation and specifying the area or aspect of creativity
that is to be examined. Therefore, the present article will focus on the creative po-
tential only, that is, the cognitive underpinnings of the creative working of the
mind. In a similar fashion to foreign language aptitude, we argue for an opera-
tional definition of creativity, stating that in this article creativity is understood as
scores achieved on a standardised creativity test.

Theories of creativity, similarly to the wide range of issues covered by it, are
numerous. Authors working within the psychodynamic (Freud, 1908/1959; Kris,
1952), the humanistic (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Maslow, 1968; Rogers, 1954) as well
as the socio-psychological (Amabile, 1983, 1996) approaches have put forward
theories in an attempt to account for this phenomenon. Although as proponents of
recent models of creativity (Amabile, 1983, 1996; Sternberg, & Lubart, 1991, 1996)
rightly point out, creativity is probably best hypothesised as a complex interplay
of several cognitive, personality, motivational, and social factors, they also state
that intellectual abilities are arguably among the most important components of
creativity (Lubart, 1994). Therefore, the approach I chose which concentrates
purely on the cognitive factors underlying creativity seems to be justifiable.

Guilford (1950) was among the first to put forward a list of cognitive processes
involved in creativity. He believed that these processes include sensitivity to
problems, creative fluency of production, ability to come up with novel ideas,
flexibility of mind, synthesising ability, analysing ability, reorganisation or redefi-
nition of organised wholes, a high degree of complexity of the conceptual struc-
ture, and evaluation. However, as Guilford (1959) later developed a comprehen-
sive model of human intellect, he started to focus on divergent thinking, the ability
to produce many different ideas in response to a problem, as the prime cognitive
component of creativity. He suggested that it was an operation complementary to
convergent thinking, the ability to find the correct solution to a problem; the cog-
nitive process that he believed is tapped by the majority of intelligence tests. Di-
vergent thinking is hypothesised to have four relatively independent facets: crea-
tive fluency, the ability to produce a large number of ideas, flexibility, the ability
to produce a wide variety of ideas, originality, the ability to produce unusual
ideas, and elaboration, the ability to develop or embellish ideas, to produce many
details (Baer, 1993).

Today intellectual abilities considered to be relevant for creativity are usually
grouped into two large categories: basic-level and high-level creativity-relevant
abilities (Lubart, 1994). Basic-level creative abilities consist of two types: the
above-described divergent thinking and different insight abilities comprising the
capacities to notice relevant new information, to compare disparate information,
to find relevant connections, and to combine information in a problem-relevant
fashion. High-level abilities include problem-finding, problem-definition or re-
definition, choosing a useful problem presentation, selecting an appropriate
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problem-solving strategy, and evaluating the generated possibilities effectively. If
we disregard the somewhat different terminology, it becomes obvious that some
of these processes have already been discussed in connection with foreign lan-
guage aptitude, within the framework of Cognitive Ability for Novelty in Lan-
guage Acquisition - Foreign (CANAL-F) theory (Grigorenko, et. al 2000). There-
fore, the processes that seem to be relevant both for foreign language aptitude and
creativity are noticing relevant information (cf. selective encoding), comparing
disparate information (cf. selective comparison), finding relevant connections (cf.
selective transfer), and combining information in a problem-relevant fashion (cf.
selective combination).

Current factor-analytic research suggests that factors of creativity-relevant in-
tellectual abilities tend to load on a common higher-order factor, providing em-
pirical evidence of the autonomous existence of this ability. Carroll (1993), having
reviewed and reanalysed 121 datasets, found nine first-order factors: ideational
fluency, naming facility, associational fluency, expressional fluency, word fluency,
sensitivity to problems, originality/creativity, figural fluency, and figural flexibil-
ity, relevant for idea production, which he believes is a basic human characteristic.
In the term ’idea production’, the notion of idea’ is to be taken in the broadest
possible sense: it can be any verbal proposition, but may also be a gesture, a
drawing, or a musical phrase; and "production” is meant as a process distinct from
recognition, identification, selection or comparison. Out of the nine first-order
factors comprising it, eight are primarily concerned with the speed of idea pro-
duction and are differentiated on the basis of the type of idea produced, whereas
originality/creativity seems to determine the quality or level of the ability. Based
on Carroll’s findings, idea production is usually measured by tasks which prompt
examinees to quickly think of a series of responses. While this is true for all the
tasks used to measure the nine first-order factors, there is a special requirement
when our aim is to measure originality /creativity. In that case the task itself needs
to be difficult or challenging in order to urge respondents to go beyond the obvi-
ous and commonplace answers.

This factor-analytic investigation led to the formulation of Carroll’s (1993)
three-stratum theory of cognitive abilities, where the concept of idea production is
labelled general retrieval ability, the ability which is “involved in any task or per-
formance that requires the ready retrieval of concepts or items from long-term
memory” (p. 625). Since it is a fundamental characteristic of factor-analysis that
the input data determine the output, that is, the tests and tasks analysed and the
scoring procedures employed necessarily influence and possibly constrain the
outcome, the domain of general retrieval ability is in need of further research to
clarify its structure. This could probably be achieved by devising more appropri-
ate and highly reliable measurement procedures. It is also interesting that al-
though Guilford’s (1959) Structure of Intellect model is not compatible with the
results of the exploratory factor analysis on which the three-stratum theory is
founded, still the domain of general retrieval ability “is chiefly (but not entirely)
concerned with Guilford’s divergent production operation” (p. 638).

When trying to assess a person’s creative potentials, usually two different ap-
proaches are taken. One option is measuring several non-cognitive aspects of
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creativity, such as personality and motivation, in addition to intellectual processes
and intellectual style as it was done by Sternberg and Lubart (1991), who tried to
establish individual creativity this way. Although this approach is more in line
with current constructs of creativity which state that creativity should be consid-
ered as a complex interplay of several cognitive, personality, motivational and
social factors (Amabile, 1983, 1996; Sternberg & Lubart, 1991, 1996), it is not feasi-
ble in correlational research designs where creativity is only one variable to be
measured. The other option, therefore, is to try to assess divergent thinking, the
intellectual ability that is thought to be the most characteristic of the creative proc-
ess (Guilford, 1967; Torrance, 1962). Although tests of divergent thinking have
been criticised on many accounts (Jordan, 1975; Kogan, & Pankove, 1974), because
of their reported validity, reliability (Cropley, 1972; Harrington, Block, & Block,
1983) and their relative ease of use, they are still widely applied as indicators of
individual creativity in research on individual variables (Ghadirian, Gregoire &
Kosmidis, 2000-2001; Jung, 2000-2001; Russ & Seja-Kaugars, 2000-2001). As
McCrae (1987) pointed out, “although tests like Word Fluency certainly have lim-
ited face validity as measures of creativity, their ability to identify creative indi-
viduals is an empirical matter, and in fact they are reasonably successful in this”
(p. 1258).

Having reviewed the relevant literature in connection with foreign language
aptitude and creativity, we can see that there are possible points of interaction.
When viewed from a cognitive perspective, there are several processes that are
believed to be relevant both for aptitude and creativity, for example selective en-
coding, selective comparison, selective transfer, and selective combination
(Grigorenko et al., 2000; Lubart, 1994). What appears to be problematic, however,
is that the instruments available for measuring these individual variables in the
Hungarian context do not originate from the cognitive tradition and reflect differ-
ent theoretical backgrounds. Since measuring instruments tend to determine the
construct measured by them to some extent, this might pose problems as far as the
hypothesised relationship of the two variables is concerned.

Method

Research questions

The aim of the present study is to find answers to the research questions listed
below in the framework of a quantitative, correlational research design.

* Is there a relationship between learners’ level of proficiency and their
language aptitude in the case of advanced learners?

* Is there a relationship between learners’ level of proficiency and any facet
of creativity in the case of advanced learners?

* Is there a relationship between language aptitude and creativity in the case
of advanced learners?
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Participants

The data presented in this paper originate from a correlational study investigating
the relationship of various individual variables and language measures in the case
of advanced learners. Consequently, the participants were 41 1st year English
major students from ELTE who attended language practice or academic skills
classes. The distribution of sexes reflects the general trend of humanities majors
where females tend to be over-represented; there were 31 female participants and
only 10 males in the sample. The age of the participants ranged from 19 to 24 at
the time of data collection.

Instruments

The following instruments, which will be discussed in detail below, were used for
the purpose of the study: a Hungarian language aptitude test (Otto, 2002), a stan-
dardised test of creativity (Barkéczi & Zétényi, 1981), a paper-based Test of Eng-
lish as a Foreign Language (TOEFL-PBT) practice test (Phillips, 1989), and a stan-
dardised C-test (Dornyei & Katona, 1992).

Language aptitude test (MENYET)

Ott6 (2002) has recently developed and standardised (Ott6, & Nikolov, 2003) a
language aptitude test for Hungarian learners; therefore, I used the Magyar
Egységes Nyelvérzékmérs-teszt (MENYET) [Hungarian Language Aptitude Test]
in order to measure the language aptitude of the participants. The test consists of
four sections: in the section ‘hidden sounds’, respondents are required to identify
sounds and connect these to their orthographic symbols. The ‘language analysis’
section is a translation task, while in the “‘words in sentences’ part respondents
have to identify the grammatical function of certain words. In the last, “vocabulary
learning’ section Swahili words and their Hungarian translation are to be memo-
rised then tested.

Creativity test

The standardised creativity test (Barkoczi & Zétényi, 1981) available for Hungar-
ian adults consists of five parts, but as the first task is only meant to serve as a
warm-up, only the remaining four tasks are scored. There is a time limit set for
each task, and the participants are not allowed to go back to previous tasks. The
warm-up task is a sentence completion exercise, in which respondents are asked to
finish sentences within three minutes. The first two evaluated tasks require verbal
responses from the participants. In the task called “unusual uses’ respondents have
to invent unusual uses of everyday objects such as a brick. In the “distant associa-
tions’ task (in a similar fashion to Mednick’s (1962) Remote Associates Test), stu-
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dents have to create associations on the basis of the common characteristics of two
unrelated words (e.g., given the words cannon and sky think of a word related to
both of them but in different ways: thunder). The last two tasks are drawing tasks
(based on the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking; Torrance, 1966). Respondents
are asked to draw as many pictures as they can, starting out from the shape of a
circle; and to finish abstract shapes in a creative manner. The four tasks last for
five, six, eight and ten minutes respectively.

Proficiency tests (TOEFL-PBT, C-Test)

Two tests were used for measuring the language proficiency of the participants.
One of them is a C-test standardised for Hungarian learners of English (Dérnyei &
Katona, 1992) and the other one is a practice test for the paper-based version of the
Test Of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL-PBT) (Phillips, 1989). Despite the
fact that it does not measure oral skills, the TOEFL-PBT is a comprehensive test
consisting of three parts: listening comprehension, structure and written expres-
sion, and vocabulary and reading comprehension. The test format of TOEFL-PBT
is multiple choice; therefore, it requires a different answering technique and can be
expected to tap different aspects of language proficiency than the C-test.

Procedures

The participants filled in the creativity test (Barkéczi & Zétényi, 1981) in Septem-
ber 2001, the TOEFL-PBT test (Phillips, 1989) in November 2001, and the C-test
(Dornyei & Katona, 1992) and the language aptitude test (Otto, 2002) in May 2002
in the presence of the researcher. The reason for this is that all of the above tests
are timed, and should reflect the knowledge or skills of the individual; therefore,
the presence of an invigilator is required.

Analysis

The following section contains the type of data gathered with the help of the ap-
titude, creativity and language proficiency tests. Data analysis was performed on
these variables with the help of the statistical package SPSS for Windows.

Measures of language aptitude

Since the aptitude test (Ott6, 2002) used in this study is protected by copyright, the
participants” answers, recorded on answer sheets, were scored by the author of the
aptitude test. Scores for all of the four traditionally measured components of lan-
guage aptitude (Carroll & Sapon, 1959) were calculated for each respondent: pho-
netic coding ability, inductive language learning ability, grammatical sensitivity,
and rote learning ability.
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Measures of creativity

The scoring of the standardized creativity test was carried out in accordance with
the process specified by Barkoczi and Zétényi (1981). Each item of the test was
scored for three out of the four measures of creativity as defined by Baer (1993)
(the standardized Hungarian test of creativity does not measure elaboration), and
the sub-scores were added up for the different tasks. Therefore, each of the four
sub-sections of the test received three scores independently, a fluency score, a
flexibility score, and an originality score.

The fluency score, which in this article is called creative fluency in order to dif-
ferentiate it from the temporal variable also called fluency which is commonly
used in SLA research, equals the number of responses given, while the flexibility
score reflects the number of categories the subjects select their answers from (the
categories were set up in the course of the standardisation procedure by Barkoczi
& Zétényi, 1981). The originality score is assigned on the basis of a list containing
an index calculated from the statistical frequency of the given response (set up in
the course of the standardization procedure by Barkoczi & Zétényi, 1981). Origi-
nality scores of different items vary from 0.01 to 0.99 points, while flexibility and
creative fluency scores of each response are worth 1 point.

The total creativity score is calculated by adding up all the creative fluency,
flexibility and originality scores of the various sub-tasks. Apart from this total
score, different sub-scores are also calculated: fotal creative fluency, the sum of the
four creative fluency sub-scores; total flexibility, the sum of the four flexibility sub-
scores; and fotal originality, the sum of the four originality sub-scores. Since the
four tasks differ in their modality, we can also calculate verbal creativity and figural
creativity scores, were verbal creativity scores are calculated by adding up the
creative fluency, flexibility and originality scores of the verbal tasks (Unusual uses
and Distant associations), while figural creativity scores are calculated in a similar
fashion for the two drawing tasks (Circles and Unusual uses).

It is easy to demonstrate that in this scoring system the creative fluency score
(more precisely the number of responses the subject produces) influences both the
originality and the flexibility total scores significantly and this usually results in
high inter-correlations between the three sub-scores of the test. For this reason, the
establishment of creative fluency free scores is very important as these could pro-
vide information about other facets of the subjects’ creativity, regardless of the
number of responses they produced. In order to achieve this relative flexibility (the
ratio of total flexibility and total creative fluency) and average originality (the ratio
of total originality and total creative fluency) should also be calculated, in line
with the procedure specified in the test (Barkoéczi & Zétényi, 1981). This way the
total creative fluency score can be used to measure creative fluency, the relative flexi-
bility score to measure flexibility and the average originality score to measure
originality as defined above. The measures of creativity used in this study are pre-
sented in Table 1.
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Table 1 : Measures of creativity

Measures of creativity Description

Total originality the sum of originality scores, reflecting the statistical
rarity of answers

Total creative fluency the sum of responses given by the respondent on the
four sub-tasks

Total flexibility the sum of flexibility scores, reflecting the number of
categories the answers originated from

Average originality the ratio of total originality and total fluency scores

Relative flexibility the ratio of total flexibility and total fluency scores

Total creativity score the sum of total originality, total flexibility and total

fluency scores

Verbal creativity the sum of total originality, total flexibility and total
fluency scores on the two verbal tasks (Unusual uses
and Distant associations)

Figural creativity the sum of total originality, total flexibility and total
fluency scores on the two drawing tasks (Circles and
Picture completion)

Measures of proficiency

The standardised C-test used in this study consists of three texts, which contain 63
gaps altogether. The scoring of the C-test involved adding up the number of cor-
rect answers. The TOEFL-PBT test was evaluated according to the procedures
specified in the practice test booklet (Phillips, 1989). After adding up the number
of correct solution, the raw scores for each of the three sections (listening compre-
hension, structure and written expression, and vocabulary and reading compre-
hension) were converted to the appropriate scales, thus enabling the computation
of a composite TOEFL-PBT score.

Results and discussion

Before discussing the relationship of the two individual variables under examina-
tion and the way they are related to language proficiency independently and
jointly, we should first turn our attention to the descriptive statistics of the differ-
ent variables. Table 2 presents figures for the aptitude test MENYET (Ott6, 2002)
for the population of my study, 1st year English majors at ELTE. In order to be
able to interpret the figures, Tables 3 and 4 provide the same statistics for 1st year
university students, and 1st year university students with at least one language
examination, respectively (Ott6 & Nikolov, 2003). When compared to the national
sample of university students, it can be seen that 1st year English majors at ELTE
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seem to have considerably higher language aptitude (m=64.60 for English majors,
m=>55.79 for university students), and their aptitude varies within a much more
limited range (st.d=6.68 for English majors and st.d=11.61 for university students).
As can be expected, 1st year university students with at least one language exam
resemble the language major sample much more (m=61.03), although the variance
displayed by their scores (st.d=10.24) indicates that their group is much more het-
erogeneous than that of language majors. It seems, therefore, that the group of 1st
year English majors at ELTE can be characterised by high level of language apti-
tude, and this group is quite homogeneous with regard to this individual variable.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of aptitude test MENYET (Hungarian Language
Aptitude Test) for 1st year English majors at ELTE (N=41)

Variable hidden language Words in vocabulary  language

sounds analysis sentences learning aptitude
Mean 15.87 16.92 14.78 17.02 64.60
Standard 2.27 1.42 3.48 2,97 6.68
deviation

Table 3: Descriptive statistics of aptitude test MENYET (Hungarian Language
Aptitude Test) for 1st year university students (N=130) (Ott6, & Nikolov, 2003)

Variable hidden language words in vocabulary  language
sounds analysis sentences learning aptitude

Mean 13.53 16.28 10.95 15.04 55.79

standard deviation  3.89 3.70 4.40 4.31 11.61

Table 4: Descriptive statistics of aptitude test MENYET (Hungarian Language
Aptitude Test) for 1st year university students with at least one language exam
(N=65) (Ott6, & Nikolov, 2003)

Variable hidden language words in vocabulary  language

sounds analysis sentences learning aptitude
Mean 14.98 17.54 12.48 16.03 61.03
Standard 3.62 3.34 412 42 10.24
deviation

If we look at the measures of the other individual variable, creativity (see Table 5),
slightly different conclusions can be drawn when comparing the figures to a rep-
resentative national sample (see Table 6). When examining the corresponding
means, figures suggest that the 1st year language major sample can probably be
characterised by a higher level of creativity than the national standard for high
school graduates (Barkoczi & Zétényi, 1981). This is not really surprising in the
light of the fact that usually the best high school graduates become university stu-
dents. Standard deviation figures, however, do not reflect a more homogeneous
sample in the case of the university population, as they did for language aptitude.
Therefore, we can conclude that although participants of the study were probably
more creative on average than the Hungarian population having a high school
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diploma, individuals with high and low creativity are both represented among
them. The reason why scores achieved on the different subtests and not composite
scores are used in Tables 5 and 6 is that only these figures were available for the
national sample (Barkoéczi &Zétényi, 1981).

Table 5: Descriptive statistics of the four subtests of the standardised creativity test
for 1st year English majors at ELTE (N=41)

Title of subtest  Unusual uses Distant Circles Picture
associations completion
Variable mean st.dev. mean st.dev. mean stdev. mean st.dev.
Originality 6.60 3.25 5.64 3.34 9.36 3.71 4.79 1.66
Creative fluency 10.85  4.24 9.97 5.34 1797 571 8.09 2.03
Flexibility 9.19 4.63 7.63 4.69 10.73 3.64 8.02 2.05
Average 0.57 0.14 0.56 0.14 0.52 0.13 0.57 0.17
originality
Relative 0.78 0.20 0.69 0.24 0.61 0.17 0.96 0.15
flexibility

Table 6: Descriptive statistics of the four subtests of the standardised creativity test
for a representative sample of high school graduates (N=1,098) (Barkoczi &
Zétényi, 1981) Hungarian national standard

Title of subtest  Unusual uses Distant Circles Picture
associations completion
Variable mean st.dev. mean st.dev. Mean st.dev. mean st.dev.
Originality 3.58 2.18 3.37 2.08 5.69 3.25 3.68 1.44
Creative fluency 8.63 4.27 7.73 4.61 12.84 6.60 7.59 2.04
Flexibility 7.09 3.67 5.91 3.53 7.55 3.83 6.63 1.77
Average 0.39 0.15 0.42 0.13 0.43 0.14 0.49 0.16
originality
Relative 0.78 0.24 0.73 0.27 0.61 0.24 0.87 0.16
flexibility

Table 7 presents the participants’ language proficiency measures: the scores they
received on TOEFL-PBT, and their scores on a standardised C-test. In order to
make the interpretation of TOEFL scores easier, it should be noted that most uni-
versities in the USA require points of 550 or above for admission to their under-
graduate programs (McKeon, 2006). It can be seen that although the mean of our
sample is slightly above this level (m=571); standard deviation figures (st.d.=46.61)
suggest that there were some students whose proficiency was far below or above
this level. It seems that the proficiency level of the sample ranged from intermedi-
ate to advanced.
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Table 7: Descriptive statistics of language proficiency tests (TOEFL-PBT,
standardised C-test) for 1st year English majors at ELTE (N=41)

Variable TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL total ~C-test score

Listening Structure and vocabulary and score

comprehension written reading

expression comprehension

Mean 56.00 59.19 56.48 571.31 48.46
Standard 512 5.65 473 46.61 6.05
deviation
Minimum 42 46 44 450 32
Maximum 64 68 63 643 60

Having looked at the descriptive statistics, we should now turn our attention to
the relationship of each individual variable under examination with the profi-
ciency measures in an attempt to answer our research questions. Based on the lit-
erature it is obvious that language aptitude is an individual variable that deter-
mines the rate of progress when learning a foreign language and not the ultimate
level of language proficiency that can be attained by a learner. In this sense, with-
out having any information about the time and intensity devoted to studying the
foreign language, which is something that is very hard to measure or even to es-
timate in retrospect, it is not at all obvious whether we should expect to find any
relationship between language aptitude and language proficiency or not. When
examining the correlations between language aptitude scores and different meas-
ures of language proficiency (see Table 8), we can see that in general language
aptitude does not seem to influence language proficiency at this level. This is not
really surprising in the light of the relatively high mean and low standard devia-
tion that characterised the language aptitude measures of the sample. The only
exception is the language analysis subtest measuring inductive language learning
ability, which positively correlates (r=0.34, p<0.05) with the vocabulary and read-
ing comprehension subtest of TOEFL-PBT. While it is not really surprising that
such a moderate relationship exists, the direction of the effect is not at all obvious.
It can be argued that students characterised by good inductive language learning
abilities, who are able to infer the rules governing a set of language materials can
be expected to be better readers, or an equally convincing argument can be that
good readers, who achieve high scores on reading tests and probably read a lot,
eventually improve their inductive language learning ability.
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Table 8: Correlations of aptitude test (MENYET) scores and scores on language
proficiency tests (TOEFL-PBT and C-test) for 1st year English majors at ELTE (N=

41)
variable TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL total C-test score
Listening Structure Vocabulary score
comprehension and written  and reading
expression comprehension
Hidden 0.045 0.171 0.173 0.139 0.064
sounds
Language 0.141 0.217 0.340* 0.252 0.173
analysis
Words in -0.003 0.106 0.156 0.086 0.173
sentences
Vocabulary  -0.002 0.081 0.019 0.024 0.020
learning
Language 0.043 0.196 0.221 0.156 0.140
aptitude

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level

When looking at the correlations between various composite measures of creativ-
ity and language proficiency in Table 9, we can conclude that no statistically sig-
nificant correlations can be found between creativity and language proficiency in
this 1st year English-major sample. This result somewhat contradicts Ott6’s (1998)
earlier findings, who on a sample of high school students was able to demonstrate
a relationship between creativity and end-of-year grades. One possible reason for
such a discrepancy is that besides differences in the sample, Ott6 used a different
test of creativity in his study; moreover, the end-of-year grades that he used as
indicators of language proficiency might be influenced by factors other than lan-
guage proficiency, for example personal preferences of the teacher.

Although there seem to be no empirical studies examining the relationship be-
tween creativity and language proficiency, there is at least one new trend in apti-
tude research (see section 2.1. Grigorenko et al., 2000) which suggests that there
are probably some cognitive processes such as selective encoding, selective com-
parison, selective transfer, and selective combination, which are relevant for both
foreign language aptitude and creativity. Therefore, it would not have been very
surprising to find positive correlations between these two measures despite the
fact that the instruments used in the study have different theoretical backgrounds
from the ones that suggest such a relationship.
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Table 9: Correlations of composite creativity scores and language proficiency test
scores (TOEFL-PBT and C-test) for 1st year English majors at ELTE (N=41)

variable TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL total C-test score
Listening Structure Vocabulary score
comprehension and written  and reading
expression comprehension

Originality ~ 0.236 -0.081 0.124 0.070 0.137
Creative 0.140 -0.147 -0.017 -0.038 0.032
fluency

Flexibility 0.193 -0.130 0.055 0.020 0.089
Average 0.243 0.027 0.237 0.166 0.243
originality

Relative 0.154 -0.058 0.097 0.066 0.169
flexibility

Total 0.195 -0.122 0.056 0.018 0.088
creativity

Verbal 0.267 -0.038 0.162 0.134 0.194
creativity

Figural 0.043 -0.177 -0.087 -0.123 -0.065
creativity

In the light of the above, it is interesting to see that the only correlations that were
found to be statistically significant between language aptitude and creativity are
negative (see Table 10), and they appear in the case of one subtest of language ap-
titude only, the “hidden sounds’ subtest (it negatively correlates with creative flu-
ency r=-0.31, p<0.05, and with flexibility r=-0.31, p<0.05). Since the ‘hidden
sounds’ subtest supposedly measures phonetic coding ability, that is the coding
and memorising of phonetic materials, it is quite difficult to interpret this finding.
Two alternative explanations can be offered however: it is possible that the ‘hid-
den sounds’ subtest, besides phonetic coding ability, also measures something
else, and it is this unknown variable that is negatively related to creative fluency
and flexibility, that is to the number of responses given on a task and the number
of categories these answers originate from. The other explanation is based on the
different format of the aptitude and the creativity tests. While the creativity test
used in this study is in fact a divergent thinking test which attempts to measure
respondents’ ability to generate a large number of solutions in response to a given
task, the “hiden sounds’ subtest of the aptitude test is clearly convergent: respon-
dents are required to memorise sounds and their associated orthographic symbols,
and to provide the only correct solution on the test. While this explanation seems
to be plausible, the question can be raised why no similar relationship was identi-
fied in the case of creativity and “vocabulary learning’, since the above described
characteristics of the “hidden sounds’ task are in many ways similar to that of “vo-
cabulary learning’.
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Table 10: Correlations of composite creativity test scores and language aptitude
test (MENYET) scores for 1st year English majors at ELTE (N=41)

variable Hidden Language Words in Vocabulary  Language
sounds analysis sentences learning aptitude

Originality -0.217 -0.166 0.041 0.163 -0.015

Creative -0.312* -0.292 0.039 0.063 -0.119

fluency

Flexibility -0.311* -0.189 0.056 0.103 -0.071

Average 0.038 0.032 0.082 0.173 0.139

originality

Relative -0.105 -0.036 0.112 0.053 0.039

flexibility

Total -0.287 -0.221 0.047 0.112 -0.070

creativity

Verbal -0.307 -0.192 -0.042 -0.009 -0.163

creativity

Figural -0.163 -0.178 0.134 0.194 0.063

creativity

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level

Since bivariate correlations suggest that there is a weak negative relationship be-
tween the phonetic coding ability component of language aptitude and the crea-
tive fluency and flexibility components of creativity, we can hypothesise that their
relationship might influence the correlations each of them has with other vari-
ables. For this reason, partial correlations were calculated for language aptitude as
well as for creativity with measures of language proficiency, instead of the bivari-
ate correlations done earlier. This allowed us to remove the effect of the variable
partialled out from the relationship of two variables. Table 11 presents the partial
correlations between various measures of the aptitude test and the language profi-
ciency scores, while controlling for the effect of creative fluency and flexibility. We
can see that having removed the effect of creative fluency and flexibility the only
statistically significant correlation, which existed between scores on the language
analysis subtest and the vocabulary and reading comprehension section of
TOEFL-PBT (see Table 8), dropped from r=0.34 to r=0.30, which is not significant
at this sample size any more. Although this might suggest that without the medi-
ating effect of creativity, aptitude does not influence language proficiency at this
level, there is another plausible explanation as well. It is also possible that on a
larger sample the relationship would have remained statistically significant, and
in that case it would be impossible to argue for a mediating effect of creativity.
Consequently, the issue whether creativity affects the relationship of language
aptitude and language proficiency or not cannot be settled.
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Table 11: Partial correlations of aptitude test (MENYET) scores and scores on
language proficiency tests (TOEFL-PBT and C-test) for 1st year English majors at
ELTE (N=41), controlling for creative fluency and flexibility

variable TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL total C-test score
Listening Structure Vocabulary score
comprehension and written  and reading
expression comprehension

Hidden 0.106 0.135 0.193 0.145 0.089
sounds

Language 0.148 0.183 0.308 0.215 0.148
analysis

Words in -0.019 0.111 0.148 0.078 0.164
sentences

Vocabulary  -0.036 0.088 -0.010 0.003 -0.047
learning

Language 0.037 0.179 0.198 0.133 0.124
aptitude

Table 12: Partial correlations of composite creativity test scores and scores on lan-
guage proficiency tests (TOEFL-PBT and C-test) for 1st year English majors at
ELTE (N=41), controlling for Hidden sounds (phonetic coding ability)

Variable TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL TOEFL total C-test score
Listening Structure Vocabulary and score
comprehension and written reading
expression  comprehension

Originality ~ 0.252 -0.045 0.167 0.103 0.155
Creative 0.162 -0.099 -0.039 0.005 0.054
fluency

Flexibility 0.218 -0.081 0.116 0.067 0.114
Average 0.241 0.021 0.234 0.162 0.241
originality

Relative 0.160 -0.041 0.117 0.082 0.176
flexibility

Total 0.217 -0.077 0.111 0.061 0.111
creativity

Verbal 0.295 0.015 0.229 0.187 0.224
creativity

Figural 0.051 -0.153 -0.060 -0.102 -0.055
creativity

Table 12 presents the partial correlation figures for the composite creativity test
scores and scores on language proficiency tests, while controlling for phonetic
coding ability (the hidden sound subtest of MENYET). As can be seen, no statisti-
cally significant correlations were found between creativity and language profi-
ciency in this case either; therefore, it seems that creativity is unrelated to global
language proficiency on this sample.
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Conclusion

Based on the present study, the following conclusions can be drawn with regard
to the relationship of foreign language aptitude, creativity and language profi-
ciency for a sample of 41 advanced learners. When examining the relationship of
the two individual variables, it seems that some aspects of creativity (creative flu-
ency and flexibility) and language aptitude (phonetic coding ability) are nega-
tively correlated. Therefore creative learners tend to be at a disadvantage when a
task calls for the memorization and retrieval of sound symbol associations. Al-
though we might intuitively feel that such a relationship is easy to explain as good
performance on the ‘hidden sounds” subtest does not require any creativity and in
fact creative learners might want to change the pairs instead of memorizing them,
this finding is still surprising in the light of cognitive theories of aptitude and
creativity, which suggest there are some processes that are relevant for both indi-
vidual variables. However, since the instruments used in this study are not
grounded in cognitive theory, this finding might purely be an artefact of the
measuring instruments applied.

