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SUMMARY

This thesis compares empirical evidence o f English L2 acquisition by primary school pupils 

acquiring English as a second language in Ireland (ESL pupils) with the learning outcomes 

described in the guidelines provided for English language support in Irish primary schools; 

the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks fo r  non-native-speaking pupils at primary 

level (IILT 2003). It investigates whether and, if so, how well these ‘Benchmarks’ reflect the 

English L2 acquisition o f 18 ESL pupils participating in a longitudinal study conducted over 

the school year 2007-2008.

Chapter 1 examines the origins and purpose o f the Benchmarks, explaining their 

derivation from the Common European Framework o f  Reference for Languages (CEFR) 

developed by the Council o f  Europe (2001). It outlines how the Benchmarks describe English 

L2 proficiency in terms o f  criteria that are linked to the CEFR but are also rooted in the 

requirements o f the Irish primary school curriculum. Chapter 2 gives an overview o f L2 

acquisition by children, focussing on issues o f  particular relevance to this study. It examines 

research into L2 linguistic development and outlines some likely internal and external 

influences on L2 acquisition. Finally, it looks at research into L2 acquisition in the context o f 

L2-medium education, pointing out the challenges young learners face in this environment.

Chapter 3 provides an outline o f my research methodology. My study involved the 

weekly audio-recording o f English language support lessons in three primary schools. The 18 

ESL pupils who participated were aged between four and ten years. They came from ten 

national backgrounds and spoke at least ten different home languages. The study included 

pupils in both the first and second year o f  their English language support allocation. 

Approximately 80 hours o f these pupils’ L2 oral production were recorded, transcribed and 

analysed; a small sample o f  their written work was also collected. While my research design
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was essentially qualitative, I used mixed m ethods to analyse this data. My analysis focussed 

on pupils’ spontaneous oral L2 use as the best available evidence o f  their L2 acquisition. It 

was conducted in two phases. Firstly, a three-strand functional, formal and conversation 

analysis o f  each transcribed turn produced by each participating pupil. Secondly, a mixed 

m ethods analysis o f  pupils’ L2 gram m atical and lexical developm ent in selected lessons 

across the study period (based on their use o f  ten gram m atical and four lexical indicators). 

Pupils’ L2 literacy developm ent was analysed separately, while the possible influence o f 

individual differences (relating to age, home language, learning style and personality) and 

classroom interaction patterns were also taken into account. Results for each o f  the 

participating pupils can be found in the ‘pupil profiles’ included in Volum e II o f  this thesis.

Overall results indicating the English language proficiency developm ent o f  these 18 

pupils over the study period and evidence o f  their acquisition o f  L2 English are presented and 

discussed in C hapter 4. These were derived by cum ulative mixed methods analysis o f  the 

individual results obtained for each participant. The results o f  the functional analysis o f  oral 

L2 use indicated that the Benchm ark learning outcom es (expressed as descriptors o f  

com m unicative activities) closely reflected the developm ent o f  English language proficiency 

o f  the ESL pupils participating in this study. Similarly, the results o f  the formal analysis and 

evidence relating to lexis showed the description o f  L2 linguistic developm ent offered by the 

Benchm arks to be appropriate to ESL pupils’ gram m atical and lexical acquisition o f  English 

L2. The analysis o f  literacy-related data obtained for the participating pupils also suggested 

that the Benchm ark descriptors for the skills o f  reading and writing accorded with actual L2 

literacy developm ent am ong the pupils in this group. Finally, C hapter 4 reports on the 

possible influence o f  the observable internal and external factors on ESL pupils’ L2 

acquisition. The conclusions drawn from these findings are presented in C hapter 5, 

considering also the pedagogical im plications o f  this study.
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INTRODUCTION

During the late 1990s and through the first decade o f  the new m illennium , Ireland 

experienced a sustained wave o f  im migration which transform ed the country’s dem ographic 

profile. The 2006 C ensus conducted by the Central Statistics Office (CSO) indicated that 

persons from national backgrounds other than ethnic Irish accounted for about 10% o f  the 

population (approxim ately 420,000 persons) at that tim e (CSO 2006)'. By 2007, im migration 

to Ireland had reached a peak o f  109,500 persons per year, with net m igration in the years 

2006 and 2007 in the region o f  70,000 persons. Adverse econom ic conditions from 2008 

onw ards appear to have impacted som ewhat on the inflow o f  m igrants to Ireland and net 

migration has reduced significantly, due not only to the departure o f  som e im m igrants but 

also to a rise in em igration am ong persons o f  Irish origin. However, it seem s that the 

population changes o f  the last fifteen years are unlikely to be reversed.

Irish census statistics suggest that a considerable proportion o f  im migrants have now 

settled and are raising fam ilies in this country (see Lyons and Little 2009: 75). In their 

Intercultural Education Strategy 2010-2015, the Departm ent o f  Education and Skills (DES) 

and the O ffice o f  the M inister for Integration (OM I) accept that latest evidence, in advance o f  

the 2 0 1 1 C ensus, indicates that “the recent profile o f  m igrants is changing, with an increasing 

proportion in the 0-15 year old age category” (2010: 5). Contrary to any ‘myth o f  return’, it 

therefore appears that present population patterns in Ireland reflect established global trends. 

Lyons and Little highlight international research which shows that “econom ic dow nturns do 

not inevitably lead to im m igrants returning to their countries o f  origin” (2009: 75). They also 

em phasise the fact that, despite current unfavourable conditions, in the com ing years Ireland

' O f the total 419,733 persons identified as non-Irish in the 2006 Census, 112,548 described them selves as being 
o f U.K. origin; the origins o f  the rem ainder were classified as: ‘E .U .’, ‘Rest o f  E urope', ‘A frica’, ‘A sia’, 
‘America", or ‘O ther N ationalities’, CSO 2006)
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will “ require an enlarged w orkforce” both for long-term econom ic recovery and to m eet the 

increasing dem ands o f  an ageing society (ibid: 80). As the DES and OMI acknowledge, while 

levels o f  m igration into Ireland m ay decrease, this country now has, and will have in the 

future a significant im m igrant population. For that reason they expect that “ im m igrants will 

remain a definite feature o f  Irish society and education into the future” (DES and OM I 2010; 

5). Present-day Ireland should be viewed, therefore, as a m ulti-ethnic nation, which includes 

children from a great diversity o f  backgrounds.

The profound changes in Ireland’s dem ographic characteristics outlined above have 

had considerable im plications for the education sector over the last ten to fifteen years. M any 

schools have experienced, often for the first time, the enrolm ent o f  children from im m igrant 

backgrounds, or ‘new com er’ children, many o f  whom speak languages other than the official 

languages o f  English or Irish. Estimates suggest that there could be in the region o f  18,000 

children at prim ary school in Ireland whose home language is neither English nor Irish 

(Trinity Im m igration Initiative 2007). Research carried out by the DES (2008-7) and ESRl 

(2009) indicates that approxim ately 10% o f  prim ary school children now com e from 

immigrant (although not necessarily non-English speaking) backgrounds (see DES and OMI 

2010: 12-13). The geographic distribution o f  new com er children has been country-w ide; 

while the highest proportions are concentrated in urban areas such as parts o f  greater Dublin 

(where ratios over 50%  have been reported, see M cGorm an and Sugrue 2007: 51), the 

enrolm ent o f  new com er pupils has also extended to small schools in more rural regions. 

Consequently, the Irish education system has had to respond to this rapid increase in pupils 

from new com er backgrounds, to enable them to integrate socially and reach their full 

academ ic potential. An essential part o f  this response has been to ensure that all new com er 

children are enabled to access and develop fiuency in the language o f  education which, in 

most prim ary schools in Ireland, is predominantly English.
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As will be discussed in greater depth in C hapter 1, provisions have been put in place 

to help children who are learning English as a second language (ESL) to develop the 

language skills they require for successful integration and learning in a second language (L2) 

dom inant educational environm ent. As a result, although ESL pupils spend the m ajority o f  

their tim e in m ainstream education together with native-English-speaking peers, they are also 

entitled to additional language-focussed instruction, as part o f  the ‘English language support’ 

program me, introduced by the Departm ent o f  Education and Science (DES) in the late 

1990s. This program me allow s English language support to be provided on a withdraw al 

basis by specially funded teachers, generally for a tw o-year period^. W hile the scheduling o f  

this English language support is determ ined on a school-by-school basis considering pupil 

needs, it usually involves daily lessons organised in small groups. G uidelines for this support 

have been devised by Integrate Ireland Language and Training (lILT), a not-for-profit 

cam pus com pany o f  Trinity College Dublin. During its operation from 2000 to 2008, lILT 

was com m issioned by the DES to develop resources for English language support at both 

prim ary and post-prim ary level"* and to m ediate these to teachers through regular in-service 

seminars. For primary schools, these guidelines are the English Language Proficiency 

Benchm arks for non-English-speaking pupils at prim ary level (Version II, IILT 2003). Also 

referred to in this thesis as the ‘Benchm arks’, these guidelines provide teachers with a 

com prehensive framework for the delivery o f  English language support to their ESL pupils. 

As such, the Benchmarks represent the focus o f  the present study.

“ N ow  ‘D epartm ent o f  E ducation  and  S k ills’ .
 ̂ See C h ap ter I regard ing  cu rren t lim ita tions on the  duration  o f  E nglish  language support.

* It has em erged , from  a survey  conducted  am ong  post-p rim ary  E nglish  language  support teachers, that the 
c losure  o f  lIL T  in 2008, due to the  w ithdraw al o f  g o v ernm en t fu nd ing  as eco n o m ic  co n d itions in Ireland 
de terio ra ted  has had a  negative  im pact on  the  p rov ision  o f  E ng lish  language su p p o rt in Irish sch o o ls  (see  L ittle 
and Lyons: 2009). The resources p roduced  by 11 L I' a re  still availab le  to  schoo ls v ia  the w ebsite  o f  the  N ational 
C ouncil for C urricu lum  and A ssessm en t (N C C A ) and co n tin u e  to  serve as the  basis for the  p rov ision  o f  E nglish 
language support.
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These Benchm arks outline the L2 learning progression required for ESL pupils to 

access the mainstream  Irish Primary School Curriculum  (NCCA 1999) in which they are 

firmly rooted. As such, they function as a “curriculum -w ithin-the-curriculum ” (Little 2010: 

19), describing L2 learning outcom es with respect to the social and cognitive dem ands o f  the 

Irish prim ary school. These outcom es serve as targets which ESL pupils must reach for 

social integration in the school environm ent and academ ic engagem ent m ainstream classroom  

over the course o f  their allocation o f  English language support.

In this thesis, 1 will investigate to what extent the learning outcom es described by the 

B enchm arks reflect patterns o f  L2 developm ent em erging from a longitudinal study o f  ESL 

pupils at prim ary school in Ireland. In order to do so, however, it is im portant to exam ine the 

approach to L2 learning that underlies the Benchm arks and the criteria they use in their 

expression o f  an L2 curriculum . In Chapter 1, the origins o f  the Benchm arks will be 

discussed, with a particular focus on their ultimate derivation from the Com m on European 

Fram ew ork o f  Reference for Languages (Council o f  Europe 2001) -  henceforth referred to as 

the ‘C E FR ’ or ‘the Fram ew ork’. Chapter 1 will look at how the Benchm arks, as a guide to 

ESL learning, teaching and assessm ent for non-English-speaking pupils at Irish prim ary 

schools, share som e o f  the key features and concepts o f  the CEFR. The necessary adaptation 

o f  the CEFR to m eet the particular language learning needs o f  young children in L2 

immersion education in Ireland will also be discussed. C hapter I will thus assess the capacity 

o f  the Benchm arks to define L2 learning criteria appropriate to their target group (considering 

its range in term s o f  age and cognitive developm ent) by offering an ESL curriculum  w hich 

retains the ideological approach o f  the CEFR but is designed for a m ore specific context o f  

learning.

In C hapter 2, 1 will then examine likely patterns, processes and features o f  L2 

developm ent, based on research into second language acquisition, as far as possible with a
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focus on the learning experience o f  young L2 learners. Aspects o f  L2 developm ent w hich are 

most am enable to study in the context o f  a longitudinal, m ultiple-subject project will be 

highlighted, as these will be o f  direct relevance to my em pirical findings. I will also exam ine 

possible influences on L2 acquisition, again focussing on the factors m ost likely to im pact on 

the children involved in my study, as these can be investigated with respect to the evidence I 

have obtained in relation to participants’ L2 developm ent. The particular challenges facing 

pupils im mersed in monolingual L2 education will also be identified and discussed, with 

reference to the actual situation in Irish prim ary schools. It is im portant to  note here that ESL 

pupils in Ireland com e from a w ide range o f  linguistic and cultural backgrounds -  there are 

currently over 150 languages and 200 nationalities represented in Irish society and education 

(see Lyons and Little 2009, DBS and OMI 2010). In this regard, I will look at the challenges 

associated with learning in an educational environm ent w hich is inevitably one o f  L2- 

im mersion. C onsidering the role o f  the Benchm arks as guidelines for ESL teaching, will then 

lead back to my research question ‘how and, if so, how well do the learning outcom es 

described by the Benchm arks reflect em pirical evidence o f  L2 developm ent am ong ESL 

pupils at primary school in Ireland?’

C hapter 3 will describe the study I conducted in an attem pt to respond to this 

question. I will outline the m ethodology I followed in carrying out this study, from the initial 

setting up o f  the project to the fmal analysis o f  the data 1 obtained. The extent o f  the study, 

based in three primary schools and involving 18 ESL pupils o f  10 different national and 

linguistic backgrounds over the course o f  one school year (2007-2008) will be set out. The 

m ethods o f  data collection (the audio-recording o f  English language support lessons) will 

then be described, considering also the ethical issues associated with research involving 

prim ary school children. I will then explain how I analysed a database which com prised 

transcriptions o f  over 80 hours o f  recorded lessons, detailing the tw o phases o f  this analytical
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process. I will dem onstrate how, initially, all the transcribed lessons involving the 18 ESL 

pupils were coded in term s o f  the formal, functional and interactional characteristics o f  each 

pupil turn, justify ing  the m ethodological choices this required. Then. I will outline how 

subsequent, more detailed analysis o f  selected lessons enabled both qualitative and 

quantitative procedures to be applied to participants’ spoken turns. In C hapter 3, I will show 

how this use o t m ixed analytical m ethods allowed me to derive results which w ere both 

m axim ally inform ative as to individual participants’ L2 developm ent over the study period, 

but which also allow ed for com parison am ong participants. In this way, overall em pirically- 

derived patterns o f  L2 acquisition em erging from this study could be com pared to the 

learning outcom es described by the Benchmarks.

The results o f  the study will be presented in C hapter 4, where, for reasons o f  space 1 

will focus on the cum ulative results I obtained by com paring all 18 participants’ patterns o f  

L2 developm ent to the Benchm ark learning outcom es. It is, however, important to consider 

that these overall results were derived from the detailed individual analysis o f  participating 

pupils’ L2 use over the study period. ‘Profiles’ o f  English L2 developm ent for each o f  these 

18 pupils are presented in A ppendix 1 in Volum e II o f  my thesis. For each pupil, his/her 

profile exam ines; English L2 proficiency across the research project, as assessed with 

reference to the Benchm ark proficiency levels; gram m atical and lexical indicators o f  L2 

developm ent; evidence o f  L2 literacy developm ent; as well as possible internal and external 

influences on his/her English L2 developm ent. In C hapter 4, overall results obtained in 

relation to each o f  the above criteria by bringing the inform ation presented in each o f  the 

pupil profiles together (through further qualitative and quantitative analysis) are com pared to 

the learning outcom es described by the Benchm arks. Considering each o f  these issues, I will 

explain how detailed analysis o f  evidence o f  L2 developm ent obtained from a diverse sam ple 

o f  18 ESL pupils in the context o f  a longitudinal, grounded research project indicated that the
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learning outcomes described by the Benchmarks provide an appropriate basis for the 

provision o f English language support to non-English-speaking pupils in Irish primary 

schools.

Conclusions based on the results o f  this study w ill then be presented in Chapter 5. It 

is hoped that this study may not only provide some useful insights into the English L2 

development in Irish primary schools, but that it may have wider implications with regard to: 

research into L2 development among children, the creation o f L2 curricula considering the 

specific needs o f children in L2-dominant immersion education, and L2 pedagogy in relation 

to young learners.
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CHAPTER 1

THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY BENCHMARKS: 

GUIDELINES FOR ENGLISH LANGUAGE SUPPORT IN 

IRISH PRIMARY SCHOOLS

1.1 The development of the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks

1.1.1 The origins o f the Benchmarks

The rapid increase in the num ber o f  non-English-speaking pupils attending primary school in 

Ireland from the late 1990s onwards necessitated the provision o f  focussed L2 instruction to 

enable these children to engage fully in prim ary education. During the late 1990s, a support 

program m e was introduced by the D epartm ent o f  Education and Science (DES), providing 

instruction in English as a second language usually through limited but regular (daily) 

withdrawal lessons.^ This m eant that, even w hile receiving such support, ESL pupils were 

immersed in mainstream  education (for up to 80%  o f  their school time) w ithout specific 

linguistic assistance.

Originally the m axim um  allocation period o f  this English language support was 

limited to two years but, follow ing a m inisterial decision in 2007, instruction was allow ed to 

continue beyond this tw o-year entitlem ent until pupils reached a level o f  English language 

proficiency deem ed sufficient for unassisted mainstream  schooling. Such extension was to 

be determ ined by the individual ESL pupil’s ability to  m eet the criteria for English language 

proficiency outlined by the Benchmarks^. However, this potential for extension existed only

’ The actual im plem entation o f  English language support is ultim ately at the discretion o f  the individual school; 
w hile regular withdrawal lessons are the norm, the English language support teacher may also work with ESL  
pupils in the mainstream classroom  together with the class teacher.
 ̂M eeting the Benchmark criteria for full integration into mainstream education generally involves attaining a 

B l level o f  proficiency across the five com m unicative sk ills they outline (listening, reading, spoken interaction, 
spoken production and writing). H owever, the Benchm arks a lso  a llow  for the influence o f  age in relation to L2 
literacy developm ent; for exam ple, for ESL pupils in Infant C lasses, fulfilling Level A 2 criteria for reading and 
writing would su ffice to m eet the literacy requirements o f  the main.stream classroom .
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until 2009 when changing economic circumstances led to a renewal o f the 2-year cap on 

English language support in all but the most strenuously appealed cases, as well as to cuts in 

the overall numbers o f English language support teachers’ . At the time o f  writing, therefore, 

the need for appropriate guidelines for English language support and their effective 

implementation is highly significant considering current curtailments in this area.

Clear foundations for English language support have, however, been in existence 

since 2000, when the DES assigned responsibility for the development o f an ESL curriculum, 

teacher training and the production o f  resource materials for this programme to Integrate 

Ireland Language and Training (lILT), a not-for-profit campus company o f Trinity College 

Dublin (then known as the Refugee Language Support Unit - RLSLI). Through a process o f 

consultation and collaboration between experts in the field o f  language study and primary 

school teachers, criteria were developed to express feasible and meaningful learning 

outcomes to be attained by ESL pupils across the duration o f their English language support 

(see Little 2005, Little and Lazenby Simpson 2004 for details o f this project). This process 

led to the development o f  the original version o f  the English Language Proficiency 

Benchmarks (RLSU 2000); later revised as the present English Language Proficiency 

Benchmarks fo r  non-English-speaking pupils at primary level (IILT 2003).

1.1.2 The present Benchmarks

The present version o f  the Benchmarks (like its predecessor) expresses guidelines for English 

language support as criteria rooted in the language and learning requirements for mainstream 

education. They are formatted as a set o f ‘Global Benchmarks o f Communicative 

Proficiency’* spanning five o f the communicative activities (listening, reading, spoken 

interaction, spoken production and writing) identified by the CEFR, across its three lower

 ̂ DES Circular 0 015 /2009
* The ‘Global Benchm arks o f  C om m unicative Proficiency’ are presented on Pages 39  and 40, the Benchmarks 
are included in their entirety in Appendix 2.
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Common Reference Levels; A I, A2 and B l, accompanied by a series o f thirteen ‘Units of 

Work’, each comprising proficiency-referenced descriptors focussing on key themes within 

the Irish Primary School Curriculum (NCCA 1999). The revised Benchmarks also include a 

scale describing the development o f L2 linguistic competence (in terms o f vocabulary 

control, grammatical accuracy, phonological and orthographic control) across the proficiency 

levels A l-B l^.

To further guide the provision o f  English language support in Irish schools, the 

Benchmarks (IILT 2003) have served as the basis for a series o f resource materials for ESL 

learning, teaching and assessment produced by IILT. These include an updated version o f the 

European Language Portfolio (Accreditation Number; 11.2001 rev.2004, also referred to 

here as the ‘primary level ELP’, IILT 2004a). This was developed as a resource to guide 

learning and facilitate self-assessment which complements the Benchmarks both “a basic tool 

o f classroom implementation and a means o f enabling teachers and learners to track the 

learning process” (Little 2005; 330). A guidebook for ESL teaching in the context o f  the Irish 

primary school. Up and Away  (IILT 2006), based upon the Benchmarks has also been 

produced. A similarly focussed, activity-based resource book for very young learners: My 

First English Book (IILT 2005) is available for ESL pupils in the Infant classes"^. In 

addition, a Benchmark-linked assessment tool, the Primary School Assessment Kit (Little, 

Lazenby Simpson and Finnegan-Catibusic 2007) has been developed to allow for a focus on 

ESL pupils’ development o f  L2 linguistic competence through their completion of 

communicative activities directly linked to themes included in the ‘Units o f Work’.