As far as the relationship of aptitude and proficiency is concerned, in the case
of the advanced learners who participated in the study, only inductive language
learning ability (measured by the language analysis task) seems to be related to
language proficiency at the advanced level. In order to be able to analyse the rela-
tionship of aptitude and proficiency in greater detail, more data would be needed
on the language learning history of the participants. It is also possible that if either
the proficiency or the language aptitude of the respondents displayed more vari-
ance, it would have been possible to find some relationship between them.

Although a previous study (Ott6, 1998) suggested that there might be a direct
relationship between creativity and language proficiency, the findings of the cur-
rent investigation failed to lend support to this hypothesis. In this sample no sta-
tistically significant correlations were found between different facets of learner
creativity and students’ proficiency. Creativity turned out to be unrelated to the
overall level of proficiency. In light of this, it might be interesting to look at spe-
cific language tasks instead of general measures of language proficiency to see if
creativity manifests itself there or not. It can be hypothesised that even if creativity
does not directly affect overall language learning success, as its influence might be
counterbalanced by other factors, other individual difference variables in the case
of such a global measure as language proficiency, it is possible that creativity af-
fects some aspects of task performance.
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Introduction

In this paper we discuss the role of verbal working memory capacity in the success of
the acquisition of various language skills and competencies during a one-year-long in-
tensive English language training program. Our study addressed the research question
what the relationship is between verbal working memory capacity and performance in
an end of year reading, writing, listening, speaking and use of English test. The partici-
pants of the study were 67 secondary-school students aged 15-16 in the first year of in-
tensive language learning of a bilingual education program. Twenty-one of the students
were beginners at the beginning of the school year, while 46 students started from a pre-
intermediate level. The participants performed a non-word repetition test and took a
Cambridge First Certificate Exam. The non-word repetition test scores were correlated
with the results on the various sub-components of the language proficiency test. Our
study indicates that verbal working memory capacity plays a different role in the case of
beginners and pre-intermediate students in intensive language learning. Whereas in the
case of beginners there was a significant correlation between non-word repetition scores
and oral test results only, for the pre-intermediate students we found a highly signifi-
cant relationship between scores on the use of English and writing test as well as the
overall proficiency test.

One of the basic questions in second language acquisition (SLA) research is what ac-
counts for students’ differential success in language learning. The individual factors that
influence language learning have been widely researched in the past 30 years (for a re-
cent overview see Dornyei, 2005). The variables along which language learners differ are
generally sub-divided into affective, cognitive and personality-related individual differ-
ences (Gardner, 1985). With some overlaps, motivation, language learning anxiety and
self-confidence are generally listed among affective factors, whereas personality-related
differences comprise traits such as openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraver-
sion, agreeableness and emotional stability (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The cognitive fac-
tors that are held to be important predictors of success in language learning are intelli-
gence, aptitude and working memory capacity.

Research on the role of working memory in SLA started approximately 15 years ago,
shortly after the importance of verbal memory capacity in child first language acquisi-
tion was discovered (Gathercole & Baddeley, 1989). In their review of the research evi-
dence supporting the crucial role of working memory capacity in learning words,
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Baddeley, Gathercole and Papagno (1998) call the phonological loop, i.e. the verbal
component of working memory, a “language learning device” (p. 158). Miyake and
Friedman (1998) even suggested that working memory is the central component of lan-
guage aptitude. The role of verbal working memory capacity in the acquisition of sec-
ond language (L2) words has long been acknowledged (Papagno & Vallar, 1995; Service
& Kohonen, 1995). Working memory capacity has also been found to influence the
learning of grammatical rules (Ellis & Sinclair, 1996).

Most studies on the role of verbal working memory capacity in L2 learning concen-
trated on various aspects of vocabulary learning, and they usually used a relatively
small number of participants (e.g., Papagno & Vallar, 1995; Service & Kohonen, 1995,
Speciale, Ellis & Bywater, 2004). The groups of participants were either highly motivated
university students with good cognitive capacities (e.g., Papagno & Vallar, 1995; Spe-
ciale et al., 2004) or children (e.g., Service & Kohonen, 1995). Very few research projects
investigated the general effect of working memory capacity on the acquisition of various
L2 skills such as listening, reading, writing and speaking, and if they did, such as Har-
rington and Sawyer’s (1992) and Fortkamp’s (1999) study, they used the measure of
reading span, the validity of which as a measure of verbal working memory capacity is
guestionable (Caplan & Waters, 1999; Waters & Caplan, 1996). Our research aimed to fill
the gap of studies on the relationship of verbal working memory capacity and the acqui-
sition of the major L2 skills. We also intended to investigate an under-represented age-
group in this field, namely young adolescent learners, who constitute a major propor-
tion of the language learning population in foreign language environments. Since in
Hungary, a large number of secondary shool students aged between 14 and 15 have
been recently participating in intensive language learning programs, we were interested
in to what extent the level of proficiency in the various L2 skills attained by the end of a
one-year intensive language program correlates with performance on a test of verbal
working memory capacity.

In this paper we first describe the working memory model and discuss previous re-
search investigating the role of working memory in language learning. After the de-
scription of the methods used in our research, we present the results obtained, and dis-
cuss how they support a relationship between working memory and foreign language
learning.

Review of literature
The working memory model

The most widely accepted conceptualization of short-term memory today is the working
memory model developed by Baddeley and Hitch (1974; Baddeley, 1986). While previ-
ous theories of memory systems focused on the storage function of memory, the new
model, as its name suggests, adapts a more dynamic approach. This conceptualization
of working memory combines storage with the processing and manipulation of infor-
mation, thus in this view working memory plays a far greater role than previously as-
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sumed in cognitive activities such as comprehension, reasoning and learning (Baddeley,
2003).

The working memory model comprises a multi-component memory system con-
sisting of the central executive, which coordinates two modality-specific subsystems, the
phonological loop and the visuo-spatial sketchpad. Later, a fourth component was
added to the model: the episodic buffer, which uses multi-dimensional coding, inte-
grates information to form episodes, and is in communication with long-term memory
(Baddeley, 2000). The visuo-spatial sketchpad works with visual and spatial informa-
tion, while the phonological loop is specialized for the manipulation and retention of
speech. The central executive, “the most important but least understood component of
working memory” (Baddeley, 2003, p. 835), has several functions, including attentional
control, directing the flow of information through the system and planning (Gathercole,
1999).

The most widely researched component of working memory is the phonological
loop. This subsystem consists of a phonological store, which holds information for a few
seconds, and an articulatory rehearsal process, which refreshes decaying information
amongst other functions. The rehearsal process is analogous to subvocal speech and
takes place in real-time, resulting in a limited span of immediate memory (after a certain
number of items, the first one will fade before it can be rehearsed). Phonological loop
capacity is often measured by tasks involving immediate serial recall of numbers (digit
span) or words (Baddeley, 2003). One of the most widely used tests of phonological
short-term memory capacity is the non-word repetition test, where participants have to
repeat non-words of various lengths. Non-words are words that do not exist in the
given language but conform to its phonotactic rules. Participants’ short-term memory
capacity may then be expressed in terms of the non-word span, which is the highest
number of syllables the participant could repeat in at least 50% of the cases.

Working memory and language learning

A great number of studies investigated the relationship between short-term memory
capacity and first language acquisition. Young children show considerable variation in
both phonological loop capacity and vocabulary knowledge, and these two variables are
closely related. The relationship is particularly strong between non-word repetition and
native vocabulary knowledge, with correlation coefficients ranging between 0.4 and 0.6
and is independent of nonverbal intelligence (Gathercole & Thorn, 1998).

Gathercole, Service, Hitch, Adams and Martin (1999) found moderately strong cor-
relations between phonological loop capacity and vocabulary knowledge in children
aged 4, 5 and 13 years. This shows that the close link between verbal short-term memory
and vocabulary knowledge persists throughout the childhood. They also managed to
prove that this relationship is not due to individual differences in articulatory skills as
some critics suggested. According to this claim, measures of verbal short-term memory
require a high degree of articulatory accuracy (as participants have to repeat non-words
and a single phoneme deviation is scored as an error), and thus may underestimate the
phonological memory capacity of children who have phonological output problems.
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However, although Gathercole and her colleagues confirmed that the non-word repeti-
tion task is limited by children’s speech production skills, they found that there is a
strong relationship between vocabulary knowledge and a non-word recognition task,
where articulatory skills were not involved. Thus the link between verbal short-term
memory and vocabulary knowledge remains even when articulation skills are not in-
volved. Furthermore, the correlations between conventional short-term memory meas-
ures and vocabulary knowledge persisted even after the effect of articulation rate was
partialled out.

Baddeley (1986) argued that the phonological loop plays a crucial role in the learn-
ing of new words by storing unfamiliar sound patterns while long-term representations
are built, which supposes a direct link between short-term memory and long-term
learning. This link between short-term memory and long-term knowledge, however, is
not unidirectional. Research evidence shows that words are easier to recall than non-
words (Hulme, Maughan & Brown, 1991), and non-words that conform to the phono-
tactic rules of the participants’ first language are easier to recall than non-words which
are less “wordlike” (Gathercole, 1995). (For a recent study on the effect of phonotactic
irregularities on short-term memory performance, see Kovacs & Racsmany, in prepara-
tion). Further evidence for the role of long-term knowledge in phonological short-term
memory comes from a study by Gathercole, Hitch, Service and Martin (1997). The au-
thors investigated the links between new word learning, phonological short-term mem-
ory and existing lexical knowledge in the case of five-year-old children. They found that
the learning of new words was influenced not only by phonological loop capacity, but
also by the level of children’s vocabulary knowledge at the time. According to the au-
thors, this proves a reciprocal relationship between phonological short-term memory
skills and long-term lexical knowledge. “With greater amounts of lexical knowledge, the
degree to which knowledge about the structure of the language can be used to supple-
ment and enhance fragile traces of new words in the phonological loop will also be in-
creased” (Gathercole et al., 1997, p. 977).

The link between phonological short-term memory and new word learning was ex-
tended to the learning of foreign languages by Service and her colleagues (Service, 1992;
Service & Kohonen, 1995). They found that the ability to repeat English-sounding pseu-
dowords was a good predictor of English language learning success (as expressed by
children’s grades in English) among Finnish primary school pupils during the first three
years of language learning. Later, the link between non-word repetition and children’s
grades was found to be mediated by L2 vocabulary knowledge.

Cheung (1996) investigated the relationship between experimental learning of sec-
ond-language vocabulary and L2 non-word repetition among 12-year-old high school
students whose mother tongue was Chinese. He found that non-word span was the best
predictor of second language vocabulary learning among those participants whose vo-
cabulary level was below the group average, while in the case of the subgroup with a
wide range of vocabulary no such relationship was detected between the two variables.
According to Cheung, this suggests that there is an interaction between phonological
short-term memory and long-term phonological knowledge about the L2, which ex-
plains that in the case of high-vocabulary participants their long-term knowledge sup-
ported the learning of new words.
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Masoura and Gathercole (1999) tested children’s non-word repetition performance
and vocabulary knowledge in both L1 (Greek) and L2 (English). They found significant
links between phonological memory skills and both native and foreign vocabulary
knowledge, which were independent of general factors (nonverbal ability, age). L2 vo-
cabulary knowledge was associated with non-word repetition independently of native
vocabulary knowledge; however, the opposite was not true: after L2 vocabulary scores
were partialled out, native vocabulary knowledge did not correlate with non-word
repetition. The results may indicate that phonological short-term memory plays an even
more important role in foreign language learning than in L1 acquisition. It also confirms
previous evidence showing language specificity in memory for non-words.

Most of the studies discussed above involved children, but Papagno and Vallar
(1995) showed that short-term memory and word-learning abilities are related among
adults as well. They compared Italian university students who spoke at least two for-
eign languages and students who were not polyglots. The two groups were similar in
terms of other characteristics (academic achievement, nonverbal intelligence, etc.). As
expected, the polyglot group performed better on tests of phonological short-term
memory and in the learning of Russian-Italian word pairs. The two groups showed
similar performance in learning Italian word-pairs.

Speciale, Ellis and Bywater (2004) explored the relationships between phonological
short-term memory capacity, phonological sequence learning ability and foreign lan-
guage learning among undergraduate university students in two experiments. They
found that both phonological sequence learning and phonological short-term memory
capacity contribute to vocabulary learning. In the beginning of learning a language,
these two variables are separable and contribute to vocabulary learning independently.
As learning progresses, students begin to recognize the phonological regularities of the
language, and vocabulary knowledge contributes to increasing the efficiency of short-
term phonological storage as well as the learning of further sequences. These results
confirm the relationship between short-term memory capacity and foreign language
vocabulary learning, while indicating that the ability to learn phonological sequences
also contributes to vocabulary learning, and that the combination the two variables has
more explanatory power than that of phonological short-term memory capacity alone.

Some researchers claim that working memory plays a more general role in second
language acquisition than just supporting vocabulary acquisition. Ellis (1996) argues
that language learning is mostly sequence learning, and even abstract grammatical
knowledge is a product of the analysis of sequences. As short-term memory is responsi-
ble for remembering sequential information, its role in language learning is far greater
than previously supposed. Ellis suggests that the acquisition of syntax is also related to
short-term memory capacity. Ellis and Sinclair (1996) present experimental evidence
that rehearsing foreign language material has beneficial effects on both comprehending
and learning foreign language material, metalinguistic knowledge of grammar, accuracy
in pronunciation and productive grammatical fluency and accuracy.

As we have seen, there is convincing research evidence for a relationship between
phonological working memory capacity and certain aspects of foreign language learn-
ing. Our study investigates the role of verbal working memory capacity in the case of
two groups of secondary- school students taking part in an intensive language learning
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program: those who were beginners at the beginning of the school-year and those
whose level of proficiency was judged to be pre-intermediate in September. Our re-
search questions were the following:

1. Is there a difference in the role of verbal working memory capacity between lower
and higher level learners?

2. How does verbal working memory capacity influence the acquisition of vocabulary,
grammar, reading, writing, speaking and listening skills?

Method
Participants

Our research was conducted in a Hungarian-English dual language secondary school in
Budapest. The participants were in a year of intensive language learning program from
September to June, in order to achieve a level of proficiency in English which enables
them to participate in an immersion-type programme in English in several subjects
during their four years of secondary-school studies. These students attended a five-year
secondary programme and their age was between 15 and 16 years.

Out of the 72 students enrolled in the program, 67 students participated in the study,
29 participants were male and 38 students were female. 21 students in the program had
learned English before coming to the school, and they began learning from the pre-in-
termediate level in September. 46 students had either not learned English in primary
school, or the level of proficiency they reached was judged to be elementary, and there-
fore they started from beginner level.

The students learn English in six small groups (4 beginners and 2 pre-intermediate)
and they are taught by five teachers who collaborate very closely. The teachers in the
programme claim that the teaching method used is predominantly communicative.

Procedures

We used a non-word span test to measure students’ short-term memory capacity. The
test was administered at the end of the academic year in May. As their end-term exam,
the students completed a Cambridge First Certificate language exam. We used the re-
sults of this test as the measure of second language proficiency. Results on the two tests
were correlated. For the statistical analyses we used the SPSS 13.0 for Windows soft-
ware.
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Non-word span test

The Hungarian version of the non-word span test was developed by Racsmany, Lukacs,
Németh, and Pléh (2005). It consists of 36 non-words which conform to the phonotactic
rules of Hungarian. The non-words are presented in a specific order, and participants
have to repeat them one by one. Each non-word consists of one to nine syllables, and a
set of four non-words corresponds to each number of syllables (the sets are not pre-
sented together). We recorded the test material with a digital voice recorder and pre-
sented it using portable CD players. Each student was tested separately in a quiet room
by the authors of the article.

On the basis of the participants’ performance, their non-word span was calculated,
which is the highest number of syllables the participant can repeat in 50% of the cases
(at least two times). This is the most widely accepted indicator of verbal short-term
memory capacity. However, as we found that this indicator was sometimes contradic-
tory (for instance, when a participant repeated two seven-syllable words but only one
six-syllable word), we also used the weighted average of the number of repeated sylla-
bles (which differentiates between two participants with a seven-syllable non-word
span if one repeated all the words below the eight-syllable level, and the other failed to
repeat some of the words with a lower number of syllable).

We selected the non-word span test because of its attested validity in assessing ver-
bal working memory capacity (for an overview of the research on the non-word span
test see Racsmany et al., 2005). Although the digit-span test is also a valid measure of
capacity of the phonological loop, we decided against using it because previous studies
showed similar or lower correlations between digit span and vocabulary measures than
in the case of non-word span (Gathercole et al., 1997; for a review see Baddeley et al.
1998). Because the investigation was conducted in the students’ school, it was important
to minimize interference with teaching in the institution. Therefore, we had to limit the
selection of the test procedures to the one that produced the highest correlations in pre-
vious research. The reading span test is also a possible measure of working memory
capacity, but both its reliability (Caplan & Waters, 1999; Waters & Caplan, 1996) and its
validity as a measure of phonological short-tem memory capacity have been questioned
(Towse & Hitch, 1995). Our decision to use an L1 based non-word repetition test was
motivated by the fact that L2 non-word repetition ability is influenced by the knowledge
of the phonological regularities of the L2 (Cheung, 1996; Masoura & Gathercole, 1999),
therefore any correlation found between L2 non-word repetition ability and proficiency
test scores might be the result of the fact that L2 non-word repetition ability itself is also
an indirect measure of L2 competence.

Cambridge First Certificate Exam

The students’ end-year exam was a Cambridge First Certificate exam, which was con-
ducted by the teachers of the school. The written paper consists of reading and listening
comprehension, composition, and Use of English test. The reading and listening com-

prehension sections contain three texts each, accompanied by multiple-choice items and
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guestions requiring short answers. In the composition task students had to write in
three different genres, which were evaluated based on their content and accuracy. The
oral exam consisted of an interview, a picture description task, and a problem-solving
task in pairs. The Use of English test assessed sudents’ level of vocabulary and gram-
mar.

Results
An overview of the participants’ general characteristics

As far as the verbal working memory capacity of the students is concerned, the results
show that the students’ non-word span was relatively high. The participants were able
to repeat 6.94 syllables, which is higher than the national average of this age group as
found by Racsméany and his co-workers (2005), whose participants aged between 12 and
16 scored 5.17 syllables. Our students’ non-word span & even higher than that of the
adult Hungarian national average (6.85 syllables — Racsmany et al., 2005). In our sample,
50% of students scored 7 syllables and above, whereas in the corresponding age group
in the national sample only the highest 10 percentile of the population was able to repeat
7 syllables. The standard deviation in our population is similar to that of the same age
group in Racsmany et al.’s study. Therefore, we can conclude that despite scoring
higher, our sample is just as heterogeneous as the population tested in the national sur-
vey (see Table 1).

Table 1: The descriptive statistics of the verbal working memory test results

Variable  Non-word National average National average Non-word
span non-word span non-word span average
(12-16 years) (adults)
Mean 6.94 5.17 6.85 2.55
SD 1.01 1.12 0.67 0.63
Min 4 3 5 1.14
Max 9 5 8 3.94

The distribution of the scores closely approximates the normal curve, although it is
slightly negatively skewed. This suggests that we can regard the distribution of non-
word span in our sample as normal. Among our participants, two students reached the
maximum score of nine syllables, and six learners were able to repeat eight syllables (see
Table 2). Most students (N=37) fell into the seven-syllable range. 54% of the participants
scored in the average range, while 20% of the learners were below and 26% above the
average in terms of their non-word span. One student could only repeat words consist-
ing of four syllables, while eight students had a five-syllable working-memory span.
This shows that there is enough variation in the non-word span of the participants to
carry out meaningful analyses of the relationship of verbal working memory capacity
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and second language proficiency. If we compare the students who were judged to be
beginners in September and those who were identified as pre-intermediate learners, we
find no significant differences in their verbal working memory scores (see Table 4). No
significant difference in the non-word test scores of male and female students could be
detected either (t=0.79; p = 0.43)

Table 2: The distribution of the non-word span scores

Non-word span Frequency Percent
4 1 14

5 8 11.6

6 4 5.8

7 37 53.6

8 15 21.7

9 2 2.9

As regards the language test results, the students performed well in the proficiency
exam: on average they scored 80.65% on the test. Their performance was best in the oral
component, whereas their scores were the lowest in the Use of English test (see Table 3).

Table 3: The descriptive statistics of the proficiency test scores

Variable  Reading Writing Use of Listening Speaking Total score
(max=56) (max=40) English (max=30) (max=20) (max=221)

(max=
75)

Mean 48.26 32.74 54.62 22.26 17.00 174.15

SD 4.17 4.36 10.42 3.40 2.09 19.79

Min 37 20 28 13 12 125

Max 56 38 70 29 20 208

We compared the students who were considered to be beginners in September and
those whose level of proficiency was already pre-intermediate at the beginning of the
school-year in terms of their language test results and working memory scores by means
of the Mann-Whitney U-test, which is the non-parametric counterpart of the ttest. Our
selection of a non-parametric test was motivated by the fact that the number of students
in the two groups was very different (21 learners in the pre-intermediate and 46 stu-
dents in the beginner group). In order to reduce the probability that significant differ-
ences are found between groups due to the repeated use of the same statistical proce-
dure, the method of Bonferroni correction was applied when establishing the signifi-
cance levels. The results show that the pre-intermediate group achieved significantly
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more points in every component of the exam except for the reading and writing paper
(see Table 4).

Table 4. The comparison of beginner and pre-intermediate learners’ proficiency and
working memory test scores

Variable df Beginners Intermediate z p
(N=46) (N=21)
(SD) (SD)
Non-word span 64 6.82 (1.01) 7.19 (0.98) 1.44 0.15
Non-word average 64 89.47 (23.02) 97.38 (21.53) 1.52 0.12
Reading 64 47.65 (4.03) 49.50 (4.33) 1.97 0.05
Writing 64 31.73 (4.81) 34.75 (2.21) 2.25 0.02
Use of English 64 51.00 (10.03) 61.88 (6.86) 3.93 0.001
Listening 64 21.29 (3.46) 24.21 (2.32) 3.09 0.001
Speaking 64 16.48 (1.97) 18.04 (1.94) 3.01 0.003
Total proficiency 64 168.14 (19.58) 188.37 (11.97) 3.88 0.001

score

The students who were beginners when the intensive language learning program
started scored 20 points less out of the maximum number of possible points (221 points)
than their more advanced peers. As the standard deviation figures suggest, the group of
beginning learners was more heterogeneous in terms of proficiency than the pre-inter-
mediate group. We have to note, however, that the difference between the two groups
does not exceed 10% of the maximum number of possible points in any of the test com-
ponents. Thus, even though the two groups of students differ statistically in their scores,
this rate of difference does not seem to be considerable. Nevertheless, because the two
groups followed different patterns of development: one from beginner to near upper-
intermediate level, and the other from pre-intermediate to high upper-intermediate
level, we treated the two groups as separate when analyzing the relationship of working
memory and language proficiency test scores.

The relationship of working memory and proficiency test scores

If we perform correlational analyses to establish the relationship of working memory
test scores and results in the various components of proficiency test in the case of the
beginner and pre-intermediate group, the following findings emerge. As regards the
students who were beginners at the start of the school-year, it can be seen that working
memory span does not seem to be an important factor in explaining success at the end
of the term test. Only the points awarded in the oral component of the exam are corre-
lated with the average non-word score (see Table 5), and even this correlation is very
weak. If we examine the relationship of non-word repetition scores and sub-scores in
the oral component of the exam, we find that it is the points awarded for accuracy that
correlate with average non-word repetition scores (r = .34, p = 0.02).
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Table 5: The correlation of working memory and proficiency test scores in the case of the
beginner group (N=46)

Non-word span Non-word average
Reading 0.05 0.04
Writing 0.05 0.10
Use of English 0.14 0.20
Listening 0.02 0.16
Speaking 0.19 0.29*
Total proficiency score  0.12 0.19

*p <0.05

In the case of the learners who were at the pre-intermediate level in September, the av-
erage non-word score is moderately correlated with students’ performance in the Writ-
ing and Use of English paper and with the total number of points students achieved in
the test. Among the components of the oral test, average non-word score was found to
be significantly correlated with the number of points students received for their fluency
(r = .46, p = 0.03) and range of vocabulary (r =.57, p =0.01).

Table 6: The correlation of working memory and proficiency test scores in the case of the
pre-intermediate group (N=21)

Non-word span Non-word average
Reading 0.34 0.26
Writing 0.27 0.48*
Use of English 0.39 0.49*
Listening -0.18 0.01
Speaking 0.20 0.34
Total proficiency score 0.43 0.47*

*p<0.05
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Discussion

In order to explain the different patterns of relationship between verbal working mem-
ory test scores and language proficiency, we have to refer back to what non-word repe-
tition tests measure and what role verbal working memory capacity has been found to
play in language learning. The non-word repetition test is claimed to be an indicator of
the capacity of the phonological short-term memory system, which is responsible for the
temporary storage and manipulation of phonological input (Baddeley, 2003). As shown
in the review of literature, it has also been pointed out in a number of studies in the past
ten years that due to the interaction of phonological knowledge stored in long-term
memory and the functioning of the phonological short-term memory system, perform-
ance in this type of test is affected by the phonological characteristics of the nhon-words
to be reproduced (Gathercole, 1995; Kovacs & Racsmany, in preparation). Therefore,
with the help of the Hungarian non-word repetition test we can gain an insight into how
a particular learner is able to handle verbal input that resembles the phonotactic rules of
his mother tongue. In other words, we can measure his verbal working memory capac-
ity in L1. As our review of literature suggests, earlier studies in the field of L2 learning
found a significant relationship between non-word repetition test scores in L1 and vo-
cabulary learning in L2 (Masoura & Gathercole, 1999; Speciale, Ellis & Bywater, 2004) as
well as the acquisition of L2 syntax (Ellis & Sinclair, 1996).

The results of our study indicate that in the case of the students who were beginners
in September, verbal working memory capacity is related to only one constituent of lan-
guage proficiency, namely speaking skills. If we consider how speaking differs from the
other components of L2 competence, it can be concluded that this task requires on-line
usage of one’s knowledge of the L2, that is, in order to succeed in this component of the
exam, students need to apply rules of the L2 automatically and should be able to re-
trieve words and memorized phrases within the time-constraints of the communicative
situation. Because it is the accuracy score that seems to be related to non-word repetition
test results, it is most likely that verbal memory capacity influences to what extent stu-
dents can transform their declarative knowledge of grammatical rules of the L2 (i.e.
knowing the rule) into procedural knowledge (i.e. being able to apply the rule) and use
this knowledge automatically in the course of the one-year intensive program. Thus, this
finding indirectly suggests that up to a certain stage of language proficiency, the auto-
matization of syntactic and morphological rules seems to be affected by the ability to
handle verbal material in working memory. This result is similar to the conclusion
reached by Ellis and Sinclair (1996), who argued that working memory capacity influ-
ences the acquisition of L2 syntactic structures.

In the case of students who were already at a pre-intermediate level when the
school-year started, we can see that significant correlations with non-word repetition
scores emerge in the composition task and in the Use of English component, as well as
in the case of the whole language proficiency test. Both in the case of the composition
score and the achievement in the Use of English paper, knowledge of vocabulary and
grammatical accuracy are the main components that are assessed. Whereas among the
oral test components, significant correlations appear only in the @se of the scores
awarded for the range of vocabulary and fluency. Unfortunately, in the case of the Use
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of English test most tasks assess both lexical and grammatical knowledge in an inte-
grated manner, and in accordance with the rating guidelines of the exam, compositions
were judged holistically. Therefore, we have no information on to what extent range of
word knowledge and syntactic and morphological accuracy contributed to the final
points in these two tasks. Nevertheless, we might speculate that at the level of compe-
tence the formerly pre-intermediate group achieved by the end of the school-year,
which is high upper-intermediate if not advanced, most students display highly accu-
rate and automatized grammatical processing. Therefore, what differentiates among
them is most probably the knowledge of vocabulary and the ability to retrieve words
quickly and efficiently.

This assumption is supported by the fact that unlike in the case of the beginner
group, no significant correlations emerge between verbal working memory capacity and
accuracy score in the oral exam. The effect of verbal working memory capacity on the
on-line application of grammatical knowledge might have disappeared in this group
because most formerly pre-intermediate students’ grammatical encoding processes be-
came automatized by the end of the year. The hypothesis that the source of differences
between students in the more advanced group lies in the range of words and expres-
sions they succeeded in acquiring during the school-year is supported by the strong
correlation between scores awarded for the range of vocabulary and verbal memory test
results. It seems that for higher-level learners the ability to handle verbal material in
working memory plays an important role in the ability to acquire a wide repertoire of
words and expressions. This finding is in accordance with earlier studies which sug-
gested that achievement in L1 non-word repetition test is a good predictor of the success
of L2 vocabulary acquisition (Masoura & Gathercole, 1999; Speciale, Ellis & Bywater,
2004) It is also quite likely that not only the encoding of vocabulary items in memory is
affected by verbal working memory capacity, but the ability to access words easily and
quickly, which is reflected in the correlation of the non-word repetition test and fluency
scores. Fluency also presupposes the knowledge of a sufficient number of ready-made
lexical units or formulae (Pawley & Syder, 1983), the acquisition of which constitutes an
important part of language learning especially at higher proficiency levels (for a recent
review see Wray, 2002). The ability to form larger units from smaller constituents, that
is, to chunk has been supposed to be affected by working memory capacity (Zhang &
Simon, 1985). Therefore it seems quite logical to suppose that the effect of verbal work-
ing memory capacity that manifests itself in the oral fluency score of the participants is
also due to student variability in the ability to form linguistic chunks.

Finally, we might also presume that the relatively strong correlation between the
total proficiency score and non-word repetition scores in the group of formerly pre-in-
termediate learners is caused by the relationship of verbal working memory capacity
and vocabulary learning. As we argued above, it is reasonable to assume that what dif-
ferentiates the two groups of participants in our study is mainly the repertoire of vo-
cabulary and formulaic language, the acquisition of which has been found to be affected
by verbal working memory. Therefore, we might conclude that above the intermediate
level, verbal working memory seems to be an important predictor of L2 learning success
by means of its influence on the acquisition of words and formulaic sequences.
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Since in our study we used a Hungarian non-word repetition test, our findings also
highlight the important role L1 verbal capacities might play in L2 acquisition. Sparks
and Ganschow conducted a series of studies which indicated that L1 literacy skills serve
as the foundation for L2 learning (e.g., Sparks & Ganschow, 1991, 1999, 2001). Dyslexic
learners were also found to have limited verbal working memory capacity in addition to
deficits in phonological/orthographic processing (Jeffries & Everatt, 2004). In their case,
these impaired skills and @pacities lead to increased difficulties in language learning
(for a recent overview see Sarkadi, in press). Our study indicates that even small varia-
tions in verbal working memory capacity in a healthy group of learners might contrib-
ute to differential success in L2 learning.

Conclusion

In this paper we explored the role of verbal working memory capacity in the success of
the acquisition of various language skills and competencies during a one-year-long in-
tensive English language program. Our study addressed the question of what the rela-
tionship is between verbal working memory capacity and performance in an end of year
reading, writing, listening, speaking and use of English test. The participants of the
study were 67 secondary school students aged 15-16 in their year of intensive language
learning of a dual language program. 46 of the students were beginners at the beginning
of the school year, while 21 students started from a pre-intermediate level. The partici-
pants performed a non-word repetition test and took a Cambridge First Certificate
Exam. Our study indicates that working memory capacity plays a different role in the
case of beginners and pre-intermediate students in intensive language learning.
Whereas in the case of beginners there was a significant correlation between non-word
repetition scores and oral test results only, for the pre-intermediate students we found a
highly significant relationship between the Use of English, the writing test and the over-
all proficiency test results.

From these results, we concluded that verbal working memory capacity influences
the ability to apply linguistic rules automatically under time-constraints (i.e. during
speaking) in the case of learners, whose L2 development took place from the beginner to
the low upper-intermediate level. For the students, whose development proceeded from
pre-intermediate to high upper-intermediate level, it was the success of the acquisition
of words and formulaic sequences and the ability to retrieve and apply this knowledge
efficiently that was affected by verbal working memory capacity. Because the non-word
repetition test was conducted with Hungarian sounding non-words, the results of our
study show that L1 based memory capacities play a role not only in the acquisition of L1
skills but also in several L2 learning processes.

Our study has several limitations, one of which is its small sample size. The other
short-coming of our research is that relatively few students fell into the low working
memory range, which might result in us not detecting all the significant correlations that
might exist between verbal working memory capacity and L2 learning. The correlational
design allows us only to draw conclusions concerning relationships, but it is impossible
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to claim that verbal memory capacity is the cause of the differences in students’ per-
formance. Therefore, we plan to verify our claims made in this study by repeating the
same study with similar students in the following year. By pooling the two sets of data
and performing more complex statistical analyses, we can get a more complex insight
into the issue of how verbal working memory capacity can affect the process of L2 ac-
quisition.
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Introduction

This paper reports on a research study intended to explore the organization of pre-
intermediate EFL learners” mental lexicon through word associations in a depth of
word knowledge elicitation task, as part of a larger research project aimed at ob-
serving the changes in the depth of students” word knowledge over a year. Fifteen
participants” L1 and L2 word associations for 21 prompt words were examined.
For data analysis on the word associations a mixed methods design was used: sta-
tistical procedures on presently available association categories (paradigmatic,
syntagmatic, phonological ‘clang’ and analytic responses) were complemented
with the analysis of language choice in the responses. The results illustrate that the
students provided more paradigmatic associations in English for nouns than for
verbs and adjectives, and they gave more translations for nouns and concrete
words than for verbs, adjectives and abstract words. As regards the organization
of the mental lexicon, three conclusions could be drawn from this set of data, con-
firming the findings of previous research studies. First, the better-known an L2
word is, the more central position it occupies in the learners” mental lexicon. Sec-
ond, word pairs of concrete words and nouns tend to be stored together in mem-
ory. Third, nouns have a significant organizing role in pre-intermediate learners’
bilingual lexicon.

Vocabulary is a widely researched area in second language research and a lot
of attention has been given to the subject of vocabulary acquisition, especially to
the size and development of lexicons, that is, breadth of word knowledge (Read,
2004). However, there is still a lack of research on depth of word knowledge, that
is, how well single words are known; and even less is known about how particular
words are acquired over a longer period of time. The problem is all the more com-
plex since it can be supposed that individuals differ in the acquisition of words;
furthermore, the notion of knowing a word is also problematic. The reason for this
is that words are learnt incrementally, not “in a not acquired/acquired manner”
(Schmitt, 1998a, p. 283), thus there are different levels of knowing a word, and
meaning is just one element of this.

It is important to examine what it means to know a word through individual
behaviour for two reasons. On the one hand, observing the incremental nature of
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vocabulary acquisition could provide a deeper understanding of the processes of
vocabulary learning. On the other hand, through examining depth of word
knowledge we might gain an insight into how words are organized in the bilin-
gual memory. Research into vocabulary acquisition has indicated that L1 and L2
words are stored in a common lexicon and recent studies have also aimed at in-
vestigating the connections between words through word associations. However,
as most of the research to date has either compared native and non-native associa-
tions or used advanced L2 speakers, little is known about the organization of be-
ginner or pre-intermediate learners” mental lexicons.

The present paper describes the first phase of a larger research project, which
aims at exploring the depth of word knowledge through examining all the word
knowledge types (spoken form, written form, grammatical and collocational be-
haviour, frequency, register, meaning and associations) with a special emphasis on
word associations. Following the line of research started by Schmitt and Meara
(1997), a further aim is to investigate the relationships between the different word
knowledge components. To achieve this, the participants of the longitudinal study
will be exposed to the same target words in English at least twice over the period
of one year, and changes in the depth of their word knowledge are to be observed.
As so far only phase one of the data collection has been completed, this articles
analyzes the word associations the participants provided at the beginning of the
school year 2005/2006 in order to investigate the types of connections that exist
between L1 and L2 words in pre-intermediate learners’ bilingual memory.

Naturally, the fact that in the present study the participants are at pre-inter-
mediate level, which is much lower than in previous studies, necessitates the use
of more frequent target words and implies that their associations cannot and
should not be compared to those of native speakers. As a result of this, besides
quantifying the responses given by the students, there is also a need for a qualita-
tive analysis of the associations to see what new associative phenomena emerge at
this stage of language proficiency. The aim of the current study is to investigate
the associations of fifteen pre-intermediate learners by assigning their responses to
existing association categories based on the literature as well as setting up new
categories emerging in the process of data analysis, which are to be complemented
with descriptive and inferential statistical procedures. A mixed methodology de-
sign was adopted for two reasons: the low level of the learners and the fact that
they were allowed to associate for the prompt words with L1 and L2 words alike.

The first part of the article explores the theoretical and empirical findings with
regard to the bilingual mental lexicon, which is followed by the methods of data
collection and analysis. The discussion of the results centres on the comparison of
the present findings with those of previous research in an attempt to distinguish
the mental lexicon of pre-intermediate learners from that of advanced L2 speakers.
Finally, further research possibilities and limitations are discussed in the conclu-
sion.
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Review of literature

Theoretical issues

Although the significance of vocabulary acquisition in a second language is un-
questionable, relatively little is known about the actual processes that take place
during the course of activation and actual production; and much attention as the
organization of the lexicon in a second language has gained recently, there is still a
lot of confusion concerning terminology as well as theory (Kormos, 2006). There-
fore, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the issues in question, in the first
part of the literature review theoretical issues are to be addressed, followed by the
findings of empirical research.

The conceptual organization of the mental lexicon

As for the organization of concepts in the lexicon, several models have been put
forward. The hierarchical network model (Collins & Quillian, 1969, 1970, 1972, as
cited in Reeves, Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 1998, p. 197) claims that concepts are
organized as “pyramids” with superordinate ones (e.g., plant) at the top, more
specific ones in the middle (flower) and subordinate ones (e.g., rose) at the bottom;
and each word is only linked to the closest concept. Some typical features of the
model include cognitive economy (the more typical a semantic feature is, the
higher the level it is stored) and category size effect (the larger the category, the
longer the time the search takes). Another feature-oriented model is the feature
comparison model (Smith, Shoben & Rips, 1974, as cited in Reeves, Hirsh-Pasek &
Golinkoff, 1998, p. 199) which assumes that two different types of characteristics
are stored: defining features (which are indispensable for a category to be in-
cluded) and characteristic ones (which are typical but not necessary) For example,
a defining feature is that all birds have feathers, while a typical one is that they fly
(which is not true for all the birds).

In contrast to these two models, the spreading activation model (Collins, 1969,
1970 as cited in Reeves, Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 1998, p. 200) sees concepts as
connected nodes with differing lengths of line between different concepts, based
on the degree of their association. For example, the degree of association is higher
between concepts such as parrot and speaks than between parrot and skin, which
means that in the former case the connection between the concepts is stronger and
shorter. Out of the three theories the spreading activation model is the most well-
founded, for two reasons. Firstly, although it is a network of associations, its
structure does not imply a rigid hierarchy, but allows for words to be related to
several others. Secondly, there is no need to distinguish between defining and
characteristic features; because the stronger the association, the closer the connec-
tion between the two concepts. Aitchison’s “cobweb” theory (2003) is very similar to
this: in her view, words are connected to each other in a way that one lexical item
might be directly linked with several other lexical items on the basis of phonology,
orthography, syntax or semantics.
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With regard to the structure and organization of the mental lexicon, it is im-
portant to discuss what information is contained in it: concepts (the ideas to be
expressed), word forms (lemmas) or word meaning (semantic knowledge) as well.
On the one hand, psychological and neurological research suggests that a lemma
contains only syntactic information and the word meaning is stored at the con-
ceptual level (Levelt, Roelofs & Meyer, 1999). On the other hand, there is a strong
disagreement regarding the definitions of conceptual and semantic knowledge,
and although in L1 production the two are considered inseparable, as regards the
L2 lexicon, there is still an ongoing debate whether the two can and should be dif-
ferentiated at all (for an overview see Pavlenko, 1999).

The mental lexicon of bilinguals

Although the models used for the organization of the L1 lexicon have also been
claimed to be valid for bilinguals, they have been slightly revised for lexical stor-
age in L2. These theories maintain that L2 lexical items are not directly linked to
corresponding concepts (as stated in the hierarchical model of Potter, So, von Eck-
hardt & Feldman, 1984) or if they are, these connections are weak (as stated in the
revised hierarchical model of Kroll & Stewart, 1990, 1994). As a result, beginners in a
second language can only gain access to L2 words through their L1 translations,
but as their level of L2 proficiency increases, the links between the concepts are
formed and there is no need for the L1 equivalent of the word any more. Contrary
to this view, de Groot’s conceptual feature model (1992) assumes that individual
words are connected to concepts and the same word might be represented differ-
ently or similarly in L1 and L2. That is, some words (for example, concrete words
such as chair) might have the same conceptual representation in the two lan-
guages, others may overlap partially (such as the conceptual representation of
winter in English and Russian), while for certain words the representations in the
two languages might differ completely.

One of the most hotly debated issues is whether L1 and L2 lexical items are
stored in two different mental lexicons or in a common one where concepts are
interrelated. Research on lexical encoding has verified that there is a shared bilin-
gual lexicon, and the lexical items of both languages compete for word selection.
Meara’s studies (1982, 1984 as cited in Wolter, 2001, p. 42) indicated that connec-
tions in the L2 lexicon are less stable than those of native speakers, phonology
plays a more significant role in the organization of the L2 lexicon and semantic
links are systematically different from those of native speakers. Wolter’s (2001)
findings are more mixed: for well-known words native and non-native mental
lexicons were found to be structurally different, whereas for less well-known
words they were found to be similar. This is also supported by Wilks and Meara
(2002), who claimed that there are higher numbers of connections at the core of the
lexicon than at the periphery, and postulated that the network structure of L1 and
L2 lexicon might differ because L1 lexical items are more connected than L2 ones.
According to Wolter (2001), it is the depth of word knowledge that might play a
pivotal role in establishing to what extent individual words are integrated into the

120 UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics



structure of the L1 and L2 lexicons and the basic technique for exploring the lexi-
cal network is through word association tasks (Read, 2004).

The type of information stored in the lexicon - depth of word knowledge

In order to learn a new word, it is important to clarify what kind of information
needs to be acquired. The most complete and useful description of word knowl-
edge is given by Nation (1990), consisting of eight word categories: spoken form,
written form, grammatical behaviour, collocational behaviour, frequency, stylistic
register constraints, meaning, and associations of a given word. These categories
include both receptive and productive skills.

Earlier Anderson and Freebody (1981, as cited in Read, 2004, p. 211) defined
depth of word knowledge as “the quality of understanding of a word”, which
means that a word can be considered known by a learner if all the distinctions that
would be understood by an adult native speaker in normal conditions are clear to
them. This definition refers only to precision of meaning and disregards the fact
that several high-frequency words might have numerous meaning senses or are
vague (especially when seen out of context, as it happens in many test situations).
Furthermore, the term ‘adult native speaker’ is also problematic as it is hard to
define who counts as an average native speaker (see Davis, 2003).

The third way of describing depth of word knowledge was suggested by Hen-
riksen (1999) as network knowledge. In his view, the greater a learner’s vocabulary
size, the more there is a need for new words to be incorporated into an already
existing network of words, which therefore needs to be restructured. Thus, depth
of word knowledge is the ability to relate to semantically linked words.

In conclusion, it can be said that Nation’s list of components of word knowl-
edge is the most well-defined and comprehensive. However, for purposes of a
deeper analysis it is important to look into network knowledge, as this enables us
to shed light on the sophistication of the semantic network and not just individual
words.

Word associations

Perhaps due to the relative ease of measuring network knowledge through quick
and easy to administer word association tasks, this component of word knowl-
edge has gained distinguished attention in second language research. A word as-
sociation task is defined as one where speakers of a language are given a set of
stimulus words one by one and they are instructed to give the first word that
comes to their mind (Read, 2004).

By tradition, three categories of word associations have been identified: para-
digmatic, syntagmatic, and phonological or ‘clang’ responses (Wolter, 2001). Para-
digmatic responses have the same grammatical function as the prompt word and
can be of four types: coordinates, superordinates, subordinates, and synonyms.
Syntagmatic responses have a collocational or sequential relationship with the

Déczi: Mapping the mental lexicon of pre-intermediate learners 121



prompt word, and are not from the same word class. Phonological or “clang’ asso-
ciations are semantically unrelated but similar-sounding words. Read (1993)
added a fourth category: analytic responses, which could be a definition of char-
acteristics, as if explained in a dictionary.

First language acquisition research has indicated that the older the children,
the higher the proportion of paradigmatic responses. This has been referred to as
the syntagmatic-paradigmatic shift, and can be explained by the cognitive and lexical
development in the L1 mental lexicon. In addition, it was also found that unclassi-
fiable and clang responses diminish with age (Ervin, 1961, as cited in Wolter, 2001,
p. 43).

Empirical research

Research on depth of word knowledge

Researching depth of word knowledge is complex and time-consuming as it is
extremely difficult to investigate all the components. Furthermore, there is still a
lack of appropriate measures for assessing the various kinds of word knowledge
and research needs to be longitudinal in order to show vocabulary development.
However, even a longitudinal test design can at best aim to show declarative
knowledge and the more implicit procedural knowledge will remain hidden.

It is not surprising then that few studies have ventured to investigate how re-
lated the various types of vocabulary knowledge are (Schmitt, 1998a; Schmitt &
Meara, 1997). The findings of the studies that aimed to explore these interrelation-
ships indicated that even though word association knowledge and grammatical
knowledge correlated with each other, there was considerable individual variation
and no significant development (Schmitt & Meara, 1997) and there was no evi-
dence for developmental hierarchy between word knowledge types (Schmitt,
1998a).

The use of word associations in research

Although associations were originally used to assess the cognitive development of
children in their mother tongue, in the last two decades they have been adopted
by second language researchers to determine word knowledge in L2. By compar-
ing the associations of native and non-native speakers, they have attempted to
find out to what extent associations given by non-native speakers are similar to
those of native speakers” (Piper & Leicester, 1980; as cited in Wolter, 2001, p. 44;
Schmitt, 1998b).

Schmitt (1998b) claimed that there were several advantages to using word as-
sociation tasks. On the one hand, it is a simple and quick procedure: after being
given a stimulus word, respondents are asked to produce the first response that
comes to their mind, while on the other, it yields much richer data about the re-
spondent than any other traditional vocabulary test. Nevertheless, he also listed
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several pitfalls, which had characterized previous research studies and aimed to
overcome them by proposing a procedure for analyzing and quantifying the word
associations of non-native speakers. One such drawback, according to Schmitt, is
that in the norming process the differences between native speakers’ responses
cannot be fully taken into consideration. Also, the fact that most research studies
had relied on one single response might distort the data gained by native- as well
as by non-native speakers. Therefore, he recommended using multiple responses,
which could then be weighted according to order and frequency. Moreover, he
argued that there is a need to set a threshold from which associations can be con-
sidered native-like and went on to propose a four-level native-likeness scale.
Wolter (2001) listed other problematic features of studies comparing native and
non-native speakers” word associations: either they applied a limited number of
fairly common prompt words whose responses can be easily predicted or, if lower
frequency words were used, then the responses became varied and at places
“child-like”.

As far as categories of word associations are concerned, when native speakers
were compared to advanced and beginner learners in Piper and Leicester’s study
(1980, as cited in Wolter, 2001, p. 44), it was found that for the verbs and adjectives
native speakers produced the highest number of paradigmatic responses, followed
by advanced EFL learners and the lowest proportion was produced by the begin-
ner group. However, with respect to nouns, little difference was found between
the groups supporting the idea that EFL learners show development in response
type for nouns at an earlier stage, similarly to native speaker children.

One of the shortcomings of previous studies is that few investigations have
been made into the organization of the bilingual lexicon and there is a mismatch
between theory and research. An exception is van Hell and de Groot’s study
(1998), which found that Dutch bilinguals, who were asked to associate once in the
language of the stimulus word and once in their mother tongue, used more trans-
lations for concrete words, cognates (similar words in L1 and L2) and nouns than
for abstract words, noncognates and verbs, which might indicate that different
word types might be stored in different places in the bilingual memory. This as-
sumption has been verified by Wolter (2001), who, through investigating how
depth of word knowledge affects the connections an L2 word has with other lexi-
cal items in the mental lexicon, found that the better known a particular word was,
the more central the position it occupied in the lexicon. Furthermore, paradigmatic
connections were formed in the centre, syntagmatic associations were typical fur-
ther outside and phonological responses were found on the periphery, indicating
that connection to other words becomes looser as the speaker’s knowledge of the
depth of a word decreases.

In summary, the results of the empirical studies on depth of word knowledge
and word associations corroborate the existence of a bilingual lexicon, where vari-
ous L1 and L2 lexical items are connected to each other to a varying degree and
different word types might be stored at different places. Nevertheless, as most
research has been concerned with native speakers or advanced L2 learners (except
for Piper & Leicester, 1980), it would be interesting to gain more insight into the
mental lexicon of less advanced learners of the language. As regards data analysis,
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as there are still no appropriate measures for the analysis of responses (except to
compare them with those of native speakers), perhaps involving a more qualita-
tive approach, where new phenomena or categories might emerge, would prove
to be useful.

Research questions and hypotheses

* How are words organized and connected in pre-intermediate Hungarian
EFL students” memory?
* How do the two languages (English and Hungarian) interrelate?

My hypotheses based on the findings of previous research studies are the follow-
ing:

* The ratio of syntagmatic responses will be higher than that of paradigmatic
or analytic ones for verbs and adjectives, but not for nouns.

* There will be several instances of unclassifiable and clang responses.

* Phonology is going to play a significant role in the organization of L2 lexi-
con.

* More translations will be given for concrete words and nouns than for
adjectives and verbs.

Method

Participants

The participants of the present research are a group of first year students (N=15),
aged fifteen, in the non-bilingual section of a dual language secondary school in
Budapest, which means that they take part in standard Hungarian secondary edu-
cation from the age of fourteen to eighteen. At the beginning of the longitudinal
research the participants were at pre-intermediate level, and they had five English
lessons a week with the same teacher. The group consists of fifteen students.

Among the participants there are four boys and eleven girls. Five students at-
tended primary school in Kispest, five in Pestszentlérinc, three in other districts
close to the secondary school, one in the first district and in France, and one stu-
dent in the countryside (Martf(i). The average number of years they spent study-
ing English is seven, with the number of lessons increasing with age: the average
number is three in the lower grades (1-4), and 4.5 in the higher ones (5-8). None of
the students has ever spent considerable time in an English-speaking environ-
ment.
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Instrument

Selection of the frequency list

Twenty-one target words have been carefully selected from the second thousand
words of the Brown frequency list. The rationale behind opting for the Brown list
is three-fold: on the one hand, it is the most recent one, and other lists have been
criticized for using frequency studies from the first half of the twentieth century
(e.g., West's list, 1953) or only representing the first one thousand words properly
and lower frequency words are in need of reconsideration, according to topic and
genre divisions (the General Service list. Furthermore, the Brown list takes all the
different dialects of the English language into consideration.

Word selection

In order to prepare for the research design and select the suitable vocabulary items
to be tested in September, 2005, it was indispensable to establish the expected level
of the students earlier than that, even if the final list could only be drawn up
shortly before the experiment. A difficulty that arose was that the students in
question, just starting their secondary education, would only first enter the secon-
dary school in September. Therefore, I tried to estimate the English knowledge of
Hungarian primary school leavers by administering a vocabulary levels test to
two groups of fourteen-year-old pupils (altogether 29), in two different settings in
Budapest: a six-grade secondary school in the centre of Budapest (13 students),
and a regular primary school (16 students). The test was an adopted pen-and-pa-
per version assessing the knowledge of the first thousand words developed by
Nation and Laufer (1999) (adapted for the internet by Cobb, available at
http:/ /www lextutor.ca/levels/). The test is validated and measures controlled
productive ability, and the task is for learners to decide if a sentence is true or not,
through which they demonstrate their knowledge of a key word. The scoring of
the test is relatively simple: the number of correct responses divided by the total
number give a percentage figure, which, in order to demonstrate productive
knowledge of the first thousand words, should be over 0.83. The analysis of the
vocabulary levels test yielded the following results: the mean score was 0.85 for
group 1, and 0.78 for group 2.

On the basis of the above-mentioned results, it could be concluded that the ex-
periment would be most successful if words were selected from the second thou-
sand words because even though the second group scored lower than 0.83, the
difference is within the margin of error, and the students” knowledge of the first
thousand words could be verified. Therefore, the rational decision was to use the
next thousand words as this way the words are likely to be receptively known by
the participants at the beginning of the year, but hopefully there is a lot of room
for improvement towards productive knowledge during the year. However, ap-
plying less frequent words would have meant very limited or no initial knowledge
on part of the participants resulting in few associative links.
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Having limited the range of vocabulary to experiment with, the next step was
to decide on the number of words to be assessed. Schmitt’s (1998a) longitudinal
depth of word knowledge research included eleven and my aim was to test more
words, especially because learners in this case would be of lower level, and the
interview would probably take less time. Therefore, the number was raised to ap-
proximately twenty, as this would also allow for some words to be excluded if
necessary, and still enough data would remain. More than 20 would be too taxing
for the students in one interview. It was also of great importance that words
should be representative of nouns, verbs and adjectives. Previous research studies
preferred verbs and nouns because they lend themselves to freer associations, so
their higher ratio was kept; however, as more words are included in the present
study, it was decided that some adjectives should be included as well. Finally, the
most important criterion for selection was that words should have depth. Finally,
twenty-one words were selected:

* 7nouns: accident, advantage, advice, experience, interest, nature, reason;

* 10 verbs: allow, appear, concentrate, develop, decide, grow, laugh, mean,
move, relax;

* 4 adjectives: able, foreign, successful, worth.

As can be seen, the nouns selected fulfil several depth of word knowledge catego-
ries: for example, accident, experience, interest, nature and reason all have more
senses of meaning, their grammatical behaviour is not so simple either (countable
vs. uncountable with experience, the use of the article with nature, the preposition
that can follow advantage), they all have various word forms and collocations. The
verbs were also chosen in a way that the knowledge of prepositions (concentrate,
laugh), verb patterns (allow, decide, develop, mean), different meaning senses (develop,
grow, mean, move), word forms and collocations could be demonstrated. Among
the verbs there was one cognate (concentrate-koncentrdl). The selection of the adjec-
tives was different in that it appears more difficult to translate them from Hun-
garian and explain their grammatical behaviour (for example, able or worth). How-
ever, it is with these words that the depth of word knowledge development could
be more spectacular, so they were also included. Furthermore, except for success-
ful, their antonyms are not obvious either; therefore the associations could also
yield interesting results.

The interview questions

Schmitt’s (1998a) interview protocol was the starting point in the present study;
however, due to the fact that he aimed to analyze only four aspects of word
knowledge - spelling, associations, grammatical behaviour and meaning senses -
other categories were to be incorporated as well. However, from the point of view
of the present study, only question three is relevant: What five words come to
your mind when you hear the word ... (either in English or in Hungarian)?
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The rationale behind choosing five as the number of responses to be elicited is
that a single response would not suffice (especially because students could opt to
provide a word either in English or in Hungarian), but too many responses might
tire the students and “affect the reliability of the testing instrument” (Wolter, 2002,
p. 319). Therefore five seemed like an ideal number and if students were unable to
produce all five, it would also be a useful source of information.

In order not to influence students” responses with words given for the other
categories, associations were invited right after the spoken form and the written
form were consolidated. For eliciting word associations both English and Hun-
garian responses were allowed. The rationale behind this is partly the participants’
low level of English, but partly the fact that the relationship and ratio of words in
English and Hungarian were meant to be observed to provide an insight into
learners’ semantic network connections in the mental lexicon.

Procedure

The fifteen students were interviewed about the twenty-one target words in Sep-
tember, 2005. A strictly structured interview protocol (see Appendix A) was used,
and four interlocutors conducted the interviews on two school days at the same
time so that students would not share the words with each other. Each interview
took approximately fifty minutes and was recorded. The questions were asked in
Hungarian to make students feel at ease (and also because their level of English is
not high enough yet). The training of the interlocutors took approximately an
hour, and the following points were discussed: the positive atmosphere of the in-
terview, practical questions (e.g., no help was to be given with the words and the
wording and the order of the words and the questions should be the same; if stu-
dents did not know the word, then the interviewer should tell them the correct
form both in speaking as well as in writing) and technical questions (e.g., ar-
rangement of the furniture, making note of the names of the students and putting
them on the cassettes, folding the paper after each word).

Analysis of word associations

As shown in the review of literature section, all research carried out with associa-
tions applied a purely quantitative approach, relying on either statistical compari-
sons between native and non-native speakers or grouping responses into already
existing categories (paradigmatic, syntagmatic, phonological ‘clang’, and analytic).
Thus, the present study aimed to complement the word counts (which language
students opt for, how many associations they provide) using a qualitative ap-
proach in order to find other emerging patterns besides the existing word associa-
tion categories. The use of two languages at the same time especially lends itself to
a different kind of analysis.

According to Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004, p. 17), mixed methods research
is the class of research where “quantitative and qualitative research techniques,
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methods, approaches, concepts or language” are combined into a single study. In
Creswell’s view (1994) there are five main reasons for mixing methodologies
within one study: to ensure triangulation, to allow different facets of a phenome-
non to emerge, to strengthen one method by using the two sequentially, to allow
new perspectives to come up, to expand one’s study by giving scope and breadth
to it.

Thus, besides using descriptive and inferential statistics, the associations were
analyzed using the constant comparative method (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994).
Categories - along with the existing ones - were established in each cycle of analy-
sis (Creswell, 1998). Units of responses were counted for each student and for each
word. Besides the four word association categories, the following new categories
emerged in an attempt to analyze the mental lexicon of the learners:

* language use - participants’ choice of the English and Hungarian lan-
guages for the associations;

* language change within responses - how the choice of the two languages
changed for the associations of the same word;

* unclassifiable and unusual responses - this category attempts to describe
these two kinds of associations and make a distinction between them.

Results and discussion

The elicitation process resulted in 1178 responses altogether, out of which 758
(64%) were in Hungarian and 420 (36%) were in English. The lowest number of
responses elicited from a student for the 21 words is 35, while the highest is 146,
almost four times as high, which might be due to the differences in the students’
lexical knowledge.