In this way, the Benchmarks underpin a close cycle o f  learning, teaching and 

assessment, aimed at meeting the specific needs o f  ESL pupils at primary school in Ireland

’ The Benchm arks’ ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic Com petence' are presented on Page 43.
The tlrst tw o years o f  primary education in Ireland are known respectively as the Junior and Senior Infant 

classes (approxim ate age range 4-6  years). School years are ordered num erically thereafter: l®‘ C lass to 6*'' C lass 
(children generally leave primary school at age 12-13 years).

[10]



and providing an accurate indication o f  their English L2 proficiency over the course o f their 

English language support allocation. As such, they play a vital role in supporting the L2 

development o f  ESL pupils in the wider context o f inclusive education, as envisaged within 

the overall guidelines; English as an Additional Language in Irish Primary Schools, 

subsequently formulated by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA: 

2006). The guidelines offered by the Benchmarks are, however, non-prescriptive and their 

use in schools, while recommended, is not directly enforced. They can be used flexibly by 

teachers depending on the needs o f  their particular ESL pupils and the way in which English 

language support is delivered in any given primary school. The extent to which the 

Benchmarks are applied will therefore vary from school to school. It is also likely to be 

influenced by teachers’ familiarity with the Benchmarks as a resource for English language 

support teaching".

1.1.3 The relationship between the Benchmarks and the CEFR

The overview o f  the development o f the Benchmarks above has highlighted two o f  their main 

features: their contextualisation considering the language requirements o f  mainstream 

primary education and their linkage to the description o f language learning offered by the 

CEFR. Thus, the Benchmarks may be viewed as a CEFR-linked L2 curriculum aimed at a 

particular learner group. This raises two major issues for the present research. Firstly, before 

any relation between the Benchmark learning outcomes (L2 curriculum criteria) and actual 

evidence o f L2 acquisition among a sample o f learners from their target group can be 

investigated, it is necessary to examine the nature o f the Benchmarks’ CEFR-derived 

approach to the description o f  language learning. Secondly, the appropriateness o f the CEFR

" Regular training sem inars were provided for primary school teachers by IIL I' up to 2006 . At these, the 
Benchmarics and their associated resources were mediated to teachers. Due to funding restrictions and the 
ultimate closure o f  i l l / f  in 2008 , these sem inars ceased. Since Septem ber 2008 , the Primary Professional 
D evelopm ent Service (f’PD S) has provided som e in-service training focussing on ESL teaching. H owever 
am ong the teachers involved in my study (2007-8 ), the majority had received no direct training in this area.
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as a model for an L2 curriculum  designed for prim ary school children o f  m igrant 

backgrounds in the context o f  L2-m edium  immersion education must also be considered.

The CEFR was originally designed as an outline o f  L2 learning applicable to adult or 

late-adolescent learners, and has been validated as such'^. However, the applicability o f  the 

CEFR as a model which can be adapted for the description o f  L2 learning outcom es is, as yet, 

unclear. As Little points out, despite the care taken in the formulation o f  the Benchm ark 

descriptors, “the extent to which they correspond to  the CEFR is uncertain”, particularly 

since questions arise as to “how far proficiency levels designed for adults can be applied to 

young learners” (2005: 330). W hile the observation o f  ESL pupils and their language 

learning achievem ents would appear to reflect progress across the three lower Com mon 

Reference Levels o f  the CEFR, this relation “ rem ains a m atter o f  faith” (Little 2006a: 181) 

without supporting em pirical evidence. The present study, in investigating the relation 

between the Benchm ark learning outcom es and evidence o f  L2 acquisition am ong ESL pupils 

may, therefore, shed som e light on the extent to which the CEFR may provide a basis for 

description o f  L2 proficiency developm ent am ong young learners in immersion education.

Nevertheless, it m ust be accepted, as Little and Lazenby Sim pson (2004) 

acknowledge, that extensive adaptation o f  CEFR was required to address the specific needs 

o f  ESL pupils at prim ary school in Ireland. For the purposes o f  this study, it is therefore 

necessary to investigate the sim ilarities and differences between the CEFR and the 

Benchm arks. In doing this, the approach adopted by the Benchm arks as a guide to the 

delivery o f  English language support becom es clear. Understanding the approach taken by 

the Benchm arks to the description o f  L2 learning is essential if  the outcom es they present are

12 The Common Reference Levels o f  the CEFR and their associated descriptive scales were developed through 
a ‘'combination o f  intuitive, qualitative and quantitative methods” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 22) in a Swiss- 
based project involving almost 300 teachers and 2,800 adult and adolescent language learners. T he 
methodology and outcomes o f  this process are explained in Appendices A and B o f  the CEFR (North 2002 
provides a thorough analysis o f  the validation project).
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to be com pared to actual L2 developm ent am ong ESL pupils. The link between this approach 

and that adopted by the CEFR m ay also be worth considering with regard to the applicability 

o f  adaptations o f  the Fram ework to learner groups and contexts o f  learning beyond those it 

originally anticipated. In the sections to follow, the relation between the Benchm arks and the 

CEFR will be discussed, in a way that will allow  my subsequent com parison o f  evidence o f  

actual ESL pupils’ L2 developm ent to the Benchm ark learning outcom es to reflect on the 

capacity o f  a CEFR-derived L2 curriculum  to respond to the specific language learning needs 

o f  children from m igrant backgrounds in L2-dom inant im mersion education.

1.2 The English Language Proficiency Benchmarks: a context-specific 

adaptation of the CEFR.

1.2.1 The CEFR: its origins and applicability as a model fo r  the Benchmarks

The Com m on European Fram ework o f  Reference for Languages (CEFR) em erged from a

com m itm ent by the Council o f  Europe to prom ote and enhance com m unication and 

understanding across its linguistically and culturally diverse m em ber states. Its core 

principles reflect the overall aim s o f  Council o f  Europe policy in relation to language 

education. These were expressed by its Council for Cultural Co-operation in 1982 as the 

need to: respond to linguistic diversity not as a “barrier to com m unication” but a “source o f 

mutual enrichm ent and understanding” ; to view language learning as a m eans to promote 

“ European m obility, mutual understanding and co-operation, and overcom e prejudice and 

discrim ination” ; and to develop language education policies which allow ed “greater 

convergence” and co-operation across Europe'^ (Council o f  Europe 2001: 2). The cultural 

and individual implications o f  language education evident in these objectives were 

recognised and developed further as foundations for the CEFR. By 1998, the Council o f

( 1982) Recommendation R(82) o f  the Committee o f  Ministers to member States concerning modern languages 
(cit. Council o f  Europe 2001:2).
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Europe’s aim s in relation to  language education explicitly included "respect for identities and 

cultural diversity” by endeavouring “at all levels o f  education” to m eet the needs o f  a 

multilingual and m ulticultural Europe and com bat linguistic and cultural m arginalisation. 

(Council o f  Europe 2001: 3-4).

The am bitious political objectives o f  the Council o f  Europe were, however, com bined 

with a very practical purpose, nam ely the developm ent o f  a fram ew ork which could inform 

and guide language education across its m em ber states. This resulted in the production o f  the 

CEFR (present version, 2001); a com plex but practically-focussed resource designed to serve 

as “a com m on basis for the elaboration o f  language syllabuses, curriculum  guidelines, 

exam inations, textbooks, etc. across Europe.” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 1). The aim s o f  the 

Council o f  Europe in relation to language education are em bedded in the CEFR. It stresses 

the centrality o f  com m unication in language learning and use, recognising the “cultural 

context” (ib id .il)  in w hich languages are learnt. It also acknow ledges the on-going nature o f  

learning, which it view s as a life-long experience. Given its far-reaching ambit, it would 

therefore appear that the CEFR offers a dynam ic blueprint for language learning, teaching 

and assessm ent, which m ay be applied across a diverse range o f  learning situations.

C onsidering the present study, questions then arise as to the applicability the CEFR as 

a basis for the developm ent o f  an ESL curriculum  for non-English speaking children at 

prim ary school in Ireland. Why was the Fram ework chosen as a model for the developm ent 

o f  the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks, and how has it been adapted in response to 

the specific needs o f  prim ary school ESL pupils? In order to answ er these questions and to 

appreciate the reasons behind the derivation o f  the Benchm arks from the CEFR, it is 

im portant to look closely at the aspects o f  the Fram ew ork which m ade its application possible 

in an educational context involving young learners in L2-dom inant im mersion education. In

''' 1998: Recommendation R(98)6 o f the Committee o f Ministers to member states concerning modern 
languages. Strasbourg, Council ofEiurope.
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the sections to follow, 1 will look at the aim s o f  the CEFR and how its approach to the 

description o f  language proficiency is relevant to the context o f  L2 learning for which the 

Benchm arks have been designed.

1.2.2 Aims o f  the CEFR and their relevance to the Benchmarks

(i) Aims o f  the CEFR

In its first chapter, the CEFR specifies its aim s with reference to both the description o f

learners’ developing language proficiency and to the role o f  language learning in society.

Regarding the former, the Fram ew ork aim s to describe “ in a com prehensive way what 

language learners have to learn to do in order to use language for com m unication and what 

know ledge and skills they have to develop so as to be able to act effectively” (Council o f  

Europe 2001:1). This involves the “provision o f  objective criteria for describing language 

proficiency” (ibid: 1), identified through exam ination o f  the language skills and com petences 

required for com m unicative activities. In this respect, the Fram ew ork outlines 

distinguishable aspects o f  language com petence which may be activated by the individual 

learner in various different acts o f  language use. It also recognises that language use 

necessarily requires a com plex interaction o f  individual com petences, not only specific 

language-related abilities. Fundam entally, however, it views every language learner as a 

“ social agent” (ibid: 1) whose identity, including his/her linguistic identity, develops through 

com m unication which necessarily involves the use o f  language. Furtherm ore, since language 

use is regarded by the CEFR as “em bracing language learning” (ibid: 9), com m unication 

through the target language is central to the Fram ew ork’s concept o f  language learning.

Establishing this link betw een language learning and use, the CEFR then aim s to 

“ specify as full a range o f  language knowledge, skills and use as possible” and to 

“ differentiate the various dim ensions in which language proficiency is described” according 

to  a series o f  accurately defined reference points (ibid.: 7). In this regard, the Framework
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seeks to outline developing language proficiency, across a range o f  skills and areas of 

language use, with reference to a detailed taxonom y o f  com m unicative activities and 

language-related com petences.

The CEFR em phasises its com m itm ent to a “com prehensive, transparent and 

coherent” description o f  language proficiency, expressed in term s o f  concrete learning 

objectives (Council o f  Europe 2001: 7). In this way it aim s to provide a clear and readily 

accessible indication o f  language proficiency both to the learner and to those who may be 

seeking inform ation as to his/her language com petence. It aspires to coherence, not only 

internally within the Fram ew ork docum ent, but also with regard to the application o f  the 

CEFR across diverse contexts o f  language learning. To this end. it stresses the im portance o f 

adopting a co-ordinated approach to language learning, teaching and assessm ent which links 

needs identification, curriculum  design, resource developm ent, pedagogical approaches and 

evaluation techniques.

C onsidering its w ider social objectives, the CEFR adopts an “ intercultural approach”, 

setting an individual’s language learning in the context o f  overall identity formation, which 

may be prom oted through the “enriching experience o f  otherness in language and culture” 

(Council o f  Europe 2 0 0 1 :1 ). This links directly to the overall aims o f  the Council o f  Europe, 

outlined in Section 1.2.1, that language education should enhance understanding and co

operation by supporting interaction, recognising qualifications and respecting cultural 

diversity to prevent m arginalisation. Central to these goals is the concept o f ‘plurilingualism ’, 

which recognises the individual’s entire range o f  language com petences (how ever partial 

these m ay be) and aim s to  prom ote the interaction and developm ent o f  these com petences. 

Plurilingualism  m ay be view ed as a vital com ponent o f  ‘pluriculturalism ’ (ibid; 6), in the 

sense that language provides a medium through which to access and com m unicate culture.
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Prom oting piurilinguaiism  can lead to greater cultural understanding and m ore dem ocratic 

citizenship; goals which are essential to the overall purpose o f  the CEFR.

(ii) Relevance to the Benchmarks

The aim o f  the CEFR to offer a thorough schem e for the description o f  language proficiency, 

focussing on the knowledge and skills necessary for com m unication in a culturally 

determ ined social context, suggests that the Fram ework could provide a suitable and 

sufficiently fluid basis for the derivation o f  language curricula aim ed at specific target groups 

(such as the guidelines offered by the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks). W hile 

em phasising the need for the com prehensive specification o f  language use and proficiency, 

the CEFR makes no claim to offer an exhaustive description. Instead, it foresees its

application “with such adaptations as prove necessary, to particular situations” (Council o f

Europe 2001: 8). As such an “open and flexible” docum ent (ibid: 8) it is thus appropriate that 

the C EFR should be adapted, profoundly if  necessary, when the context o f  learning differs 

radically from that for which the fram ework was originally designed.

Considering its objectives and capacity for flexible application, the potential o f  the 

CEFR as a basis for the developm ent o f  guidelines for English language support in primary 

school in Ireland thus em erged. Firstly, because the Fram ew ork describes language learning 

outcom es as com m unicative activities necessitating target language use for a w ide range o f  

functions in diverse contexts and, secondly, because the Fram ew ork m akes close links 

between language learning, teaching and assessm ent (Little 2010, personal com m unication). 

These aspects o f  the CEFR were clearly relevant to the learning needs o f  ESL pupils 

im mersed in L2-dom inant education who m ust very quickly develop the L2 skills required 

for social and academ ic fulfilment. They also allowed for the description, in clear criteria, o f  

w hat ESL pupils should be able to achieve in term s o f  L2 use over the duration o f  their
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English language support allocation, which could guide teachers in planning individual 

programmes o f learning and assessing for each o f the ESL pupils in their lesson groups.

Obviously, despite these similar aims, it must be acknowledged that there are 

considerable and necessary differences between the Benchmarks and the CEFR. However, as 

will be discussed in Section 1.3.2 to follow, such differences can be accounted for as a means 

of achieving commonality o f purpose when significant dissimilarity exists between a specific 

context o f language learning and the wider descriptive scheme presented in the Framework. 

Inevitable caveats regarding the direct application o f the CEFR to young learners are 

expressed by Little (2004, 2006a), highlighting the fact that care must be taken in applying 

the CEFR beyond the context for which it was already intended (L2 learning for adults and 

adolescents). However, experience in other learning contexts involving the use o f CEFR- 

derived instruments with young learners, for example versions o f the ELP specifically 

designed for children, have already proven to be o f “great pedagogic value” (Lenz 2004: 28). 

It thus appears that adjustment and adaptation are preferable to the alternative option of 

seeking maximum correspondence with the adult-oriented content o f  the CEFR which, 

considering the needs o f young learners, “may not be relevant and probably not even 

desirable” (ibid.: 28). It should also be remembered that any attempt to apply the CEFR to a 

particular learning situation will necessarily have to be context-sensitive adaptation (Little 

2010, personal communication).

Finally, while the Benchmarks concentrate on guiding the English L2 development of 

ESL pupils at primary school in Ireland, the CEFR’s aim to promote plurilingualism is 

nonetheless relevant. In terms o f individual linguistic diversity, this objective is perhaps more 

directly evident in some o f  the Benchmark-linked resources, for example, the current version 

o f the primary level ELP (IILT 2004a) in which pupils are invited to record their language 

abilities, including those associated with their home language abilities, and the toolkit for
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intercultural education. Together Towards Inclusion (IILT and SELB 2007), in which the 

Benchmarks are a central element. The handbook. Up and Away (IILT 2006), which 

mediates both the Benchmarks and the primary level ELP to teachers, also highlights the role 

o f the English language support teacher in promoting “activities to contribute to intercultural 

understanding” in his/her capacity for liaison between English language support pupils, their 

mainstream teacher, and their parents (ibid.: 13). This is in synthesis with the growing 

emphasis on inclusivity and cultural sharing in Irish primary schools, as outlined in the 

guidelines: Intercultural Education in the Primary School (NCCA 2005), within which the 

English language support programme -  based on the Benchmarks -  plays an integral role.

1.2.3 The descriptive approach o f the CEFR and its relevance to the Benchmarks

(i) The approach to the description o f  language learning adopted by the CEFR

Accepting that there is general concordance between the aims o f  the CEFR and those o f the

English Language Proficiency Benchmarks, it is, however, essential to examine the approach

to the description o f language learning adopted by the Framework in order to detennine its

suitability as a model for language learning/teaching in the context o f  English language

support for ESL pupils in Irish primary schools. As will be discussed in Chapter 2,

considering the complexity o f language acquisition as well as the wide range o f possible

influences on language learning, its description will inevitably be challenging. One o f the

issues, however, arising from any attempt to describe language learning is the question of

what evidence o f language development can serve as a basis for this description. In this

regard, actual language use involving the leamer/user performing purposeful, language-

requiring communicative activities across a range o f skills and contexts would certainly seem

informative as to his/her language proficiency at a given point in his/her learning. The idea

that language use offers a credible indication o f  language proficiency also ties into the

linkage o f language learning and use which is fundamental to the approach to the description
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o f language learning offered by the CEFR. The Fram ework adopts an essentially “action- 

oriented” approach in this regard (Council o f  Europe 2001; 9). This, it explains, involves 

regarding the language leam er/user as a social agent who, through interaction, performs 

“tasks” involving the activation o f  a range o f  individually specific com petences, which 

include “com m unicative language com petence” (ibid; 9).

Language use, as conceptualised according to these criteria, is inevitably subject to 

variables such as context, the nature and m ode o f  the language activities required, the internal 

processes activated, the type o f  texts involved, the general them atic domain, the strategies 

em ployed by the user and the specifications o f  the task posed. Furtherm ore, the 

learner/user’s ability to deal with these factors, within a given situation, will also be 

influenced by the precise configuration o f  individual com petences available to him /her at that 

time. The CEFR thus perceives language use, incorporating language learning, as a 

m ultidim ensional phenom enon, based upon the com plex interrelation o f  closely connected 

com ponents. In this regard, the Fram ew ork's description o f  learning outcom es (and goals for 

teaching and assessm ent) in term s o f  the learner's participation in com m unicative activities, 

links directly to its view o f  language learning as the perform ance o f  actions through the 

strategic operationalisation o f  general and language-related com petences by individuals 

acting in their w ider social context.

Correspondingly, the CEFR highlights aspects o f  learning that require particular 

attention. It considers individual-specific factors which could affect language learning, 

nam ely the learner’s general com petences -  his/her declarative knowledge, skills and know 

how, existential com petence and ability to learn. It then focuses on the learner’s 

com m unicative language com petence -  the configuration o f  general com petences activated in 

any given context o f  language use, which the Fram ew ork describes in term s o f  linguistic, 

sociolinguistic and pragmatic com ponents. However, the dynam ics o f  language use with
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which the learner, as a social agent, must contend in different com m unicative situations must 

also be taken into account. This requires consideration of: features o f  the language activities 

involved, i.e. whether they involve reception, production, interaction or m ediation; the 

general them es o f  relevance -  classified by the CEFR as belonging to public, personal, 

educational and occupational dom ains; the tasks perform ed; the texts (oral or written) 

produced and/or processed; and with the strategies utilised by the learner to aid both his/her 

com m unication and language learning.

In order to provide a fram e o f  reference for language learning the CEFR has devised a 

system for describing features o f  developing language proficiency in a com prehensive, 

transparent and coherent manner. This system is based upon functional, positively-worded 

descriptors, which express what learners ‘can do ’ with the language they are learning, in 

term s o f  the actual com m unicative activities they can accom plish, reflecting its ‘action- 

orien ted’ approach to language learning/use, and the com m unicative language com petences 

or strategic abilities they can activate in accom plishing these activities. The resulting 

descriptive frame features a “vertical dim ension”, com prising a series o f  six “com m on 

reference levels” describing overall proficiency at clearly defined stages throughout the 

progression o f  language learning (Council o f  Europe 2001: 16). It also incorporates a 

“horizontal dim ension” (ibid: 16) expressed in descriptors relating to specific language 

activities, aspects o f  com m unicative language com petence and associated strategies. These 

descriptors can be com bined to produce a detailed profile o f  learner ability in any given 

proficiency level.

Through jo in t consideration o f  both the horizontal and vertical dim ensions o f  

language learning, the CEFR can be used to account for an individual learner’s ongoing 

attainm ents in relation to a range o f  skill-specific objectives. In this way it can indicate 

progressive gains in overall proficiency, but also acknowledge the lateral progress evident in

[21]



the broadening o f  language ability within a particular reference level. This m ulti-dim ensional 

approach to the description o f  language proficiency also enables the CEFR to accom m odate 

variation in learners’ rate o f  progress; it can reflect how such variation may differ between 

consecutive proficiency levels and how learner’s progress may vary across the 

com m unicative skills. W hile the CEFR em phasises its “non-dogm atic” stance in relation to 

pedagogical theory (ibid: 18), the com m unicative focus inherent in its descriptive approach 

has im plications in relation to  its application to teaching and assessm ent in the sense that, to 

attain the objectives expressed by the Fram ew ork’s ‘can d o ’ descriptors, com m unicative 

language use is essential.