Concerning typicality in the responses, three groups of words could be estab-
lished. Firstly, the better known a particular word was in all the depth of word
knowledge categories, the higher the number of identical associations in English
(see Appendix B, Tables 1-3). For example, for the word accident six students asso-
ciated with hospital, for the word foreign six students responded with the word
country, while for relax five produced sleep. Secondly, in the case of lesser known
words, students tended to associate similarly, but in Hungarian (e.g., concentrate —
figyel [pay attention] six instances, able — tud [know] five instances, advantage — verseny
[competition] five instances), while for little-known words the number of similar
associations was low in English as well as in Hungarian (e.g., experience - tapasz-
talt [experienced], two instances). Research comparing the associations of non-native
speakers with those of native speakers (for more see Wolter, 2002) has also shown
that the reason for this might be that associations tend to converge if a word is
well-known by the students, whereas with lesser-known words, there is a diver-
gence of associations. It could be the scope of another study to compare these as-
sociations with those of native speakers’.
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Language use

Concerning the two languages, the ratio of the responses in English and the total
number of responses does not seem to differ with regard to nouns, verbs and ad-
jectives (the mean is 0.35 for nouns and verbs, and 0.38 for adjectives). Interest-
ingly, more differences could be highlighted in the use of languages as regards
paradigmatic and syntagmatic responses for the three word types.

With regard to language use, students can be divided into two distinct groups:
ten students provided most of their associations (over 86%) in Hungarian, while
the other five gave most responses (over 78%) in English. From their placement
test, which aimed to decide whether students should join the beginner or the pre-
intermediate group at the beginning of the year and consisted of a multiple choice
grammar test and a short piece of writing marked by two teachers of the school, it
could be concluded that the more advanced the students were, the more associa-
tions they could provide in English. These findings corroborate the conclusions of
Wolter (2001) as well as Wilks and Meara (2002), who have also found that the
better known a certain word is, the more central position it occupies in the mental
lexicon and the more connections it has with other words. Also, as they found, the
connections between L2 items become stronger as the words become better known
by the learner. Through the typical responses, the 15 pre-intermediate learners of
the present study demonstrated that if a word is well-known, it has stronger links
with other L2 words.

Language change, that is, giving a response in one language then turning to
the other and continuing giving responses in that language, was often triggered by
translations. 46 instances were found (concerning 92 words, 8% of the total num-
ber of words) where it was the translation that lead to a change in language use.
The change was two-directional: sometimes it went from English to Hungarian or
the other way round. Out of the 46 cases, 24 were translations of nouns, 15 of
verbs and 7 of adjectives. The words translated were concrete words on 39 occa-
sions (85% of the cases). For example:

advantage — tizlet, business, project, businessman, travelling;

accident — hospital, kérhaz, ment6kocsi [ambulance], seb [wound], orvos [doctor],
sebészet [surgery];

foreign - tourist, museum, trip, tdra, latvanyossag [sight];

worth - oles6, draga, cheap, expensive.

These word pairs mentioned by the students are consistent with the findings of
van Hell and de Groot (1998), who, after showing that more translations were
given for concrete words in an association task, suggested that concrete words
might be stored together in the bilingual memory due to a shared conceptual rep-
resentation. Despite the fact that the participants of the present study were of
lower level than those in van Hell and de Groot’s, it was observed that high-fre-
quency concrete words could indeed be organized together in the bilingual mental
lexicon.
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Word association categories

As can be seen in Table 1, the mean number of words given in the two languages
together for nouns, verbs and adjectives is nearly the same (approximately 56 as-
sociations per prompt word) and the ratio of words associated in English (re-
sponses in English) and in the two languages (all responses) does not show any
significant differences either (approximately 21 associations per prompt word).

Table 1: Mean number of responses according to word types and word association

categories

word all responses  all paradigmatic  all syntagmatic

class responses in paradigmatic responses in syntagmatic responses
English responses English responses in English

Noun 56.71 21 38.57 14.57 12 3

Verb 56.3 20.1 15 4.6 37.2 12.6

Adjective  55.25 215 12.75 3 36.75 15.25

Total 56.24 20.66 2243 7.62 28.71 9.9

Paradigmatic responses

Interestingly, Table 1 also shows that the mean number of total paradigmatic re-
sponses (associations having the same grammatical function as the prompt word)
for nouns is 38.57, whereas for verbs it is 15 and for adjectives it is 12.75. This indi-
cates that paradigmatic responses were almost three times as frequent for nouns as
for verbs and adjectives. As for the use of English, significant differences could
also be established with regard to the three word types, thus participants used
fewer paradigmatic responses for verbs and adjectives than they did for nouns.
The mean number of paradigmatic responses is 14.57 for nouns, 4.6 for verbs and
3 for adjectives. Since sample size was small, and data were not equally distrib-
uted (as the words varied in difficulty for the students), Friedman’s ANOVA was
used and significant differences could be found between the three conditions
(x=10.889 p=0.001). The mean difference between nouns and verbs is 9.97. The
independent t-test showed that such a result can be considered significant (t
(df=6.4) =3.2313, p=0.05), and there is also a significant mean difference (11.57)
between nouns and adjectives (t (df=6.8) =2.12, p=0.029). On the basis of these, it
can be concluded that paradigmatic responses in English were used more often by
the students for nouns than for adjectives and verbs. This is in line with previous
research, showing that the paradigmatic shift occurs with native and non-native
speakers as well, and it comes earlier for nouns than for other word classes (Piper
& Leicester, as cited in Wolter, 2001, p. 44). The rationale behind this might be that
L2 learners acquire more nouns at the beginning of the language learning process,
which might lead to a more stable organization of nouns at the earlier stages of
proficiency.

As for the types of paradigmatic responses, for well-known words students
tended to produce coordinates in English (e.g., accident — doctor, nurse, headache,
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toothache), while for lesser-known words several synonyms were provided in
Hungarian (e.g., laugh — kacag, kuncog, réhog). This could indicate that coordinates
are organized earlier in the L2 memory than synonyms but further research needs
to be carried out to verify this.

The ratio of paradigmatic responses in English and the total number of para-
digmatic responses is lower for adjectives (mean=0.21) than it is for nouns
(mean=0.33) and verbs (mean=0.35). Due to low number of words and the fact that
equal variances could not be assumed (as the words varied in difficulty for the
students), the Kruskal-Wallis test was administered, but no significance between
the three conditions were found (mean=0.334 p=0.5).

Syntagmatic responses

The mean number of syntagmatic responses (associations that have a collocational
or sequential relationship with the prompt word) for nouns is 12, whereas for
verbs and adjectives it is 37.2 and 36.75 (see Table 1). Regarding the use of English,
the ratio of syntagmatic responses in English and the total number of syntagmatic
responses is higher for adjectives (mean=0.4) than it is for verbs (mean=0.33), and
it is the lowest for nouns (mean=0.27). Again, owing to the low number of words
and the fact that equal variances could not be assumed (as the words varied in
difficulty for the students), the Kruskal-Wallis statistical test was administered,
but there was no significant difference (mean=0.489, p=0.2) between the three
conditions. What transpires from this set of data is that learners tended to associ-
ate with nouns for verbs and adjectives as well.

The above-mentioned findings do not support those of Wolter’s (2001), which
showed a preference for syntagmatic responses in the case of non-native speakers.
Wolter argued for a “syntagmatically dominated” (p. 61) L2 mental lexicon and
called for a re-evaluation of the syntagmatic-paradigmatic shift in the case of non-
native speakers. By contrast, the results of the present study do not indicate a
syntagmatically dominant mental lexicon, especially because the mean number of
paradigmatic responses (7.6) and syntagmatic responses (9.9) in English does not
differ significantly (p=0.43). The reason for this might be the difference between
the proficiency level of the participants of the current study and those of Wolter’s
(who could only participate in the research if they scored higher than 500 on the
TOEFL test) as L2 learners must possess a deeper knowledge of the language to be
able to rely on collocational and sequential associations.

Phonological ‘clang’ responses

Surprisingly, there were very few clang responses provided by the students, 64
altogether, but due to the fact that 58 of these were provided by one student (her
performance would be an interesting case study), this number can be considered
insignificant. This finding seems to contradict some previous research studies
(Meara, 1982, 1984 as cited in Wolter, 2001, p. 42), which emphasized the impor-
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tance phonology plays in the organization of the L2 lexicon. Nevertheless, the few
instances found in the present study are consistent with the findings of Wolter
(2001), according to which non-native speakers did not produce more phonologi-
cal responses than natives. In his model of the mental lexicon he claimed that
phonological links are located on the periphery, indicating that a word is not
known well enough to have paradigmatic or syntagmatic connections with other
words. Likewise, in the present study the few cases when clang responses were
given, the word was always little-known by the student. However, the fact that in
the present study students were also able to produce words in Hungarian might
indicate that they could use this as an avoidance strategy once they could no
longer think of a word in English, and rather than give a clang response, they pre-
ferred a word closer to the meaning in Hungarian. Thus, the lack of phonological
responses is by no means a proof that pre-intermediate students would not use
them more frequently if the use of L1 was not encouraged.

Analytic responses

There were only twelve instances of analytic responses, but except for one, all are
in Hungarian, which might be attributed to students’ low level of English. An in-
teresting finding is that analytic responses were never one word, but rather an
explanatory phrase, which here was regarded as one unit. For example, for the
verb move, one analytic unit of response was ‘it needs a lot of time’ or for interest,
‘valami fontos dolog’ [something important] and ‘nem hétkéznapi’ [not ordinary] were
given. The recordings indicated that analytic responses usually appeared when
the students found it difficult to come up with a new association either in English
or in Hungarian, and they solved this problem by explaining the word in their
own words.

Unclassifiable responses vs. unusual responses

The most problematic category seems to have been the unclassifiable words be-
cause in previous research studies no mention was made about the distinction
between unclassifiable and unusual. Although the participants of the present
study did provide a few unusual responses, if the connection with the prompt
word could be established, the response was accepted and grouped into one of the
categories (e.g., appear — vardzslo [magician], laugh — szdj [mouth], fogak [teeth]). Un-
classifiable responses were the ones where the connection could not be under-
stood by an outsider: either the response was vague or personal (e.g., foreign —
London, relax — medve [bear]), or the respondent misunderstood the meaning of the
original word and associated to a different one (worth — megéri az dregkort [reach old
age], id0s [old]; mean — jelent a hetes [something like: report to the teacher]). Altogether
there were 32 instances of unclassifiable responses but this low number might
again be attributed to the fact that Hungarian associations were also allowed.
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Conclusion

The aim of the present study was to gain a better understanding of how beginner
L2 learners’” mental lexicon might be organized. Hypothesis 1 and 4 have been
confirmed: students gave more paradigmatic associations in English for nouns
than for verbs and adjectives, and they gave more translations for nouns and con-
crete words than for verbs, adjectives and abstract words. Although hypothesis 2
and 3 have not been supported in this study, namely the students did not provide
many clang and unclassifiable responses, this is likely to have occurred because of
the possibility of using Hungarian words besides English. However, allowing the
students to provide associations in both languages also made it possible to note
some important distinctions between analytic, unclassifiable and unusual re-
sponses so far disregarded in the literature. Concerning the organization of the
mental lexicon, the following conclusions could be drawn from this set of data,
confirming the findings of previous research studies:

* Better-known L2 words occupy a central position in the learners” memory,
having more established links with other L2 words, and the associations of
well-known words also tend to converge more.

* As these pre-intermediate learners gave more translations of concrete
words and nouns, it might be assumed that these word pairs are the first to
be stored together in the mental lexicon.

* The significantly higher ratio of paradigmatic associations for nouns than
for verbs and adjectives indicates that nouns have a pivotal role in the or-
ganization of less advanced learners” mental lexicon.

The limitations of the present study are manifold. First of all, a deeper analysis can
only be made at the end of the academic year, once all the data for all the depth of
word knowledge categories have been collected and changes in the knowledge of
words have been observed. Secondly, in the present analysis there was only one
rater grouping the associations. Thirdly, the fact that learners were allowed to give
their responses in English as well as in Hungarian - besides being a source of help
for them and a source of information for the researcher - might have distorted
some of the findings because they could avoid producing a word only in English.
Contrary to all the limitations, the findings of this study imply several avenues for
further research. Firstly, in order to discover a more precise nature and structure
of the mental lexicon, measures for the analysis of association responses are still in
need of refinement. Secondly, word associations need to be investigated in the
light of depth of individual word knowledge and how this knowledge changes
with increasing proficiency over longer periods of time.
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Appendix A: Interview protocol

The following questions were asked about each word:

Do you know how to say the word baleset in English? (accident) - to elicit the spoken
form + translation

Can you spell it? - to elicit the written form

What words come to your mind when you hear this word? (either in English or in
Hungarian) - to elicit associations

Do you know what part of speech this word is? - to elicit grammatical behaviour

Do you know any other forms of this word? - to elicit other forms of the same word
Can you think of any other meanings of this word? - to elicit other meaning senses
Could you say a sentence with this word? - to elicit productive knowledge

Can you think of any collocations of this word? - to elicit collocational behaviour

Appendix B: Word associations according to word types and word

association categories
Table 1: Nouns

prompt most typical number of responses paradigmatic ~ syntagmatic clang analytic unclass
word response responses responses responses responses responses* ifiable*
E H E H E H E H

accident hospital 6 72 34 38 31 35 2 2 0 1 0 1

nature névény(ek) 6 72 30 42 24 35 1 6 2 1 0 3
flower 4

advantage verseny 5 53 20 33 15 22 3 5 4 0 3 1

interest érdekes 3 51 22 29 17 14 3 11 2 0 3 1

reason okozat 3 41 8 33 3 23 2 8 1 1 1 3

advice barét 4 55 20 35 11 21 3 12 4 2 0 2
friend 2

experience tapasztalt 2 53 13 40 1 18 7 19 3 1 1 2

total 397 147 25 102 168 21 63 16 6 8 13

* There were so few instances of analytic and unclassifiable responses that there
seemed no point in separating the two languages
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Table 2: Verbs

prompt
word

develop
decide
grow
move
relax

appear

concentrate
laugh
mean
allow

total

most
typical
response

grow 5
elhataroz
4**
question 3
develop
5***
house 4
haz 3
sleep 5
elttinik 3
disappear
3

figyel 6

happy 4
boldogsag
4

sz6 4
word 2
szabad 3
parent 2

number
of
responses

49

56

67

68

56

49

55

43

52

563

responses
E H
24 25
18 38
28 39
26 42
22 34
17 32
16 39
24 44
10 33
16 36
201 362

paradigmatic
responses

E H
7 9

4 14
9 8

2 7

6 6

5 15
5 18
4 12
1 6

3 9
43 114

syntagmatic
responses
E H
16 16
9 22
14 31
21 33
16 27
8 16
8 21
18 32
6 26
10 22
126 246

clang
responses
E H
1 0
3 0
5 0
3 2
0 0
4 0
3 0
2 0
3 0
3 0
27 2

analytic
responses*

unclass
ifiable*

4

10

** The Hungarian word given at the beginning was “eldont’
*** The reason why students associated with develop for the word grow might be
that develop was the first word in the interview. Perhaps it was not the best choice
to include these two words from the point of view of associations but their other
word knowledge categories (e.g. word form, other meaning, collocations) justify
this choice.

Table 3: Adjectives

prompt
word

foreign
able

Successful

worth
total

most
typical
response

country 6
tud 5

can 3

siker 2
sztar 2
actor 2
expensive 2

number of
responses

64
47

57

53
221

responses
E H
30 34
13 34
26 31
17 36
86 135

paradigmatic
responses

E H

3 6

0 7

5 16

4 10
12 39

syntagmatic
responses

E H
26 27
12 23
17 15
6 21
61 86

clang
responses
E H

1 1

1 2

3 0

4 0

9 3

analytic
responses*

unclass
ifiable*
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The beginnings

Lexis has been a major focus of research in applied linguistics in the last few dec-
ades and an abundance of materials has been developed to measure either the size
or the depth of learner vocabulary, constituting the two main directions of ap-
proaching the field. It emerges from current second/foreign language (L2) vo-
cabulary studies that language is more lexical than grammatical and that vocabu-
lary is a good predictor of success on reading comprehension tests, and thus indi-
rectly and in a wider context, in academic studies. This article discusses the major
issues, results and the future of introducing vocabulary testing as a separate sub-
test of the long-existing proficiency test developed and administered at the De-
partment of English Applied Linguistics, University of Pécs. In the first part of the
paper when I introduce the early versions of the proficiency test I rely on the
works of my colleagues, as I joined the testing team when it had been operating
for eight years. The second part, after introducing the essential background to vo-
cabulary research, presents the results and lessons of two trials of an acknowl-
edged and widely used vocabulary test. Finally, conclusions are drawn and some
possible future directions of vocabulary testing at the department are outlined.

The idea of testing the language production of first-year students at the Eng-
lish Department was first raised in 1993. Various aspects of language testing and
curricular requirements had been carefully considered before deciding on the aims
and specifications of the initial test battery which went through numerous modifi-
cations until it reached its present format in 2002. The rationale for testing lan-
guage proficiency, explains Szab6 (1996), who has been a member of the testing
team from the beginnings, was on the one hand the top priority of language de-
velopment in the first two years at the Department. On the other hand, the fact
that the first overall measurement of language performance took place only in the
fourth semester of English studies at the first complex exam (“szigorlat”) necessi-
tated getting information and giving feedback on the efforts and improvement of
the students within this period and filtering students before this consequential
examination.

Lehmann, M. (2006). Vocabulary as a filter with first-year English majors In M. Nikolov & J. Horvath (Eds.), UPRT 2006:
Empirical studies in English applied linguistics (pp. 139-155). Pécs: Lingua Franca Csoport.



The filter/proficiency test

The aim of the original test, which has not changed till the present day, was to
select those students whose language level was below a carefully determined
level, therefore the test devised was a filter test. As it aimed to measure overall
language achievement, not performance based on or compared to any syllabus, it
was a criterion referenced proficiency test at the same time, filtering those who
were not “proficient enough” to pursue further studies (Szab6, 1996). In its origi-
nal form the battery intended to test all four skills (reading, writing, listening and
speaking) with an additional grammar component, however, in later stages of its
development the idea of testing speaking was dropped due to its time consuming
nature, the high number of candidates and the limited number of interlocutors
resulting in unbridgeable reliability issues, as well as the fact that students’
speaking skills were developed in the language practice courses where the in-
structors had a whole semester to continuously evaluate and incorporate speaking
performance into the course grade, making the assessment of this skill more reli-
able (Szabo, 1996). Therefore, the speaking subtest was administered only once as
a trial in the form of peer-to-peer interaction in an information gap task, further on
it was omitted from all later versions of the proficiency test.

Testing reading

In the construction of the reading subtest special attention is to be paid to the se-
lection of the texts. Szabd (1996) refers to the richness of literature on the decisive
impact of the text on test results and reliability and explains that among test pa-
rameters authenticity, familiarity and subject interest were to be primarily borne
in mind. Testing techniques have shown a great variety in the history of the test,
including multiple choice items for objectivity, ease and speed of administration
and assessment, as well as suitability for computerized item analysis; information
transfer; short answer; and sequencing (for problem areas see Szabd, 1996) to
measure both micro- and macro skills of reading.

Since I joined the team in 2000, two kinds of multiple matching tasks have
been used, where “two sets of stimuli have to be matched against each other” (Al-
derson, 2000, p. 215), part one (with eight items) being an article where eight para-
graphs have to be inserted to fit into the numbered gaps to measure macro skills
of text comprehension. Similarly, in part two testees have the same task with
missing parts of sentences to test micro skills of reading. It is important to note
here the significance of providing more alternatives than the number of items re-
quired by the matching task to avoid the possibility that there is only one possible
final choice at the end (Alderson, 2000).
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Testing listening

Although the majority of the above techniques can be utilized in the design of the
listening comprehension subtest, certain issues are more complex and thus require
special attention on the part of the item writer. Apart from general text selection
criteria Szab6 (1996) emphasizes the somewhat different interpretation of authen-
ticity in the case of a listening text, varying considerably in rate of delivery, accent,
and clarity of recording. It was agreed that both American and British English
native speakers were to be chosen, who speak “standard” English with “average”
speed of delivery. Items involved multiple choice and multiple matching with
careful spacing of information to avoid testing the memory of the candidates.

Testing writing

Writing is tested directly for the sake of validity and reliability. In the early ver-
sions of the subtest candidates were presented with a choice of topics to be se-
lected from a three-column grid, where each column contained a part of the possi-
ble essay title to be chosen (for details see Horvath, 1996). More recent versions
have remained student-friendly in this respect; however, the choice of topics has
been restricted to two with four guiding points each, specifying what aspects of
the topic to elaborate on in each paragraph of the 300-word essay. Multiple scor-
ing based on analytic scales has been common practice right from the beginning
for enhanced objectivity.

Grammar as a separate test component

Although grammar is not a skill, all four skills make use of it indirectly, therefore
“it is legitimate to construct direct tests of grammar separately” (Szabo, 1996, p.
82). The basic principle of item writing with the grammar subtest was discrete
point, rapid mass testing, he explains, with techniques and content selected on the
basis of practicality, objectivity and suitability for statistical item analysis. The
techniques and item types will be discussed in more detail later.

Assessment and data analysis

The early versions of the Proficiency test used to be pass/fail tests; however, to
meet new curricular requirements in 2003, evaluation had to conform to a 1-5 scale
of marking. By constant and detailed item analysis the battery has continuously
been improved, employing the latest available approaches to language testing and
statistics to become as objective as possible. In the analysis the (Szabo, 1996). Every
semester two test dates are offered, thus two tests need to be devised. Thorough
item analysis procedures, relying on the Rasch-model within the Item Response
Theory of practical language testing, and the use of anchor items from previous
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tests ensure maintaining the same level of difficulty and making the comparison
of test results possible from time to time (for details see Szabd’s paper in this vol-
ume). Pass marks have long been set on the basis of score distribution curves and
the original idea of item banking has been developed to its pedagogical potential
serving as a basis for recent test construction.

The present

Mention has been made of grammar not being one of the four skills, but it is a
component of linguistic competence in the widely accepted communicative com-
petence model (e. g., Hymes, 1971; Swain, 1985; Bachman, 1990). So is vocabulary.
A sufficient knowledge of both is a prerequisite of successful text comprehension,
written or aural, as well as using language productively in an essay writing task.
A wealth of research support the prevalence of word knowledge over knowledge
of syntax in text comprehension (Widdowson, 1978 cited in Boyd Zimmerman,
1997, p. 4; Laufer, 1997; Nation, 1993), while other studies (Morris & Cobb, 2003)
describe vocabulary as a good predictor of academic success determining how
students are able to cope with the reading load at university.

Background to vocabulary research

The main body of vocabulary research focuses on the question of how many
words a language learner needs to know to be able to perform certain tasks at
certain levels. The main difference between a native speaker and a language
learner in this respect proves to be the gap in their vocabulary size, i.e. how many
words they know. Goulden, Nation and Read (1990, p. 341) estimated that “well-
educated adult native speakers of English have a receptive vocabulary of around
17,000 base words”, excluding proper nouns, compound words and abbreviations.
Based on similar studies by D’ Anna, Zechmeister and Hall (1991) and Nusbaum,
Pisoni and Davis (1984), Zechmeister, D’Anna, Hall, Paus and Smith (1993) con-
cluded that the vocabulary size of an average native speaker university under-
graduate is in the range of 14,000 - 17,000 words, thus the receptive knowledge of
14,000 words should be sufficient to pursue academic studies.

However, Hazenberg and Hulstijn (1996) warn that fourteen thousand words
may not be a minimal or optimal figure for a non-native speaker, referring to
studies on text coverage that claim for various languages, that the first most com-
mon 5,000 words in a language cover 90-95 percent of all text tokens in an average
text. On the other hand, Hirsh and Nation (1992) assume that readers need to be
familiar with 95 percent of the words in a text to understand the main points of
unsimplified texts (i.e. to reach some degree of text comprehension). Thus, it fol-
lows that a vocabulary of 5000 words would sufficiently equip a non-native
speaker student for university studies, although Laufer (1987, 1992a, 1992b) argues
that 5,000 is really a “bottom line” for reading English at an academic level. There
is no consensus in research on the optimal figure, but some studies estimate it to
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be much higher. With Dutch students Hazenberg and Hulstijn (1996) concluded
that a minimal receptive vocabulary of 10,000 base words is necessary for success-
ful university studies in Dutch. Although no two languages are the same, the
similarities of context, and English and Dutch both being agglutinative languages
may make their results worth considering for English as a foreign language.

Vocabulary as a separate test component

Based on reports by both students and staff of our department, as well as my own
classroom experience I assumed that first-year students find it difficult to under-
stand the academic reading materials required for their courses. I hypothesized
that the lack of sufficient vocabulary for academic studies hindered reading com-
prehension. In a preliminary study, therefore, I attempted to define the size of the
receptive/passive EFL vocabulary of 93 participating students (Lehmann, forth-
coming) and the result of 7,000 words on average seemed to support the case. On
the basis of these findings and the above discussed predictive value of vocabulary
knowledge on later academic success, the testing team responsible for writing
items for the Filter test decided to insert a separate vocabulary section into the
original test battery in 2002.

The general guiding principle remained the same as the one applying to the
rest of the test, i.e. to filter out those candidates who were below a certain level, in
this case lacking in vocabulary knowledge. This, together with other criteria of
practicality, objectivity, suitability for computer item analysis and ease of both
scoring and administration lead us to the decision of using a discrete point, recep-
tive vocabulary size test first developed by Nation (1990), later revised and vali-
dated by Schmitt (2000), the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT). This widely used test
of vocabulary breadth provides an estimate of how many words a candidate
knows on five levels of English word knowledge: the first 2,000, 3,000, 5,000 and
10,000 most frequent words on the basis of large corpora of texts. The fifth level,
however, is not based on frequency data, it comprises a representative sample of
words from the Academic Word List (Coxhead, 1998), i.e. words that are most
common in academic texts from a wide ranges of fields and subjects. Each level
consists of ten clusters of six words that need to be matched with three synonyms
or short definitions in order to reduce the need for reading and knowledge of
syntax, and at the same time to minimize the chances of guessing correctly. Below
is an example of a noun cluster from the academic word level of the VLT (with
key):

1 area

2 contract _ 2 written agreement

3 definition __ 5 way of doing something
4 evidence _ 4 reason for believing

5 method something is or is not true
6 role
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Considering the place of such a long, 150-item test in the construct of our original
test battery restricted by limitations of time allotment, scoring and item analysis
procedures, the testing team agreed on using the academic level clusters of VLT
only. It was decided to be included in the grammar and usage component of the
Filter test as a third section, to follow a four-option, 30-item multiple choice test of
grammar, and a 10-item multiple choice section of three-option corpus-based sen-
tences, where only one of the options fill in all three sentences correctly. Thus,
with the 30 items of the vocabulary test the possible maximum score on the
grammar and usage section is seventy. To avoid over-emphasizing the importance
of the vocabulary test, no pass marks are set for the separate sections, the three
sections are treated as one unit.

Based on facility values and Rasch item difficulty figures Schmitt (2000) found
that the words in the academic level of VLT fit between the 2,000 and the 10,000
word levels, thus it covers a broad range of word knowledge. He also recom-
mends the use of the levels test not as a fixed battery, but as flexible on the basis of
the specific demands in each testing situation, allowing for picking a certain level
only to be administered, or mingling the two versions for a given level to create a
longer test.

The academic word level test

Considering all these issues, we decided to apply the academic level only, as the
knowledge of these words is essential in understanding authentic academic texts.
The format of the clusters was tailored to suit the ITEMAN software better, i.e. the
clusters were numbered 1-10 and the items within the clusters were assigned
capital letters A-F. The first tests involving the vocabulary component were then
administered in the Spring semester of 2002, 154 students taking Version 1, and 66
students taking Version 2 of the VLT academic level test. Data were analyzed with
ITEMAN (TM) Version 3.50; the results shown below first represent the overall
results gained from the grammar and usage component supplemented with the
academic word level test of the VLT. It is important to note here that the exami-
nees of the two test versions were not the same students.

The mean on the grammar and usage component was 46.39 and 41.14 on the
two versions (st.dev 7.51 and 5.4, respectively; see Table 1). A difference in
variance can be observed between the two versions indicating a wider scale of
scores on version 1. Cronbach’s alpha values indicate a high reliability of both
instruments. Taking a closer look at the vocabulary sub-tests (Part 3 columns of
Table 2), the relatively high means (26.14 and 25.1) and the narrow range of scores
(minl= 12, min2= 17; max1= 27, max2= 30) suggest that the academic word level
test proved to be manageable for most candidates on both versions.
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Table 1: Results of the academic word level tests
GAU + Academic word

lovel Version 1 Version 2
N of Items 70 70

N of Examinees 154 66
Mean 46.39 41.14
Variance 56.37 29.15
Std. Dev 7.51 5.4
Skew -0.25 -0.02
Kurtosis 0.84 -0.41
Minimum score 23 30
Maximum score 67 53
Median 47 41
Cronbach’s a 0.83 0.65

Score distribution curves illustrate the above data in a more practical way. Figures
1 and 2 present score distributions for Version 1 and Version 2 (see Appendix for
figures). Both curves are shifted downwards showing that the number of correct
answers is high, especially on the second version of the test.

The first curve is more elongated which means that the range of scores is wider
(4-30) than on version 2 displaying a stubbier curve (17-30). In case of the second
version the distribution of scores is closer to normal distribution, although shifted
downwards as no candidate scored lower than 17 out of 30.

Table 2: Results of the academic word level tests
GAU + academic

word level Version 1 Version 2

Part 1 2 3 1 2 3

N of Items 30 10 30 30 10 30
N of Examinees 154 154 154 66 66 66
Mean 14.9 5.38 26.12 13.46 2.61 25.08
Variance 16.12 3.04 11.27 12.49 1.39 7.56
Std. Dev 4.02 1.74 3.36 3.53 1.18 2.75
Skew 0.39 0.02 -2.69 0.71 0.74 -0.6
Kurtosis 0.41 0.14 12.61 1.63 0.28 0.2
Minimum score 6 0 4 6 1 17
Maximum score 28 10 30 25 6 30
Median 14 5 27 13 2 25
Cronbach’s a 0.67 0.43 0.78 0.57 -0.11 0.55
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Item discrimination indexes range from .00 to .59 and .61 showing a high number
of non-discriminating items and a very few highly differentiating ones on both
sub-tests. However, the vocabulary sub-tests were found to correlate well with the
other two sub-tests of the GAU component on both test occasions (Versionl: riz=
502, df= 152, p< 0.001; rs= .400, df= 152, p< 0.001; Version 2: ri3= .33, df= 64, p<
0.01; rs= .0103, df= 64, p>0.05) indicating that those who did well on the
vocabulary test scored higher on the grammar test as well. This significant
correlation might allow us to assume that vocabulary was a good predictor of per-
formance on the grammar test with these two groups of examinees in this par-
ticular testing situation, however, further investigation is necessary to be able to
arrive at more generalizable conclusions in this field, keeping in mind that corre-
lation indicates relatedness but does not mean causality.

The 10,000 word level test

The four VLT levels were sampled on the basis of word frequency, thus it seems
reasonable to expect that the higher the level, the better the test differentiates
among candidates with larger and smaller vocabularies, and consequently among
more and less proficient examinees. On the other hand, although there is no con-
sensus on the minimal vocabulary size necessary for pursuing university studies
(Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996, Laufer 1992b; Zechmeister et al., 1993), these find-
ings are by no means to be ignored. Therefore, in 2003 we decided to administer
the ten thousand word level of the Levels Test. Two clusters (i.e. six items) were
kept to serve as anchors linking the test to the assessment instrument of the previ-
ous year for purposes of statistical analysis, which meant dropping two 10,000
level clusters of both Version 1 and Version 2 and substituting them with 2-2
clusters from the academic level. I hypothesized that these two clusters would
prove to be less difficult and thus discriminate less than higher level clusters. The
following academic level items were used as anchors:

Version 1:

5.

A colleague

B erosion __F__ action against the law

C format _ B___ wearing away gradually
D inclination __C___ shape or size of something
E panel

F violation
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8.
A anticipate

B compile __E__ control something skilfully

C convince __A___ expect something will happen
D denote __F  produce books and newspapers
E manipulate

F publish

Version 2:

2.

A debate

B exposure _E  plan

C integration _D__ choice

D option _ C___ joining something into a whole
E scheme

F stability

3.

A access

B gender __B___male or female
Cimplementation __F__ study of the mind

D license __A___ entrance or way in

E orientation

F psychology

The use of anchor items necessitated some practical modifications in the cluster
number and sequence of the original Schmitt (2000) test battery. To stick to the
original idea of inserting 30 vocabulary items (ten clusters) only into the grammar
and usage component of our proficiency test, clusters 1 and 2, and 1 and 7 were
dropped from the 10,000 word level (Version 1 and Version 2, respectively) due to
limitations of space and time. In the new battery then, the above academic clusters
were inserted to constitute the first and third clusters. Thus, it follows that in Ver-
sion 1 items 1-3 and 7-9 (items 41-43 and 47-49 on the whole GAU test component)
represent academic level vocabulary, similarly to items 1-3 and 7-9 in Version 2
(items 41-43 and 47-49 on the GAU test).

Version 1 was administered to 94 participants in May 2003, whereas Version 2
was taken by 117 students in June as part 3 of the Grammar and Usage component
of the Proficiency test. Before discussing the results item by item, let us examine
some general figures. Table 3 presents the results of all three component parts
separately for the two versions, part 3 being the thirty-item vocabulary test. The
means of the two vocabulary tests exceed the fifty percent of the maximum score
(30). The scores are spread out in a wide range (0-23 and 6-26), as shown by the
scale of variance values, and high variance is accompanied by high Cronbach al-
pha figures indicating a high reliability of the instrument. Correlations among the
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three subtest were again examined and stronger, significant correlations were
found here between the vocabulary and the grammar components (Version 1: r13=
446, df= 92, p< 0.01; r3= 448, df= 92, p< 0.01; Version 2: ri3= .341, df= 115, p<
0.001; r2s= .31, df= 115, p< 0.01).

Table 3: Results of the 10,000 word level tests
GAU + 10,000

word level Version 1 Version 2

Part 1 2 3 1 2 3

N of Items 30 10 30 30 10 30

N of Examinees 94 94 94 117 117 117
Mean 17.63 4.78 15.830 1597 4.39 17.21
Variance 13.45 2.6 1342 1229  2.68 11.12
Std. Dev 3.67 1.61 3.66 3.51 1.64 3.34
Skew -0.15 0.27 -0.87  -0.07 -0.12 -0.5
Kurtosis -0.02 0.23 248 -0.41 -0.18 1.01
Minimum score 9 1 0 7 0 6
Maximum score 27 9 23 23 8 26
Median 18 5 16 16 4 17

Cronbach’s a 0.57 0.34 0.59 0.54 0.29 0.57

The distribution of scores is illustrated for both versions. On Version 1 the curve
resembles a platykurtic distribution (Figure 3), but instead of the plateau there are
several small peaks at scores 13, 15, 17 and 19. The polygon is a bit negatively
skewed, as the mean is a little lower than it would be in a normal distribution,
indicating that some students performed much better than expected.

Running the same analysis on the scores of Version 2, we get a distinctly
peaked, leptokurtic distribution, where skewness is somewhat higher, but still in
the negative (-0.5) as shown in Figure 4. The mean (17.21) of this version was
higher than that of version 1 (15.83), with 56% of the examinees scoring below this
figure. The positive extreme scores of 23-26 out of thirty were achieved by four
students only, shifting the mean upwards.

The discrimination index of an item shows the capacity of the item to differen-
tiate among candidates with larger and smaller vocabularies. Comparing the dis-
crimination indexes of academic level and 10,000 word level items within this test
it can clearly be seen that the academic level items’ figures all fall in the discrimi-
nation index range of the 10,000 level items (.03- .55 and .00- .52 for Version 1 and
Version 2, respectively), therefore, it is not legitimate to assume that the academic
level items were, in this case, too easy for every candidate and thus differentiate
less well.
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Conclusion and future directions

Comparing the discrimination indexes of the academic words and the 10,000 word
level tests we can conclude that in the case of these four tests and four groups of
candidates the 10,000 word level items differentiated among candidates better.
Although the two trials brought similar results, the academic word level tests
yielded higher means and lower item discrimination index values than the 10,000
word level tests, implying that these words may be considered ‘easier’ for this
population. However, the fact that the candidates taking the four tests were not
the same raises a question mark over the generalizability and the comparability of
these findings. As an abundance of studies focus on exploring the relationship
between vocabulary knowledge and language proficiency (e.g., Morris & Cobb,
2003; Muncie, 2002; Qian, 2002; Zareva, 2005), future plans include comparing
performance on vocabulary tests to performance on reading comprehension tests
and essay writing tasks, as well as exploring the relationships among these and
general academic performance at the English departments.

Less frequent words are not likely to occur in every text and constitute a very
low percent of the words in any text, thus do not require specialized teaching.
Even more so, as reading is a lot more than vocabulary only: strategy training on
how to deal with unknown low frequency words might be beneficial in the long-
run. For the forthcoming years, therefore, I find it more plausible to test academic
vocabulary as these words occur frequently in academic texts, and thus need spe-
cial attention and training. At present effort is being devoted to compiling a cor-
pus of representative samples of compulsory readings for English majors at the
three English departments of the University of Pécs. The analysis of this corpus
may then serve as a basis of developing new vocabulary tests adjusted to the spe-
cial needs of English majors. Besides measuring how many and what words a lan-
guage learner is to know for certain purposes, perhaps the most interesting area of
vocabulary research today is the research into the depth of word knowledge and
the greatest challenge for us would be to develop a test that could measure both
the quantitative and the qualitative aspects of lexis.
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Introduction

Recent vocabulary learning research has been based on cognitive interactionist
theories of psycholinguistics and second language acquisition (SLA), which em-
phasize the importance of input, interaction and output in the SLA process. It has
also been proposed that learners can successfully integrate L2 input into their
knowledge system, provided they apperceive and comprehend it. The first stage
in this process is noticing input, which presupposes the allocation of attention to
input, as unattended pieces of information are likely to go unnoticed, which in
turn blocks the way to further stages of the language acquisition process. It has
been suggested therefore that learners’ attention should be directed to input by
making it salient, which can be achieved through input enhancement and interac-
tional modifications (i.e. the negotiating of input).

The interactive nature of computers, together with the potential of new hy-
permedia-platformed information technologies allow learners to engage in inter-
action with input made salient through consulting hypermedia annotations of
various contents. The research in this area has manifested a great diversity. The
majority of studies have investigated the potential advantage of multimodal pres-
entation of the material in the computerised annotations comparing the effects of
text, graphics, video, and sound (Al-Seghayer, 2001; Brett, 1997, 1998; Chanier &
Shelva, 1998; Chun & Plass, 1996, 1997). There are also studies examining the effect
of using annotations on reading comprehension as well as on incidental and in-
tentional vocabulary learning conditions (e. g., Davis & Lyman-Hager, 1997; De La
Fuente, 2002; DeRidder, 2002; Groot, 2000; Harrington & Park, 1997; Hulstijn,
Hollander & Greidanus, 1996; Koren, 1999; Laufer & Hill, 2000; Liu & Reed, 1995;
Lomicka, 1998; Lyman-Hager, Davis, Burnett & Chennault, 1993; Martinez-Lage,
1997; Rott & Williams, 2003; Son, 1998). These studies usually yielded positive
results concerning the impact of computerised glosses (especially multimodal
ones) on reading comprehension and the acquisition of L2 lexical elements, but
they also pointed out that a lot more empirical research was needed on the practi-
cal benefit of using hypertext applications in language instruction. Similarly, there
has been little research into what effect the (at least partial) computer imitation of

Sanko, G. (2006). The effects of hypertextual input modification on L2 vocabulary acquisition and retention. In M. Nikolov
& J. Horvéth (Eds.), UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics (pp. 157-178). Pécs: Lingua Franca
Csoport.



the form- and meaning-based associations in the mental lexicon might have on the
acquisition and retention of new lexical units.

The present study has a double focus investigating both a) the effect of inter-
actional input modification through form- and meaning-focused computerised
hypertext annotations on L2 vocabulary acquisition and retention, and b) the effect
of incidental and intentional learning on L2 vocabulary acquisition and retention
when using form- and meaning-focused hypertext annotations. The study is pre-
dominantly text-based, as the author was interested in the effect of various lin-
guistic tools on the success of the acquisition and retention of L2 lexical units,
rather than in the influence of multimedia elements that the majority of the previ-
ous studies dealt with.

Previous research

Hypertext and vocabulary acquisition

Sengupta (1996) points out that hypertext has several advantages over teaching
from a book: it enables quick reading of different linked texts; learners are offered
a richly interactive environment where they can get immediate feedback; and they
can progress at their own pace. The success of acquiring a second language is
deemed to depend on expanding and activating learners’ L2 mental lexicons.
Comparing the mental lexicon to a computer McCarthy (1990, p. 35) offers the
computer metaphor suggesting ”split-second processing ability, complex storing
with myriad cross-referencing, and virtually instant recall”. Umamoto (1997)
maintains that since computers were created imitating the human brain, it may be
a useful tool for representing the mental lexicon and capable to expand the learn-
ers’ own mental lexicons. Chanier and Shelva (1998) also state that the nonlinear
structure offered by hypertext applications is much closer to the mental lexicon
because they reflect the semantic associations between concepts. According to the
above, developing easily interpretable lexical networks through the application of
hypertext allows learners to have a much better understanding of the meaning of a
word than the use of a bilingual alphabetical list, and therefore they also appear to
better facilitate vocabulary acquisition.

Modified interaction in hypertext-based L2 vocabulary learning

The interactionist view of language learning asserts that the modified input learn-
ers are exposed to is a crucial element in the language acquisition process. Long’s
(1996) updated version of his interaction hypothesis states that negotiation of
meaning promotes acquisition by productively connecting input, internal learner
capabilities, (especially selective attention), and output. Negotiation means infor-
mation restructuring and modification, which takes place with the aim of enabling
learners to understand information that is beyond their level of competence.
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One of the greatest strengths of computer-based language learning and refer-
ence materials is their “ability” to interact with learners working on their own.
Brett (1998) and Chanier and Shelva (1998) state that by using interactive hyper-
media materials, learners can engage in individualised negotiated clarification of
meaning and linguistic phenomena by exploiting available computer resources,
where and when their own comprehension breaks down. Simpson (1994) also em-
phasizes the advantages of interactivity claiming that the high level interactivity
provided by hypermedia tools actively engages the brain through interacting and
manipulating the environment is likely to result in better, enhanced learning
guality. Chapelle (1998) suggests that besides making linguistic input salient,
computerised learning environments also need to offer learners opportunities for
linguistic input modifications in the form of repetition, simplification through re-
statements, elaboration through reference materials, and change of input mode,
etc. In a computerised reading situation normal interaction means receiving input
and requesting more input by scrolling down the page. Modified interaction oc-
curs when the reader cannot understand or remember something, the normal in-
teraction sequence is interrupted by the learner clicking on glosses for grammati-
cal or semantic clarification or by scrolling back to reinforce or check memories of
certain information (Chapelle, 2001).

Chun and Plass (1996), Hegelheimer (1998), Laufer and Hill (2000), Lomicka
(1998), Lyman-Hager et al., (1993) all investigated the extent to which various
forms of on-line *vocabulary help facilitated L2 learners’ reading comprehension
and vocabulary retention. Taking everything into account, the findings suggest
that learners do benefit from interactional modification in the form of hypermedia
glosses. Therefore, it is worth investigating further how the quality and appropri-
ate use of hypertext glosses influence the effectiveness of hypertext computer
technologies in vocabulary acquisition

Input enhancement through electronic glossing

According to Gass’s (1988) interactionist cognitive model of second language ac-
guisition, learners receive input in the form of target language words, some parts
of which are not noticed by them for various reasons. It is only the apperceived (i.
e. noticed) part of the input that is going to be processed further. Following from
this Chapelle (1998) suggests that instructional materials should be designed in a
way that they include features that instigate learners to notice important aspects of
the linguistic input. Attention is essential for learning, as attention is the necessary
and sufficient condition for long-term memory storage to occur, and it is necessary
for input to become available for further mental processing.

The more a learner pays attention to a word’s morphophonological,
orthographic, prosodic, semantic, and pragmatic features and to intra-
word and interword relations, the more likely it is that the new lexical
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information will be retained. (Hulstijn, 1990, as cited in Laufer & Hill,
2000, p. 59)

Anderson (1990, p. 183) notes that when information is committed to memory,
elaboration with additional information may facilitate recall by adding additional
retrieval paths. Depth of processing is best explained as the number of elabora-
tions generated by the learner and consequently referred to as “elaborateness of
processing®”. Chun and Plass (1996, 1997), Hulstijn, Hollander and Greidanus
(1996), Knight (1994), Luppesku and Day (1993), Lyman-Hager and Davis (1996),
Mondria (1993) have all found that L2 vocabulary acquisition depends on atten-
tion and the quality of information processing. Therefore, these researchers argue
that tasks that direct learners’ attention to the target words (e. g., the use of dic-
tionaries or glosses) will favourably influence both acquisition and retention of
unknown vocabulary. Highlighting hyperlinks and therefore making them very
visible helps noticing, i.e. it guides learners’ attention to the potentially problem-
atic target word forms. However, it may also encourage learners to click exces-
sively, which could lead to a more temporary retention as a result of processing
the particular lexical units more shallowly (Roby, 1999). It is hypothesized that
existing but invisible hyperglosses, on the other hand, may incite learners to use
annotations more rationally and circumspectly, and rely on inferencing from the
context more heavily. This enhances mental effort and allows for deeper process-
ing, which is likely to result in firmer acquisition and longer retention (De Ridder,
2002).

The impact of glossing individual vocabulary items as a way of interactional
input modification has recently been in focus. Researchers have been trying to find
out as much as possible about the effect of applying a variety of glosses in various
modalities. The gloss types that have been investigated include printed text,
graphics, video, and sound. Davis and Lyman-Hager (1997) claim that computer-
ized glosses in general are appealing, because the computer’s capacity allows for a
more complex, many-sided and interesting glossing than a printed format does.
Rott and Williams (2003) also affirm that glosses, in general, have been shown to
aid or at least not interfere with text comprehension. However, they also add that
the use of glosses containing merely L1 meaning have resulted in mixed findings
in vocabulary learning and retention research. Research conducted by Brett (1997,
1998), Chun and Plass (1996, 1997), Hulstijn, Hollander and Greidanus (1996),
Lomicka (1998), Lyman Hager, Davis, Burnett and Chennault (1993) on the effec-
tiveness of annotations on text comprehension and vocabulary learning found
them to be beneficial to several aspects of language learning, including reading
comprehension and vocabulary learning.

Computerized glossing has been found to have a favourable effect on both L2
vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension due to the “availability of dif-
ferent types of information, the absence of interruptions during reading, the gen-
eration of causal inferences, and the construction of a situation model” (Al-Se-
gayer, 2001, p. x).
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The role of form and meaning in vocabulary acquisition

It has been shown that form and meaning compete (VanPatten, 1990). Whether
attention paid to word form or word meaning is more important for successful L2
vocabulary acquisition has been a topic of ongoing debate for researchers. Should
form-focused instruction be practised, which develops explicit knowledge, or we
should aim at meaning-focused instruction that results in implicit knowledge? In
studying new vocabulary is it the meaning- or the form-oriented learner-reader
orientation that yields both better immediate acquisition and long-term retention
of the new lexical items? Singleton (1999, p. 151) emphasizes the importance of
formal attributes in the early stages of dealing with new lexical items claiming that
the phonological factor is not peculiar in the work of the L2 mental lexicon “but is
prominent in the early stages of dealing with particular lexical items in both L1
and L2”. Singleton also highlights the significance of semantic associations in lexi-
cal processing, which manifest the apprehension of new lexical items and consti-
tute a significant organizing element in the mental lexicon. He concludes that ig-
noring either form or meaning in lexical research and concentrating only one of
them is a reductionist attitude through which no real picture of the lexical proc-
essing can be formed (p. 273.).

Harrington & Park (1997) also state that, due to the complex nature of the lexi-
cal internal links, a set of links is unlikely to function in isolation. Therefore, it is
essential to examine how form-based links interact with other types of links. For
this purpose they compare and contrast meaning-based links with the form-based
links. Form-based processing seems to be relatively more important for the begin-
ning learner, who spends more time doing bottom-up linguistic processing
studying the orthographic and phonological aspects of vocabulary. For more ad-
vanced learners, semantic links can be used as a tool to explore and develop their
own networks of lexical knowledge (Levy, 1997, as cited in Harrington & Park,
1997, p. x). It has yet to be demonstrated that systematically teaching these links
will actually effect the development of vocabulary knowledge in the L2 learner.

Incidental vs. intentional vocabulary acquisition

Hulstijn (1993) puts forward the ‘mental effort’ hypothesis, which claims that the
greater the mental effort required by inferring, the better information recall and
retention can be achieved. Hulstijn (2001, p. 266) claims that

(a) most vocabulary items are acquired incidentally, that is, as a by-
product of the learner being engaged in a listening, reading, speaking
or writing activity, and (b) that few words are acquired by an act of
‘intentional’ learning, as in the learning of a bilingual vocabulary list.

Groot (2000), on the other hand, expresses a view that due to the lack of sufficient

time for exposure to new words this cannot be replicated in L2 vocabulary learn-
ing. Consequently, due to the more superficial exposure, the processing of the new
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lexical units will be shallower. This, in turn, will hinder the creation of a sufficient
number of associations and links with other words for solid storage and efficient
retrieval.

A number of research results (Chun & Plass, 1996; Hulstijn, 1992, 1993; Hul-
stijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 1996; Mondria & Wit-de Boer, 1991; Paribakht &
Wesche, 1999; Watanabe, 1997) have been published recently on the role of read-
ing and context in L2 vocabulary acquisition. In general it was found that getting
students to notice unknown lexical items through turning their attention to them
by dictionary use or the application of marginal glosses, incidental vocabulary
acquisition during the reading process may be largely improved. Hulstijn (1993)
and Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) claim that inferred meanings are more likely to be
remembered than meanings provided by glosses. They also admit, however, that
in order to be able to infer word meanings from context correctly, learners must be
familiar with 95 % of the words in a given text

Purpose of study and hypotheses

The present research had two primary aims:

1. It aimed at finding out whether interactionally modified input made salient
through computer-based hypertext annotations would yield better L2 vocabulary
acquisition and retention results among intermediate EFL learners than the appli-
cation of a traditional paper-based text with a paired associates vocabulary list to
assist learners.

2. The second main aim of this study was to determine whether there was a
difference between the achievement of the aforementioned intermediate students
when they acquired new L2 lexical units incidentally and intentionally.

A sub-problem in connection with the first main aim was to shed light on
whether the application of form- or meaning-focused gloss contents would give
more support to intermediate learners of English involved in the experiment. A
sub-problem related to the second main aim was to examine how the potential
impact of incidental or intentional learning condition on the acquisition and re-
tention of L2 vocabulary was modified through the application of either form- or
meaning focused hypertext annotations.

On the basis of previous research findings the following hypotheses (H) were
formulated:

H1: Participants exposed to input during negotiated interaction through link-
based hypertext presentation will attain higher levels of L2 vocabulary acquisition
and retention than learners subjected to non-negotiated input.

H2: Participants subjected to meaning-focused hypertext input enhancement
will outperform learners exposed to form-focused hypertext enhancement in L2
vocabulary acquisition and retention.

H3: Students learning target vocabulary intentionally will attain higher levels
of L2 vocabulary acquisition and retention than students acquiring the same vo-
cabulary incidentally.
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H4: The application of form- and meaning-focused hypertext glosses will
lessen the difference assumed in H3. It is hypothesized that the difference between
the attainment of the participants in the control group in the intentional condition
and that of the participants in the treatment groups (either form- or meaning-fo-
cused) in the incidental condition will not be significant.

Method
Design

A seven-week cross-sectional study was set up. The research had a balanced de-
sign with forty subjects in each group studied. Considering the complex nature of
the study a mixed research design was applied. A between-groups experimental
design was used to measure the potential effects of form- and meaning-focused
hypertext annotations compared to the application of traditional paper-based
printed text format. To measure the difference in outcome between incidental and
intentional vocabulary learning a within-groups design was applied, i. e. the same
three groups involved in the experimental situation described above were studied
both in incidental and intentional learning conditions. This was organised by giv-
ing these groups two different texts with as similar linguistic characteristics as
possible, each text on a separate occasion. Besides studying the potential differ-
ences between the form- and meaning-focused enhancement and the no-enhance-
ment conditions, on the first occasion (and with text 1) the effects of incidental
learning and on the second occasion (and with text 2) the effects of intentional
learning were also measured. In order to measure the effects of the above condi-
tions on the acquisition and retention of L2 lexical units both the between-groups
and the within-groups designs were mixed with a repeated-measures testing bat-
tery including an immediate post-test right at the end of the study session, and a
delayed post-test three weeks later.
For a comprehensive description of the experiments see Table 1.

Table 1: The comprehensive research design box for the study

Form-focused Meaning-focused Zero enhancement
Enhancement enhancement
Incidental Immediate Delayed Immediate Delayed Immediate Delayed
vocabulary  post-test post-test post-test post-test post-test post-test
learning
Intentional Immediate Delayed Immediate Delayed Immediate Delayed
vocabulary  post-test post-test post-test post-test post-test post-test
Learning

In order to make sure that the participants really consulted the hypertext annota-
tions, and therefore their vocabulary learning achievement could be potentially
attributed to the use of hypertext annotations, a tracking device was attached to
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the computer program, which followed and logged the students’ moves in the
program.

Participants

A total of 120 Hungarian 14-17-year old secondary school students of English par-
ticipated in the study. Due to feasibility reasons students participating in the ac-
tual experiment belonged to 10 intact classes of intermediate English. The students
in these classes were then randomly assigned to one of three groups, each using a
different treatment method (form-focused hypertext, meaning-focused hypertext
or no-enhancement control). All the students to be exposed to computer-based
treatment reported that they were computer-literate and knew how to use the
World Wide Web.

Materials

Computer program

To enhance L2 vocabulary acquisition by providing readers with the necessary
annotational input enhancement of target words via hypermedia links a small-
scale computer program was designed in the form of hypertextually-annotated
web pages, which was then uploaded to a university server. Four versions of the
program were prepared: one for the incidental and another for the intentional
learning condition, each of which had a form-centered and a meaning-centered
counterpart. In all four cases the program functioned basically in the same way,
the difference being only in the texts and naturally in the contents of the belonging
hypertext annotations. In each text thirteen words were annotated and all anno-
tated words were printed in a colour different from the rest of the text. The re-
maining words in the text were not explained in any way. If they happened to be
unknown, students were encouraged to infer their meanings from the context of
the whole text provided. Students could look up a gloss by clicking on the word in
the text located in the upper frame of the screen, which caused the glosses to ap-
pear in the bottom frame of the screen. It was hoped that by being able to study
both the text (i. e. the context) and the gloss content of a particular word simulta-
neously, learners would comprehend the text more easily and thereby learn the
new target words more effectively.
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Hypertext/hypermedia glosses

An essential feature of the study was the application of hypertextually linked an-
notations instead of the traditionally applied linear text. On the basis of previous
studies (e.g., Al-Seghayer, 2001; Chun & Plass, 1996; Liu & Reed, 1995) it was be-
lieved that through the application of hypertext and hypermedia glosses learners
could have easy access to a wealth of related information.

In form-focused hypermedia annotations the following types of information
were presented:

¢ the basic morphological characteristics of the word including such features
as word class, countability, plural form, past tense and past participle
forms;

¢ the basic Hungarian equivalent(s)

¢ The IPA phonemic transcription of the word

¢ an audio file with the word pronounced.

The compromise of including the audio component was decided upon, because
psycholinguistic research on the L2 mental lexicon (see Singleton, 1999, pp. 148-
151) shows that L2 learners in the earlier stages of learning tend to heavily rely on
phonological phenomena.

In meaning-focused hypermedia annotations the following types of informa-
tion were presented:

¢ The basic meaning(s) of the word presented in an English monolingual dic-
tionary definition(s)

¢ Various sense relations of the word (synonyms, antonymes, etc)

¢ The Hungarian equivalent(s)

¢ Some contextualized examples (collocations, sentences) of word use.

The rich textual (and audio) information found in the annotations was hoped to
speed up the learning as students would not have to interrupt the reading and
thus the vocabulary study process by needing to consult monolingual or/and bi-
lingual paper dictionaries. It was also hoped that the ultimate achievement would
be better than under traditional vocabulary learning circumstances due to cogni-
tive scaffolding, i. e. the opportunity to activate prior knowledge and link new
information to it more easily.

Tracking device and log files
A tracking device was constructed to complement the program with the aim of
following the users’ vocabulary learning behaviour. It was assumed that if input

was made salient through the use of hypertext glosses, it was assumed that learn-
ers would attend to such input. Therefore, it was necessary to make sure that all
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the participants really consulted all (or at least the overwhelming majority of) the
hypertext glosses created to promote their learning in order to be able to conclude
that their achievement was probably due the facilitative effect of these annota-
tions. Each time a participant chose to consult a gloss by clicking on the hyper-
linked word, the tracker device registered the click in a log file.

Texts and stimulus words

In order to carry out the study it was necessary to find two texts that the partici-
pants could learn new words from. The texts had to be of the level: not too easy or
not too difficult with challenging new vocabulary provided as roughly tuned in-
put for intermediate learners of English. In order to validate the suitability of the
texts, they were analyzed with a concordance and lexical profiling software. The
length of both texts was approximately identical, with 275 words in the first text
and 282 words in the second. The two selected texts were also analysed for syn-
tactic complexity, readability and lexical density. Concerning readability, the
Gunning-Fog index of text 1 was 10.68, and that of text 2 was 9.46. The two texts
were very similar as far as their ease of reading is concerned, and that the lexical
density of text 1 was 62.18 % and that of text 2 was 58.15 %, which again shows
that the two texts are quite similar. However, it also shows that both texts were
relatively dense lexically, which may have adversely affected the vocabulary
learning process.

After the two texts were piloted for unknown words by 61 intermediate stu-
dents of English who did not participate in the experiment, 26 words (13 words
per text) were eventually chosen. Thus, the number of new (glossed) target words
per text equaled approximately 4.6 % of the total number of words in each text,
which figure was low enough in order not to disturb the global comprehension
level or the learning of vocabulary. The selected target words were also analyzed
for various word features (frequency, visual complexity, grammatical category,
semantic features), as these characteristics may influence the memorization of tar-
get vocabulary (see Laufer, 1997).

Testing instruments
Two types of vocabulary tests were administered in order to measure the levels of
previous (i.e., pre-treatment) word knowledge, as well as the immediate and de-

layed effects of the hypertext treatment conditions. In all three tests learners were
asked to perform recognition tasks.
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Pre-test

In order to make sure which words the participants were not familiar with the
target words, a self-report pre-test was conducted. The participants were asked to
mark the words they knew on a list of 50 words (preselected by piloters) plus 12
non-words.

Immediate and delayed vocabulary acquisition post-tests

A so called “banked gap filling” vocabulary testing technique was used to meas-
ure participants’ receptive vocabulary learning achievement. The vocabulary tests
were carried out in a traditional paper-and-pen format in both the experimental
and the control groups. In order to potentially enhance students’ vocabulary ac-
guisition achievement, it was decided that the original context (i. e. the texts used
in the study sessions) would be used. Each testing session lasted 15 minutes. To
enhance reliability, all post-tests were piloted by 61 students not participating in
the study, and they were scored by the researcher only.