(ii) Relevance to the Benchmarks:

How appropriate then is the approach to the description o f  language learning adopted by the 

CEFR to the context o f  ESL instruction in Irish prim ary schools for which the English 

Language Proficiency B enchm arks have been designed? Considering the requirem ents o f  L2- 

medium immersion education, the link between language learning and use in this context is 

particularly relevant. Even from the very earliest stages o f  their L2 developm ent, ESL pupils 

in an English-dom inant educational environm ent are required to use their second language for 

alm ost all com m unication at school. This m eans that the social and cognitive developm ent o f  

these children depends to a large extent on their ability to use a language other than their 

hom e language. Since the purpose o f  the English language support program me is to  enable 

these pupils to attain, within a limited tim e-span, a sufficient level o f  English language 

proficiency to participate fully in m ainstream  classes, its approach must centre on the day-to- 

day com m unicative needs o f  the ESL pupils it targets. This involves enabling pupils to learn 

the language they require for social and cognitive purposes by using it -  in the focussed 

environm ent o f  the language support classroom  -  in an authentic com m unicative and 

meaningful context which is o f  im m ediate relevance to the pupils’ m ainstream education and
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their integration into the society o f  the school and the host country in general. Consequently, 

the Benchm arks must describe language learning outcom es which reflect both the 

developm ent o f  ‘Basic Interpersonal Com m unicative Skills’ (BICS) and ‘Cognitive 

Academ ic Language Proficiency’ (CALP), the dual aspects o f  language proficiency identified 

by C um m ins (1979; 2000) as essential for successful im mersion education (this distinction 

between BICS and CALP will be discussed in detail in Section 2.5.2).

Em phasising com m unication as both a means and an end within the language learning 

process, as envisaged by the CEFR, thus becomes a necessary priority for the Benchm arks. 

As their global scales o f  com m unicative proficiency reveal, the inseparability o f  language 

learning and use is stressed from the very lowest level o f  proficiency. This is evident in their 

descriptors for proficiency level A l ,  which outline how the use o f  even m inim al receptive 

and productive skills, supplem ented by paralinguistic cues, can enable ESL pupils who are 

very new to English to engage in sim ple forms o f  com m unication which are essential for 

everyday school-life. With increasing proficiency, through their descriptors for levels A2 and 

B l, the range o f  com m unicative activities identified as learning outcom es by the Benchm arks 

widens, requiring o f  ESL pupils a deeper level o f  linguistic engagem ent in the tasks these 

descriptors suggest. At all times, however, there are clear links between the fulfilm ent o f  the 

learning goals expressed by the Benchm ark descriptors in the context o f  English language 

support instruction and pupils’ likely use o f  English in the m ainstream  classroom  or in play 

with native-English speaking friends. This is shown in the exam ples o f  descriptors for the 

skill o f  spoken interaction, taken from the ‘Global Benchm arks o f  Com m unicative 

Proficiency’ included in Part 1 o f  the Benchm arks (IILT 2003; 7), presented in Table 1 (see 

over). Com parison with descriptors for the same skill included in the self-assessm ent grid o f  

the CEFR (Council o f  Europe 2001; 26-27), indicates how the Benchm ark descriptors are
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firmly rooted in the Framework in a way that also takes account o f the age and learning 

context o f young learners in L2-immersion education.

Table 1: Comparison o f Benchmark and CEFR descriptors for spoken interaction.

Level Global Benchmarks of 
Communicative Proficiency - Spoken 

Interaction (example descriptors)

CEFR Self-Assessment Grid descriptors - 
Spoken Interaction

A1

Can give simple answers to basic 
questions when given time to reply 
and the other person is prepared to 
help.

1 can interact in a simple way provided the 
other person is prepared to repeat or 
rephrase things at slower rate of speech and 
help me formulate what I'm trying to say. 1 
can ask and answer simple questions in areas 
of immediate need or on very familiar topics.

A2

Can respond with confidence to 
familiar questions clearly expressed 
about family, friends, school work, 
hobbies, holidays etc., but is not 
always able to keep the conversation 
going.

1 can communicate in simple and routine 
tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange 
of information on familiar topics and 
activities. 1 can handle very short social 
exchanges, even though 1 can't usually 
understand enough to keep the conversation 
going myself.

B1

Can engage with other pupils in 
discussing a topic of common interest 
(songs, football, pop stars, etc.) or in 
preparing a collaborative classroom 
activity.

1 can deal with most situations likely to arise 
whilst travelling in an area where the 
language is spoken. 1 can enter unprepared 
into conversation on topics that are familiar, 
of personal interest or pertinent to everyday 
life (e.g. family, hobbies, work, travel and 
current events).

However, like the CEFR, the Benchmarks must serve as more than a calibrated 

inventory o f communicative aspirations; their description o f learning outcomes associated 

with identified levels o f language proficiency in a particular learning context must also 

provide an informative and flexible guide to teaching and assessment. The approach adopted 

by the CEFR is again relevant to the Benchmarks in this regard. Firstly, as indicated in the 

example descriptors above, the description o f language proficiency in terms o f action- 

oriented ‘can do’ statements enshrines the importance o f target language communication in 

the Benchmarks’ concept o f language learning and use. This approach has necessary 

implications for teaching (which in Irish primary schools proceeds, by default, through
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pupils’ L2) since each Benchm ark descriptor serves as a basis “not only for specifying 

learning goals, but [also] for selecting and grading learning activities and evaluating learning 

outcom es” (Little and Lazenby Simpson 2004; 93). Secondly, in recognising and outlining 

the m ultidim ensional nature o f  language learning across different skills and proficiencies -  as 

far as is possible within the limits o f  accessible diagram m atic illustration -  the Benchm arks 

highlight issues in relation to specific skills and language com petences that m ay affect ESL 

pupils’ L2 developm ent across their English language support allocation, considering also the 

wide range o f  internal and external factors which may influence their acquisition o f  English 

(e.g. age, previous educational experience etc.). By presenting a detailed yet practical 

description o f  likely ESL learning outcom es across progressive proficiency levels, the 

Benchm arks thus seek to inform ESL teaching and assessm ent.

T heir flexibility o f  application is em phasised: for instance, the ‘Global Scales o f  

Underlying Linguistic C om petence’ which outlines the likely progression o f  lexical, 

gram m atical, phonological and orthographic com petence across the proficiency levels A l, A2 

and B l, may be used in conjunction with any o f  the other scales to gauge how well, 

linguistically, ESL pupils should be able to perform the language activities specified by the 

‘can d o ’ descriptors at a particular proficiency level. The differential developm ent o f  literacy 

and oral skills, which may be quite pronounced am ong prim ary school pupils, is also taken 

into account in the Benchm arks’ skill-specific classification system  used in both its ‘Global 

Benchm arks o f  C om m unicative Proficiency’ and in the scales for its thirteen ‘Units o f  W ork’. 

This m akes it possible to identify the nature o f  ‘partial com petences’ -  an aspect o f  the 

C EFR ’s ‘plurilingual’ focus -  across different com m unicative skills. Such inform ation is 

pedagogically useful, particularly in the context o f  ESL teaching am ong prim ary children in 

L2 immersion education, as it enables teachers to recognise issues arising from the 

differential developm ent o f  BICS and CALP pointed out by C um m ins (2000). In th is way, for
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example, it can alert attention to a pupil’s L2 literacy problem s which m ay be m asked by 

his/her apparently fluent L2 oral skills. The adaptation o f  the CEFR involved in the 

structuring o f  the Benchm arks as a set of, primarily, skills-based scales will be discussed 

further in Section 1.2.4 to follow.

O ther aspects o f  the C E FR ’s approach inherent in Benchm arks also seem appropriate 

to the context o f  ESL pupils in L2-medium prim ary education. The Benchmarks, for 

instance, facilitate and encourage the incorporation o f  “ incidental” or “ou t-o f school 

learning”, as envisaged by the CEFR in its proposals for the representation o f  proficiency 

(Council o f  Europe 2001: 16). This is an issue o f  particular relevance to ESL pupils who 

may have acquired considerable educational and cultural knowledge which, due to linguistic 

differences, is difficult to relate to their current experience o f  schooling. The developm ental 

process supported by the Benchm arks entails that aspects o f  a pupil’s declarative knowledge, 

including his/her socio-cultural aw areness (for exam ple attitudes relating to ethnic 

background or religion, and insights regarding culturally significant items or events), can be 

drawn upon when focussing on m any o f  the ‘Units o f  W ork’. Descriptors included in the 

scales for Unit 1 (M yself), Unit 2 (O ur school). Unit 3 (Food and clothes). Unit 7 (Travel and 

transport). Unit 8 (Seasons, holidays and festivals) and Unit 11 (People and places in other 

areas) all involve the learning/use o f  English to com m unicate culturally specific concepts 

and experience. This adds a clear intercultural dim ension to the Benchmarks, which is not 

only in concordance with the approach o f  the CEFR, but also accords with the current 

em phasis on inclusion as an essential aspect o f  education in Ireland (see Section 1.2.6 for 

further discussion).

The Benchm arks, in their presentation o f  a wide range o f  com m unicative situations, 

also allow for individual variation in existential com petence. This aspect may be o f  value 

when considering the type o f  task or interactive environm ent most appropriate for particular
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pupils, for exam ple, an apparently shy child may feel less intim idated by pair-w ork with a 

peer than by a w hole-class activity. Overall, therefore, in describing language learning as a 

dynam ic com m unicative process and providing a representation o f  clearly defined learning 

outcom es applicable in an individual m anner to ESL pupils across their English language 

support allocation, the approach adopted by the Benchm arks is not only com patible with the 

CEFR but is highly appropriate to the needs o f  ESL pupils and the aim s o f  the English 

language support programme.

1.2.4 Describing learning outcomes using the Common Reference Levels

(i) The Common Reference Levels and descriptive scales o f  the CEFR

In the previous section, the ideological approach to description o f  language proficiency

presented by the CEFR em erged as a worthwhile model for the developm ent o f  ESL

guidelines for Irish prim ary schools. It was found to be appropriate due to its com m unicative

focus, its capacity to inform ESL teaching and assessm ent in a detailed individual-specific

and context-sensitive manner, and its plurilingual and interculturai dim ension. This section

deals with how, from a practical standpoint, the CEFR has been adapted by the Benchm arks

to m eet the needs o f  ESL pupils in Irish primary schools. It will exam ine not only the

appropriateness o f  this adaptation to the language learning requirem ents o f  its target group,

but also the extent to which CEFR-derived principles have been m aintained by the

Benchm arks and the relevance o f  these in the context o f  L2 developm ent am ong young

children in L2-im m ersion education. In order to assess these issues, however, it is essential

first to look at how the CEFR structures its description o f  language proficiency developm ent,

as a reference for language learning, teaching and assessm ent.

Central to the design o f  the CEFR are its ‘Com m on Reference Levels’ which describe 

language proficiency across the series o f  six proficiency levels (A l, A2, B I, B2, C l and C2) 

defined by the Fram ework. The derivation o f  these Com m on Reference Levels, outlined in
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Chapter 3 o f  the CEFR, highlights the com plex criteria that m ust be m et for language 

proficiency to  be adequately described. Any such scale o f  reference must be both “context- 

free”, i.e. capable o f  generalising inform ation obtained across a range o f  learning 

environm ents, and “context-relevant”, i.e. appropriate to any specific learner group within a 

diverse target population (Council o f  Europe 2001; 21, see also Section 1.2.2 regarding 

contextualised application o f  the CEFR). The description o f  proficiency must also be 

“theoretically grounded” , as is the case with the Com m on Reference Levels in which the ‘can 

d o ’ descriptors instantiate the C E FR ’s ‘action orien ted’ approach to language learning, yet it 

m ust also be clear and “user-friendly” in its expression (ibid.: 21).

Regarding m easurem ent, the CEFR specifies that gradations on any scale o f  language 

proficiency should be “objectively determ ined” . The Com m on Reference Levels were 

originally defined through an extensive project which involved the sharing o f  expert 

theoretical opinion, detailed qualitative analysis and thorough em pirical validation. This 

resulted in the quantitative scaling o f  a substantial bank o f  illustrative descriptors for a range 

o f  skill-specific language activities and aspects o f  com m unicative com petence which could 

then be used to derive statem ents o f  proficiency for each proposed reference level (Council o f  

Europe 2001: 22; North 2002). Finally, the num ber o f  levels presented within any such scale 

should be sufficient and appropriate to describe the progression o f  proficiency in the context 

o f  learning for which it is designed.

The Com m on Reference Levels o f  the CEFR. derived in fulfilm ent o f  the above 

criteria, define six levels o f  language proficiency ranging from A l, “the lowest level o f  

generative language use” to C2, considered the stage o f  “m astery” associated with highly 

successful learners (Council o f  Europe 2001: 33-34). O f  particular concern in the present 

study are the lower three Com m on Reference Levels which, as m entioned earlier, m ark the 

extent o f  L2 proficiency developm ent covered by the Benchm arks. These range from Level
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A l, w hich is typified by very basic functioning in sim ple interactions; through Level A2, at 

which the learner can interact in order to m eet the essential dem ands o f  predictable, everyday 

situations; to Level B l, at w hich the learner progresses from being a “basic” to a more 

“ independent” language user, as evident in his/her ability to m aintain com m unication, convey 

opinions and cope with the linguistic dem ands o f  unforeseen daily problem s (ibid.: 23).

However, the Com m on Reference Levels are not designed m erely to offer checklists 

o f  the language activities and com petences to be anticipated at six designated stages o f 

proficiency, rather, they are to  be utilised flexibly to  provide inform ative perspectives on 

actual language ability. The Com m on Reference Levels may, therefore, be used in different 

ways. They m ay offer a very general global scale o f  overall proficiency (Council o f  Europe 

2001; 24), or they m ay serve as foundations fo ra  more inform ative, skill-specific sum m ary o f  

the C E FR ’s original, activity-related descriptors to indicate progression in com m unicative 

ability in a clear grid that can be used for self-assessm ent (ibid.: 26-27)'^. They may also 

allow for focus on qualitative aspects o f  language use across the six proficiency levels for any 

given com m unicative skill (ibid.: 28-29). The levels also allow  for sub-division, using a 

“ branching” approach, to facilitate a more detailed analysis o f  proficiency (ibid.: 23). Thus, 

the Com m on Reference Levels offer a dynam ic and coherent insight into the progression o f  

language learning which, if  presented in a format appropriate to the particular language user, 

may be o f  considerable value to learners, teachers, and assessors alike.

The Com m on Reference Levels, as a description o f  ascending levels o f  proficiency 

observable as language developm ent progresses, thus aim to express the vertical dim ension o f  

the learning experience. However, considering the m ultidim ensionality o f  language learning 

and use which is em phasised throughout the CEFR, each level o f  proficiency will be marked 

by an ability to engage with specific language activities involving the strategic perform ance

The CRFR self-assessm ent grid is presented on Page 41.
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ot certain types o f  tasks and the activation o f  varying degrees o f  com m unicative language 

com petence. Therefore, by identifying categories o f  language activity, m easurable 

com ponents o f  com m unicative ability, and their associated strategies, the CEFR also has the 

capacity to describe the horizontal dim ension o f  language proficiency developm ent. In its 

descriptors for each o f  these aspects o f  language use, the Framework outlines ‘w hat’ 

activities learners ‘can d o ’ with language and ‘how w ell’ they can accom plish these activities, 

at the successive stages o f  proficiency associated with each o f  the Common Reference 

Levels. The three detailed series o f  scales presented in Chapters 4 and 5 o f  the CEFR which 

distinguish com m unicative activities, features o f  language com petence, and strategy types, 

may be viewed then as a collection o f  interconnected vignettes illustrating the com plex 

process o f  language learning. As such, according to Little, they should be read “ in interaction 

with one another, because each defines the other tw o” (2006c: 3). In this way, a detailed, 

although by no m eans exhaustive, profile may be constructed to determ ine not only what the 

individual learner can do with language but also how appropriately he/she can m anage his/her 

linguistic resources at any specific level o f  proficiency.

It is perhaps worth exam ining these illustrative scales in a little m ore depth, 

considering their identification o f  com m unicative activities, strategies and language 

com petences as a m eans o f  describing language proficiency which has significant potential to 

inform language learning, teaching and assessm ent.

Describing com m unicative language activities and strategies

In its C hapter 4, the CEFR presents a w ide range o f  illustrative scales for com m unicative 

activities and strategies, which contem plates their application across different contexts o f  

learning and outlines the factors that m ust be considered in this respect. These factors 

include: the relevant dom ain(s) o f  language use, taking into account the characteristics o f  

typical com m unicative situations therein, for example, their locations, participants and
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events; the conditions and constraints upon language use (these m ay be due to a com bination 

of factors such as the physical environm ent, the social setting or the mental context and 

perceptions o f  the user and, in interaction, his/her interlocutors); the them es covered within 

each dom ain o f  use; the range and purpose o f  foreseeable language-related tasks; and the 

medium, genre and function o f  texts involved.

C om m unicative skills involving either reception or production o f  language, or its use 

for purposes o f  interaction or m ediation, are then exem plified and described. To this end, 

illustrative scales spanning the Com m on Reference Levels are provided for the activities and 

strategies highlighted for each skill (with the exception o f  m ediation). For instance, the skill 

o f  spoken interaction is represented by nine descriptive scales, classified so as to represent a 

diverse range o f  activities from “conversation” , to “transactions to obtain goods and 

services” , to “ interview ing and being interview ed” . A further three scales are also provided 

to describe relevant interactive strategies, such as “ taking the floor”, “co-operating” and 

“asking for clarification” (Council o f  Europe 2001; 73-87). In all, a total o f  40 scales are 

presented illustrating activities (33 scales -  focussing on specific aspects o f  language use 

characteristic o f  the skills o f  listening, reading, spoken interaction, spoken production and 

writing) and strategies (7 scales -  relating to productive, receptive and interactive skills 

respectively) typical o f  com m unicative language use. Together, these scales therefore offer a 

thorough exem plification o f  typical behavioural abilities which are likely to be associated 

with each o f  the six Com m on Reference Levels.

Describing com m unicative language com petence

In its C hapter 5, the CEFR goes on to illustrate determ inable aspects o f  com m unicative 

language com petence, highlighting the specific language-related abilities w hich learners m ay 

be expected to dem onstrate at the successive stages o f  language proficiency outlined by the 

Com mon Reference Levels. In accordance with its fundam ental aim s, the CEFR perceives the
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developm ent o f  such com petence as an enriching process in which the learning o f  a second 

language builds upon and m odifies the learner’s existing knowledge, including the linguistic 

and cultural com petences associated with his/her first language (L I), and through which the 

learner “ becomes plurilingual and develops interculturality” (Council o f  Europe 2001; 43). 

The Fram ew ork’s description o f  com m unicative language com petence expresses how 

learners are likely to dem onstrate the developm ent o f  com petence in using a second or 

subsequent language. However, it is im portant to appreciate that this developm ent o f  L2 (or 

L3, L4 etc.) com petence m ay be influenced by learners’ general com petences, including their 

knowledge o f  other languages (notably first/hom e languages) and cultural knowledge.

The three m ajor com ponents o f  com m unicative language com petence are identified 

by the CEFR as linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragm atic com petences, and the Fram ew ork 

illustrates, again, through series o f  proficiency-referenced scales how each o f  these m ay be 

considered in exam ining more qualitative aspects o f  com m unicative language use. Regarding 

linguistic com petences, the CEFR acknowledges the difficulties inherent in attem pting to 

represent, in a non-language-specific way, formal indicators o f  developing proficiency. 

Nevertheless, it m anages to offer a generally applicable classification o f  constituent 

com petences; lexical, gram m atical, sem antic, phonological, orthographic and orthoepic; with 

six associated illustrative scales describing features o f  the learner’s underlying linguistic 

knowledge at each relevant level o f  proficiency from A1 to C2. Sociolinguistic com petences 

are also exam ined and defined in term s of: awareness o f  linguistic m arkers o f  social relations, 

politeness conventions, culturally engrained expressions, as well as sensitivity to language 

register and to differences o f  dialect or accent; which are then described within a scale for 

‘sociolinguistic appropriateness’. Finally pragm atic com petences -  including: know ledge o f  

the structure o f  oral and written discourse, aw areness o f  its functional purpose, and the ability 

to activate appropriate interactive schem ata to  deal with typical patterns o f  com m unication in
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predictable situations -  are considered and illustrated in a further six scales (one o f  which, 

“turn-taking” , features also in the description o f  interactive strategies). W hile these scales are 

each inform ative in their own right as to specific aspects o f  com m unicative language 

com petence which may be anticipated at successive levels o f  language proficiency, their 

value in term s o f  language learning, teaching and assessm ent probably com es from their use 

in conjunction with the descriptive schem es for com m unicative language activities and 

strategies discussed above. Using a com bination o f  these scales -  in a m anner appropriate to 

and m anageable in the specific learning context -  can then provide a detailed and m ulti

faceted impression o f  a learner’s ability at any Com m on Reference Level-linked stage in 

his/her language proficiency developm ent.

(ii) Relevance to the Benchmarks

Exam ination o f  the Com mon Reference Levels and the illustrative scales o f  the CEFR, 

reveals its practical potential as a model for the description o f  developing language 

proficiency offering detailed inform ation as to the com m unicative activities a learner can 

perform at a given stage in his/her language developm ent, and the strategies and 

com m unicative language com petences he/she is likely to draw  upon in this language use. 