Procedure of data collection

The study was conducted over a period of seven weeks. Data collection took place
during regular class time in three different secondary schools of Debrecen. The
experiment was composed of three basic stages: 1) a pre-test 2) a study and imme-
diate post-test session, and 3) a delayed post-test, which was the exact replica of
the immediate post-test and a questionnaire. The learning sessions were com-
puter-based in the form-focused and the meaning-focused experimental groups,
whereas the control group got the same texts in traditional paper-based hard cop-
ies. All testing sessions were done with paper and pen. The exact schedule of data
collection during the experiment can be seen in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Schedule of data collection

Time Action Taken

Week 1 Self-report pre-test

Week 2 Tutorial session 1 — incidental learning condition
Immediate post-test 1 (at the end of the study session)

Week 3 Tutorial session 2 — intentional learning condition

Immediate post-test 2 (at the end of the study session)
Weeks 4-6  Break
Week 7 Delayed post-tests (the exact replicas of immediate
post-tests 1 and 2)

During week one participants were asked to take a paper-and-pen self-report pre-
test, so that a final set of target words unknown to all students could be selected.
After analysing the results of the self-report pre-test, the form of the materials to

Sankoé: The effects of hypertextual input modification on L2 vocabulary acquisition and retention 167



be used in the study was finalised, and the experiment was launched in three
days.

During week two the first treatment session took place under incidental
learning conditions. Before the study sessions students in the ten intact classes
were randomly assigned to the form-focused, meaning-focused or the control
learning conditions. At the beginning of the incidental vocabulary learning session
participants were asked to study the text and the additional information provided
(i. e., the glossary of paired equivalents in the control group, and the gloss content
in the experimental groups) carefully, and they were forewarned that after study-
ing the passage for 30 minutes they would be given a test checking comprehen-
sion. In this way it was hoped that learners would be concentrating on under-
standing the text as much as possible, rather than on learning the target words. In
other words, it was hoped that in this way incidental vocabulary learning would
take place (see Hulstijn, Hollander & Greidanus, 1996, p. 327). The students in the
two experimental groups were working with computers. They received input in a
visually-enhanced form, and they were provided help in the form of hyper-
text/hypermedia annotations to be able to understand the target vocabulary. The
members of the control group received the same text without any enhancement.
They were given help to understand the stimulus words in the form of a bilingual
word list which, besides the Hungarian equivalents, also included the phonemic
transcription of the target words. After 30 minutes students were unexpectedly
given a 15-minute vocabulary test on the target words to measure their receptive
incidental word acquisition achievement.

In week three the same procedure was repeated as in week two. Besides the
fact that the same participants were given a different text, the only difference was
in the introduction to the session. At the beginning of these sessions participants
were asked to learn as many new words from the text as possible. They were
forewarned that at the end of the session they would be given a test measuring the
acquisition of the new lexical items. In order to avoid their learning only the en-
hanced words or only the words provided on the bilingual list (as a result of their
test-taking experience from the previous session), they were also forewarned that
any lexical item occuring in the text could be tested. Beyond such “guidance” par-
ticipants were given no more help with the target texts whatsoever. Instead, they
were encouraged to try and infer the meanings if they should come across un-
known words other than the ones explained in the glosses or translated on the
bilingual list. So as to measure immediate word gain, students were given a 13-
item banked close test with the target words omitted in a text. To avoid the varia-
tion-due-to-task effect, it was decided that the texts used in the tutorial sessions
would be used for the tests without any alterations at all.

In week seven, three weeks after the last study session, participants were un-
expectedly given the same two vocabulary tests as they had been given in week
two and three respectively. As they were asked to take two tests they were al-
lowed to work for 30 minutes. The aim of these tests was to measure potential
long-term retention of the words acquired in the previous two sessions. In order to
prevent students from consulting the web documents during the “three-week
rest” period, the web sites were removed from the server immediately after the
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last session of week 3. The teachers of the students involved in the experiment also
confirmed that during this three-week period students had not learned any of the
target vocabulary institutionally.

Data analysis

Both a within-subjects and a between-subjects repeated-measures multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) was applied to try and find significant differ-
ences in the vocabulary test achievements between the different methods and
learning conditions. As the test results gained did not represent normally distrib-
uted data, nonparametric statistical methods were used. The Kruskal-Wallis non-
parametric test procedure followed by paired Mann-Whitney U-tests provided
analysis of variance for the effects of the three different and independent input
types (viz. form-focused, meaning-focused and control), and the Friedman test
repeated-measures procedure complemented by the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test
provided analysis of variance for making the same measurement twice with re-
lated data, once in incidental and once in intentional learning condition with the
same research population. The hypotheses were tested at a p < .05 level of signifi-
cance. The results gained through the use of the testing instrument were checked
for validity. In order to verify that all students consulted all, or the prevailing ma-
jority of the glosses in the text, the average number of glosses consulted without
repeated clicks was calculated.

Results and discussion

Descriptive analysis of test results

The results observed in Table 3 below suggest various implications. For one thing,
it can be clearly seen that the range of results is rather wide in almost all groups,
which implies that the tasks were difficult enough for the target population. The
widest range can be observed in the delayed post tests of the groups, especially
under incidental condition where the range was 100% of the total score in all three
groups (i.e., in those subjected to texts with form- and meaning-focused enhance-
ment and also the control group that received input without such enhancement).

The narrowest range can be observed in the immediate post test results of
groups in the intentional learning condition. While the range of scores of the par-
ticipant groups generally varies between 11 and 13, which means 84.6% to 100 %
of the total score, in the case of the immediate post test under intentional experi-
mental condition the range is 8 (61.5% of the total score) in the group exposed to
texts with form-focused enhancement, and it is only 5 (38.4% of the total score) in
the group using the meaning-focused annotations.
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Table 3: Descriptive analysis of the mean test results

Incidental condition Intentional condition
Immediate Delayed Immediate Delayed
post test Post test post test Post test

F M C F M C F M C F M C
Mean 9.45 10.05 898 6.75 8.78 7.18 11.3 11.93 10.00 7.73 8.40 7.50
Std. 424 368 331 508 438 430 253 1.65 3.17 4.33 4.14 4.10
Dev.
Min. 0 1 2 0 0 0 5 8 2 0 1 0
Max. 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13
Range 13 12 11 13 13 13 8 5 11 13 12 13

F = input provided with form-focused enhancement
M = input provided with meaning-focused enhancement
C = (control) input provided with no enhancement

The first main aim of the research was to examine whether intermediate level stu-
dents exposed to texts with interactionally enhanced input modifications in the
form of form- and meaning-focused computer-based hypertext/hypermedia an-
notations would outperform the control group students, who received input in
traditional paper format, without such enhancement. The results of the Kruskal-
Wallis test suggested that statistically significant differences (p=0.011) exist be-
tween the acquisition achievements of the form-focused, meaning-focused and the
control groups only in the intentional learning condition and on the immediate
post-test.

Hypothesis 1

The Mann-Whitney U test analyses showed that members of the group using
form-focused input enhancement significantly (p= 0.020) outperformed the control
group on the immediate post-test in the intentional learning The difference be-
tween the performance of the students in the group using meaning-focused an-
notations and that of the control group proved to be even more robust (p= 0.004)
in favour of the former.

The results did not provide satisfactory evidence to fully confirm this hypothe-
sis. Even though there was a general tendency observable according to which par-
ticipants using hypertext annotations had better achievements on both immediate
and delayed post-tests in incidental and intentional vocabulary learning condi-
tions, this tendency was not significant statistically, therefore it must be consid-
ered as conjectural evidence. As can be seen above, participants using form-fo-
cused annotations and those using meaning-focused annotations both signifi-
cantly outperformed students using the traditional paper-and-pen bilingual word
list technique on the immediate post-test in the intentional learning condition. The
same statistically significant (p < 0.05) difference was not to be found on the de-
layed post tests or in the incidental learning condition. Therefore, in sum, it must
be stated that the results of the current research do not fully confirm the claim
formed in hypothesis one.
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Hypothesis 2

When comparing the immediate post-test results of the meaning-focused group
with those of the form-focused group using the Mann-Whitney U test the mean
ranks as well as the sum of ranks clearly demonstrated that the students using
meaning-focused input enhancement outperformed those using form-focused
input enhancement. The results of the analysis also show, however, that no sig-
nificant difference can be spotted between the test results of these two groups. The
strongest significance found in the intentional condition on the immediate post-
test was only p= 0.438. Therefore Hypothesis 2, which predicted that learners
subjected to meaning-focused input during negotiated interaction would outper-
form those subjected to form-focused enhancement condition in L2 receptive vo-
cabulary acquisition and retention under both incidental and intentional learning
conditions has to be rejected.

Hypothesis 3

The second main aim of the study was to identify whether the students acquiring
new L2 words incidentally would be outperformed by students learning new vo-
cabulary intentionally.

The rank values of the Friedman test suggest that the two levels (i.e. the inci-
dental and intentional independent variables) produce different outcomes:
(p=0.000) calculated level of significance of the within-groups repeated-measures
statistical test. The Wilcoxon Signed Ranks tests applied as a follow-up, reporting
on the evidence of the results of the immediate post tests, show that the partici-
pants learning the new words intentionally significantly (p= 0.000) outperformed
those acquiring the same words incidentally. The same cannot be said for the de-
layed post-tests though. In the case of delayed post- tests, the learners under the
intentional learning condition also performed better than those under the inci-
dental learning condition This difference, however, was statistically not significant
(p= 0.184). This means that hypothesis 3 stating that students learning target vo-
cabulary intentionally will attain higher levels of L2 vocabulary acquisition and
retention than students acquiring the same vocabulary incidentally was only
proved for acquisition, but disproved in the case of the delayed post-tests meas-
uring retention.

Hypothesis 4

In the case of Hypothesis 4, the paired Mann-Whitney statistical analyses showed
that participants using meaning-focused input enhancement in the incidental
learning condition outperformed students using no enhancement in the inten-
tional learning condition. However, the difference in favour of the students using
meaning-focused enhancement was not significant (p=0.652). Students using form-
focused input enhancement in the incidental learning condition were slightly out-
performed by particpants using no-enhancement (control) group in the intentional
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learning condition, but the difference was also insignificant (p=0.909). As the
above data show, even tough intentional vocabulary learning proved to be more
effective than incidental learning, thanks to the beneficial effect of interactional
input modification, there are no significant differences between the two pairs of
groups compared. This also means that hypothesis 4 stating that the difference
between the attainment of the students in the control group in the intentional con-
dition and that of their peers in the treatment groups (either form- or meaning-
focused) will not be significant has been proved.

Verifying test results

The results of the above four tests for all 120 students participating in the research
were subjected to statistical item analysis in order to draw conclusions about the
reliability, facility value, homogeneity and discriminating power of the tests. Table
4 presents the descriptive statistics from the item analysis of each of the above
tests.

Table 4: Item analysis statistics of the post-test results for all 120 participants

Incidental Learning Condition Intentional Learning Condition

Immediate Delayed Immediate Delayed

Post-test Post-test Post-test Post-test
N of Items 13 13 13 13
N of Examinees 120 120 120 120
Mean 8.175 7.833 11.283 9.750
Variance 17.078 22.206 6.320 14.087
Std. Deviation 4.133 4.712 2.514 3.753
Skew -0.208 -0.338 -1.502 -0.919
Kurtosis -1.346 -1.339 1.559 -0.375
Minimum 0.000 0.000 2.000 0.000
Maximum 13.000 13.000 13.000 13.000
Median 8.000 8.000 13.000 11.000
Alpha 0.903 0.936 0.844 0.903
SEM 1.285 1.188 0.996 1.168
Mean P 0.629 0.603 0.868 0.750
Mean Item-Tot.  0.675 0.753 0.576 0.680
Mean Biserial 0.881 0.962 0.936 0.937

Table 4 shows that in the incidental learning condition the mean immediate post-
test result is 8.175, and the mean delayed post-test result is 7.833 only, which natu-
ral decrease can be put down to forgetting during the three weeks between the
immediate and the delayed post-tests. It is apparent from the table that the par-
ticpants acquiring new lexical units in the intentional learning condition outper-
formed their peers in the incidental learning condition both on the immediate and
the delayed post-tests. The medians also demonstrate better achievement under
the intentional learning condition.

The average proportion of the results in the four tests are 0.629 (62.9 %); 0.603
(60 %); 0.868 (86%); and 0.750 (75%). These figures demonstrate a slightly higher

172 UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics



than the ideal (especially in the case of the immediate post-test in the intentional
learning condition) facility value. Despite some of the comparatively high facility
values the mean item totals indicating the discrimination indices of the four tests
(in the order indicated above) are 67.5 %; 75.3 %; 57.6 %; and 68.0 %. Even though
the number of test items in each test was rather limited (13), the above figures
show that the mean item totals (i. e., the discrimination index of the tests) were
between 0.573 and 0.753. This proves that the level of the banked cloze tests ap-
plied discriminated between the student-participants quite well as the discrimina-
tion index is well above 30%. The figures also show considerable inter-item con-
sistency, as the Cronbach alpha index in the four tests were 0.903; 0.936; 0.844; and
0.903, that is they ranged between 0.844 and 0.936. As can be clearly seen, the
Cronbach alpha values range between 0.844 and 0.936, all fairly close to 1, which
indicates high test reliability.

Log results

The data in the log provided convincing evidence that the great majority of glosses
were indeed consulted by the students. Analysing the log files, which reflected
learners’ study behaviour through their clicking manner, it was found that the
average number of target words consulted in text 1 (measuring incidental learn-
ing) was 11.75 (90.38%) in the case of the version with form-focused enhancement,
and 12.15 (93.46%) in its meaning-focused counterpart. In text 2 (measuring inten-
tional vocabulary learning), the average number of such stimulus words consulted
was 12.52 (96.30%) in the text version with form-focused annotations and 12.52
(96.30%) in the meaning-focused annotated version. Considering that the total
number of stimulus words in each text was 13, the average results gained are quite
convincing.

Conclusions

The present research findings have proved that hypertextual input enhancement
favourably affects vocabulary learning, and they have also shown that intentional
vocabulary learning appears to be more effective than its incidental counterpart.
The outcome of the study, however, is only partly convincing, as positive findings
are mainly confined to acquisition results. Hypotheses related to retention results
measured three weeks after learning have all been disproved. This could be at-
tributed to the fact that the study measured the retention of new L2 words after
only one exposure whereas 5-8 exposures (plus regular recycling) would be neces-
sary for gaining solid vocabulary knowledge. Due to retention loss, the scores of
the delayed post-tests were significantly lower in the case of both the incidental
and the intentional conditions. The assumption that intermediate learners of Eng-
lish would benefit more from meaning-focused glossed texts was not proved.
Even though the students using meaning-focused annotations outperformed all
other groups in all experimental conditions, these differences could hardly ever be
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supported by statistically significant results, which leaves these findings specula-
tive and conjectural.

There were some limitations to this study that might lessen the external valid-
ity of the research. Firstly, the results gained are not representative. Secondly, as-
sessment of the receptive learning outcome was measured only with banked cloze
tests. By using other assessment techniques, a more complex picture reflecting
various aspects (e.g., the productive aspect) of vocabulary knowledge could be
provided. Thirdly, the number of test items per text was rather low (13), which
may have negatively influenced the explanatory value of results gained through
statistical measures. Fourthly, although hypertext programs offer the user relative
flexiblility as far as learning styles and strategies are concerned, the software pro-
gram in the study did not take particular language learners’ individual character-
istics, memory span, language aptitude, learning styles preferences into consid-
eration, which might also have affected the final outcome of the study. Pre testing
participants’ exact proficiency levels would have allowed for a more refined
analysis.

Even though this study has revealed that significantly better results can be
achieved through intentional vocabulary learning, by no means does it mean that
the role and significance of incidental vocabulary learning should be neglected. In
fact, we are much more frequently involved in incidental vocabulary learning ex-
periences than in intentional ones. We need to raise learners’ awareness of the
novel study strategies that match new technologies best, and create intelligent
software programs that keep track of individual learner differences and prefer-
ences, and assist the learner in a ,tailor-made” way throughout the learning proc-
ess.

As was mentioned among the limitations of the study, hypertext programs,
although accommodating a range of learning styles, are still rather rigid by nature
with a fixed material content, fixed links, and additional information available in
the glosses. As not all students are typical, their individual characteristics, learning
style preferences, and many more individual features and circumstances should
be taken into account when designing the structure of hypertextual language
learning environments. Further research is needed to design such systems and
investigate their effect on vocabulary learning and second language learning in
general. By making hypertext/hypermedia-based language learning environments
more adaptive, the learning process could be further individualised, allowing the
L2 student to follow a learning path that suits their short- and long-term needs,
interests or mood. To achieve this Lomicka (1998) suggests that all users should fill
in an online questionnaire on learning style preferences when starting to work
with the program, and on the basis of the results gained the software would chan-
nel the user accordingly in later stages of vocabulary learning. De Ridder (2002)
also emphasizes the importance of research on cognitive flexibility and cognitive
profiles considering up-to-date technological developments such as Dynamic
HTML, which could adapt the design of the screen to the learning and reading
profile of the user. A more sophisticated and flexible model is offered by Eklund
(1995), who proposes adaptive hypertext. Such hypertext system would continu-
ally monitor the language learner’s moves through their clicking behaviour, map
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their learning history, remember what words have been consulted, how many
times, what information type or help facility has been asked for, and gently assist
and guide them along the program (which can also be a relatively open system as
large as the Internet) on the basis of the detected, thus potentially providing con-
siderably higher language learning effectiveness.

The present research yielded only certain tendencies that indicate the benefi-
cial effect of such hypertext annotations. The limited framework of the current
research, however, does not allow broad generalisations of the results. The current
study could be followed up with a much larger sample of participants taken from
a wider, more varied population of Hungarian or non-Hungarian learners of Eng-
lish. Also further research is needed to shed light on the most effective way of us-
ing form- and meaning-focused hypertext/hypermedia glosses in second lan-
guage vocabulary acquisition.
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Introduction

The null subject parameter has been one of the most intensively studied phenom-
ena in the field of theoretical generative linguistics and Second Language Acquisi-
tion (SLA) research. In the past decades, a great number of SLA studies have in-
vestigated the acquisition of syntactic properties subsumed under the null subject
parameter by second language (L2) learners. As the increasing number of research
studies indicates, this structural area is rich in properties worth investigating.
Also, via the investigation of this parameter insights can be gained into SLA issues
such as interlanguage development and parameter resetting.

This paper addresses the issue of L2 learners’ developing grammars in the
context of parameter resetting and examines the role of transfer in L2 acquisition.
More specifically, the present empirical study investigates the acquisition of syn-
tactic properties associated with the null subject parameter by Hungarian learners
of English. Subjects were tested on these properties by a grammaticality judgment
task (GJT) and a translation task. Particular focus was put on structural differences
between Hungarian and English.

The structure of the paper is as follows. First, a short theoretical overview of
the notion of the null subject parameter will be given. Then, the issue of parameter
resetting in L2 acquisition will be briefly discussed. Third, the method and proce-
dure of the empirical research will be described. Finally, the research results will
be presented and interpreted.

Theoretical background

Linguistic focus of the research: the null subject parameter

In the Principles and Parameters framework (Chomsky 1981, 1986), it is assumed
that that there is an innate language acquisition device (LAD), which helps chil-
dren acquire their mother tongue. This language faculty includes Universal
Grammar (UG), which consists of two types of components: “(i) rigidly fixed prin-
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ciples, which are common to all human languages, and (ii) parameters, choices
that have to be set for each language” (Haegeman & Guéron, 1999, p. 584). While
principles are the same in all human languages, parameters may take one of two
or more values, which are predetermined by UG.

The present paper focuses on the L2 acquisition of one of the parameters,
namely the null subject parameter (Chomsky 1981), which is also known as the
pro-drop parameter. The term pro refers to the empty category of phonologically
null subjects. The pro-drop/null subject parameter was one of the first parameters
proposed by Chomsky (1981) to account for cross-linguistic variation among lan-
guages. It captures the phenomenon that some languages may omit subject pro-
nouns, while others require overt subject pronouns in finite sentences.

The null subject parameter is of binary nature, thus, there are two possible
values assigned to it: [+null subject] and [-null subject]. Therefore, languages differ
as to whether or not they allow null subjects in finite sentences. In languages like
Hungarian, known as [+null subject] languages, null subject pronouns are al-
lowed, taking the form of an empty category, pro. In contrast, [-null subject] lan-
guages, such as English, require subject pronouns to be overtly expressed.

Null subjects are possible in Hungarian because it has a rich inflectional sys-
tem. As shown by the following examples, verbs are inflected for person, number,
tense and mood.

(én) beszélek I speak

(te) beszélsz you speak

(6) beszél he/she speaks
(mi) beszéltink we speak

(ti) beszéltek you speak
(6k) beszélnek they speak

As can be seen, Hungarian is a [+null subject] language, with rich inflectional
morphology, therefore null subjects can be licensed and identified by agreement
on the verb. Of course, it does not follow that [+null subject] languages require all
subject pronouns to be null, since overt pronouns are also possible. However, they
do not occur in the very same contexts, and there are restrictions on their distribu-
tion (for details see White, 2003).

Subject pronouns in Hungarian are rarely used overtly because the verb form,
that is, the suffix of the verb, clearly indicates the person and number of the sub-
ject. However, if an overt subject pronoun is inserted into the sentence, it is usu-
ally used for contrastive purposes. In contrast, English is a [-null subject] lan-
guage, with poor verbal morphology, thus it requires overt subject pronouns and
expletives in finite sentences.

A central claim of the Principles and Parameters framework is that a particular
parameter setting is associated with a cluster of syntactic properties. In addition to
the possibility of null subjects, the null subject parameter is assumed to be related
to two other syntactic properties, namely, subject-verb inversion in declarative
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sentences and that-trace effect, which refers to wh-extraction of subjects across an
overt complementizer that.

According to Haegeman and Guéron (1999, p. 598), [+null subject] languages
have the following four properties in common. The structural differences between
[+null subject] and [-null subject] languages are illustrated by Hungarian and
English sentences.

Property 1: non-overt pronoun subjects
a, Szeretem a fagyit.
b, *Like ice cream.

Property 2: post-verbal definite subjects
a, Telefonalt a feleséged.
b, *Has telephoned your wife.

Property 3: wh-extraction of subjects across an overt complementizer
a, Kit gondolsz, hogy telefonalt? (Mit gondolsz, hogy ki telefonalt?)
b, *Who do you think that has telephoned?

Property 4: no overt expletives
a, Esik.
b, *Is raining.

¢, Vilagos, hogy Janos hazajon.
d, *Is clear that John will return home.

The example in (3a) may not seem to be grammatical to every native speaker of
Hungarian, but this structure is used in spoken Hungarian. The more appropriate
version of the sentence is given in brackets.

As Haegeman and Guéron (1999) claim these four properties are not inde-
pendent but consequences of the setting of the null subject parameter, hence, they
form a cluster. One of the main issues in SLA research is to find out whether or not
there is clustering of these properties in L2 acquisition. In other words, are these
properties acquired simultaneously or separately by L2 learners?

However, it should be noted that there is no general agreement on the clus-
tering properties. On the one hand, Hilles (1986) and Hyams (1986) propose that
subject-verb inversion and that-trace can be regarded as parameters of their own.
On the other hand, Cook and Newson (1996) claim that only null subjects and
subject-verb inversion can be attributed to the null subject parameter.
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Parameter resetting in second language acquisition

In SLA research using the generative framework, the achievement of L2 learners is
often measured as to what extent they are capable of acquiring the structural
properties associated with a parameter in the L2. A related issue is whether L2
learners are capable of resetting a parameter appropriately in L2 acquisition in the
case of differing parametric values. If they are able to use all the structural prop-
erties within a parameter correctly, they are assumed to have reset the value for
the given parameter.

A great number of studies have investigated the issue of parameter resetting,
as it is essential in determining the role of UG in L2 acquisition. However, they
provide no clear evidence of parameter resetting. Nevertheless, there are four
views on parameters in interlanguage grammars as summarized by White (2003,
p. 102):

global impairment: implies no parameters at all;

local impairment, or breakdown: in the case of some parameters;

no parameter resetting: assumes that only L1 settings are available;
parameter resetting: assumes that it is possible to acquire parameter set-
tings different from those of the L1.

Ll S

Within the last perspective, two hypotheses are put forth:

1. Full Transfer Full Access Hypothesis: Parameters will initially be set at their L1
values; however, they can be reset to the L2 values. In other words, interlanguage
grammars will be restructured in response to L2 input.

2. Full Access without Transfer: L1 parameter setting will not be carried over into
the L2, but the appropriate L2 settings will be used immediately.

Since the mid-1980s, a great number of studies have been conducted on the L2
acquisition of the null subject parameter within the UG-based framework, exam-
ining the issue of parameter resetting in both directions from [-null subject] to
[+null subject] and vice versa, and the effect of the L1 upon the acquisition of the
L2 (see Al-Kasey & Pérez- Leroux 1998; Cook, 1996; Hilles, 1991; Liceras, 1989;
Phinney, 1987; Tsimpli & Roussou, 1991; White, 1985, 1986;). However, due to the
different theoretical frameworks and methodologies, the research studies have
often produced inconclusive or controversial results.

Considering the L2 acquisition of the null subject parameter, the following pa-
rameter setting alternatives are available for L2 learners (Cook & Newson, 1996):
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L1 [+null subject]— L2 [+null subject]
L1 [+null subject] - L2 [-null subject]
L1 [-null subject]— L2 [-null subject]

L1 [-null subject]— L2 [+null subject]

As Cook and Newson (1996) point out, only if the parameter settings of the L1 and
L2 differ, and L2 learners start with the unmarked [+null subject] option, could it
be demonstrated that the acquisition of an L2 is the same as that of an L1. Conse-
quently, if speakers of a [+null subject] L1 use null subjects in a [-null subject] L2,
this could be due to transfer of the L1 parameter setting to the L2, or they simply
start with the unmarked [+null subject] setting like children in L1 acquisition. In
contrast, if speakers of a [-null subject] language start with the unmarked [+ null
subject] setting in L2 acquisition, this could be evidence for access to UG and the
similarity of L2 learning and L1 acquisition.

A major finding of relevant SLA studies is that certain structural properties as-
sociated with the null subject parameter are likely to be transferred from the L1 to
the L2 if the values for a given parameter are set differently in the two languages.
More specifically, transfers tend to appear when L2 learners with an unmarked
[+null subject] L1 acquire a marked [-null subject] L2. As Towell and Hawkins
(1994, p. 116) claim,

adolescent/adult native speakers of [+pro-drop] languages such as
Spanish, Italian and Greek learning a [-pro-drop] language such as
English take time to acquire obligatory subjects, rapidly recognise that
subject-verb inversion is not possible, but have great difficulties learn-
ing the constraint on wh-subject extraction, perhaps never acquiring it.

The study

Since Hungarian and English differ in their parameter settings, it can be assumed
that Hungarian learners may have difficulties while acquiring English. The pre-
sent study investigates the acquisition of syntactic properties subsumed under the
null subject parameter from the parameter resetting perspective. In other words, it
will be examined if Hungarian L2 learners of English are capable of resetting the
parameter from the L1 [+null subject] value to the L2 [-null subject] value while
the original setting of the parameter is maintained for the L1. From the learnability
perspective, having to reset the parameter may cause problems in the process of
L2 acquisition, which may result in transfer errors.
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Research questions

In order to investigate the issue of parameter resetting and find answers to the
research questions, two groups of Hungarian L2 learners of English were tested on
different aspects of the null subject parameter. A further aim of the study was to
examine if Hungarian learners would transfer their L1 structures associated with
this parameter into their L2 English.

The research questions were the following:

1. Do the properties associated with the null subject parameter cluster in L2
acquisition?

2. If the L1 and L2 differ in parameter values, are Hungarian learners able to

reset the parametric value of the L1 into the L2?

What structural properties are transferred from the L1 to the L2?

4. What is the relationship between learners’ proficiency and their perform-
ance on various syntactic properties?

@

Method

Participants

The participants of this study were 33 Hungarian learners of English (27 females
and 6 males with an average age of 19) who had learnt English primarily in a for-
mal setting. All of them were first- and second-year university students of English
at the University of Debrecen, enrolled in various classes.

The subjects were divided into two groups on the basis of their scores on the
Oxford Placement Test (OPT): there were 14 intermediate and 19 advanced stu-
dents.

Instruments and procedure

The tasks were performed in the order in which they are presented here. Task 1
was a proficiency test, more specifically Oxford Placement Test (OPT). The ex-
perimental tasks (Task 2 and Task 3) tested the following syntactic properties as-
sociated with the null subject parameter: (null) subject pronouns (both referential
and expletive); subject-verb inversion in declarative sentences; and wh-subject ex-
traction for that-trace effect. All of the test sentences were controlled for length and
simplicity of vocabulary.

The proficiency test and the experimental tasks were administered on three oc-
casions in the fall semester of the 2005-2006 academic year. There were two weeks
between each test in order to eliminate cross-task effects.
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Oxford placement test

To measure students’ level of English proficiency, Oxford Placement Test 2 (Allan,
1992) was administered. The OPT was chosen because it is objective, reliable as
well as easy to administer. The test consisted of two parts: a 100-item Listening
Test, which focuses on authentic situations where mishearing may take place, and
a 100-item multiple-choice Grammar Test, which consists of several parts, testing
different aspects of grammar. Subjects were asked to do both parts of the test.

As stated above, the aim of the OPT was to measure L2 learners’ level of profi-
ciency. Marking of the test was done according to the User’s Guide. The total score
was 200 points. The proficiency levels of subjects were identified with the Levels
Chart. Subjects were divided into two groups on the basis of their proficiency lev-
els: intermediate and advanced.

Task 2: Grammaticality judgment task

In the present study a 50-item Grammaticality Judgment Task (GJT) was admin-
istered in order to tap L2 learners’ linguistic competence. As these properties had
been tested in other research studies, the test sentences were designed on the basis
of earlier SLA studies with slight modification in vocabulary. They focused on the
following four syntactic properties: 1 null (referential and expletive) subjects, 2
subject-verb inversion, 3 wh-subject extraction/that-trace violations, 4 sensitivity to
subject/ object asymmetry. Students were asked to read and judge individual sen-
tences according to the following categories: definitely grammatical, probably gram-
matical, definitely ungrammatical, probably ungrammatical. They were also asked to go
by first impression and were not allowed to go back and change their initial deci-
sions. The aim if this task was to indicate the degree of certainty of the subject
with respect to their grammaticality judgment. There were 19 grammatical, 31
ungrammatical sentences in the test.

All the ungrammatical sentences would have been grammatical in Hungarian,
but were ungrammatical in English. The ungrammatical sentences can be divided
into the following categories, based on the sub-properties tested:

1. Sentences with null subjects:

a, missing referential subjects:

(5) Wakes up every morning at 7.

b, missing expletives (it, there)

(6) Was important for him to pass the test.
(7) Were five people sitting around the table.
2. Sentences with subject-verb inversion:

(8) Went the girl to the cinema last night.

Furkoné Banka: Resetting the null subject parameter by Hungarian learners of English 185



3. Sentences with that-trace effects:
(9) What does the man think that caused the accident?
(10) Who do you think that has phoned?

As for the evaluation of the task, the GJT was scored according to the following
scoring system (adopted from Kiss-Gulyéas, 2004): subjects were awarded three
points per correct answer, namely, three points for each correctly accepted sen-
tence (grammatical sentence judged as definitely grammatical) and three points for
each correctly rejected sentence (ungrammatical sentence judged as definitely un-
grammatical). Participants were given 2 points if they judged a “definitely grammati-
cal” sentence as “probably grammatical” and conversely, a “definitely ungrammatical’
sentence as ‘probably ungrammatical’. They were given no points if they judged a
‘definitely grammatical sentences’ as ‘definitely/probably ungrammatical’, and
vice versa.

Applying the above scoring system, the total score would be 150. The follow-
ing features of the data were analyzed and compared: individual achievement in
percentage and mean overall judgment on each sentence in percentage.

Task 3: Translation from Hungarian to English

The use of translation tasks in SLA research is a much debated issue because in
this type of task it is difficult to make a distinction between transfer errors and
developmental errors. Moreover, during translation, transfer occurs naturally.
Nevertheless, this type of task was chosen to find out areas of difficulty for Hun-
garian L2 learners of English, which could be the result of the different parameter
settings between the two languages.

The aim of this production task was to examine the use of various syntactic
structures in English; moreover, to provide insights into transfer effects, that is the
interaction of the participants” L1 and L2. Students were given a list of 22 sen-
tences which were perfectly grammatical in Hungarian, but they would have been
absolutely ungrammatical in English, if they had been translated word-for-word.
The Hungarian test sentences focused on the following properties: null subjects
(both referential and expletives), subject-verb inversion and wh-subject extraction
across that.

Students were asked to translate the sentences one by one in writing, relying
on their first impressions, and not to change their answers. The translation task
was evaluated in the following way: 1 point was given for structurally correct
sentences. No point was given if they applied ‘mirror translation” of Hungarian
sentence, or if they did not produce the relevant structure. No point was sub-
tracted for using a wrong lexical item. In the data analysis, the total number of
points was divided by the total number of sentences to obtain an overall accuracy
percentage score.
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Results

Results by properties

Assuming that all the investigated properties are related to the null subject pa-
rameter, no specific clustering order is expected since all these properties are sub-
sumed under the very same parameter. In other words, syntactic features should
simply be acquired at about the same time. Moreover, there should not be any
significant differences between syntactic properties. Table 1 presents the means
obtained on the properties of the null subject parameter in the GJT. Un-
grammatical structures are referred to as (UnG), whereas grammatical structures
are indicated as (G)

Table 1: Grammaticality judgment task (Accuracy scores in %)

Sentence type Intermediate Advanced
group group
Null subjects (UnG) 52.8 72.5
a, referential 47.62 66.08
b, expletive 55.63 76.08
Overt subjects (G) 87.57 82.46
a, referential 92.86 90.18
b, expletive 80.95 72.81
S-V inversion (UnG) 70.24 80.12
S-V inversion (G) 59.52 67.54
that-trace violations 49.74 51.46
(UnG)
S-O asymmetry (G) 34.76 43.16
a, subject extraction 31.75 41.52
b, object extraction 39.29 45.61

As can be seen, L2 learners’ performance seems to vary from property to property.
The intermediate group was more likely to accept ungrammatical null subject
sentences in English compared to the advanced group, which may indicate that
they transferred the L1 value of the parameter to the L2. It was easier for the par-
ticipants to judge sentences with missing expletives as ungrammatical than sen-
tences with missing referential pronouns. It is, however, surprising that the ad-
vanced group achieved lower accuracy scores in the rejection of sentences with
null referential subjects. They appeared to be more tolerant towards subjectless
sentences, probably because in spoken English, they may often hear such sen-
tences. As for overt subjects, most subjects accepted the sentences with overt sub-
jects. It was also found that it was easier for students to accept grammatically cor-
rect sentences than to reject ungrammatical sentences with missing subjects.
Participants showed the best performance on rejecting S-V inversion in de-
clarative sentences. They were able to recognize easily that post-verbal subjects are
ungrammatical in English. They even tended to reject grammatical sentences with
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S-V inversion, which may be the result of overgeneralization of the target lan-
guage rule. Both groups performed poorly on wh-subject extraction. Of the three
properties, wh-extractions proved to be the most difficult for both groups of the
participants. They seemed to be quite insensitive to subject-object asymmetry in
English, though they were slightly better at accepting grammatical sentences with
wh-object extraction. This may be explained by the fact that in Hungarian the sub-
ject and the object have the same status. Due to the rich inflectional system, not
only the subject but the object may be dropped under appropriate discourse con-
ditions. In Hungarian wh-questions, the subject as well as the object can be ex-
tracted across an overt complementizer. As shown by the results, accuracy in the
grammaticality judgments was higher in the group of higher proficiency.

Table 2: Translation task (Accuracy scores in %)

Hungarian sentence types Intermediate =~ Advanced

group group
Null subjects (UnG) 95.24 97.35
a, referential 85.71 100

b, expletive 91.67 94.7
S-V inversion 91.67 96.5
Wh-subject extraction 31.43 60

across that

As indicated by the results, the majority of Hungarian sentences with null subjects
and S-V inversion were translated into L2 English appropriately. In other words,
the majority of the students were able to produce the grammatically correct
equivalent for these sentences. As for the translation of Hungarian sentences with
that-trace violations, learners proved to rely on their L1 grammar heavily, as most
of them applied “mirror translation” for multiple embeddings. However, the ad-
vanced group significantly outperformed the intermediate group. To sum up, the
results do not clearly justify that the properties subsumed under the null subject
parameter are acquired as a cluster. They may rather be acquired individually or
in a successive fashion.
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3.2 Results by tasks

The results by tasks show whether there is a relationship between the learners’
proficiency levels and their performance on the various tasks. The means repre-
sent overall accuracy percentage scores across all properties. They were averaged
to obtain group results which are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: Results by tasks (in %)

Groups Task 1 Task 2 Task 3
OPT GJT Translation

Intermediate 67.46% 59.33% 76.62%

Advanced 79.84% 68.11% 88.5%

As can be seen in Table 3 performances are higher in the more proficient group,
however, participants” performances vary from task to task. While translation
proved to be quite easy for the students, the GJT appeared to be much more diffi-
cult. This finding may be explained by the fact that students are usually more fa-
miliar with translation tasks, as they are often required to do them in language
classes. Furthermore, the GJT, which measured learners’ linguistic competence in
an indirect way, required the use of more complex metalinguistic skills, which
may have been less developed than L2 learners” productive skills, which were
used in the translation task. To sum up, the participants did not perform consis-
tently across task types.

Discussion

Clustering of properties

In this paper, it was proposed that Hungarian L2 learners may have problems
when they acquire English, since there is a parametric difference between their L1
and L2. Participants were tested on three syntactic properties on two experimental
tasks: a GJT, and a translation task. A general finding was that the three syntactic
properties associated with the null subject parameter do not form a parametric
cluster, but they may be acquired individually, in a particular order. In other
words, these properties are acquired sequentially, rather than simultaneously in
the process of L2 learning. While subjects were able to acquire overt subjects and
the proper SVO word order in English, they had problems with wh-subject extrac-
tion, which proved to be the most complex and difficult structure to produce for
both the intermediate and advanced groups. This feature seemed to be resistant to
resetting, as even advanced learners performed on it poorly. These findings coin-
cide with the claims of Towell and Hawkins (1994), referred to in the literature
review.
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Parameter resetting

The issue of parameter resetting is closely related to that of clustering. As has been
stated, the syntactic properties under investigation did not seem to be acquired
simultaneously as a cluster. The results rather indicate progressive appearance of
the properties in learners” developing interlanguage grammars. It does not neces-
sarily mean that the participants in the experiment were not able to reset the null
subject parameter. As Ayoun (2000, p. 79) points out, parameter resetting may be
evidenced by a partial clustering of properties as a result of progressive manifes-
tation of parameter-setting properties. Moreover, she adds that partial clustering
can be explained by two factors: the complexity and systematic application of the
abstract syntactic mechanism involved for each parameter and the learners’ level
of proficiency.

On the whole, the results provide no clear evidence of parameter resetting. If
parameter resetting is understood as the simultaneous acquisition of all the syn-
tactic properties associated with a particular setting of a parameter, then parame-
ter resetting has not taken place. Considering individual properties, it was shown
that participants performed well on two of the properties, whereas they per-
formed below chance level on wh-subject extraction (that-trace effect), which was
the most complex feature and therefore it appeared to be resistant to resetting. It
would be worth examining how near-natives would perform on this property.

Transfer effects

As illustrated by the two experimental tasks, there are certain syntactic properties
that can be acquired quite early by Hungarian learners of English, such as obliga-
tory subjects and impossibility of S-V inversion. Accordingly, in the translation
task subjects showed a native-like performance in these areas. As opposed to this,
the acquisition of the constraint on wh-subject extraction posed a serious problem
for L2 learners.

The results of the translation task suggest that Hungarian students carried the
L1 setting of the null subject parameter to the L2, particularly at a lower level of
proficiency. Besides transfer errors, there were some developmental errors as well.
In order to show areas of special difficulty for Hungarian learners of English,
some examples of students” answers will be given in italics:

Typical examples:

Sentence 9: Hamarosan nagy vihar lesz.
Expected sentence: There’s going to be a huge storm.

It will be a huge storm.
It’s going to be a big storm.
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As shown above, some of the learners seemed to be uncertain as to the use of ex-
pletives. They intuitively knew that they were required to use an overt pronouns
but they confused the two types of expletives, it and there. However, the structure
they produced is grammatical, but it has a different meaning in Hungarian.

Sentence 21: Ugy ttinik, hogy van néhany probléma.

Expected sentence: There seem to be some problems. OR It seems that there are
some problems.

It seems to be he has some problems.
It seems that we have some problems.
It seems like, we got some problems.

As illustrated by the answers given to sentence 21, the use of expletive with a
raising-predicate is quite difficult for these Hungarian learners of English. It is
interesting that they tended to avoid the use of there, instead they used some overt
referential subject pronouns. However, this may not be a transfer error, because no
overt pronoun was used in the Hungarian sentence.

Sentence 18: Amint kiléptiink a hazbodl, elkezdett esni az es6.
Expected sentence: As soon as we had left the house, it started to rain.

...., the rain started.
..., the rain started to fell.
..., began to rain

The translated versions of sentence 18 clearly indicate a transfer effect. Some stu-
dents tried to translate the Hungarian sentence word-for word into English. Since
in the test sentence the overt subject rain was used, students automatically carried
it over into English. This type of error frequently is made by Hungarian learners of
English at lower proficiency levels. As the third version shows, one of the students
used a null subject pronoun in English.

In what follows, the kinds of errors L2 learners made when translating Hun-
garian wh-questions with subject extraction across that will be shown:

Sentence 20: Melyik kulcsrél gondolod, hogy nyitja az ajtét? / Mit gondolsz,
melyik kulcs nyitja az ajtot?

Expected sentence: Which key do you think opens the door?
Which key do you think that opens the door?

What do you think which key opens the door?
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Sentence 6: Kit mondtal, hogy szereti Marit? / Mit mondtal, hogy ki szereti Marit?

Expected sentence: Who did you say loves Mary?
Who did you say, who loves Mary?

Who have you said that love Mary?

Who did you say to love Mary?

Whom did you say loves Mary?

What did you say, who loves Mary?

Who said who loves Mary?

As the translations show, students tended to apply ‘mirror translation’, producing
structures that reflected the structural properties of Hungarian, which implies that
interlanguage grammars are still constrained by UG.

In the translation task, the most difficult test sentence was #22, which con-
tained multiple embeddings. Only one of the advanced students was able to
translate it appropriately.

Sentence 22: Kirél hallottad, hogy Janos mondta, hogy bettrte az ablakot? / Kit
hallottal, hogy Janos mondta, hogy betorte az ablakot?

Expected sentence: Who did you hear John say broke the window?

Who did you hear John said that broke the window?

About whom John said broken the window?

Who did you hear that John said to break the window?

Who did you hear about that John said broke the window?

Who did you heard from that John had a said that he had broken the window?
Of whom did you hear, that John said that he broke the window?

Who did you hear that John said who broke the window?

Who did you hear from that John said that he broke the window?

Whom did you hear what John said that he had broken the window?

Relationship between learners” proficiency and their performance

A gradual improvement was found in participants’ performance in relation to
their proficiency. The higher their level of proficiency was, the better they per-
formed on the experimental tasks. It can be assumed that the more proficient L2
learners are in the target language, the better they will use certain structural prop-
erties in the L2. As indicated by the results, there was a variability in participants’
grammaticality judgments on, and production of the syntactic properties sub-
sumed under the null subject parameter, at the two different stages of L2 devel-
opment. Moreover, the difference between the performance of the intermediate
and that of the advanced group may imply that their interlanguage grammars
change over time.
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In general, it can be stated that Hungarian L2 learners start with the L1 setting
of the parameter, but as their proficiency level in the L2 increases, they may
gradually readjust the value of the parameter more appropriate to the value of the
L2. Data provided evidence that there were some restructuring attempts in the
participants’ interlanguage grammars with respect to two syntactic properties.
However, the third property, that is, wh-extraction of subjects across that seemed
to be resistant to resetting, even in the case of advanced learners of English. Con-
sidering this aspect, both groups of the participants produced L2 structures that
were constrained by their L1 parameter setting. To sum up, in terms of some
grammatical properties the participants showed native-like performance, while in
other areas they had particular problems as also indicated by the significant trans-
fer effects.

Conclusion

This paper investigated the effect of the different parameter settings on the inter-
language development of Hungarian learners of English. In other words, the
study was conducted to provide insights into the nature of Hungarian L2 learners’
interlanguage grammars in the context of parameter resetting. The subjects were
tested on the syntactic properties subsumed under the null subject parameter. It
was found that the given properties were not acquired together, but sequentially.
While the participants had well-formed grammatical representations of two of the
properties, they had difficulties performing the constraint on wh-subject extrac-
tion, which seemed to be resistant to resetting. It was also shown that Hungarian
learners transferred the Ll-settings of the parameter into their interlanguage
grammars, particularly at lower levels of proficiency. Nevertheless, the research
results indicated that Hungarian learners of English showed improvement with
increasing levels of proficiency, and their interlanguage grammars conformed to
principles and parameters of Universal Grammar, however, the data provided no
clear evidence of parameter resetting. To obtain more conclusive and convincing
results, further research is necessary.
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Introduction

This paper analyzes a large database collected in a project enquiring into Hungar-
ian learners’ performances in English and German as a foreign language in state
education. A nationally representative sample of year 6 and year 10 learners
(n=20,804) was involved in a survey implemented by OKEV in May 2003 (Nikolov
& Jozsa, 2003). First, we give a short background to the project; then, we discuss
the relationships between learners” gender, school type, number of weekly classes,
years of language study, students’ socioeconomic status, and achievements on
proficiency tests in English and German. We explore how extra curricular lan-
guage study impacts on results. Third, we enquire into how task familiarity and
frequency of task type use relate to performances on tests and participants’ self-
assessment. Finally, we attempt to model how background variables contribute to
outcomes.

Background to study

Since the early 1990s students, their parents and teachers, researchers and lan-
guage policy makers as well as other stakeholders have had great expectations
towards language pedagogy. It was assumed that the major change in 1989 al-
lowing students to choose a foreign language they wish to study would boost lev-
els of achievement within a reasonable period of time. A few years later, although
there are major favourable developments, the dynamic process is still to be seen.
Since then, the number of Hungarians claiming to be able to use a foreign lan-
guage has tripled: in the most recent Eurobarometer survey 29 percent of Hun-
garians claim to be able to converse in a foreign language (Europeans and languages,
2005). However, this also means that seven out of ten Hungarians would not be
able to do so. As the goal for European language education is to allow citizens to
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become plurilingual individuals speaking two modern foreign languages besides
their mother tongue (Common European framework of reference, 2001), there is room
for development. In all European countries the majority of people claim they de-
velop language proficiency in state schools (Europeans and languages, 2005). One of
the more general aims of our study is to explore how realistic this expectation may
be towards Hungarian schools.

In recent years several small- and large-scale studies have enquired into issues
related to language pedagogy in Hungarian state education. Some of them ex-
plored students’ language learning orientations and motivation (e. g., Dornyei,
Csizér & Németh, 2006; Nikolov, 2003), aptitude (Otto, 2003; Otté6 & Nikolov,
2003) and some studies triangulated data on cognitive, affective variables and per-
formances on language proficiency tests (Nikolov & Ott6, 2006). In two large re-
lated projects in 2000 and 2002 Hungarian students’ foreign language skills were
assessed in English and German to monitor the levels and efficiency of foreign
language education (Csap6 & Nikolov, 2001, 2002; Nikolov & Csap¢, 2002) in line
with other major Hungarian educational research projects monitoring other school
subjects (Csapo, 1998; 2002). A third, similarly large-scale project was imple-
mented in 2003 (Nikolov & Jézsa, 2003). In the present paper the datasets from this
latter assessment project are analyzed.

The role of classroom variables and students’ socioeconomic status in

performances on English and German proficiency tests

The present paper analyzes a large database collected in a nation-wide project
enquiring into Hungarian learners’ performances in English and German as a for-
eign language. A nationally representative sample of year 6 and 10 students
(n=20,804) was involved in a survey implemented by OKEV in May 2003 (Nikolov
& J6zsa, 2003). The aim of the survey was to gain insights into students’” develop-
mental levels in English and German as foreign languages at the ages of 12 (year 6)
and 16 (year 10).

Research questions

The present study aims to answer questions related to the relationships among
classroom variables and students” achievements in English and German on a rep-
resentative sample of Hungarian learners. As students participating in the study
learnt English and German in years 6 and 10, we intend to explore similarities and
differences between the two target languages and the two years. More specifically,
the following research questions are formulated:

*  What is the relationship between types of schools and students” develop-
mental level in English and German? How do students’” achievements on
proficiency tests compare to one another according to the type of school
they attend?
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* How do boys’ and girls” performances compare to one another across years
and languages?

*  What is the relationship between students’ achievements and the fre-
quency they claimed they practiced tasks similar to the ones in the test
booklets?

*  What is the relationship between performances on tasks and their per-
ceived level of difficulty?

* How does the length of language study in years influence outcomes?

* How does the intensity of language study (frequency of weekly language
classes) impact on achievements?

*  What is the relationship between private tuition and performances on
tests?

*  What are participants’ long term goals for language study?

*  What is the relationship between students” socioeconomic status (SES) and
other variables?

* How can these relationships be modelled?

Participants

Representative samples of year 6 and 10 students participated in the study. A total
of 20,804 learners of English and German in 1,405 groups from 236 primary and 86
secondary schools filled in the data collection instruments. Besides these students
an additional 162,814 learners of the two languages took the tests and their per-
formances were evaluated locally with the help of centrally provided keys. How-
ever, in the present study results of the representative samples are used for analy-
ses.

Data collection instruments

Three language skills (listening comprehension, reading comprehension, and
writing) were assessed by paper and pencil proficiency tests in learners” regular
classroom settings at the end of the school year. 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 in year 10 than in year 6 (all test booklets are available in Nikolov &
Jozsa, 2003). The construct, the task and text types were similar to those used in
2000 and 2002 (Csap6, 2001; Nikolov, 2003), but the actual texts and tasks were
different. The task types were expected to be familiar to the vast majority of the
participants, as they were similar to published course materials used in schools.
All tasks focused on meaning (and not form), the texts were authentic, except
for the listening tasks, where scripted materials were used, as listening compre-
hension was expected to be the least developed skill according to classroom previ-
ous observation studies and questionnaire data (Nikolov, 1999, 2003). In grade 6
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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 fill in a form based on a short text with personal data. In year10
students wrote a guided composition on a dream holiday along six content points.
Booklets were 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 comprehen-
sion. Inter-rater reliabilities for the assessment of writing tasks in year 10 were 0.91
for English and 0.95 for German.

Besides the language tests, a questionnaire was administered to all students on
their family background, end of term school mark in English or German, number
of weekly classes and years of study, language learning plans, and extracurricular
activities. Three items related to the tasks in the booklets: students were to indicate
on a 1-5 scale how easy or difficult they thought the tasks were and how often
they did tasks similar to the ones in the booklets in their English and German
classes.

Procedures

The paper and pencil tests were administered locally with the help of external
assessors in students” own classrooms in May 2003. All students were given a code
to ensure that their personality rights were respected. The reading booklets in-
cluding five reading tasks were filled in a 45-minute class session, and the listen-
ing and writing tasks were accomplished in another session of the same length on
the same day. A third session was devoted to filling in the questionnaires. Writing
tasks were evaluated centrally by two teams of trained assessors after standard
setting sessions; data were entered into files during the summer. Schools got their
coded feedback on their own students” performances and the national standards
during the fall and a full report was published on the internet and in print (Niko-
lov & J6zsa, 2003).

Results and discussion

The relationship between types of schools students attend and their developmen-
tal level in English and German

Students in year 6 attend two types of institutions: the majority study in their 6th
year at 8-year primary schools, whereas some of their peers attend 8-year gram-
mar schools where they are in their 2nd year. Achievements on the tests are
significantly different in the groups attending these two types of institutions. On
English tests the mean score in primary schools is 56.3 percent, whereas learners in
secondary schools achieved a mean score of 75.7 percent. On German tests the
achievements are 44.0 and 60.0 percent respectively.
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As these results indicate, learners of the two target languages performed on
significantly different levels, and learners of English outperformed their peers in
both groups. Figures 1 and 2, where each dot represents a group of participants
(the unit of language learning), show the distributions of year 6 students and the
lines indicate mean scores for the two cohorts.
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The picture for year 10 students is more complex, as they attend three types of
schools. The most prestigious and most traditional grammar schools tend to at-
tract the more ambitious and able students intending to study in tertiary educa-
tion. Comprehensive vocational schools provide a wider range of education, as
they offer vocational education besides traditional secondary education. Voca-
tional training schools cater for students with the lowest level of achievements in
primary school and do not offer avenues for further education. Figure 3 and figure
4 show the distributions of all participating groups in year 10. As can be seen, stu-
dents’ groups are distributed along three lines with some overlaps. Significant
differences characterize mean scores for the three cohorts in both languages.
Learners of English in grammar schools achieved a mean score of 63.5 percent, in
vocational technical (trade) schools 44.0 percent, and in comprehensive vocational
schools 25.4 percent. Similarly to the younger learners, achievements are signifi-
cantly lower in German than in English: the mean scores for the three types of
school are 54.2, 39.7 and 23.1 percent respectively.
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Figure 3: Distribution of year 10 students” groups studying English in three types
of secondary schools
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These findings are in line with previous research on school achievements in gen-
eral (Csap6, 1998, 2002), and performances on language proficiency tests in Eng-
lish and German (Csap6, 2001; Csap6 & Nikolov, 2001, 2002). Significant differ-
ences characterize learners in different types of schools; students in grammar
schools tend to outperform learners in other types of institutions. However, the
significant differences between achievements in the two modern foreign lan-
guages in both years indicate something different, as they are both foreign lan-
guages, none of them is related to the Hungarian language, therefore no linguistic
argument supports this finding,.

A comparison of boys” and girls” performances in years 6 and 10 in English and
German

The relationship between learners’ gender and their achievements is often exam-
ined in large-scale studies. Girls tend to achieve higher scores in all school subjects
(e.g., Csapo, 1998, 2002) and in previous studies on foreign languages similar re-
sults were found (e. g., Bors, Lugossy, Nikolov, 2001; Csapd, 2001). Therefore, we
expected girls to outperform boys in this study in both years and both languages.
As the data in Table 1 show, girls’ achievements are significantly (p<.001)
higher than those of boys for both English and German and in year 6 as well as in
year 10. Similarly to the overall results, scores students achieved in English are
significantly higher than in German in both years (Nikolov & Joézsa, 2003). As for
the three skills, girls’ largest advantages are found in the writing skills in both
years, whereas the differences between boys and girls are smaller in reading com-
prehension and listening comprehension. Boys’ achievements in writing, the only

Nikolov & Jézsa: Relationships between language achievements in English and German 203



productive skill tested in the project, in German are extremely low (13%) and al-
though girls outperformed them, their performances are also poor (21%). Standard
deviations are large, indicating a wide range of performances for both genders.
The largest differences are found in the writing skills in German, where standard
deviation for girls is higher than for boys. In all other cases higher standard de-
viation characterizes boys’ performances.

Table 1: The relationship between gender and performances on English and Ger-
man tests in % (SD)

. Year 6 Year 10

Skill Gender English German English German

Reading Girl 53 (22) 43 (19) 37 (24) 34 (22)
Boy 51 (23) 38 (19) 36 (24) 32 (22)

Writing Girl 66 (23) 54 (24) 36 (31) 21 (29)
Boy 59 (26) 44 (26) 29 (31) 13 (23)

Listening Girl 60 (20) 46 (21) 78 (17) 69 (22)
Boy 59 (22) 43 (21) 79 (16) 67 (22)

3 skills Girl 60 (19) 48 (18) 50 (22) 41 (21)
Boy 56 (21) 42 (19) 47 (21) 37 (20)

These findings are similar to results of previous studies (Bors, et al., 2001, 2003;
Csapd, 2001, 2002): girls tend to perform better than boys. Comparing our findings
with the results of the large-scale study on English and German in years 6, 8 and
10 in the year of 2000 (Csapo, 2001) the trends are consistent: girls outperformed
boys on all skills and the largest differences were found in the writing skills.

The relationship between students” achievements and the frequency of tasks in
classrooms

It is important in every testing project to assure that students are familiar with the
tasks and the novelty element is not a major factor influencing outcomes. As has
been said, task types in the booklets were based on typical tasks used in widely
spread published teaching materials and they included for example, matching
tasks, gap filling, multiple choice items, and writing a short text; all were based on
meaning and context. In order to examine how task familiarity and frequency of
tasks in English and German classes influenced learners” performances, students
were asked to indicate on a 1-5 scale how often they had opportunities to do tasks
similar to the ones in the test booklets in the three skills.

Table 2 shows the distribution of respondents in percentages according to how
often they claimed they practiced task types used in the proficiency tests in lis-
tening, reading, and writing. The data show clear trends: more students claim that
such tasks are often or very often used in English than in German classes; and vice
versa, more respondents chose never, rarely or sometimes for German than for
English. As for the three skills, in harmony with classroom observations (Nikolov,
1999) and questionnaire data on frequencies of classroom activities (Nikolov,
2003), averages are consistently higher for reading and writing than for listening
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comprehension tasks. Averages for listening range between 2.63 and 3.02 (Table
2). Also, all means of frequency data are higher for English than for German,
therefore it is reasonable to argue that most probably higher scores in English are
related to higher frequency of similar task types meaning more practice. In other
words, learners of English may benefit more from classroom practice, as their ex-
periences are more relevant to the construct of the proficiency tests. Standard de-
viations range between 1.06 and 1.21 indicating quite a lot of variation.

Table 2: How often students claim they practice tests similar to ones in booklets

Students’ ratio (%) Mean

Year Language Skill Never Rarely Spme— Often Very score SD
times often

Listening 9 23 32 28 8 3.02 1.09
English Reading 14 24 38 19 3.54 1.08
6 Writing 4 10 18 36 32 3.81 1.10
Listening 12 31 31 21 5 2.75 1.07
German  Reading 5 15 27 36 17 3.45 1.10
Writing 5 11 21 35 28 3.71 1.13
Listening 11 26 32 26 5 2.88 1.08
English ~ Reading 8 19 28 35 10 3.21 1.10
10 Writing 10 23 28 29 10 3.07 1.15
Listening 14 34 30 18 4 2.63 1.06
German  Reading 11 23 28 31 8 3.03 113
Writing 14 28 24 25 10 2.90 1.21

A comparison of data in years 6 and 10 shows that tasks in all three skills are
claimed to be somewhat more frequently practiced in year 6 in both English and
German than in year 10. The most often applied tasks are integrated reading and
writing tasks where students are to fill in words based on their meaning: 68 per-
cent of English learners and 63 percent of German learners claim that such tasks
are often or very often used in their classes (averages are 3.81 and 3.71 respec-
tively, see Table 2).

As a next step we examine the relationship between how often participants
claim they practice tasks for each skill in the classroom and their achievements on
the booklets tapping into three skills. Table 3 shows the distribution of year 6 and
year 10 students” mean scores according to their claims on how often they practice
similar tasks with standard deviations in brackets. The tendency is clear and con-
sistent: more practice makes students smarter in all three skills and in both lan-
guages; this is good news for students, teachers, and testers. However, standard
deviations are huge within groups of frequencies indicating that there is more to
language development than simply more frequent practice, as tasks need to be
tuned to learners’ level to be beneficial.

Extremely large F values (ranging from 13 to 182) also indicate that huge dif-
ferences exist between groups reflecting strong streaming traditions in Hungarian
schools. As the numbers in Table 3 show, the most striking difference and largest F
value is found in year 10 for writing. Most probably teachers assume that there is a
threshold in writing: students should achieve a certain proficiency level to be able
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to produce texts. The ones who never ever attempt to write short guided compo-
sitions do not stand a chance in a test.