Adapting such an inform ative system to m eet the needs o f  ESL pupils at prim ary school in 

Ireland is not, however, a straightforw ard task and again raises issues in relation to the 

applicability o f  the CEFR to this particular learner group. As m entioned above, children in 

immersion education are not specifically targeted by the Fram ework; its description o f  

language proficiency up to Level C2 is predicated not only upon a high level o f  linguistic 

ability but also the learner’s general cognitive com petence to engage with adult-oriented, and 

often highly professional or academ ic tasks. Even adult native speakers are unlikely to 

engage in language use associated with Level C2 (for example, reading “ linguistically 

com plex texts such as m anuals, specialised articles and literary w orks” - CEFR self-
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assessm ent grid; Council o f  Europe: 27) outside specific worl<- or study-related contexts. 

Likewise, even at lower levels o f  proficiency, the CEFR descriptors often relate to instances 

o f  language use associated with adult activities in the public dom ain, for exam ple at Level 

A I, the ability to “ fill in form s with personal details, for exam ple entering my name, 

nationality and address on a hotel registration form ” (CEFR self-assessm ent grid; Council o f 

Europe 2001:26).

Relating the actual content o f  the descriptive schem e provided by the CEFR to the 

situation o f  young ESL learners receiving a limited allocation o f  English language support in 

an English-dom inant prim ary school context therefore requires careful consideration o f  the 

cognitive abilities o f  children within this target group and the extent to which language 

proficiency can reasonably be expected to develop across a restricted period o f  focussed 

instruction. The dom ain range o f  their actual L2 use, and the com m unicative activities it is 

likely to involve m ust also be taken into account. The English Language Proficiency 

Benchm arks have sought to do this by limiting their range to Com m on Reference Levels A I, 

A2 and Bl and by confining their description o f  language learning outcom es to the 

educational, personal and social dom ains o f  language use, as is appropriate to the context in 

which ESL pupils are learning and using English. In this regard, however, the fact that the 

educational dom ain for ESL pupils is one associated alm ost entirely with L2 use, has meant 

that the Benchm arks have had to be very sensitive to  the L2 learning needs o f  children in this 

type o f  immersion environm ent. As a result, their descriptors outline not only the 

developm ent o f  L2 skills for social language use (BICS) across Levels AI to B l, but also 

place a considerable focus on the description o f  L2 use for cognitive purposes (CALP) from 

the earliest stages o f  acquisition to a level o f  L2 proficiency sufficient for full integration into 

mainstream  education (see Section 2.5.2 regarding L2 acquisition in im mersion contexts).
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Nevertheless, these m odifications o f  the CEFR are, as pointed out in Section 1.2.2, 

arguably more within the spirit o f  the Fram ew ork than any divergence from it. They represent 

an attem pt to make its potential for the detailed, m ulti-dim ensional description o f  developing 

language proficiency more relevant to a particular target group, thus allow ing w ider (adapted) 

application o f  the Framework. Substantial m odification o f  the CEFR, such as that carried out 

in the Benchm arks, would therefore appear justifiable since, as the exam ples from CEFR 

self-assessm ent grid above indicate, the Com m on Reference Levels and the illustrative scales 

o f  the CEFR “can be adapted to the needs and circum stances o f  young learners to a limited 

extent only” (Little 2006a; 174).

Looking firstly at the proficiency level limitation o f  the Benchmarks, it is clear that 

inclusion o f  criteria associated with the upper three Com m on Reference Levels (B2, CI and 

C2) would be inappropriate since these entail not only an advanced degree o f  linguistic 

ability, but, in many instances, m ature levels o f  general com petences -  m anifest, for example, 

as specific academ ic or vocational knowledge or through the display o f  highly developed 

sociolinguistic and pragm atic skills. A ttaining these higher levels, requires much more than 

m erely reaching a level o f  proficiency sufficient for the learner, even as an adult, to interact 

and integrate reasonably successfully with his/her native-speaking peers in informal or 

everyday social settings. In relation to children, care m ust be taken to  recognise the 

“ relatively limited behavioural capacities o f  younger learners” (Little 2004; 5). Therefore, 

although it may appear that young ESL learners quite rapidly develop linguistic abilities that 

are com parable to those o f  their native-speaking peers, it should be rem em bered that these 

prim ary-school age peers are them selves experiencing significant cognitive growth. The 

general com petences, including the English language com petences o f  a monolingual English- 

speaking child are substantially less than those o f  the typical English-speaking adult. 

Linguistic com petence, which is only one aspect o f  com m unicative language com petence.
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m ust then be viewed as being relative to age. O ther language com petences (socio-linguistic 

and pragm atic com petences) m ay be even more age-influenced. C ognitive constraints may 

thus limit the range o f  com m unicative activities which may be described as applying to 

children. For this reason, it is therefore advisable to confine description o f  language 

proficiency developm ent am ong ESL prim ary school pupils to the lower three CEFR 

proficiency levels as any attem pt to go beyond these would be a dangerous over-estim ation o f 

cognitive developm ent which. Little points out, could actually “ underm ine the 'universal' 

nature o f  the com m on reference levels” (ibid: 6). In addition, it must also be remembered 

that, given the limited duration o f  the English language support program m e, the aim o f  the 

Benchm arks is to  “ specify the m inimum proficiency required for full participation in 

mainstream  schooling” (IILT 2003: 3), not to chart ESL pupils’ L2 progression from its 

outset to som e developm entally arbitrary near-native speaker level. Consequently, Level B1 

was determ ined a feasible target to be attained across the com m unicative activities described 

by the Benchm arks (as appropriate to age, considering L2 literacy), to ensure that ESL pupils 

could then continue their L2 learning autonom ously in the mainstream  classroom  (Little 

2010, personal com m unication).

The im plications o f  this necessary limitation o f  the Benchm arks will be discussed in 

Section 1.3.2. However, at this point it is sufficient to stress that the disparity between the 

range o f  proficiency covered by the Benchm arks and that encom passed by the CEFR m ay 

actually reinforce the relation between both docum ents in a way which renders the CEFR 

m ore relevant to  the needs o f  young learners. Applying the Fram ew ork in this restricted 

sense to account for age-related differentials in general com petence thus allows for the 

elaboration o f  an action-oriented, com prehensive, plurilingual guide to language learning, 

teaching and assessm ent w hich is also sensitive to the cognitive capacity o f  its target group, 

such as the one offered by the Benchmarks.
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The second m ajor m odification o f  the CEFR undertaken in the developm ent o f  the 

Benchmarics -  that o f  restricting description o f  language use to dom ains o f  relevance to ESL 

pupils at prim ary school in Ireland -  must also be considered. Again, however, it seem s that 

this adaptation is wholly within the ideological approach o f  the Fram ework and that it may 

actually m ake the CEFR m ore pertinent and capable o f  responding to the needs o f  learner 

groups beyond those for which it was originally intended. Regarding the dom ain-focus o f  the 

Benchm arks and the resulting choices involved in presenting learning outcom es appropriate 

to the requirem ents o f  ESL prim ary school pupils, it is im portant to rem em ber that the CEFR 

is not a prescriptive curriculum  for language teaching w hich m ust be followed system atically.

On the contrary, the Fram ework allows and even envisages necessary m odification to 

facilitate its use across a wide range o f  language learning contexts. In this regard, it 

em phasises that the Com mon Reference Levels are designed as a m eans o f  representing 

successive stages o f  language proficiency in a m anner which is not only clear but also 

sufficiently ‘context-free ' to allow their adaptation in a ‘context-relevant’ fashion to 

situations o f  learning beyond those foreseen in their initial developm ent (Council o f  Europe 

200 1 :2 1 ). Looking at the C E FR ’s presentation o f  its Com m on Reference Levels as a ‘global 

sca le’ (ibid: 25), the relevance o f  the overall descriptions o f  language proficiency for the 

three lower levels: A l, A2 and B l, to the learning outcom es associated with each o f  these 

levels throughout the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks is im m ediately apparent. 

However, any adaptation o f  the CEFR to a specific learning situation involves m uch more 

than sim ply claim ing a link between objectives appropriate to that context and these general 

expressions o f  language proficiency. To derive from the CEFR ‘context-relevant’ guidelines 

for ESL instruction in Irish prim ary schools, more detailed consideration o f  the Com mon 

Reference Levels has been necessary, exam ining their expression both in term s o f  typical 

com m unicative activities and the com m unicative language com petence these require.
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The structure of the ‘Global Benchm arks o f  Com m unicative Proficiency’, presented 

as a core reference scale in Part I o f  Benchm arks, indicates how this has been done (see Table 

2 on Pages 39 and 40 to follow. Essentially, this scale is an adaptation o f  the relatively 

‘context-free’ self-assessm ent grid o f  the CEFR (Council o f  Europe 2001: 26-27) which was 

designed as a tool to help learners “profile their main language skills” in order to assess their 

own language proficiency (ibid: 25) and which, as such, sum m arises and exemplifies 

com m unicative language use across the Com m on Reference Levels (see Table 3 on Page 41). 

Obviously, the actual content o f  ‘Global Benchm arks o f  Com m unicative Proficiency’ differs 

considerably from the CEFR self-assessm ent grid. The ‘Global Benchm arks’ focus only on 

proficiency levels A l, A2 and B l; they also describe language use across each o f  the five 

types o f  com m unicative activity covered by the self-assessm ent grid (involving the skills o f  

listening, reading, spoken interaction, spoken production and writing) in term s o f  ‘context

relevant’ descriptors considering the learning needs o f  ESL pupils at primary school in 

Ireland. However, as dem onstrated in Section 1.2.3 (Table 1) while clearly grounded in the 

actualities o f  language use in the Irish prim ary school, these global descriptors remain wholly 

identifiable with the skill-specific ‘1 can ’ statem ents included in the CEFR self-assessm ent 

grid, for the three lower Com m on Reference Levels. In essence, therefore, the ‘Global 

B enchm arks’ may be regarded as an “age-appropriate and dom ain-specific version o f  the se lf 

assessm ent grid” (Little 2006a: 181).

The equivalence in the language abilities exem plified in ‘Global Benchm arks’ and the 

CEFR self-assessm ent descriptors for spoken interaction (see Section 1.2.3, Table I) 

continues across in their descriptors for the other com m unicative skills from Levels A l to B. 

Com parison o f  both these scales shows how, in designing the Benchmarks, “every effort was 

made to find secure anchors in the CEF scales” (Little 2006a: 181) while reflecting the 

particular dom ains and stages o f  language developm ent o f  prim ary-level ESL learners.
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Table 2: G lobal benchmarks o f  communicative pro fic iency (IIL T  2003: 6-7)

Global benchmarks of communicative proficiency

A1BREAKTHROUGH A2 WAYSTAGE B1THRESHOLD

Listening

U
N
D
E
R
S
T
A
N
D
I
N
G

Can recognize and understand basic words 
and phrases concerning him/herself, family 
and school.
Can understand simple questions and 
instructions when teachers and other pupils 
speak very slowly and clearly.

Can recognize and understand frequently used 
words relating to him/herself and family, 
classroom activities and routines, school 
instructions and procedures, friends and play. 
Can understand a routine instruction given 
outside school (e.g., by a traffic warden).
Can understand what is said in a familiar 
context such as buying something in a shop 
(e.g., price).
Can follow at a general level topics covered in 
the mainstream class provided key concepts and 
vocabulary have been studied in advance and 
there is appropriate visual support.
Can follow and understand a story if it is read 
slowly and clearly with visual support such as 
facial expression, gesture and pictures.

Can understand the main points of topics that are 
presented clearly in the mainstream classroom.
Can understand the main points of stories that 
are read aloud In the mainstream classroom 
Can understand a large part of a short film on a 
familiar topic provided that it is age-appropriate. 
Can understand detailed instructions given in all 
school contexts (classroom, gym, playground, 
etc.).
Can follow classroom talk between two or more 
native speakers, only occasionally needing to 
request clarification.

Reading
(if appropriate 
to the age of 
the pupil)

0-

Can recognize the letters of the alphabet. 
Can recognize and understand basic signs 
and simple notices In the school and on the 
way to school.
Can recognize and understand basic words 
on labels or posters In the classroom.
Can identify basic words and phrases In a 
new piece of text.

Can read and understand very short and simple 
texts that contain a high proportion of 
previously learnt vocabulary on familiar subjects 
(e.g., class texts, familiar stories).
Can use the alphabet to find particular items in 
lists (e.g., a name in a telephone book).

Can read and understand the main points in texts 
encountered in the mainstream class, provided 
the thematic area and key vocabulary are already 
familiar.
Can read and understand descriptions of events, 
feelings and wishes.
Can use comprehension questions to find specific 
answers in a piece of text.
Can use key words, diagrams and illustrations to 
support reading comprehension.
Can follow clearly written instructions (for 
carrying out a classroom task, assembling or 
using an object, following directions, etc.).



A1BREAKTHROUGH A2 WAYSTAGE B1THRESHOLD

s
p
E
A
K
I
N
G

Spoken
Interaction

Q-Q
Can greet, say please and thank you, and 
ask for directions to another place In the 
school.
Can respond non-verbally to basic 
directions to a place in the school when the 
other person supplements speech with 
signs or gestures.
Can give simple answers to basic questions 
when given tim e to reply and the other 
person is prepared to help.
Can make basic requests in the classroom 
or playground (e.g., for the loan of a 
pencil) and respond appropriately to the 
basic requests of others.

Can ask for attention in class.
Can greet, take leave, request and thank 
appropriately.
Can respond with confidence to familiar 
questions clearly expressed about family, 
friends, school work, hobbies, holidays, etc., but 
is not always able to keep the conversation 
going.
Can generally sustain a conversational exchange 
with a peer in the classroom when carrying out 
a collaborative learning activity (making or 
drawing something, preparing a role-play, 
presenting a puppet show, etc.).
Can express personal feelings In a simple way.

Can speak with fluency about fam iliar topics such 
as school, family, daily routine, likes and dislikes. 
Can engage with other pupils in discussing a topic 
of common interest (songs, football, pop stars, 
etc.) or in preparing a collaborative classroom 
activity.
Can keep a conversation going, though he/she 
may have some difficulty making him/herself 
understood from tim e to time.
Can repeat what has been said and convey the 
Information to another person.

Spoken
Production

Can use simple phrases and sentences to 
describe where he/she lives and people 
he/she knows, especially family members.

Can use a series of phrases and sentences to 
describe in simple terms his/her family, daily 
routines and activities, and plans for the 
Immediate or more distant future (e.g., out-o f
school activities, holiday plans).

Can retell a story that has been read In class.
Can retell the plot of a film he/she has seen or a 
book he/she has read and describe his/her 
reactions.
Can describe a special event /celebration in the 
family (religious festival, birthday, new baby, 
etc.).
Can give an account of an experience or event 
(travel, an accident, an incident that occurred, 
etc.).
Can briefly give explanations and reasons for 
opinions and plans.

W
R
I
T
I
N
G

W riting
(if appropriate 
to the age of 
the pupil)

Can copy or write his/her name.
Can copy or write words and short phrases 
tha t are being learnt in class.
Can copy or write labels on a picture.
Can copy short sentences from the board.
Can spell his/her name and address, and 
the name of the school.

Can enter newly-learnt terms In a personal or 
topic-based dictionary, possibly including 
sample sentences.
Can write short texts on specific or familiar 
topics (e.g., what I like to do when I'm  at 
home).
Can write a short message (e.g., a postcard) to 
a friend.

Can write a diary or news account with accuracy 
and coherence
Can write a short le tter describing an event or a 
situation
Can write a brief summary of a book or film
Can write an account of his/her feelings or 
reactions to an event or situation
Can write a short dialogue to be performed by 
puppets



Table 3: Self-assessment grid  o f  the CEFR (Council o f  Europe 2001: 26-27, as reproduced in IILT 2003: 24)

A 1 A 2 B 1 B 2 C l C 2

u
N
D
E
R
S
T
A
N
D
I
N
G

Listening I can  u n d e rs ta n d  fam iliar w ords 
a n d  very  basic  p h ra se s  concern ing  
m yself, m y  fam ily an d  Im m ed ia te  
co n c re te  su rro u n d in g s  w hen  
peo p le  sp e a k  slow ly an d  clearly .

I can  u n d e rs ta n d  p h ra se s  a n d  th e  
h ig h e s t freq u en cy  v ocabu lary  re la ted  
to  a re a s  o f  m o s t Im m ed ia te  persona l 
re lev an ce  ( e .g . ,  ve ry  basic  persona l 
a n d  fam ily in fo rm ation , shopp ing , 
local a re a , em p lo y m en t). I c an  catch  
th e  m ain  po in t in sh o rt ,  d e a r ,  sim ple 
m e ssa g e s  and  a n n o u n c e m e n ts .

I can  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  m ain  po in ts 
o f d e a r  s ta n d a rd  sp e e c h  on 
fam iliar m a tte rs  regularly  
e n co u n te red  in w ork, school, 
le isu re , e tc . I  can  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  
m ain  po in t o f m an y  rad io  o r  TV 
p ro g ra m m e s  o n  c u r re n t affa irs  o r 
top ics  of p e rso n a l o r  p rofessional 
in te re s t  w h en  th e  delivery  is 
re la tiv e ly  slow  and  clear.

I can  u n d e rs ta n d  e x ten d ed  speech  
a nd  lec tu re s  and  follow ev en  com plex 
lines of a rg u m e n t provided th e  topic 
Is rea so n ab ly  fam iliar. I can 
u n d e rs ta n d  m o s t TV new s and  c u rren t 
a ffairs p ro g ram m es. I can  u n d e rs ta n d  
th e  m ajo rity  o f films In s tan d a rd  
dialect.

I c an  u n d e rs ta n d  ex te n d e d  sp eech  
ev en  w hen  it is n o t d e a r ly  
s tru c tu re d  and  w hen re la tionsh ips 
a re  on ly  Implied and  n o t signalled  
explicitly . I can  u n d e rs ta n d  
te lev is ion  p ro g ram m es  and  film s 
w ith o u t too  m uch effort.

I h av e  no  difficulty in 

u n d e rs ta n d in g  an y  kind o f  spoken  

lan g u ag e , w h e th e r  live o r 

b ro a d c a s t,  ev en  w h en  d e liv ered  a t 

f a s t  n a tiv e  sp e e d , p rovided  I have  

s o m e  tim e to  g e t fam iliar with th e  

accen t.

Reading

Q -

I can  u n d e rs ta n d  fam iliar n am es , 
w ords and  ve ry  sim p le  se n te n c e s , 
fo r e x am p le  o n  no tice s  and  
p o s te rs  o r  In ca ta lo g u e s .

I c an  read  ve ry  sh o rt,  sim p le  te x ts . I 
can  find specific, p red ic tab le  
Inform ation  In sim p le  everyday  
m a te r ia l such  a s  ad v e rtis e m e n ts , 
p ro sp e c tu se s , m e n u s  and  tim e tab le s  
and  I can  u n d e rs ta n d  sh o rt sim p le  
p erso n a l le tte rs .

I can  u n d e rs ta n d  tex ts  th a t  consis t 
m ain ly  of high freq u en cy  everyday  
o r J o b -re la ted  lan g u ag e . I can 

u n d e rs ta n d  th e  d escrip tion  of 
e v e n ts , feelings and  w ish es In 
p ersona l le tte rs .

I can  read  a r t ld e s  and  rep o rts  
co n cern ed  with c o n tem p o ra ry  
p ro b lem s in which th e  w rite rs  adop t 
particu la r a tt i tu d e s  o r v iew poin ts. I 
c an  u n d e rs ta n d  co n tem p o ra ry  lite ra ry  
p rose.

I can  u n d e rs ta n d  long and  com plex  
fac tua l and  lite ra ry  tex ts , 
ap p rec ia tin g  d istinc tions o f s ty le . I 
can  u n d e rs ta n d  sp e d a lls e d  a r tld e s  
and  lo n g e r techn ica l In struc tions, 
ev en  w hen th ey  d o  n o t re la te  to 
m y  field.

I c a n  read  w ith e a s e  virtually  all 

fo rm s o f th e  w ritten  language , 

Including a b s tra c t,  s tru c tu ra lly  or 
linguistically  com plex  tex ts  such  as 

m a n u a ls , spec ia lised  a r t ld e s  and  

lite ra ry  w orks.

S
P
E
A
K
I
N
G

Spoken
In terac tion

W
I c an  In te rac t In a s im p le  w ay 
p rovided  th e  o th e r  perso n  Is 
p re p a re d  to  re p e a t o r re p h ra se  
th in g s  a t  a slow er ra te  o f sp eech  

a nd  he lp  m e  fo rm u la te  w h at t'm  
trying to  say . I c an  a sk  and  
a n sw e r  sim p le  q u es tio n s  In a re a s  
of Im m ed ia te  need  o r  o n  very  
fam iliar top ics.

I can  com m u n ica te  In sim ple and  
ro u tin e  ta sk s  requ iring  a sim p le  and  
d irec t e x c h a n g e  of In form ation  on  
fam iliar top ics  a n d  ac tiv ities. I can 
h an d le  very  s h o r t  social ex ch an g es , 
ev en  th o u g h  I c a n 't  usually  
u n d e rs ta n d  en o u g h  to  keep  th e  
c o n v e rsa tio n  going  m yself.

I can  dea l w ith m o s t s itua tions 
likely to  a r is e  w hilst travelling  in an 
a re a  w h e re  th e  lan g u ag e  Is 
sp o k en . 1 can  e n te r  un p rep a red  
Into conv e rsa tio n  on  top ics  th a t a re  
fam iliar, o f p erso n a l in te re s t o r 
p e r tin e n t to  ev e ry d ay  life (e .g ., 
fam ily, h obb les , w ork, travel and  

c u rre n t ev en ts ) .

I can  in te rac t w ith a d e g re e  o f fluency 
an d  sp o n tan e ity  th a t  m ak es  reg u la r 
In teraction  w ith na tive  sp e a k e rs  q u ite  
possib le . I c an  ta k e  a n  ac tive  p a r t  in 
d iscussion  in fam iliar con tex ts , 
a ccoun ting  fo r a n d  susta in in g  m y 
view s.

I can  e x p re ss  m y se lf fluen tly  and  
s p o n ta n e o u s ly  w ithou t m uch 
o bv ious search ing  for e x p re ssio n s. 
I can  u se  lan g u ag e  flexibly and  
effectively  for social and  
pro fessiona l p u rp o se s . I can  
fo rm u la te  id eas  an d  o p in ions w ith 
p recision  and  re la te  m y 
c o n tribu tion  skilfully to  th o se  of 
o th e r  sp eak e rs .

I c a n  tak e  p a r t  e ffo rtless ly  in any  

c o n v e rsa tio n  o r d iscu ssio n  and 

h a v e  a  good  fam iliarity  with 

id iom atic  e x p re ss io n s  and  

co lloquialism s. I can  ex p re s s  

m y se lf fluen tly  and  co nvey  finer 

s h a d e s  of m ean in g  precisely . If I 

do  h a v e  a p rob lem  I can  b ack track  

a nd  re s tru c tu re  a ro u n d  th e  

d ifficulty so sm o o th ly  th a t o th e r  

p eo p le  a r e  h ard ly  aw a re  o f it.

Spoken
Production

Q -

I can  u se  sim p le  p h ra se s  and  
s e n te n c e s  to  d e sc rib e  w h e re  I live 
a nd  peo p le  I know.

I  c a n  u se  a s e r ie s  of p h ra se s  and  
s e n te n c e s  to  d esc rib e  In sim p le  te rm s  
m y  fam ily and  o th e r  peop le , living 
co n d itio n s, m y ed u ca tio n a l 
back g ro u n d  an d  m y  p re s e n t o r m o st 
re c e n t)o b .

I can  c o n n ec t p h ra se s  in a  sim ple 
w ay In o rd e r  to  desc rib e  
e x p e rien ces  a n d  e v e n ts , m y 
d re a m s , h o p es  and  am bitions. I 
c an  briefly g ive rea so n s  and  
e x p lan a tio n s  for op in ions and 
p lan s. I  c an  n a r ra te  a  s to ry  o r 
re la te  th e  plot o f a  book  o r  film and 
d esc rib e  m y reac tio n s.

I can  p re se n t c lear, de ta iled  
d esc rip tio n s on  a w ide ran g e  of 
su b je c ts  re la ted  to  m y  field of 
In te re s t. I can  explain  a view poin t on  
a topical is su e  giving th e  a d v a n ta g e s  
and  d isad v a n ta g e s  of v arious o p tions.

I can  p re se n t d e a r ,  de ta iled  
d esc rip tio n s o f com plex  su b je c ts  
in teg ra tin g  s u b - th e m e s , developing  
particu la r po in ts  an d  rounding  off 
w ith an  ap p ro p ria te  conclusion .

I  c an  p re s e n t a d e a r ,  sm o o th ly - 

flowing d esc rip tio n  o r  a rg u m e n t In 

a s ty le  ap p ro p ria te  to  th e  co n tex t 
an d  with a n  e ffec tive  logical 

S tru c tu re  w hich he lp s  th e  re d p le n t 

to  no tice  and  re m e m b e r sign ifican t 

po in ts .

W
R
I
T
I
N
G

W riting I c an  w rite  a  sh o rt,  sim p le  
p o s tca rd , for e x a m p le  send ing  
holiday g re e tin g s . I c an  fill in 
fo rm s with p erso n a l de ta ils , for 
e x a m p le  en te r in g  m y  n am e, 
n a tiona lity  a n d  a d d re s s  o n  a  ho tel 
reg is tra tio n  fom i.

..

I  can  w rite  sh o rt,  sim p le  n o te s  and  
m e s s a g e s .  I c a n  w rite  a  very  sim p le  
p erso n a l le tte r ,  fo r e x am p le  thank ing  
s o m e o n e  fo r so m e th in g .

I can  w rite  sim p le  co n n ec ted  tex t 

on  top ics  which a r e  fam iliar o r  of 
p ersona l In te re s t. I can  w rite  
p ersona l le tte rs  describ ing  
e x p e rie n c e s  and  Im pressions.

I c an  w rite  c lear, d e ta iled  tex t on  a 
w ide ra n g e  of s u b je c ts  re la ted  to  m y 
In te re s ts . I can  w rite  an e ssay  or 
rep o rt, passing  on  inform ation  or 
giving re a so n s  In su p p o rt o f o r ag a in s t 

a  particu la r po in t o f view . I can  write 
le tte rs  h igh lighting th e  persona l 
sign ificance of e v e n ts  and  
exp e rien ces .

I can  ex p re s s  m y se lf in c lea r, well- 

s tru c tu re d  te x t,  e x p re ssin g  poin ts 
o f view  a t  so m e  len g th , I can  w rite  
a b o u t com plex  su b je c ts  in a le tte r ,  
a n  e s sa y  o r  a  re p o rt,  underlin ing  
w h a t I co n s id e r to  be th e  sa lien t 
Issues . I can  se le c t a  s ty le  
ap p ro p ria te  to  th e  re a d e r  in m ind.

I can  w rite  c lea r, sm ooth ly-flow ing  

te x t In a n  a p p ro p ria te  s ty le . 1 can  

w rite  com plex  le tte r s , re p o r ts  o r 
a r t ld e s  w hich p re se n t a c a se  w ith 

a n  e ffective logical s tru c tu re  w hich 

h e lp s  th e  rec ip ien t to  no tice  and  
re m e m b e r sign ifican t po in ts . I can  

w rite  su m m a rie s  a n d  rev iew s of 

p ro fessiona l o r lite ra ry  w orks.



Throughout the descriptive scales for each o f  the thirteen ‘Units o f  W ork’ included in 

Part II o f  the Benchm arks, L2 learning outcom es have been likewise expressed as instances 

o f  com m unicative language use directly linked to the lower three Common Reference Levels 

o f  the CEFR. Through clear but very specific derivation o f  the CEFR, the Benchm arks thus 

serve as the basis for an action-oriented guide to ESL learning, teaching and assessm ent 

w hich, as advocated by the Fram ew ork, can be applied in an extrem ely ‘context-relevant’ 

manner.

However, adapting the CEFR to m eet the needs o f  ESL pupils at Irish prim ary schools 

has involved m ore than sim ply re-writing the three low er levels o f  its self-assessm ent grid in 

an age and context appropriate fashion. By adopting techniques similar to those em ployed by 

the CEFR, particularly in their illustrative scales for com m unicative activities and language 

com petences, the Benchm arks have the capacity to offer detailed insights into the language 

learning outcom es associated with proficiency levels A l,  A2 and B1 for ESL pupils in Irish 

prim ary schools. This is evident in the scales they provide to describe both the developm ent 

o f  linguistic com petence and skill-related proficiency within specific them atic areas o f 

language use.

With regard to the former, the ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic C om petence’ 

included in Part I o f  the Benchm arks (presented in Table 4, see over), indicate the knowledge 

o f  the lexical, gram m atical, phonological and orthographic systems o f  English which ESL 

pupils are likely to exhibit across the three lower Com m on Reference Levels. As such they 

can be used in com bination with the ‘Global Benchm arks o f  Com municative Proficiency’, or 

with any o f  the scales provided for the them atically arranged ‘Units o f  W ork’, to  determ ine 

the level o f  linguistic com petence which ESL pupils m ay be able to activate in relation to a 

given skill at any stage o f  their developing English L2 proficiency.
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Table 4: Global scales o f  underlying linguistic competence (IILT  2003: 8)

Global scales of underlying linguistic competence

A1BREAKTHROUGH A2 WAYSTAGE B1THRESHOLD

VocaDuiary
control

Can recognize, understand and use a limited 
range of basic vocabulary which has been used 
repeatedly in class or has been specifically 
taught.

Can recognize, understand and use a range of 
vocabulary associated with concrete everyday 
needs or learning experiences (e.g., topics or 
routines that have been introduced and practised 
in class).

Can recognize, understand and use a range of 
vocabulary related to fam iliar classroom themes, 
school routines and activities. Errors still occur 
when the pupil attempts to express more 
complex ideas or handle unfam iliar topics.

Grammatical
accuracy

Can use a very lim ited number of grammatical 
structures and simple sentence patterns that 
he/she has learnt by repeated use (e.g., My 
name i s ...)

Can use simple grammatical structures that have 
been learnt and practised in class. Makes 
frequent basic mistakes with tenses, prepositions 
and personal pronouns, though when he/she is 
speaking or writing about a fam iliar topic the 
meaning is generally clear.

Can communicate with reasonable accuracy on 
fam iliar topics (those being studied or occurring 
frequently during the school day). Meaning is 
clear despite errors. Unfamiliar situations or 
topics present a challenge, however, particularly 
when the connection to fam iliar patterns is not 
obvious.

Phonological
control

Can pronounce a very lim ited repertoire of learnt 
and fam iliar words and phrases. Native speakers 
who are aware of what the pupil has been 
learning and fam iliar with the pronunciation 
patterns of pupils from different language 
backgrounds can understand his/her 
pronunciation, but sometimes with difficulty.

Can pronounce familiar words (those being learnt 
in class or used in the school generally) in a 
reasonably clear manner, though with a 
noticeable foreign accent. I t  is sometimes 
necessary to ask the pupil to repeat what he/she 
has said.

Can pronounce words with confidence in a clearly 
intelligible way. Some mispronunciations still 
occur, but in general he/she is closely fam iliar 
with the sounds of English.

Orthographic
control
(if appropriate 
to the age of 
the pupil)

Can copy keywords from the board, flashcards or 
posters.
Can copy or w rite h is/her name, address and the 
name of the school.

Can copy or write short sentences or phrases 
related to what is being studied in class. 
Sentence breaks are generally accurate.
Words tha t he/she uses orally may be written 
with phonetic accuracy but inaccurate spelling.

Can produce short pieces of continuous writing 
tha t are generally intelligible throughout. 
Spelling, punctuation and layout are accurate 
enough to be followed most of the time.



The origins o f the ‘Global Scales o f Underlying Linguistic Competence’ may be 

found in the CEFR’s expression o f the Common Reference Levels in terms o f ‘qualitative 

aspects o f spoken language use’ (Council o f Europe 2001: 28-29), and the illustrative scales 

for linguistic competence included in Chapter 5 o f the Framework for the four formal 

elements o f language use covered by the Benchmarks. Again comparisons between these 

CEFR scales and the Benchmarks’ expression o f learning outcomes in relation to developing 

linguistic ability indicate equivalence. For example, in the Benchmarks’ ‘Global Scales of 

Underlying Linguistic Competence’, the descriptor for grammatical accuracy at level A2 is 

( IIL T  2003: 8):

Can use simple grammatical structures that have been learnt and practised in class. Makes 

frequent mistakes with tenses, prepositions and personal pronouns, though when he/she is 

speaking or writing about a familiar topic the meaning is generally clear.

This clearly links to A2-level descriptor included in the CEFR’s illustrative scale for

grammatical accuracy (Council o f Europe 2001: 114):

Uses some simple structures correctly, but still systematically makes basic mistakes -  for 

example tends to mix up tenses and forget to mark agreement; nevertheless it is usually 

clear what he/she is trying to say.

Additional information regarding aspects o f communicative language competence,

particularly its sociolinguistic and pragmatic components, is also contained within the

‘Global Benchmarks o f Communicative Proficiency’ and some o f the thematic scales, for

example. Unit 1 (Myself) and Unit 2 (Our School). In the ‘Global Benchmarks’, one o f the

descriptors for spoken interaction at level A1 (IIL T  2003: 8):

Can greet, say please and thank you, and ask for directions to another place in the school, 

incorporates many o f the criteria included in the CEFR descriptor for sociolinguistic

appropriateness at this level (Council o f Europe 2001: 122):

Can establish basic social contact by using the simplest everyday polite forms of; greetings 

and farewells; introductions; saying please, thank you, sorry, etc.
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Regarding the m ore detailed description o f  com m unicative language use provided by 

the ‘Units o f  Wori<’ in Part II o f  the Benchmarks, it is clear that the presentation o f  these 13 

units differs som ewhat from the system o f  illustrative scales o f  com m unicative activities and 

strategies offered by the CEFR in that its organisation is them atic rather than functional (see 

Section 1.3.2 for further evaluation). Nevertheless, sim ilarities between the focus o f  the 

Benchm arks and the CEFR are maintained. The ‘Units o f  W ork’ offer a more extensive 

taxonom y o f  the language abilities likely to be associated with successive proficiency levels, 

already described in general term s in the ‘Global Benchm arks o f  Com m unicative 

P roficiency’, ju s t as the illustrative scales presented in C hapter 4 o f  the CEFR offer 

considerably more detail than the scales sum m arising the Com m on Reference Levels 

provided in its C hapter 3. Thus, sim ilar to the C E FR ’s illustrative scales, the Benchmark 

‘Units o f  W ork’ com prise, for each skill at each level o f  proficiency covered, a 

com prehensive account o f  the com m unicative activities and strategies typically associated 

with language use involving skill at that proficiency level. For example, the global 

descriptors for reading at Level A2 (lILT 2003: 6):

Can read and understand very short and sim ple texts that contain a high proportion of previously 

learnt vocabulary on familiar subjects (e.g., class texts, familiar stories).

Can use th e alphabet to  find particular item s in lists (e.g., a nam e in a telep h on e book).

links to the more specific reading descriptors for Level A2 included in Unit o f  W ork 3 (Food

and clothes) such as (ibid.: 12):

Can read and understand the m enu from a cafe or fast-food outlet.

Can read and understand the nam es of foods typically seen  in the supermarket.

Can read and understand sim ple descriptions of food or clothing that occur in a story.

Clearly, the language activities referred to in these descriptors could be reclassified on

the basis o f  their purpose, using the illustrative scales provided by the CEFR at level A2 for

“ reading for orientation” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 70):

Can find specific, predictable information in sim ple everyday material such as advertisem ents, 

prospectuses, m enus, reference lists and tim etables.
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Can locate specific information in lists and isolate the information required (e.g. use the 'Yellow 
Pages' to  find a service or tradesm an).

Can understand everyday signs and notices; in public places, such as streets, restaurants, railway 

stations; in workplaces, such as directions, instructions, hazard warnings, 

and “reading for inform ation and argum ent” (ibid.: 70):

Can identify specific information in simpler written material h e /sh e  encounters such as letters, 

brochures and short new spaper articles describing events.

Likewise, the strategies im plied in the execution o f  these activities could also be explicitly 

identified in accordance with the CEFR descriptors for “ identifying cues and inferring” at this 

stage o f  proficiency (ibid.: 72):

Can use an idea o f the overall meaning of short texts and utterances on everyday topics of a 

concrete type to  derive th e probable meaning of unknown words from the context.

However, within a prim ary-level ESL curriculum , such representation may not be the

most effective or detailed m eans o f  describing language use, due to the restricted range o f

proficiency covered by the Benchm arks considering the age and conceptual developm ent o f

learners, the restricted dom ain span in this context o f  learning, and the limited duration o f

English language support. The them e-based descriptive schem e adopted by the Benchm arks

can therefore be viewed as a necessary rearrangem ent o f  aspects o f  the CEFR illustrative

scales for com m unicative activities and strategies. As such, the presentation o f  the ‘Units o f

W ork’, which are designed for interpretation with reference to the ‘Global Benchm arks o f

Com m unicative P roficiency’ and the ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic C om petence’,

constitutes m erely an adjustm ent o f  form at rather than approach. Thus the Benchmarks, in

adapting the broad range o f  the Fram ework to suit the more specific needs o f  its target group,

retain the C E FR ’s ‘action-oriented’ focus on com m unicative language use as context for

language learning, while responding directly to the requirem ents o f  ESL pupils at primary'

school in Ireland.

Finally, the B enchm arks’ skills-based description o f  indicators o f developing 

language proficiency, which is clearly derived from the CEFR and is evident in both the

[46]



‘Global Benchmarks o f  Communicative Proficiency’ and the thematic scales for the ‘ Units o f 

W ork’ , appears to be particularly relevant to the language learning needs o f primary school 

children. Describing proficiency development in terms o f skill-specific communicative 

activities is useful for several reasons. Firstly, it accounts for the reality that every learner’ s 

experience o f language learning is inherently individual and unique, and that learners in 

different contexts or at different stages o f their learning may use and need abilities in 

different skills, to different degrees. In this way, it also allows for the recognition o f partial 

competences, which is fundamental to the CEFR’s ‘ p lurilingual’ agenda. Regarding the 

Benchmarks, this can reveal ESL pupils’ strengths in terms o f  the skills in which they are 

most proficient and to highlight skills with which they require greater support. In addition, 

describing language learning outcomes as communicative activities allows the Benchmarks to 

recognise pupils’ achievements and to facilitate the setting o f new, individually appropriate 

learning goals.

Such a capacity is particularly important when dealing with young learners in L2- 

dominant immersion education since the development o f  L2 oral skills and L2 literacy may 

follow quite separate paths. This discrepancy between the emergence o f socially 

contextualised speaking skills and the more decontextualised demands o f  engagement with 

written language has been highlighted by Cummins (2000, 2001, see Section 2.5.2 for 

discussion o f BICS/CALP and their implications for L2 literacy). A t this point it is, however, 

worth noting that employing a skills-based representational technique could be pedagogically 

informative in describing both the social and cognitive aspects o f L2 proficiency o f young 

learners. Obviously actual language use inevitably involves interaction between the skills 

associated with the five types o f  communicative activities outlined by the Benchmarks. 

Nevertheless, without suggesting any kind o f artificial compartmentalisation, the
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Benchmarks’ capacity for skill-specific focus may help them respond in a particularly 

sensitive way to the language needs o f  young children in L2-dominant education.

Among young L2 learners, oral and written abilities may develop at different rates 

and under different conditions. Even in the case o f  L I acquisition, in which spoken language 

skills develop naturally in an informal environment, literacy skills need to be “ formally 

taught and learnt”  (Byram 2006: 7). Sim ilarly in L2 learning, while oral ability may develop 

rapidly among children experiencing education and socialisation in the target language 

environment, L2 reading and writing skills are likely to require considerably more 

instruction. L2 oral proficiency alone may be a deceptive indicator, therefore, o f the child ’ s 

overall L2 development including his/her literacy-related abilities. Indeed, it may mask 

serious difficulties in the area o f L2 literacy. The Benchmarks, since they describe 

communicative skills individually but within an integrated representation o f proficiency have 

the capacity to expose such "‘concealed language difficulties”  (Knapp 2006: 8), among 

children with developed L2 oral abilities but underlying literacy problems (see Section 2.5.2 

for further discussion). Their skill-based format also allows the Benchmarks to be applied 

flexibly across the entire primary level age cohort (four to twelve years in Ireland), since the 

progress o f very young learners may be mapped primarily on the basis o f the descriptors for 

listening and speaking across the Benchmarks even though their literacy skills may be (for 

age-related reasons), in the very earliest stages o f development.

Examination o f the relevance o f the CEFR’s descriptive scheme to the Benchmarks 

and the needs o f their target group thus reveals that the Framework, when judiciously 

modified, can serve as an appropriate foundation for an L2 curriculum designed for ESL 

pupils at primary school in Ireland. The possible pedagogical advantages inherent in offering 

such a curriculum which, like the CEFR, is both ‘ action-oriented’ and ‘ plurilingual’ in its 

focus, as well as defining L2 proficiency clearly using context-specific criteria, w ill be
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discussed in Section 1.2.5 to follow. At this point, though, it is im portant to highlight the 

significance o f  the derivation o f  the Benchm arks from the C EFR with regard to the aim s o f 

the present study. The design choice involved in deriving what are essentially functionally 

expressed criteria for English language support from the CEFR, fram es the L2 curriculum  

presented by the Benchm arks. Since my research question asks ‘how, and, if  at all, how well 

do the learning outcom es described by the Benchm arks reflect actual patterns o f  L2 

acquisition evident am ong ESL pupils at primary school in Ireland?’ this study involves 

com paring a functional curriculum  to formal features offering evidence o f  L2 developm ent. 

The extent to which any relation em erges between the Benchm ark learning outcom es and the 

L2 indicators extracted from ESL pupils actual L2 use, should then offer useful information 

as to whether, and, if  at all, how well the description o f  language functions can serve as a 

basis for language learning, teaching and assessm ent that is reflective o f  L2 acquisition 

am ong its target group.

1.2.5 Pedagogical implications

(i) The CEFR and language pedagogy

The approach to language learning and use adopted by the CEFR raises significant issues for 

language pedagogy w hich are also likely to influence the im plem entation o f  the English 

language support curriculum  outlined by the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks. 

Although the CEFR insists on its “neutral” position as a reference for learning, teaching and 

assessm ent (Council o f  Europe 2001; 18), its view o f  language use as the m eans by which 

individuals perform tasks in specific social contexts has substantial im plications for both the 

conceptualisation o f  the Fram ework and its application to actual situations o f  learning. 