Table 3: Developmental level of language skills according to frequency of tasks in
classrooms

Mean score (SD)

Year Language Skill Never Rarely Spme- Often Very F
times often
Listening 55(21) 57(21) 61(21) 62(20) 64(21) 26
English Reading 46 (23) 47(23) 48(23) 54(21) 58(21) 55
6 Writing 52 (26)  55(25) 59 (25) 65 (23) 67 (23) 53
Listening 42 (21) 43 (20) 45(21) 49(22) 49(25) 13
German  Reading 35(20) 36 (19) 39(19) 43(19) 47(20) 42
Writing 39 (26) 40(25) 46(25) 53(24) 56(25) 50
Listening 68 (20) 76 (18) 80 (15) 84 (14) 84(14) 100
English  Reading 23 (18) 30(21) 36 (23) 41(24) 46(26) 74
10 Writing 10 (20) 20 (26) 34(30) 44(331) 48(33) 182
Listening 59 (22)  65(21) 71 (21) 76 (21)  82(18) 76
German Reading 24 (15) 29(19) 33(22) 37(22) 43(27) 51
Writing 5 (14) 10 (20) 16 (26) 28(31) 3032 113

*F scores of variance analysis significant in all cases at p<.001

The relationship between students” performances on tasks and their perceived
level of difficulty

Besides indicating how frequently they practiced test tasks in the three skills, par-
ticipants were also asked to rate the booklets according to how easy and difficult
they thought they were on a 1 to 5 scale. The results are shown in Table 4. Data
indicate some striking differences: learners of German found listening tasks a lot
more difficult both in year 6 and 10, although the distribution of students is more
balanced in year 10. Otherwise, data are in line with trends in other areas: more
students of German rated all three skills difficult or very difficult than learners of
English, and fewer found them easy or very easy. Mean scores range between 2.33
and 3.85, and they are consistently higher for English than for German. Although
the highest numbers tend to fall into the categories of just right and easy for Eng-
lish, reading in year 10 is an exception: 41 percent found the reading comprehen-
sion tasks difficult to cope with. On the other hand, in year 10 the listening tasks
were found easy or very easy by 67 percent. As for German, the booklets are
somewhat less favourably matched with learners” levels: they tend to be placed
along the difficult to just right side of the scale, especially in year 10 reading and
writing. Standard deviations are comparatively high as they range between 0.98
and 1.26 indicating quite some differences. These data suggest that students
placed tasks along various levels of the scale and they differed in their assess-
ments of difficulty. As learners performed on a lower level in both years in Ger-
man than English, students” views on task difficulty seem to match this overall
outcome: learners of German tended to find tasks more difficult than their peers
learning English. And they were indeed more difficult for them.
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Table 4: How difficult students rated test tasks in booklets

Students’ ratio (%)
Lan- Very Mean

Year suage Skill diffi- Diffi- ]gst Easy Very score SD
cult cult right easy

Listening 8 23 32 26 11 3.10 111

English Reading 3 16 35 32 14 3.37 1.02

6 Writing 2 8 25 35 29 3.81 1.01
Listening 18 33 29 14 6 2.56 1.10

German Reading 7 21 38 25 8 3.07 1.04
Writing 5 12 29 33 21 3.54 1.10

Listening 5 8 20 32 35 3.85 1.13

English Reading 16 41 29 10 3 242 0.98

10 Writing 23 23 27 18 9 2.69 1.26
Listening 12 18 28 24 18 3.18 1.25

German Reading 20 43 26 8 3 2.32 0.99
Writing 31 28 23 13 5 2.33 1.19

A comparison of data concerning students’ perceived task difficulty and their
achievements on the tasks in three skills shows consistent relationships. The dis-
tributions of students’ performances according to their perception of the tasks on
the very difficult - very easy scale are shown in Table 5. In both languages and in
both years for all three skills the easier students perceived the tasks the better they
performed on them, and vice versa. This tendency is shown by the increasing
mean scores in all rows of Table 5.

Table 5: Developmental level of three language skills according to perceived task
difficulty

Lan- Mean score (SD)

Year Skill Very e . Very F*
guage difficult Difficult  Justright Easy casy

Listening 46 (19) 50 (19) 59 (19) 67 (19) 75 (19) 295

English  Reading 37 (19) 42(20) 47(21) 58(21) 68(21) 263

6 Writing 33 (20) 43 (23) 54 (22) 65 (21) 77 (20) 399
Listening 37(18)  41(19)  46(20) 56(21)  62(26) 119

German Reading 31 (17) 35 (17) 40 (18) 47 (20) 53 (20) 106
Writing 29 (21) 36 (24) 44 (23) 55 (24) 64 (23) 180

Listening 55 (21) 60 (20)  73(16)  81(12)  87(11) 477

English  Reading 24 (15) 31 (19) 41 (24) 57 (28) 59 (32) 234

10 Writing 7 (16) 18(23)  41(27) 58(26)  61(29) 761
Listening 50 (20)  54(19)  66(19)  77(16)  88(14) 468

German Reading 23 (13) 29 (17) 38 (22) 55 (30) 55 (35) 200
Writing 3 (11) 9(17) 27 (29) 43 (31) 43 (33) 400

*F scores of variance analysis significant in all cases at p<.001

The most striking extremes are found for writing in year 10 for both English and
German: the mean scores for learners of English and German finding the writing
task the most challenging are 7 and 3 percent respectively, whereas their peers
scoring the same tasks as very easy achieved mean scores of 61 and 43 respec-
tively. The standard deviations are high in every category, but especially for stu-
dents of English and German in year 10 rating reading and writing tasks just right
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to very easy. F values, indicating large differences between groups, are higher for
English in both years, and extremely high for writing skills in English in year 10.
The results show that students tend to have a clear and realistic picture of what
levels of challenges tasks represent for them and their perceptions are in line with
how they perform on them.

To take the analyses one step further, Table 6 shows correlations between stu-
dents” performances on the tests, their ratings of task difficulty, and frequencies in
classroom practice. As for the relationships between achievements and perceived
difficulty, correlations range between .31 and .64 indicating weak to strong rela-
tionships between these two variables. These relationships are somewhat stronger
for English than for German in both years (with the exception of writing in year 10
where they are the same and listening in year 10, in case of which the correlation
for German is higher), stronger in year 10 than in year 6. From among the three
skills, relationships are consistently weaker in writing than for the other skills, and
strongest in reading comprehension.

Table 6: Relationships between performances on tests, perceived difficulty and
frequency of tasks in classes

Year 6 Year 10

English German English German
Correlations between achievements and perceived difficulty
Listening A2 32 .55 .59
Writing .39 31 42 42
Reading 47 .39 .64 .54
Correlations between achievements and classroom frequencies
Listening 13 A1 .28 .28
Writing 18 .20 .26 23
Reading 19 22 .38 .33
Correlations between perceived difficulty and classroom frequencies
Listening .26 32 .36 42
Writing 31 .35 45 48
Reading .30 .33 27 .27

Correlations between students” performances and frequencies reflect very weak to
modest relationships (.11 to .38); they are lower in year 6 than in year 10, and
similar in the two languages. As to correlations between perceived task difficulty
and claimed frequencies in classrooms, relationships range from weak to modest
(.26 to .48), and tend to be stronger for German than English.

Relationships between time variables and outcomes

So far we have explored variables related to skills, tasks and students’ perceptions
of frequencies and difficulty, and students” performances. In this section our con-
cern is the relationship between variables related to time: how the length of lan-
guage study in years and the frequency of weekly language classes influence out-
comes. In the questionnaire students were asked to indicate how many years they
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had learnt English or German and in how many classes a week. Correlations in
Table 7 show relationships between the length of language study in years and stu-
dents performances on the tests in three skills in years 6 and 10. The figures sug-
gest similarly weak relationships in both years, both languages and across the
three skills. One would have expected stronger relationships, as there are certain
patterns characterizing learners in this respect. Although compulsory foreign lan-
guage study starts in year 4, over half of the population starts learning a foreign
language in lower primary years (Vago, 2005). This means that some learners in
year 6 have learnt English or German for 6 years, while others for 5, 4 or 3 years.

The situation in year 10 is even more complex, as the longest period of lan-
guage study is 10 years, whereas the shortest may be 2 years only. In the latter
case students started the target language in year 9, most probably after having
learnt another language in primary school. A word of caution is in place here. Al-
though the National Core Curriculum (2003) prescribes a foreign language for every
learner from grade 4 (age 10), in fact 10 percent of the population does not start
any foreign language, and even in year 9, 6 percent learn no foreign language, as
they are exempted (Vago, 2005). The low correlations in Table 7 mean that the
longer one studies English or German, the better they perform on the booklets is a
weak rule. These low correlations mean serious criticism towards the efficiency of
programmes these students attend. Also, one would have expected a stronger re-
lationship between years of study and scores on tests in listening comprehension,
as its development is the primary goal of early years. This does not seem to be the
case. As a next step, let us have a closer look at data according to the number of
years students have been exposed to English and German and their performances
on the tests.

Table 7: Correlations between performances and years of foreign language study

Skills Year 6 Year 10

English German English German
Reading 24 .29 .23 23
Writing 21 19 22 .19
Listening .23 22 25 25
3 skills 25 27 .26 25

Table 8 shows the distribution of year 6 students in percentages according to the
length of their language study in years. As can be seen, the distributions are simi-
lar for the two languages: 45 percent of learners studying English and German
learnt the target language for 3 years, the compulsory length of time. Eight percent
of the learners had fewer years of exposure than mandatory, whereas 47 percent of
the 12-year-olds learnt English or German for more years than expected, with little
variation in the groups studying for 4, or more years. It is interesting to note that 4
percent of the students learning English and 2 percent of German learners started
their language experience in kindergarten years. These figures show that schools
launch foreign language programmes 1 to 3 years before the compulsory start
(which is year 4). The reason is simple: all schools are sponsored per capita, there-
fore the more students (parents) they manage to attract the more financial support
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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 allo-
cated to the teaching of German (Imre, 1999).

Table 8: Year 6 students” distribution according to number of years studying

English or German (%)

Language <2 3 4 5 6 7<
English 8 45 19 6 18 4
German 8 45 17 6 22 2

Table 9 contains data on participants” achievements in percentages (with standard
deviations) in year 6 according to the number of years they have studied English
and German. The numbers increase in each row between 3 and 6 years. Learners
who started learning English or German in year 4 tend to achieve somewhat lower
scores than their peers with 4, then 5, and 6 years of language study. This latter
group contains students who started in grade 1 at age 6. Interestingly, learners
who started in kindergarten (more than 7 years of study) do not show any advan-
tage (except for reading in German), meaning that young learners do not seem to
benefit from exposure to English or German before primary school. On the con-
trary: learners in the group with 6 years of study achieved somewhat better scores.
The column with 2 years or fewer is thought provoking, as the scores are higher
than for learners in the 3-year column. Most probably these students study English
or German as a second foreign language. It is known from statistics, 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, Nikolov, Pércsich & Szab6, 1999).

Table 9: Year 6 students’ performances on language tests in relation to years
of language study (%)

Language Skill Years of language study

< 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)
3skills 54 (24)  52(18)  62(19)  64(20)  66(19) 64 (1)
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)
3skills  42(21)  41(17)  45(18)  48(20) 54(18)  52(20)

Overall, these results are consistent with the low correlations in Table 7.
Performances do vary systematically with the year of study, but the relationships
are modest. This is not surprising, as it is well known from research that young
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learners develop very slowly, therefore it would be unrealistic to expect year 6
students after 6 years of study to achieve the double of what their peers achieve
after 3 years.

A similar analysis is necessary for students in year 10 to examine the
relationship between the length of study and students’ achievements in English
and German. Table 10 shows the distribution of participants according to the
number of years they have learnt the target languages. The majority of students
have studied English and German for over 6 or 7 (32 and 35 %), or more than eight
years (35 and 43%, respectively). This means that the length of study in years is
significantly higher for German: 82 percent have spent six or more years studying
German, whereas the ratio for English is 67 percent. One would expect learners of
German to be better than learners of English. As has been shown, this is not the
case: achievements in English are consistently higher. Therefore, some other
factors must be responsible for the differences.

Table 10: Year 10 students” distribution according to number of years
studying English or German (%)

Language <2 3or4orb 6or7 8<
English 23 10 32 35
German 10 7 39 43

To better understand the data Table 11 shows year 10 students” achievements in
percentages for both English and German. Performances do increase in each row,
although they do vary in the three skills. Standard deviations are high (the highest
in the case of the writing skill) showing huge differences in performances. F values
also show extremes in variance between groups.

Table 11: Year 10 students” performances on language tests in relation to years
of language study (%)

Years of language study

Language  Skill F*
<2 3-5 6-7 8<

English Reading 27 (18) (23) 37 (23) 43 (26) 94
Writing 21 (25) 9 (30) 33 (31) 40 (33) 81
Listening 71 (20) (17) 79 (16) 83 (13) 110
3 skills 40 (18) 7 (20) (1) 55 (22) 117

German Reading 23 (15) 27 (20) 1 (20) 38 (24) 64
Writing 6 (16) (23) 16 (26) 21 (29) 43
Listening 56 (22) 3 (24) 7 (21) 73 (21) 72
3 skills 28 (15) (19) 38 (19) 44 (21) 76

*F scores of variance analysis significant in all cases at p<.001

As for the data on the frequency of weekly classes, they are visualized in figures 5-
8. Each dot in the figures represents a group of learners participating in the pro-
ject. The lines show the mean scores for learners according to the number of
weekly hours in which they study English or German.

Nikolov & Jézsa: Relationships between language achievements in English and German 211



100

90

/ J g

0| J z S/

70 4 ~
/ f}

60

’
50 ’
\ i

English tests (%p)

Figure 5: Year 6 students’ groups learning English in fewer than four, four, and
more than four classes a week

German tests (%p)

N

30

20

10

100

90 4

80

70

60

50

40 1

30

20 1

10 4

40 /

Mean scores

<4

Weekly classes

>4

Mean scores

<4

Weekly classes

>4

Figure 6: Year 6 students’ groups learning German in fewer than four, four, and
more than four classes a week

212 UPRT 2006: Empirical studies in English applied linguistics



English tests (%p)

100

90

80

70

60

50

40 1

30

20

10 4

<4

Weekly classes

Mean scores -

R A

TR A A

/'; \’/ /

l/
P /

/ ", o
J'r‘ .

Figure 7: Year 10 students’ groups learning English in fewer than four, four, six,
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German tests (%p)

100

90

80

70 1

60

50

40

30 1

20

101

Mean scores

<4

Weekly classes

Figure 8: Year 10 students’ groups learning German in fewer than four, four, six,
and more than six classes a week

Students in year 6 are categorized in three groups, whereas learners in year 10 are
put in four different categories according to the weekly hours. The trend is
obvious in all the four figures: the more frequent the weekly exposure the higher
the mean scores in both years and both languages, although overlaps across
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groups are large. There is however a remarkable difference in figure 8: the mean
score of learners of German in more than 6 hours a week is on a lower level than
that of their peers getting instruction in 6 classes. This is a remarkable and
puzzling finding, but it is impossible to find out why this is the case. Most
probably students” lower level of motivation and aptitude might be responsible
for the phenomenon and the quality of teaching might also play a role.

To sum up the relationships between time in years, weekly classes, and
students” performances, a systematic but weak relationship characterizes them in
both languages and in both years. There is one exception to the rule: in year 10
students studying German in the most intensive courses performed on a lower
level than their peers learning German in fewer classes.

What is the relationship between private tuition and performances on tests?

Extracurricular activities related to language study are assumed to contribute to
students” achievements in schools, as this is the reason why parents pay for pri-
vate tuition. In order to explore the correspondence between data on such support
and achievements, students were asked to indicate if they attended private classes.
In year 6, 30 percent of students learning English, and 23 percent of learners of
German claimed to attend private language classes. The ratios for year 10 students
are 27 and 24 percent, respectively. These percentages are similar for the two tar-
get languages and the two years.

In Table 12 participants” performances in percentages are categorized accord-
ing to their answers to the question whether they got private tuition. In year 6 the
contribution of private language classes is significant in English in all three skills,
although the differences are small. However, this is not the case with learners of
German: students” performances are very similar in the two categories. Students in
year 10 are indeed on a higher level in case they attend private language classes
and this is true for both languages. The differences are large and significant be-
tween the two groups. Standard deviations are bigger in the case of the older age
groups and the most obvious contribution to performances is found in learners’
writing skills - the only productive skill assessed in the project. The mean score
for learners of English in year 10 with extra classes is 43 percent, whereas their
peers with no extracurricular tuition averaged 28 percent. The relationship be-
tween the achievements of the two groups of German learners is similar: students
with special support achieved a mean score of 27 percent, without private tuition
14 percent. Most probably the value of private classes lies in tuning scaffolding to
learners” individual needs, while in schools teachers focus on groups’ needs rather
than the individual. Also, there must be a lot of individual variation in what stu-
dents meant by private tuition. Some may have attended private classes regularly
over years, whereas others may apply for help to get support with problematic
homework or before high-stakes tests.
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Table 12: Relationships between performances on tests and private tuition

. . - Year 6 Year 10
Skills Private tuition . .
English German English German
Reading Yes 55 (22) 42 (20) 44 (24) 41 (23)
No 50 (22) 41 (19) 34 (23) 31 (21)
Writing Yes 65 (24) 49 (26) 43 (30) 27 (31)
No 61 (24) 49 (26) 28 (30) 14 (24)
Listening Yes 62 (21) 44 (21) 83 (14) 75 (20)
No 59 (21) 45 (21) 77 (17) 66 (22)
3 skills Yes 61 (20) 45 (19) 56 (21) 48 (22)
No 57 (20) 45 (19) 46 (21) 37 (19)

Mean scores in % (SD).

All in all, this significant contribution of one to one teaching pitched at learners’
levels may show that teachers in schools find it difficult to cater for individual
differences and many parents realize that more appropriately tuned support is
necessary for their children to succeed. As to what happens in classrooms, re-
search has shown that on the one hand, pair and group work tasks are infrequent
in Hungarian schools and teachers apply frontal classroom work in a lockstep
fashion most frequently with individual work (Nikolov, 2003; Nikolov & Otto,
2006). Individual work, however, does not mean tasks tailored to learners’ indi-
vidual needs, but everyone does the same task and is expected to achieve the same
results to succeed. On the other hand, despite the fact that students are streamed
into ability groups for modern language classes from the earliest possible age,
teachers expect them to be on the same level and face difficulties when managing
learners” individual differences. Teachers assume that groups should be homoge-
neous so that they can develop them at the same pace (Nikolov, 2002).

Participants’ long term goals for language study

Goal setting is a decisive factor in foreign language study and it may determine
how students persist in the effort to become more proficient (Dornyei, 2001). Par-
ticipants were asked to indicate in the questionnaire what their long-term goals
were with the language they studied. They were offered six options reflecting
typical instrumental motives Hungarian students tend to identify with: five op-
tions indicate positive documented achievements along a prestige scale, whereas
one is negatively worded. In the Hungarian context the school-leaving examina-
tion is available to everyone but is not seen as a major indicator of language profi-
ciency, though a recent school-leaving examination reform is supposed to change
the situation (Fekete, Major & Nikolov, 1999). Intermediate and advanced level ex-
ternal exams, however, are highly appreciated in society and schools, students,
parents, and the job market value them. Degrees in the target language reflect not
only a pragmatic value (e. g., student may find better job opportunities) but also
intrinsic motivation (i.e. they enjoy the actual study of the language) on part of the
student: a 4- or 5-year university degree in English and German is considered as a
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top achievement in language study, whereas a college degree is somewhat less
prestigious.

The figures in Table 13 show the distributions of students in percentages ac-
cording to what plans they identified with. The data reflect different patterns for
the two target languages: learners of English tend to strive higher, as the ratio of
students aiming for external proficiency exams is larger. In year 6, 62 percent of
English learners and 51 percent of German learners set such an exam (intermedi-
ate or advanced) as a goal for themselves, whereas the ratios for year 10 students
are 66 and 52 percent respectively. Younger learners tend to be more optimistic, as
more of them identified with the advanced degree than the older learners. In other
words, in year 10 students seem to see options more realistically. As for the ratio
of students aiming for a school-leaving exam, more learners of German chose this
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 reflected in year 10 for both lan-
guages.

Table 13: Students’ distributions according to their plans to continue language
study (%)

Year 6 Year 10

Pl ith 1 tud
ans with lahgtiage study English  German English German

Give it up as soon as possible 10 16 10 18
Take school-leaving examination 18 25 19 26
Take proficiency exam at intermediate level 34 34 47 42
Take proficiency exam at advanced level 28 17 19 10
Get a college degree 4 4 2 2
Get a university degree 6 4 2 2

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
significantly less favourable picture emerges for German than for English. In years
6 and 10, one out of ten learners of English set no meaningful goals for themselves,
whereas 16 percent of year 6 and 18 percent of year 10 students want to quit Ger-
man 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
languages set for state education in national and European language policy docu-
ments. To become a plurilingual individual is definitely an unrealistic goal for
these students.

The higher ratio of German learners in this negative category is controversial:
most probably many of these students want to give up German not only because
they do not experience success, but since 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 teachers are tenured in their posts and many
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language teachers were retrained to teach English and German in the 1990s,
schools are cornered. The overwhelming enthusiasm towards English (Dornyei,
Csizér & Németh, 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, reflecting their learning abilities and motivation. This
vicious circle may be responsible for lower levels of achievement 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
(Csapd & Nikolov, 2002).

These findings on learners” language learning goals are in line with results of a
previous large-scale study. In the year of 2000, very similar patterns were identi-
fied for representative samples of year 6, 8, and 10 learners of English and German
with the help of the same data collection instrument (Nikolov, 2003, p. 65-67).
However, there are some differences. In the present study the ratio of students
wanting to give up language learning is higher in both languages (in the dataset in
2000 the row contained 12, 14, 6, and 12 %), whereas the ratio of students aiming
for a higher education degree is about half of ratios found in 2000. Students have
become more optimistic over three years in their goals of proficiency exams in
year 6, but aspirations remained the same in year 10. In other words, a slight shift
can be identified in the extreme categories: more students want to give up lan-
guage study and fewer want to major in languages in tertiary education.

This negative shift is extremely important in the case of unsuccessful students,
and classroom research would be necessary to explore the trend in depth. How-
ever, the lower interest in language degrees is understandable. On the one hand,
speaking a foreign language has recently become a tool and a must in studying
other content areas in tertiary education and for finding good job opportunities.
The most proficient users of foreign languages take up other challenges (e. g.,
business, law, computer, medical studies) and this is a favourable trend. On the
other hand, a degree in English or German is less often seen as a prestigious one,
as there are hardly any teaching posts and they do not open up valuable avenues
for other jobs.

Table 14: 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 proficiency exam at intermediate level 58 (18) 48(16) 52(18)  45(19)
Take proficiency 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
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To compare how students’ language learning goals and their performances relate
to one another let us take a closer look at data in Table 14. The figures show the
distributions of students” achievements in percentages (with standard deviations
in brackets) along their plans for their future language study. Systematic patterns
can be seen: the more successful the learners, the higher their goals are set in both
languages. Within the larger category of tertiary degrees, a college degree is
envisaged by lower achievers, and a university degree is aimed for by higher
achievers. The highest performances fall into the advanced proficiency exam cate-
gory in both languages and both years. The lowest achievers wish they could give
up language learning as soon as possible, and obviously their reason must be re-
lated to their low levels of achievement.

These data support the claim that Gardner’s (1985; Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993)
model of language learning motivation misses an important link: the interaction
between language learning success and motivated behaviour. The achievements of
learners in the most pessimistic category are the lowest and standard deviations
are also the smallest in these groups. F values are huge for both languages in both
years, and higher for English than for German.

The role of students’ socioeconomic status (SES) as reflected by their parents’ level
of education

So far we have examined how variables related to the learning of foreign lan-
guages at schools contribute to students” achievements. As is known from large-
scale studies (Andor, 2000; Csapo, 1998, 2002; Nikolov & Jézsa, 2003), students’
progress at school is related not only to what they are exposed to in their classes,
but also to their socioeconomic status. In studies enquiring into the relationships
between Hungarian students” school achievements and their socioeconomic status
the most widely used indicator is parental education. This is what we explore in
this part of the paper.

Table 15 shows the distribution of students according to their mothers” and
fathers’ level of education, as well as their mean scores and standard deviations.
Parents’” educational levels range from 8-year primary schools, to vocational trade
schools, secondary schools, college and university degrees. The figures show that
the ratio of learners with more educated parents is higher for English than for
German. To put it differently: the higher the socioeconomic status of the learners
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 year 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.
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Table 15: Distribution of participants according to their parents” level of
education (SES) with their mean scores (%) and standard deviation

Mother Father
Level of education Year 6 Year 10 Year 6 Year 10

E G E G E G E G
8-year primary 153 24.8 11.8 16.6 10.3 16.4 8.0 9.3
Skilled worker 244 28.9 228 30.9 40.2 481 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 41 114 6.4 11.7 6.6
Mean score 2.80 2.42 291 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

To allow us to examine the relationships between students’” achievements on the
proficiency tests and their school achievements indicated by their end of term
grades on a 1 to 5 scale, Tables 16 and 17 show data according to parents” educa-
tional categories for years 6 and 10.

Table 16: Students” mean scores on proficiency tests (%) and their school grades
(on 1 to 5 scale) according to their mothers’ level of education (SES) in year 6

School-

Mean scores 8-year Skilled leaving College Umver-
primary  worker sity
exam
Enelish Proficiency tests ~ 40.6 50.5 61.4 68.7 75.7
& School grade 3.0 35 3.9 42 44
German Proficiency tests ~ 33.8 431 49.6 56.3 63.2
School grade 2.8 3.3 3.8 4.2 4.2

Table 17: Students” mean scores on proficiency tests (%) and their school grades
(on 1 to 5 scale) according to their mothers’ level of education (SES) in year 10

8-year  Skilled  ohook Univer-
Mean scores . leaving  College .
primary  worker oxam sity
Enelish Proficiency tests 31.3 38.7 51.3 59.7 66.8
& School grade 3.0 31 35 37 4.0
German Proficiency tests 28.1 33.2 435 51.4 60.4
School grade 2.8 2.9 3.2 3.5 3.8

The relationships are systematic: the higher the educational level of the parent, the
higher the figures are for both languages, for achievements on the proficiency tests
and school grades in both years. There are huge differences between mean scores
achieved by the two extreme groups: children of parents with university degrees
tended to achieve twice the mean of learners of parents with 8-year primary
school education: for example, in year 10 learners of English whose parents
graduated from university achieved a mean score of 66.8, whereas the offspring of
the least educated group scored 31.3 percent. The same tables also show that
school grades in German tend to be lower than in English even within the same
educational categories. These trends must mean something beyond the scope of
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our study, as they must be related to attitudinal, motivational, and methodology
issues.

Finally, correlations between students’ socioeconomic status and some other
factors are worth exploring. Table 18 shows correlations between students’ pa-
rental educational levels and their achievements on proficiency tests by skills,
their school grades reflecting school achievements, the number of weekly classes
and the length of language study in years. On the one hand, all correlations are
higher for English than for German in both years. On the other, all relationships
are significant: strong relationships characterize learners’ socioeconomic status
and their performances on the tests, correlations are somewhat lower for school
grades, and finally, weak but significant relationships characterize both the num-
ber of weekly classes and the length of language study in both years and for both
English and German. Interestingly, the correlations for German are somewhat
higher in the two latter time-related categories in year 6, and the correlation is
very low for how many years students learnt German in year 10. These relation-
ships mean that the more educated the parents the more probably their children
study English or German in more intensive courses for a longer time.

Table 18: Correlations between parents’ level of education (SES) and other
variables

Variables Year 6 Year 10
English German English German

Reading .53 46 .50 43
Writing 45 32 47 40
Listening 49 40 48 .36
3 skills .55 47 54 45
School grade 41 41 .29 24
Weekly classes 22 24 21 18
Years of language study 16 21 17 .06

All correlations are significant p<0.01

Piecing the puzzle together: the relationships between various classroom variables
and outcomes

So far we have looked into relationships among different variables. In order to see
the larger picture we need to put these relationships into a model. Table 19 shows
correlations between variables and students’ performances on the test booklets. In
the background questionnaire students were asked to provide data on their school
grades in the target language, as well as their parents’ highest level of education.
This latter variable has been found as a powerful predictor of students” success in
education in general, and in language learning in particular in Hungary (Csap6,
1998, 2001, 2002; Csap6 & Nikolov, 2003; Nikolov & Jézsa, 2003). As the figures in
Table 19 illustrate, the strongest relationships are found between school grades
and achievements. This is good news, as it means that the tests tapped into similar
skills students develop in classes and teachers’ assessments are in line with
achievements on proficiency tests. However, these correlations are not very high
and they are lower for German than for English. As has been shown in connection
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with task familiarity and frequencies of classroom tasks, in the long run it would
be necessary to ensure that classroom practice and assessment are more similar to
external assessment.

The relationship between students’” socio-economic status represented by their
parents’ level of education is quite remarkable. The correlations are the same in
both years but significantly higher for English. The figures suggest a stronger re-
lationship in the present study than in the previous large-scale project imple-
mented in 2000 (Csap6, 2001, p. 33). The correlations between achievements and
the number of weekly classes are modest (.39 - .43), and the ones between years of
language study even lower (.25 - .29). Data on private tuition indicate weak rela-
tionships in year 10, and hardly any in year 6.

Table 19: Correlations between performances and other variables

. Year 6 Year 10
Variables . .
English German English German

School grade in language .61 .58 .56 49
Weekly classes 42 .39 43 42
Years of language study .29 .28 .26 .25
Private tuition .09 .00ns 22 22
Parents’ education (SES) 54 47 .54 45

Regression analyses with the same database result in interesting findings. As the
figures in Table 20 show, four variables in the model explain between 31 and 44
percent of variance. Two of the variables are responsible for significant differences
in the ratio of explained variance between the two languages: students” SES and
the number of weekly classes. Parental education by itself explains the largest ra-
tio of variance in the four models, and it is clearly more powerful in the case of
learners of English.

Table 20: Regression analyses with developmental level of language skills
as dependent variable (r%)

Independent variables Year 6 Year 10

English German English German
Parents’ education (SES) 25 18 24 17
Weekly classes 13 10 14 13
Years of language study 3 3 4 4
Private tuition ns ns 2 2
Variance explained (%) 41 31 44 36

I