Consequently, it “carries an im portant m essage for language pedagogy” (Little 2006c; 2). In 

addition, while the Fram ework refrains from recom m ending a specific m ethodological 

approach, it nonetheless highlights, in its C hapter 6, concerns that must be taken into account
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at both curriculum  and classroom  level if  conditions conducive to its perception o f  language 

learning and use are to be created.

Prime am ong these issues is the C E FR ’s view that language learning is inseparable 

from language use. The Fram ew ork’s overall approach and its description o f  developing 

language proficiency (outlined in Sections 1.2.3 and 1.2.4) requires an appreciation o f  the 

range o f  com m unicative activities that the learner is likely to engage in, the resulting tasks 

he/she will have to  accom plish and the strategic activation o f  his/her com petences that this 

will involve. In this regard, the ‘can d o ’ descriptors presented in the CEFR scales m ay be 

interpreted as a specification o f  language-related tasks, which serves to characterise language 

proficiency at progressive stages in the learning process. They also identify specific learning 

objectives or goals which the individual learner can aspire to and attain as his/her proficiency 

progresses. Furtherm ore, since the CEFR scales may be flexibly applied, both to give a global 

overview  o f  a learner’s proficiency and to focus on the skills, activities and com petences o f  

greatest relevance to him /her at any particular point in his/her learning, they can also account 

for uneven progress and partial com petence which, as pointed out in Section 1.2.4, is a 

fundamental aspect o f  plurilingualism.

However, the CEFR is reluctant to subscribe to a specific theoretical position in 

relation either to the internal processes that influence language learning or to the pedagogical 

consequences inherent in the methodological choices which m ay result from applying or 

adapting the Fram ew ork. Rather, it delegates responsibility for theoretical decision-m aking 

to language education practitioners, involved in the design o f  curricula, exam inations and 

resources as well as actual classroom teaching, by m erely outlining the issues they will have 

to address in their respective roles in a “partnership for learning” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 

140). Nevertheless, it worth noting the im portance that the CEFR accords w ithin these 

considerations to the role o f  tasks in the formulation o f  learning objectives, the significance
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o f  reflection in relation to both teaching and learning, and the prom otion o f  learner autonom y 

as a pedagogical goal.

Furtherm ore, although accepting all teaching m ethods that are “considered to be most 

effective in reaching the objectives agreed in the light o f  the needs o f  the individual learners 

in their social context” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 142), the CEFR does provide a frame o f 

reference within which practitioners can identify their particular approaches and justify  or 

m odify these as appropriate. ‘E ffectiveness’ in this sense, however, implies much more than 

the econom ic allocation o f  hum an and m aterial teaching resources. Rather, it is “contingent 

on the m otivations and characteristics o f  the learners” (ibid: 142). Therefore, the ability o f  a 

pedagogical intervention to fulfil the com m unicative needs underlying any given learner’s 

objectives -  a process which will be further influenced by his/her individual cognitive style -  

may be viewed as the key criterion in determ ining its success. Naturally, variation is to be 

expected am ong learners both in term s o f  learning objectives and in the teaching methods 

best suited to meet them. The developm ent o f  phonological com petence, for example, may 

be accorded varying degrees o f  em phasis, using a range o f  techniques am ong learners o f 

d ifferent ages, at different stages o f  their proficiency, considering its significance within their 

learning priorities (see Council o f  Europe 2001: 132).

The CEFR therefore seem s to advocates flexibility and informed reflection with 

regard to pedagogical choice. W hile presenting an eclectic array o f  m ethodological options, 

the Fram ework encourages, in its application in any specific learning/teaching context, the 

evaluation o f  general approaches to teaching and learning. These include the degree and 

m eans o f  exposure to the target language, the respective roles o f  the teacher, learner and 

instructional media, and the nature and function o f  the texts involved. It also encourages 

reflective analysis o f  the specification o f  tasks and their associated activities, the strategies 

advocated for com m unication and/or learning, and pedagogical aim s regarding the
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developm ent o f  the learner’s general and com m unicative language com petences. Within 

these flexible param eters, however, it would by no means be inappropriate to view the 

fram ework as “a set o f  resources for planning, im plem enting and assessing learner-centred, 

action-based language learning and teaching” (Heyworth 2004; 21).

Tasks

The role o f  tasks in language teaching is em phasised further by the CEFR in its C hapter 7, 

which devotes particular attention to their dual function as com m unicative language events, 

and identifiable units o f  language learning. It distinguishes between “ real-life” tasks based 

on the sim ulation o f  actual situations o f  language use, which the learner is likely to encounter 

outside the classroom  environm ent, and “com m unicative pedagogic” tasks, which generally 

focus on the m echanism s o f  language use, such as its linguistic features and its associated 

strategies (Council o f  Europe 2001: 157). The Fram ew ork m aintains that the latter type o f  

task can be equally ‘com m unicative’ in the sense that it allows genuine discourse in relation 

to the process o f  learning that may result in the vital developm ent o f  language aw areness and 

general m etacognitive skills. Furtherm ore, in the context o f  L2-im m ersion in primary 

education the boundaries between ‘real-life’ and ‘com m unicative pedagogic’ tasks blur, as 

‘pedagogic’ activities are very much ‘real-life’ events in the experience o f  schoolchildren. 

W hen the L2 is the medium through which learners interact to plan and perform ‘pedagogic’ 

tasks which are an essential part o f  their ‘real-life’ education -  as is necessarily the case for 

ESL pupils in Irish primary schools -  the opportunities for L2 learning (by attending to both 

m eaning and form in a com m unicative and ‘realistic’ context) m ay be enhanced. For young 

learners in L2 immersion education, com m unicating through the L2 in the process o f  

com pleting classroom  tasks could, in this way, encourage reflection on the language used in 

these activities for leading to further, m ore autonom ous L2 learning. It could also enable
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these learners to engage more effectively with the content o f  such tasks, and thus facilitate 

cognitive learning as well.

By highlighting factors likely to influence task perform ance, the CEFR offers some 

indication as to how its ‘action-oriented’ approach to learning is to be realised in the language 

classroom . These factors include aspects o f  the learner’s com petences, which vary on an 

individual basis depending upon his/her cognitive, affective and linguistic characteristics at 

any given point in his/her L2 learning. The conditions and constraints imposed by the task 

will further affect perform ance, with the level o f  support provided, time, the required goal or 

response, the physical environm ent, task predictability and the o ther participants and/or texts 

involved also contributing to the overall degree o f  challenge it poses. The significance o f  the 

task as an instance o f  com m unication subject to an individually specific level o f  engagem ent 

is, therefore, clearly acknowledged. Consequently, considering the priority accorded to the 

task in the Fram ew ork’s behavioural description o f  language use and proficiency, the 

pedagogical stance o f  the CEFR may be seen to “point unam biguously in the direction o f  

task-based learning” (Little 2006a: 169).

(ii) Relevance to the Benchmarks

W hile the inclusive approach to language pedagogy adopted by the CEFR, seems to 

incorporate a broad spectrum  o f  teaching methods, issues highlighted by the Fram ew ork, 

nam ely the role o f  tasks, the im portance o f  reflection in both teaching and learning, and the 

developm ent o f  plurilingual com petence as an integral aspect o f  holistic and potentially life

long learning, have significant im plications for classroom  practice in im plem enting the 

Framework as a learning/teaching tool. Looking at the English Language Proficiency 

Benchm arks, it is clear that such pedagogical assum ptions are also inherent in the global 

scales and ‘Units o f  W ork’. The resources for English language support teachers 

accom panying the Benchm arks further focus on the im portance o f  tasks, reflection and the
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recognition o f  plurilingual abilities across com m unicative language skills. This leads to 

questions as to the specific relevance o f  these pedagogical approaches to the context o f  

English language support for ESL pupils in Irish prim ary schools. The m erits and 

effectiveness o f  these CEFR-derived guidelines for ESL teaching in the context o f  prim ary 

education in Ireland must, therefore, be considered.

Regarding the role o f  tasks in language learning, the Benchm ark descriptors, like their 

CEFR counterparts, not only offer teachers a com prehensive representation o f  the language 

proficiency developm ent, but they may also function as task specifications for each o f  the 

skills, at each o f  the proficiency levels covered. The Benchm arks have a further advantage 

since, in the context o f  ESL teaching to pupils from a great diversity o f  hom e language 

backgrounds, their application is by default through the target language. As pointed out in 

relation to the CEFR above, the fact that the Benchm arks were prim arily designed for the 

educational dom ain o f  language use, m eans that the proxim ity between the ‘real-life’ and 

‘com m unicative pedagogic’ tasks suggested by their descriptors is very close. M any 

descriptors have obvious ‘real-life’ relevance, although from the perspective o f  a child this 

may be ‘real’ in the context o f  sim ulated play. For exam ple the descriptor for reading at 

L evel A2 included in Unit 3 -  Food and clothes (lILT 2003: 12):

Can read and understand the menu from a cafe or fast-food outlet.

On the other hand, some descriptors draw  specific attention to aspects o f  linguistic form, but 

set in the context o f  a typical school activity which would be very m uch part o f  the prim ary 

school ch ild ’s ‘real’ life experience. For exam ple, the Level A2 descriptor for reading 

included in Unit 1 -  M yself (IlLT 2003: 10):

Can use th e alphabet to  find h is/her name in a list.

In this way, even m ore ostensibly ‘pedagogic’ descriptors suggest tasks that are, for a prim ary 

school ESL pupil ‘real-life’ occasions o f  language use for cognitive learning both in the 

context o f  English language support and in the m ainstream  classroom.
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The Benchmarks’ blending o f ‘real-life’ and ‘communicative pedagogic’ tasks 

suggested by the language activities they describe therefore allow not only for a focus on the 

transfer o f meaning, but also, more implicitly, on formal aspects o f the language required for 

these communicative activities. Furthermore, these tasks are set within thematically and 

often structurally similar contexts to activities which ESL pupils are likely to encounter in the 

mainstream classroom and the social life o f the school. Such tasks therefore provide 

opportunities for the development o f both communicative and “meta-communicative” skills, 

as advocated by the CEFR (Council o f Europe 2001: 158), through reflection upon both 

language use and aspects o f their own language learning process. The fostering o f  an ability 

to learn and the promotion o f autonomous learning in this manner may be viewed as not only 

a desirable but an essential goal o f  the English language support programme, given its mere 

two-year span and the long-term demands upon ESL pupils to function both socially and 

academically through their L2.

This aim, embodied in the Benchmarks, is further manifest in the primary level 

European Language Portfolio (ELP), particularly in its language biography checklists which 

are derived from the descriptors included in the Benchmarks’ ‘Units o f  W ork’ and which 

provide concrete opportunities for “goal-setting and self-assessment” (Little 2005: 331). 

While the role o f the ELP as an assessment tool will be discussed further in Section 1.2.6, it 

is worth noting at this point its potential for reflection on learning and motivating self- 

direction. Its positive focus allows pupils to think about what they ‘can do’ with their L2, 

based on their own ability to complete meaningful tasks, and then to set new task-based goals 

which link clearly to the Benchmark descriptors. The primary level ELP may therefore be 

viewed as an instrument “that supports language learning through language use yet 

encourages the reflective development o f explicit knowledge about language from the 

learner’s sense o f what she can do in her L2(s) through analytic knowledge o f the linguistic
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form and the structure o f  linguistic com m unication to  aw areness o f  the language- 

em beddedness o f  culture” (Little 2006d: 8).

As well as prom oting task-based, autonom ous learning, the Benchm arks also support 

a pedagogy that values partial com petences, em phasising in their introduction that the 

progress o f  an individual pupil “will rarely be entirely predictable and consistent; some skills 

m ay develop more quickly than others, and at any particular level som e o f  the tasks 

articulated in the units o f  w ork m ay prove to  be more difficult than others” (IILT 2003; 4). As 

discussed in Section 1.2.4, the individual nature o f  L2 learning m ay be associated with in the 

C E FR ’s concept o f  plurilingual com petence. Further aspects o f  plurilingualism  are addressed 

more directly in the prim ary level ELP, which in accounting for m other tongue abilities and 

additional linguistic experience in its ‘language passport’ (IILT, 2004a: 4) and its ‘language 

biography’ (ibid.: 8) provides an indication o f  the learner’s com petence with regard to 

com m unicative activities associated with both oral- and literacy-related skills.

The sensitivity o f  the Benchm arks to learners’ particular strengths or areas o f  

challenge allow s them to function as a sum m ary o f  learning objectives to be applied at an 

individual level. Teachers can therefore use the Benchmarks to assess the initial and on

going needs o f  each pupil and, based on this information, plan a course o f  teaching that takes 

into account the specific requirem ents o f  every individual learner in their English language 

support group. C onsequently, individual differences in cognitive abilities, affective 

characteristics and com m unicative language com petence can be taken into account in relation 

to task selection and interactive dynam ics. The child-centred approach m ay offer useful 

pedagogical insights, enabling the teacher to respond to issues o f  particular relevance to each 

individual pupil, in a classroom  context which is often typified by significant diversity in 

term s o f  age, L2 proficiency, and home language and cultural background. In this respect, 

the prim ary level ELP also serves as a practical tool. Each statem ent it provides (especially
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those presented in its biography checklists) constitutes a “ learning activity” , which can be 

used to enable teachers to plan lessons, considering the individual needs o f  their ESL pupils, 

and to guide the overall course o f  English language support provided to each pupil (lILT 

2004b: 5, lILT 2006: 97). The pedagogical approach advocated by the Benchm arks, which 

may be characterised as being com m unicative, reflective, learner-centred and plurilingual in 

its perspective, thus appears not only com patible with the overall vision o f  language teaching 

and learning offered by the CEFR, but is also highly appropriate to the specific requirem ents 

o f  its target group.

1.2.6 The Benchmarks: a CEFR-derived mode!for learning, teaching and assessment

(i) The CEFR as a model fo r  curriculum and assessment

In Section 1.2.5, the im plications o f  the CEFR for language teaching, its pedagogical impact 

on the Benchm arks and the appropriateness o f  this approach in the context o f  ESL instruction 

in Irish prim ary schools was discussed. However, the influence o f  the CEFR as a reference 

docum ent for language learning, teaching and assessm ent is not confined to everyday 

pedagogical practice in the language classroom. The Fram ework also serves as a w ider guide 

to the design o f  language curricula and assessm ent tools. Since the English Language 

Proficiency Benchm arks provide an ESL curriculum  for the English language support 

program m e in Irish prim ary schools it is therefore necessary to identify the key objectives o f 

C EFR-based curricula and to evaluate the Fram ew ork’s perspectives on the assessm ent o f 

learning.

The CEFR never claim s to be, in itself, a language learning curriculum  for application 

across Europe. However, as V ollm er points out, it “offers a com m on basis for developing 

objectives and describing progress according to the needs o f  each situation using shared 

reference points” (2006a: 9). Any curriculum  derived from the CEFR must, therefore, share 

its approach to the description o f  developing language proficiency and to w hat this entails in
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term s o f  classroom  practice. In this regard, the CEFR stresses that the concept o f  language 

learning as the fostering o f  pluriiingual com petence, highlighted in its characterisation o f 

language use and stressed in its perception o f  language teaching, as a central feature o f  any 

curricular initiatives to be based upon the Fram ework. As asserted in its C hapter 8, the CEFR 

supports curricula that prom ote plurilingualism  and linguistic diversity, involving the 

integrated teaching o f  a range o f  languages, as part o f  the learner’s overall developm ent and 

draw ing upon relevant aspects o f  his/her general com petences. This necessarily requires the 

consideration o f  the learner’s m other tongue abilities and cultural experience, including those 

acquired before or extraneous to schooling. A Fram ew ork-inspired curriculum  must 

recognise partial com petences, accepting that even LI language developm ent can never be 

viewed as being com plete, and m ust value the individual's know ledge o f  other languages as 

an asset within his/her overall pluriiingual com petence. In addition, it m ust prom ote diversity 

in term s o f  the com m unicative activities it encourages, allowing learners to engage with “a 

wide range o f  language uses across different skills and genres, which can [also] be seen as 

one aspect o f  a policy o f  plurilingualism ” (Flem ing 2006: 12).

However, the C EFR acknow ledges that practical and econom ic constraints will 

invariably influence curriculum -related decisions in actual situations o f  learning. As a result, 

adequate m eans o f  reconciling the ethos o f  the fram ework with the dynam ics o f  the specific 

educational context m ust be devised if  its principles are to be realistically attained. The 

Fram ew ork therefore lends itse lf to flexible adaptation for the developm ent o f  language 

curricula, provided that the com ponents o f  language use it seeks to represent are carefully 

chosen to account for the needs o f  learners and “the selection and balancing o f  objectives, 

content, ordering and m eans o f  assessm ent are closely linked to the analysis which has been 

m ade for each o f  the specified com ponents” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 171). In this way it
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em phasises that any curriculum  derived from the CEFR m ust establish clear and interactive 

links between language learning, teaching and assessm ent.

The derivation o f  the Benchm ark scales from the Com m on Reference Levels and 

illustrative scales o f  the CEFR, outlined in Section 1.2.4, indicates how the CEFR can be 

adapted to create an L2 curriculum  aim ed a specific learner group. The pedagogical 

approach recom m ended in the Benchm arks, discussed in Section 1.2.5 reveals how key 

principles expressed by the Fram ework can guide language teaching in a practical and 

beneficial m anner even to a target group, young ESL learners, beyond the original focus o f 

the CEFR. How the CEFR supports the developm ent o f  assessm ent procedures and how 

these may best relate to  CEFR -derived curricula m ust now be examined.

A ssessm ent

rhe capacity o f  the CEFR as a ' ‘m ultidim ensional” model for curriculum  design (Council o f 

Europe 2001: 175) points also to its potential for diverse application in relation to language 

assessm ent, as is outlined in its C hapter 9. In the developm ent o f  any assessm ent procedures 

three key requirem ents must be met: validity, reliability and feasibility. Any attem pt to use 

the CEFR as a basis for language assessm ent must, therefore, consider all three o f  these 

necessary criteria. Regarding validity, the Fram ew ork descriptors, particularly those 

presented in the illustrative scales, may be viewed as constructs specifying the features o f  the 

language activity and com petence(s) to be assessed in order to  obtain inform ation about the 

ability o f  learners. Considering reliability, which relates to  the pow er o f  a specific 

assessm ent to produce consistent results, the CEFR extends this concept to focus on the 

“accuracy o f  decisions” m ade using the proficiency statem ents encapsulated in the Common 

Reference Levels and incorporated within its descriptive scales (ibid: 177). C onnecting the 

reliable application o f  its descriptors as standards to the overall pursuit o f  validity in the 

design and interpretation o f  any resulting assessm ents, the Fram ew ork reveals its potential to
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serve as a reference across a wide range o f  assessment contexts. Finally, the CEFR accepts 

that, in determining criteria for actual assessments, concerns relating to feasibilit> and 

practicality within the particular learning situation must be addressed. While not all aspects of 

learners’ language use will be feasible or practical to assess, the unavoidable selectivity 

involved in deciding upon assessable constructs should not, however, detract from 

Framework-derived assessment, provided that the implications o f such choices are examined 

and acknowledged.

The CEFR also outlines its relevance to a range o f specific forms o f assessment by 

indicating: how it may be applied to measure both achievement and overall proficiency; how 

its descriptors may serve as criterion statements for standard setting, and thus be used to 

determine progress along a continuum o f proficiency, or to identify mastery o f certain 

learning objectives; how it may cater for both formative and summative assessment; how it 

facilitates a range o f assessment techniques with regard to judgem ent and rating; and how it 

may allow assessments to focus on specific aspects o f performance either through a series of 

tasks or through categorised analysis o f a single task. However, perhaps the most significant 

feature o f the Framework as a foundation for assessment is its capacity to support and 

promote self-assessment. While the CEFR undoubtedly offers guidance for the assessment o f 

the learner by others through teacher observation, performance judgem ent by examiners and 

the development o f objectively scored tests, it emphasises the equal potential o f  self- 

assessment as an “effective complement” to these more established forms o f  measuring 

proficiency (Council o f Europe 2001; 191). Structured self-assessment in accordance with 

clearly formulated descriptors can not only serve as an accurate indication o f  the learner’s 

language ability, it can also increase his/her motivation and general awareness o f  his/her own 

learning process for more effective future learning. To this end, the primary level European 

Language Portfolio -  in its function as a reporting tool directly linked to the CEFR (Little
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2006a, 2006b) -  represents a vital and adaptable resource for the encouragem ent and 

recognition o f  self-assessm ent as an integral elem ent within any C EFR-derived curriculum.

(iij Relevance to the Benchmarks

As discussed in previous sections, the developm ent o f  a curriculum for the English language 

support program m e at prim ary level in Ireland from the principles laid down by the CEFR 

entails considerable sensitivity both to the needs o f  learners and to a learning environm ent not 

expressly accounted for in the original scheme o f  the Fram ew ork’s reference. However, 

while the CEFR focuses prim arily on the learning contexts o f  adolescent and adult learners, it 

is not opposed to the idea that it may be adapted to apply to other learning situations, 

including those involving young learners. In fact, tw o exam ple curriculum  scenarios outlined 

by the Fram ework contain proposals for foreign language learning at prim ary school level, 

which it views as an essential prelim inary step in the life-long process o f  becom ing 

plurilingual.

Although these scenarios are not identical to the learning context for which the 

Benchm arks have been developed, they are worth considering in term s o f  their varying 

approaches to the introduction o f  a language other than the m other tongue am ong young 

learners. The first scenario em phasises the im portance o f  raising “ language aw areness” in a 

general, experiential and aesthetic sense, exploring the existing linguistic and cultural identity 

o f  learners and relating this to the interaction with a new language and elem ents o f  the culture 

it expresses (Council o f  Europe 2001: 172). The second scenario presented concentrates on 

the developm ent o f  basic oral com m unication skills with specific attention paid to 

rudim entary features o f  linguistic com petence. Both these suggestions for prim ary school 

language learning must, however, be regarded as elem ents within w ider scenarios which 

extend to map curricula for education in tw o or optionally three foreign languages through 

lower and upper secondary level. In this context, the Fram ew ork’s valuing o f  partial
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com petences is clear. This is particularly obvious at primary level, at which the CEFR credits 

even the most basic use and consciousness o f  a language other than L I .

C onsidering the Benchm arks, however, the much greater linguistic challenge facing 

non-English-speaking pupils in Ireland m ust be recognised; these children are expected by 

the end o f  a relatively short period o f  English language support to  attain a proficiency in 

English at least com parable to their native-speaking peers. Therefore, while the positive 

focus on partial com petence and the em phasis on m etalinguistic aw areness evident w ithin the 

CEFR curricular scenarios suggested for introducing foreign languages in the prim ary school 

are highly com m endable and appropriate means o f  m otivating young children to learn 

languages other than their m other tongue, the sim ple replication o f  either one or a 

com bination o f  these initiatives to  represent a curriculum  for ESL in Ireland w ould be 

insufficient. C learly a curriculum  required for learning a second language that is also the 

language o f  education m ust be substantially more com prehensive in the skills, content and 

com petences it represents. In this regard it seem s therefore m ore appropriate to create a 

distinct and detailed ESL curriculum , inspired by the CEFR custom ised to m eet the specific 

needs o f  non-English-speaking pupils at primary school in Ireland, than to offer a very 

limited, m inim ally adjusted version o f  the Framework. This is im plicitly acknow ledged by 

the CEFR, which defines its proposed scenarios as exam ples for the teaching o f  modern 

languages which are o ther than the language o f  school instruction (see Council o f  Europe 

2001: 171).

However, that is not to  say that the aim s o f  both scenarios are incom patible with the 

goals o f  the Benchm arks, which share a sim ilar concern for the developm ent o f  language 

aw areness, plurilingual and pluricultural identity, com m unicative ability and its com petences, 

as will be discussed in Section 1.3.3 to follow. Rather, as dem onstrated by the Benchm arks, 

the difference would appear to  be more one o f  degree than substance, as the approaches
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illustrated by these exam ple curricula may be incorporated and extended, to account for the 

heightened requirem ents within a curriculum  designed to enable learners to achieve a level o f  

proficiency adequate for productive participation in L2-medium education.

M oving beyond the selection o f  specific com ponents o f  language use to  be considered 

in designing a prim ary level curriculum , the C EFR ’s overall conception o f  school-based 

language education as an elem ent o f  a “much broader curriculum ” o f  language learning 

represented by the entirety o f  the learner’s individual language and cultural experience also 

has significant resonance within the Benchm arks. Cultural sensitivity is inbuilt into m any o f  

the Benchm ark descriptors; this is essential since they express an L2 curriculum  designed for 

children from a wide range o f  different backgrounds. English language support based on the 

Benchm arks therefore provides w idespread opportunities for learners to com m unicate aspects 

o f  their culture in the context o f  language learning and use. As m entioned in Section 1.2.3, 

this is evident in the ‘Units o f  W ork’ included in Part II o f  the Benchm arks, particularly Unit 

11 (People and places in other areas) and Unit 8 (Seasons, holidays and festivals), but also 

Unit I (M yself), Unit 2 (Our school). Unit 3 (Food and clothes) and Unit 7 (Travel and 

transport). For instance, the Benchm ark for spoken production at level Bl in Unit 1 (M yself) 

provides an opportunity for learners to articulate culturally influenced opinions (lIL T  2003: 

10 ):

Can explain h is /her  att itudes  in an age-appropriate w ay (e.g .,  family values, ethnic or religious  

difference).

In addition, as noted in Section 1.2.5, out-of-school language learning is also directly 

recognised in the accom panying prim ary level ELP. Thus the Benchm arks, by valuing 

linguistic and cultural heritage, offer learners “a better aw areness of, know ledge o f  and 

confidence in their com petences and the capacities and resources available to them , inside 

and outside the school, so that they m ay extend and refine these com petences and use them 

effectively in particular dom ains” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 174), which the CEFR deem s to
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be a necessary function o f  a plurilingual school curriculum.

it is also, perhaps, worth noting recent Council o f  Europe initiatives with regard to 

languages o f  education (LE) and how these may relate to the CEFR. In determ ining the 

com petences required for engagem ent with any language o f  education, Aase (2006: 4) 

stresses that it is essential to consider “w hat the learner is able to  understand, think about and 

reflect upon” . The ability to use language as a tool for thought is also highly relevant to the 

context o f  young second language learners in L2-dom inant education whose cognitive 

developm ent depends significantly upon the extent o f  their L2 knowledge. It is also a key 

aspect o f  autonom ous learning as Little (2006e) points out in em phasising the im portance o f 

developing a capacity for thinking in the L2, which he relates to the concept o f  “ inner 

speech” proposed by Vygotsky (1987, cit. Little ibid; 258; see also Section 2.3.4). In this 

regard, L2 interaction provides a rich context for the developm ent o f  L2 thinking skills which 

m ay result in m ore effective cognitive learning in an L2 instructional environm ent. This goal 

is inherent in the guidelines for teaching/learning offered by the Benchm arks which, as 

discussed in Section 1.2.5 above, aim to foster learner autonom y and on-going self-directed 

language learning and which view the ability to utilise the second language as a resource for 

thinking as an im portant aspect o f  this process (see IILT 2001; 3).

Furtherm ore, as Aase argues, the purpose o f  any teaching guidelines in relation to the 

language o f  education should be to enable learners to “navigate in the domain o f  language 

with a varied repertoire o f  linguistic and social skills” (2006: 4). Again, this is not only 

concurrent with the objectives o f  the Benchm arks as a curriculum  for English language 

support, it also entails that the aim s o f  all program m es focussing on languages o f  education 

should “coincide with the notion o f  plurilingualism  as described in the Council o f  Europe’s 

Com m on European Fram ew ork o f  Reference for Languages” (ibid.: 4). Engagem ent with the 

language o f  education when this medium is the learner’s second language will be discussed in
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greater depth in Section 2.5 to follow. However, the relevance o f  the CEFR to this w ider 

consideration o f  LE points to the advantages in applying adaptations o f  the Fram ew ork to 

situations in which the language o f  education is not learners’ L I. This is the case for many 

children from m igrant backgrounds who are immersed in L2-dom inant education across 

Europe. Little, noting the potential o f  the CEFR in relation to these children, points out that 

the application o f  the Benchm arks to English language support in Irish prim ary schools 

dem onstrate that "the CEFR levels seem to yield a useful instrum ent for m onitoring the 

developm ent o f  learners’ com m unicative skills in classroom  discourse”, while accepting that 

a m ore explicit focus would be required in relation to L2 literacy developm ent for any more 

general application o f  the Fram ework to LE (2010: 29).

Regarding assessm ent, if  the CEFR offers a suitable basis for L2 curriculum  

developm ent considering the language learning needs o f  ESL pupils at Irish prim ary schools 

it appears that its flexible approach to assessing L2 proficiency is likewise relevant to this 

target group. The Benchm arks allow  for a range o f  assessm ent forms, sim ilar to those 

suggested in the Framework. T o this end. the ‘Global Benchm arks o f  Com m unicative 

Proficiency’ may be regarded as an overview  o f  language proficiency, which, as pointed out 

in Section 1.2.4 above, is closely sim ilar to that offered across Com m on Reference Levels A 1 

to B1 by the CEFR self-assessm ent grid. A “sim plified version” (Little 2005: 331) o f  these 

‘G lobal B enchm arks’ is then used for an identical purpose in the ‘language passport’ section 

o f  the prim ary level ELP, fulfilling the sam e function as the CEFR self-assessm ent grid in 

Fram ew ork-derived Portfolios for older learners.

In addition, ju s t as the overall Com m on Reference Level scales define the 

proficiency-related criteria included in the C E FR ’s illustrative scales, these ‘Global 

B enchm arks’ set standards for both the language activities illustrated in the them atic scales 

for each o f  the ‘Units o f  W ork’ and the ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic C om petence’
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which describe a vital qualitative component o f language use. Used together, the descriptors 

within these scales may therefore function as constructs for assessment and criteria for 

judging not only what a learner can do with language, but also how well he/she can 

demonstrate his/her ability (see lILT 2006: 37). In this way, valid, reliable and feasible 

assessment tools have been created which are based on the communicative activities outlined 

by the Benchmarks and are capable o f  reflecting the progression o f linguistic competences 

from Level AI to BI the Benchmarks describe.

The ELP biography checklists, mentioned in Section 1.2.5 above, show how the 

Benchmarks support detailed and accurate assessment which is very relevant to the language 

learning needs o f ESL pupils (see lILT 2004a). These theme-based lists o f ‘I can’ descriptors 

essentially “restate the ESL curriculum elaborated in the Benchmarks” (Little 2005: 331) in a 

simple manner which allows the individual pupil to self-assess his/her L2 learning and to set 

new learning goals. Using the primary level ELP can, therefore, bring learning, teaching and 

assessment into a close cycle in which the learner is involved as a very active participant and 

decision-maker. This potential o f the Benchmarks to function, like the CEFR, as an “outline 

teaching manual and a set o f  assessment criteria” (Little and Lazenby Simpson 2004: 93) has 

been exploited by lILT, leading to the creation o f additional assessment resources (see Little 

2005: 332-334). The handbook Up and Away provides teachers with checklists for the 

classroom observation o f ESL pupils (IILT 2006: 21-25). The skills-based tests included in 

the Primary Schools Assessment Kit (Little, Lazenby Simpson and Finnegan-Catibusic 2007) 

present tasks relating to selected ‘Units o f  Work’ which offer a more detailed insight into 

ESL pupils proficiency development over their English language support allocation. Used 

together, all these assessment tools can reveal both ‘what’ communicative activities ESL 

pupils can do through their L2 and linguistically ‘how well’ they can perform these tasks over 

the course o f their English language support allocation. In representing a basis for a range o f
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varying but com plem entary form s o f  assessm ent (self-assessm ent, teacher observation and 

test-tasks), the Benchm arks support the diversity o f  procedure and active learner involvem ent 

in assessing language learning envisaged and advocated by the CEFR.

In this way, by functioning as an action-oriented description o f  learning, a curriculum  

o f  objectives based on learning outcom es at progressive stages o f  proficiency and a definition 

o f  constructs for the developm ent o f  assessm ent procedures, the Benchm arks share what 

Little (2006a; 187) regards as the m ost innovative aspect o f  the CEFR, nam ely its capacity to 

bring “curriculum , teaching/learning and assessm ent into much closer interdependence than 

has usually been the case.” Considering the need for ESL pupils to experience assessm ent 

with a positive pro-leam ing focus that clearly inform s their teachers as to their L2 abilities 

and the language-related challenges they face, the CEFR may be viewed as an appropriate 

model for the guidelines for English L2 learning, teaching and assessm ent expressed by the 

English Language Proficiency Benchm arks.

1.3. Differences between the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks 

and the CEFR

1.3.1 A cco anting fo r  contextual divergence

W hile the analysis in Section 1.2 above illustrates the relevance o f  the CEFR as a model for 

the description o f  L2 proficiency developm ent offered by the English Language Proficiency 

Benchm arks, it also reveals considerable disparities between the contexts o f  use anticipated 

by both docum ents. These issues o f  divergence will be addressed in this section by looking at 

how the Benchm arks have attem pted to form ulate learning outcom es which are appropriate to 

the specific language learning needs o f  ESL pupils in Irish primary schools, since the purpose 

o f  my research is to investigate how well these expressed outcom es reflect em pirical 

evidence o f  L2 acquisition am ong actual ESL pupils. The issues raised will, however, relate
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in a more general sense to the question posed throughout Section 1.2 as to how the CEFR 

must be adapted if it is to respond in a practical and appropriate manner to the linguistic 

challenges facing young learners in L2-medium education.

1.3.2 The extent and descriptive focus o f the Benchmarks

The English Language Proficiency Benchmarks function as a context-sensitive adaptation of 

the CEFR aimed specifically at the needs o f young learners in an L2-dominant educational 

and social environment (as discussed in Section 1.2.3). For this reason, their descriptors are, 

Little stresses, “not only age-appropriate but strongly domain specific: they define the 

communicative proficiency o f  learners o f  a certain age who are learning in a particular 

educational context” (2006b: 4, italics in original). The inevitable constraints imposed by 

these two key characteristics o f  the Benchmarks will be considered separately.

Firstly, regarding the impact o f age, it is important to remember that the Benchmarks 

“support a process that is developmental as well as pedagogical” (lILT 2003: 3). As such 

they must reflect the cognitive abilities o f primary school pupils in their portrayal of 

emerging linguistic proficiency among young second language learners. As highlighted in 

Section 1.2.4, the cognitive demands inherent in the descriptors for the upper proficiency 

levels o f the CEFR are, independent o f language, far beyond the capabilities o f primary 

school children who, even in their mother tongue, are unlikely to attain a level higher than 

B l, given the range o f communicative ability and strategic competence this necessitates (see 

Little 2004, 2006a). In the context o f primary level ESL, language ability must thus be 

determined from the perspective o f  overall cognitive development, and not judged solely in 

terms o f acquisition o f the linguistic system o f English vis-a-vis native-speaker norms. This 

requires an appreciation o f  the fact that “a high level o f linguistic competence does not 

necessarily entail a precocious range o f communicative proficiency” (Little 2006a: 174).
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Indeed, even to focus solely on the description o f  linguistic ability, the achievem ent o f  

English language support pupils, including the most successful who may acquire a degree o f  

fluency and accuracy in English approaching that o f  their mainstream  classm ates, must 

constantly be referenced against the reality that the skills these peers exhibit in their LI 

(English) are still undergoing substantial developm ent. W hile the basic features o f  natural LI 

acquisition appear to be well established by the early years o f  schooling, for instance 

familiarity with the phonology o f  the m other tongue and a w orking knowledge o f  its 

gramm atical system, research has shown that other com ponents o f  LI such as vocabulary 

skills, orthographic control and the use o f  more sophisticated gramm atical structures, are 

subject to sustained and extensive growth over the course o f  prim ary education, particularly 

with the ch ild ’s introduction to literacy (see Cum m ins 2000: 76-79 for review o f  studies). As 

Cum m ins (2000: 76) notes, in an LI educational context: “the acquisition o f  speaking skills is 

alm ost universal but literacy develops at difterent rates and continues through schooling and 

beyond” .

Thus, within a m ultidim ensional model o f  language learning that includes both oracy- 

and literacy-related skills, the overall linguistic com petence o f  prim ary school children 

(native or non-native speakers o f  the language o f  education) can, like their com m unicative 

behaviour, be adequately described in term s o f  the lower three CEFR proficiency levels. For 

this reason. Level B1 appears an attainable target to be reached by ESL pupils before exiting 

English language support, since this level o f  proficiency will enable them to act as 

‘independent users’ o f  their L2, capable o f  more autonom ous learning (see discussion in 

Section 1.2.4).

In addition, the Benchm arks need to account for com m unicative proficiency across a 

span o f  cognitive developm ent that is arguably much w ider than that envisaged by the CEFR, 

which presumes a learning situation involving learners who com e equipped with a relatively
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established resource o f general competences. However, as McKay stresses in investigating 

the assessment o f  young learners “ children are in a state o f constant cognitive, social, 

emotional and physical growth”  (2006: 6). Thus, as argued by Bialystok (2001), any concept 

o f a cognitive ‘ stable state’ as an accepted premise in charting the progress o f  adult second 

language learners cannot be legitimated. Accordingly, in their application to the highly 

formative period o f primary education, the Benchmarks must outline a process o f language 

learning that is invariably influenced by the rapid development o f declarative knowledge, 

skills and know-how, existential competence and ability to learn. For each individual learner, 

the extent and interaction o f these competences may be affected by any previous educational 

experience he/she has acquired and may also vary considerably over the course o f his/her 

English language support allocation.

Furthermore, given the actual composition o f  ESL classes in Ireland, teachers are 

often expected to deal with groups o f  pupils at diverse stages in their cognitive development 

within the same lesson group. Since the description o f language learning offered by the 

Benchmarks must take into account the pronounced developmental differences between 

primary school learners o f  different ages, it must be expressed through descriptors that are 

generalisable and capable o f  application across a broad cognitive spectrum. Inevitably, 

inherent risks, for instance the possible over-simplification o f certain descriptors (particularly 

those linked to literacy) with regard to older pupils, arise from any such attempt to serve as an 

all-encompassing and user-friendly reference. However, in this regard, it is important that the 

Benchmarks are at all times interpreted in the context o f the Irish primary school curriculum 

from which they derive not only a source o f  content, but also the potential for age-appropriate 

application compatible with the individual cognitive ability o f each young learner. For 

example, the descriptor for reading included in the ‘Global Benchmarks o f  Communicative 

Proficiency’ at proficiency level B I:
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Can read and understand th e  main points in texts  en co u n tered  in th e  m ainstream  class, provided  

th e  th em atic  area and key vocabulary are already familiar.

allow s for considerable age-related variation in the language dem ands o f  “texts encountered 

in the m ainstream class” . At the sam e time, it m aintains the learning aim that, by fulfilling 

this descriptor, ESL pupils will prove them selves capable o f  engaging fully in the reading o f  

age-appropriate texts used in their m ainstream  classroom  alongside their native-English 

speaking peers.

Focussing further on their specific educational context, the fact that the Benchm arks 

“are defined in term s o f  the com m unicative practices o f  the primary classroom  and the m ajor 

them es o f  the primary curriculum ” (lILT  2003; 3), while appropriate to the needs o f  English 

language support pupils, could be viewed as a limitation when contrasted to the expansive 

analysis o f  language use provided by the CEFR. However, as suggested in Section 1.2.4, the 

aim o f  the Benchm arks, to reflect only those dom ains o f  com m unicative behaviour relevant 

to their target group, is wholly in keeping with the action-oriented approach o f  the 

Fram ew ork. It should be rem em bered that the CEFR, in presenting a com prehensive 

characterisation o f  language use, places the onus on educational practitioners “to  consider 

and state in concrete term s [...] w hat they expect the learners tow ards whom they undertake 

responsibilities to be able to do with a language” (Council o f  Europe 2001: 43). An essential 

aspect o f  this diversification process is necessarily the prediction o f  the language dom ains 

m ost relevant to the target group and the identification o f  the them es, tasks and learners’ roles 

in relation to these.

The dom ain-specificity o f  the Benchm arks also endow s them  with the capacity for a 

thorough representation o f  language use in term s o f  specific them es. A ttention to relevant 

detail is particularly desirable in the context o f  learning a language o f  education since, for a 

child immersed in L2-dom inant education, academ ic success and social integration m ay be 

strongly influenced by their ability to acquire the L2. Therefore, com prehensive investigation
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ot the specific language they w ill need across school subjects and/or themes is essential in 

devising any programme for L2 instruction. While the CEFR makes no direct provision for 

primary school children in an L2-immersion environment, it does acknowledge that “ the use 

o f a foreign language as medium o f instruction w ill necessarily entail a close concern with 

the thematic content o f the subject area taught”  (Council o f Europe 2001: 53). In this regard, 

it appears to suggest content and language integrated learning (CLIL) as an appropriate 

approach to L2 curriculum design and pedagogy. This suggestion accords with the approach 

adopted by the Benchmarks. In their ‘Units o f Work’ scales (Part II) the Benchmarks' 

categorisation o f language use clearly reflects recurrent themes in Irish primary education 

(see Little 2005), which are evident in the inter-connected subject descriptions offered by the 

Primary School Curriculum (NCCA 1999). For example the Level A1 descriptor for spoken 

production included in Unit 4 (Colours, shapes and opposites) (IILT  2003; 13);

Can name basic colours and shapes.

while it is o f general application in communicative language use, also has a particular 

relevance to certain school subject areas such as art and mathematics.

Such links enable the Benchmark descriptors to engage closely with mainstream

curriculum content. Also, these descriptors, while rooted in the mainstream curriculum, are

sufficiently flexible to account for differences o f age and stage o f cognitive development. The

topics they cover may be explored to varying degrees o f depth -  thus allowing the English

language support teacher to cater for the needs o f ESL pupils at any point in their primary

education. In some o f the descriptors, such as this Level B1 descriptor for spoken production

again from Unit 4, this potential for flexible application is explicitly stated (IILT  2003: 13);

Can explain in an age-appropriate way the importance we attach to colours and the effect they have 

on us (a grey day, red for danger, etc.)
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IJ .3  Plurilingualism: synthesising adaptations o f  the CEFR

W hile ultim ately m otivated by a need to provide English language support that enables ESL 

pupils to engage fully with the m ainstream  curriculum  and the social dem ands o f  primary 

school life, the age- and context-related adjustm ents apparent in the derivation o f  the 

B enchm arks from the CEFR m ay also be explained with reference to the Fram ew ork’s aim to 

prom ote plurilingualism  am ong its users. As noted in Section 1.2.4, the Benchm arks, in their 

skills-based description o f  language learning outcom es, allow for the recognition o f  partial 

com petences accepting that the trajectory o f  language developm ent is not alw ays linear 

across all skills. In this way, they are capable o f  providing plurilingual profiles for individual 

learners, indicating their developing proficiency across the independent but interlinked skills 

o f  listening, reading, spoken interaction, spoken production and writing. As pointed out in 

Section 1.2.6, it is vital that young ESL pupils acquire com m unicative skills to an age- 

appropriate level o f  proficiency before exiting the English language support program me. 

Since the Benchm arks and their associated resources focus on specific com m unicative 

activities, involving both receptive and productive skills across oral and literacy-related L2 

use, they can credit learners’ strengths in a m otivating fashion and identify areas o f  linguistic 

challenge which may require more instruction. The prim ary level ELP also supports 

plurilingual developm ent in its capacity to record learners’ LI and other language abilities as 

well as their proficiency in English.

The plurilingual and pluricultural potential o f  the Benchm arks, as an ESL curriculum  

that nonetheless appreciates the influence o f  other languages and culture-specific knowledge 

on ESL pupils’ acquisition o f  English, not only confirm s their origins in the CEFR, but also 

renders them a powerful instrum ent for inclusive, intercultural education in Irish primary 

schools. Obviously the role o f  the Benchm arks in this respect extends beyond the English 

language support classroom  and must be com plem ented by initiatives on a w hole-school level
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to be effective. This w ider fostering o f  piuricuituralism , which includes plurilingualism , is 

how ever anticipated in m any o f  the activities suggested in the accom panying resources for 

teachers, which include practical ideas as to how to create an intercultural educational 

environm ent and to encourage parental involvem ent (for example, IILT 2006).

Nevertheless, w hile such aw areness o f  ESL pupils’ first languages both in the English 

language support classroom  and am ong the m ainstream  school cohort, is socially and 

culturally valuable, it m ust be acknow ledged that it is unlikely, for practical reasons given the 

large num ber o f  L is  spoken present in Irish prim ary schools, that com prehensive m other 

tongue instruction will be provided within the current education system. The well- 

docum ented benefits o f  sustained bilingual education propounded notably by C um m ins 

(2000, 2001), which em phasise in particular the advantage o f  LI literacy developm ent in 

relation to the developm ent o f  L2 academ ic skills, could thus appear to be denied such pupils, 

despite the inclusive approach to language learning offered by the Benchm arks in their 

reflection o f  the plurilingual ethos o f  the CEFR (see Section 2.5 for discussion).

However, against this rather pessim istic prognosis, and accepting that LI instruction 

is certainly beneficial, particularly with regard to literacy (see Cum m ins: 2000), research into 

the achievem ent o f  young learners from migrant backgrounds in Germ any indicates that it 

would, nonetheless, “be w rong to assum e that there is a system atic link with second language 

acquisition” (Knapp 2006: 9). Knapp (2006) argues that the specific context o f  learning 

which m ay play a decisive role in determ ining L2 proficiency, m ay ultim ately have more 

influence on learners’ ultim ate achievem ent than their linguistic background per se. It would 

seem therefore that in situations in which the provision o f  long-term bilingual schooling is 

not a feasible option -  as is com m on in cases involving new com er children from diverse 

backgrounds -  a plurilingual approach to education can still be both productive and beneficial 

to learners. In this regard, Beacco and Byram em phasise the developm ent o f  plurilingual
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com petence, em erging from the activation o f  the learner’s full range o f  com m unicative 

abilities across his/her “plurilingual repertoire” (2003: 34). This not only recognises overall 

language proficiency (including m other tongue abilities) but also incorporates the 

developm ent o f  general learning and intercultural skills resulting from engagem ent with a 

new language. Beacco and Byram propose that the purpose o f  plurilingual education, as 

derived from the aim s o f  the CEFR, can be expressed as a threefold goal: to raise the 

learner's aw areness o f  his/her “ linguistic and cultural repertoire”, to “develop and improve 

it”, and to “give all speakers the m eans o f  developing it them selves through autonom ous 

acquisition” (ibid: 38).

The capacity o f  the Benchm arks to foster an ability to learn seems very relevant in 

this regard. By describing com m unicative language proficiency in term s corresponding to 

the lower three Com m on Reference Levels, the Benchm arks not only guide the 

teaching/learning process to enable young ESL learners to become “ independent users” o f 

English, as defined by the CEFR (Council o f  Europe 2001: 23), and thus to integrate without 

special support into mainstream  prim ary education, they also facilitate the developm ent o f  

learner autonom y. The B1 Benchm ark descriptors, for example, the global benchmark for 

listening at this level (lILT 2003: 6):

Can fo llow  classroom  talk b e tw e e n  tw o  or m ore native sp eak ers, only occasionally  n eed in g  to  

req u est clarification.

suggest that by the end o f  their English language support allocation, pupils will be able to 

activate the com m unicative com petence and learning skills they have acquired to perform 

m ainstream  classroom tasks in an autonom ous manner. This is characterised by Little (2006d: 

1) as being able to function “ (i) independently, w ithout assistance from others, (ii) beyond 

the im mediate context in which [they] acquired the knowledge and skills on which successful 

task perform ance depends and (iii) fiexibly, taking account o f  new and unexpected factors.” 

In other words, the outcom es specified in the Benchm arks should mark the gradual transfer o f
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control over the learning process to each individual pupil and ultimately lay the foundations 

for on-going L2 acquisition, beyond the limited provision o f targeted instruction.

To achieve this aim, the ability to think in the second language (highlighted in Section 

1.2.6 as an important element o f  autonomous learning) must be considered, since both the 

“ communicative”  and “ conceptual”  functions o f  language distinguished by Van Avermaet 

(2006; 12) are extremely relevant to young learners acquiring a language that is also the 

dominant language o f  education. While this w ill be examined with specific reference to 

immersion education in Section 2.5.4, it is worth recognising that the link between language 

and thought can be further related to the concept o f ‘ language across the curriculum’ (LAC). 

This, according to Vollmer (2006b: 7), involves recognition o f the wider role o f language in 

all aspects o f education and focuses on “ active constructive, potentially autonomous 

learning” . The capacity o f the Benchmarks to support the development o f language as both a 

means o f communication and a mechanism o f thought, beyond the focussed environment o f 

the ESL curriculum they outline, thus becomes significant from a plurilingual perspective.

As a bridge linking ESL learning to the mainstream curriculum in a way that 

promotes the development o f  autonomous learning skills, the Benchmarks thus serve as a 

basis not only for the continued acquisition o f English beyond the lim ited allocation o f 

English language support, but for the recognition o f overall communicative language 

competence, including L I development, whether this occurs informally or is assisted by out- 

of-school home language instruction. Enabling the learner to thus express and incorporate 

his/her fu ll range o f  competence across the languages he/she uses in the educational context 

and beyond, the Benchmarks show how plurilingual aspirations can be realised in practice, to 

the long-term benefit o f young learners who could otherwise face linguistic disadvantage. 

Therefore, while their situation o f application may present substantial challenges and d iffer 

patently from that envisaged in the CEFR’s representation o f foreign language learning, the
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Benchm arks dem onstrate that responding to the needs o f  their target group and 

correspondence with the plurilinguai aspirations o f  the Framewori< are by no m eans 

incom patible objectives.

1.4 Summary

The outline o f  the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks presented in this chapter has 

focussed on their developm ent, their relation to  the CEFR and the appropriateness o f  their 

derivation from this fram ew ork’s description o f  language use and developing language 

proficiency. Areas o f  apparent divergence between the Benchm arks and the CEFR resulting 

from differences in their respective target contexts have also been identified. It has em erged 

that, while the adaptation o f  the CEFR to m eet the needs o f  prim ary school ESL pupils is 

both feasible and relevant to their learning requirem ents, careful consideration must be 

accorded to the factors influencing L2 acquisition am ong young learners in L2 immersion 

education if  the Benchm arks are to describe language learning outcom es in a m anner 

appropriate to ESL pupils in Irish primary schools.

At this point, however, the challenge inherent in any attem pt to describe developing 

language proficiency, given its m ultidim ensional and individual-specific nature m ust be 

acknowledged. W hile a fram ew ork-based mechanism  such as the detailed scales o f  the 

CEFR or, to a more limited degree, the Benchm arks, has the potential to reveal valuable 

inform ation regarding various aspects o f  com m unicative proficiency, there are m any 

elem ents o f  language acquisition that are extrem ely difficult to express in term s o f 

quantifiable descriptors. Little (2006a: 169) cautions that, although the levels and scales o f 

the CEFR are a valid categorisation o f  “ learning outcom es” and, as such, are undoubtedly 

useful in the guidance o f  language teaching sequences, the observable progression in 

proficiency that they define “does not claim to be an order o f  acquisition, far less a 

description o f  the acquisition process itse lf’ (ibid: 172).
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As further critiques o f  the CEFR have suggested, the em ploym ent o f  a com petence- 

oriented m odel to represent these learning outcom es, w hile it has m any strengths in term s of 

defining perceptible achievem ents associated with particular language skills at designated 

levels o f  language ability and the setting o f  concrete com m unication goals, m ay be less 

sensitive to qualitative aspects o f  language use, and m ay struggle to account for non- 

linguistic influences on learning such as cultural factors. Flem ing, while accepting the merits 

o f  a com petence approach, draws attention also to its possible disadvantages, arguing that 

“perform ance statem ents are too narrow and specific, and do not reflect the range and 

subtlety o f  what is involved in language developm ent” (2006: 10). Weir, stressing that the 

CEFR should be seen not “as a prescriptive device but rather a heuristic” (2005; 18), 

highlights potential lim itations in the application o f  the Fram ew ork, resulting from variation 

in the context o f  learning, the nature o f  learners’ cognitive processing at different proficiency 

levels and the quality o f  their actual perform ance in a given task; he also exposes instances o f 

insufficient transparency in its descriptors which could result in further am biguity. 

Considering that their presentation o f  language learning outcom es is derived from the CEFR. 

the Benchm arks would appear to be likewise susceptible to such criticism . A ccordingly, the 

present study will highlight areas o f  language use which m ay require m ore extensive 

coverage by the Benchm arks. It will also provide detailed em pirical inform ation regarding 

features o f  L2 acquisition which can then be com pared to the outline o f  developing linguistic 

com petence offered by the Benchm arks.

Before this, however, it is necessary to exam ine thoroughly aspects o f  L2 acquisition 

o f  specific relevance to  children, as opposed to adult or adolescent learners w hose needs are 

focussed upon by the CEFR. These will be discussed in C hapter 2 and their im plications in 

relation to the Benchm arks will be considered. In addition, view ing the Benchm arks as a 

fram ework-based reference tool that, like the CEFR, offers considerable flexibility o f
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application, it must be recognised that their implementation ultimately depends upon the 

actual teaching/learning situation to which they are applied. Since each application o f the 

Benchmarks is specific to a particular English language support classroom and its individual 

members, possible sources o f  internal and external influences on L2 acquisition in this kind 

o f classroom context w ill be identified and examined. Finally, the reality that, in this study, 

the language to be acquired is also the learners’ language o f education must also be 

addressed. Chapter 2 w ill also evaluate the substantial requirements o f L2 immersion 

education, including its need for the comprehensive development o f both oracy and literacy 

skills emphasised, for example, by Cummins (2000, 2001).

The resulting methodological choices in terms o f how, considering the factors 

outlined above, my research can most thoroughly compare the learning outcomes expressed 

in Benchmarks to evidence-based indicators o f  L2 development among ESL pupils w ill be 

then be considered in Chapter 3. Maintaining an awareness o f these concerns, I hope that the 

present study w ill produce a balanced and informed analysis, to be presented in Chapter 4, o f 

the nature o f  any emerging relation between the learning outcomes described by the English 

Language Proficiency Benchmarks and the actual processes o f  L2 acquisition among non- 

English-speaking children at primary school in Ireland.
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C H A P T E R  2 

SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION BY CHILDREN

2.1 Child L2 Acquisition -  key considerations

2.1.1 Defining child L2 acquisition

Before investigating how any L2 curriculum  guidelines relate to actual evidence o f  second 

language acquisition am ong the learner group they target, it is necessary to look at the likely 

features o f  L2 developm ent within this group, and to exam ine factors which may influence it. 

Since this study focuses on the English L2 acquisition o f  prim ary school pupils in Ireland, 

this requires particular consideration o f  L2 acquisition am ong children in a context o f  L2 

im mersion education. O bviously, no single study can attem pt to cover all aspects o f  child L2 

acquisition in this very diverse learning context. Therefore, considering my research aims and 

the practical param eters o f  my study, I will concentrate on the issues which I was actually 

able to exam ine within the data I obtained from recording and observing English language 

support lessons in three Irish prim ary schools. W here appropriate, however, I will mention 

additional issues o f  relevance to the L2 developm ent o f  ESL pupils at primary school in 

Ireland which deserve further investigation.

Research into language acquisition has often tended to concentrate on either L2 

developm ent am ong adults or on infant monolingual or bilingual developm ent. However, as 

Philp, M ackey and O liver argue, second language acquisition am ong children, while it relates 

to both the L2 developm ent o f  older learners and to infants’ acquisition o f  their first 

language(s), deserves recognition as a ‘subfield’ o f  language study (2008: 4). Although there 

are m any sim ilarities between the processes and patterns o f  child and adult L2 acquisition, 

there are also noticeable differences. These may relate, in particular, to age: learners who 

begin sustained L2 acquisition in childhood usually em erge as m ore successful in term s o f
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ultimate L2 acquisition than learners who first engage with an L2 in later life (Singleton and 

Ryan 2004). W hile this m ay be partially due to the extent and nature o f  exposure to the L2, 

differences may also exist in the way that children and adults process language. Research 

suggests that children may rely m ore on implicit learning m echanism s than older learners, 

with adults requiring more explicit instruction than younger learners (D eK eyser 2003).

Likewise, although sim ilarities exist between some aspects o f  child L2 acquisition and 

infant LI acquisition, it cannot be presumed that these processes are identical. Post-infancy 

L2 learners all have access to an LI and have developed at least the basic physical and 

conceptual skills associated with language use, whereas infants are experiencing their 

ianguage(s) o f  socialisation for the first time and m ust acquire these abilities. This kind o f 

language acquisition, in which the child’s introduction to the L2 com es after the 

establishm ent o f  his/her L I, has been frequently referred to as ‘successive’ bilingual 

developm ent, as opposed to ‘sim ultaneous’ bilingualism , which M cLaughlin has defined as 

the acquisition o f  tw o languages from birth to the age o f  three years (1984: 10). Following 

Meisel (1990), however, De Houw er advocates that developm ent o f  tw o languages am ong 

infants be termed ‘bilingual first language acquisition’ (1990: 3). This she regards as 

sustained exposure to more than one language from under the age o f  two years. However, 

considering the variety o f  contexts for bilingual developm ent, De Houwer (1990; 1995) 

accepts that this definition rests upon a som ewhat arbitrary distinction. In the case o f  children 

from immigrant backgrounds growing up in an L2-dom inant environm ent, classification o f  

their bilingual developm ent may be particularly difficult. Although the essentials o f  LI 

gram m ar are generally formed in the pre-school years, if  continuing LI developm ent 

coincides with L2-im m ersion education, certain aspects o f  young learners’ language 

acquisition may be com parable to those evident am ong sim ultaneous bilinguals. The issue o f  

LI m aintenance m ay also em erge for bilingual children experiencing education and
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socialisation predom inantly through their L2, with their ongoing bilingual developm ent 

dependent to a considerable degree on the nature o f  their social and interactional setting 

(Rom aine 1989).

Child L2 acquisition can therefore be viewed as a com plex phenom enon (subject to 

variation depending upon the developm ental stage and learning context o f  young L2 learners) 

w hich may be sited along an interface between infant LI acquisition and adult L2 acquisition. 

Its uniqueness may be accounted for from various theoretical perspectives. From a generative 

gram m ar view o f  language acquisition, it is possible that young learners have greater access 

than adults to innate language acquisition m echanism s or ‘Universal G ram m ar’ (UG), a 

concept originally proposed by Chom sky (1965) which has been elaborated extensively in 

recent decades. In relation to L2 acquisition, the role o f  any such innate faculty or 

“specialised ‘language organ’” (C hom sky 2002: 85) and how this m ay determ ine language 

acquisition, remain a controversial issue. O ne aspect o f  this debate surrounds possible UG- 

based explanations for differences between child and adult L2 acquisition.

Cognitive accounts o f  language acquisition, on the other hand, generally attribute the 

non-adult-like characteristics o f  child L2 acquisition to the concept that children process all 

knowledge, including language knowledge, differently from adults. This ‘constructivist’ 

approach to L2 acquisition (N. Ellis 2003), highlights how children rely more on implicit 

processes such as, for exam ple, the effective use o f  form ulaic chunks in their L2 developm ent 

than older learners (Skehan 1998).

Theories em phasising the im portance o f  social interaction as a vital elem ent in L2 

acquisition can also explain how children m ay be better placed than adults to acquire a 

second language in an L2-dom inant environm ent. For children, this context may be 

potentially richer in opportunities for L2 use and L2 learning than for adults since, as part o f  

the experience o f  prim ary education and early social developm ent, considerable support or
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'scaffolding’ (Wood, Bruner and Ross 1976) may be provided by teachers and peers, in 

situations of L2-medium education and socialisation, such support may enable young L2 

learners to engage in and acquire language through activities that would be beyond their 

unassisted ability. Sociocultural perspectives, influenced in particular by the developmental 

theories o f Vygotsky (1978; 1986), therefore have the potential to offer insights into how the 

interactive environment may influence children’s L2 acquisition, whatever its neurological 

origins.

It is, however, likely that some combination o f the theories outlined above is required 

to adequately explain the network o f  internal and external factors which determine child L2 

acquisition. What is more relevant to the present research is that its occurrence within a 

period o f intense developmental growth and in a social context quite distinct from adult- 

oriented L2 learning environments, renders child L2 acquisition worthy o f specific 

investigation which may offer rich insights into the wider study o f  language acquisition.

2 .1.2 Researching child L2 acquisition -  issues and challenges fo r  the present study 

Considering the purpose o f my research -  to examine whether the English Language

Proficiency Benchmarks (lILT 2003) express learning outcomes which are compatible with

evidence o f English L2 acquisition among a group o f primary school ESL pupils -  this study

is less concerned with the ‘causes’ o f child L2 acquisition and more interested in how

children’s L2 development is manifest and what may influence its progression. Before

examining these issues, however, it is important to remember that child L2 acquisition is

itself a fluid concept, which must be sensitive to the considerable span o f  individual and

social development that occurs across childhood.

Differences in the rate and characteristics o f child L2 acquisition may be related to 

different stages o f cognitive development. The chronological period associated with ‘child’ 

L2 acquisition is subject to varying definitions, with current research generally regarding it as
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exposure to a language other than the ch ild ’s already established LI from around the age o f 

three years to the onset o f  puberty (Lakshm anan 2009: 377, although see Herschenon 2009: 

265 for discussion o f  a possibly narrow er distinction). Philp, M ackey and O liver (2008) 

define this period m ore specifically in their com prehensive overview  o f  research into child 

L2 acquisition. They distinguish periods o f  early childhood (2-7 years) and m iddle childhood 

(7-11 years), followed by subsequent periods: early adolescence (12-14 years) and late 

adolescence (15 years and older) as age-groups deserving som e degree o f  separate 

consideration (2008: 5). It is also worth rem em bering that, while the sim ultaneous 

acquisition o f  two languages in the first tw o years o f  life may be regarded as ‘bilingual first 

language acquisition’ (M eisel 1990, see Section 2.1.1), there may be close parallels between 

this phenom enon and L2 acquisition am ong young children experiencing education and 

socialisation in L2-dom inant environm ents.

Age-linked differentiation o f  this nature is, therefore, som ew hat arbitrary. However 

such distinction m ay serve a useful research purpose, for instance, it may facilitate the 

com parison o f  features o f  L2 acquisition at different developm ental stages across childhood. 

The specific periods identified by Philp, M ackey and O liver roughly correspond to phases o f 

cognitive change, for exam ple, those identified by Piaget, which are widely accepted to exist 

am ong children (2008: 6). They can also be associated, in a general sense, with typical stages 

o f  education. Viewing these age-groups as useful param eters for investigating L2 acquisition, 

although not prescriptive cu t-o ff points for phases o f  child developm ent (ibid: 6), therefore, 

seem s appropriate to the present study. In exam ining English L2 acquisition in Irish primary 

school, my research concerns children in the ‘early’ and ‘m iddle’ periods o f  childhood; 

categorising participants within these age-determ ined groups m ay thus offer a rough but 

useful m eans to com pare the L2 developm ent o f  ESL pupils at different stages o f  their 

prim ary education.
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In addition to general age-related cognitive stages, other, more individual factors such 

as language learning style m ay influence young learners’ patterns o f  L2 patterns. Possible 

differences o f  cognitive style have been highlighted in language acquisition research since the 

1970s, for exam ple by Peters (1977), in her differentiation between infants with an 

‘analytical’ and those with a more ‘holistic’ approach to  LI acquisition. It is possible 

therefore, that such tendencies m ay also affect how children acquire a second language. 

Personality and affective issues may also contribute to the ch ild ’s L2 developm ent. Home 

language (LI )  background presents a further potential influence on children’s L2 acquisition. 

C onsequently, these issues m ust be considered in my analysis o f  L2 acquisition evident from 

ESL pupils’ recorded L2 use.

Throughout, however, it should be rem em bered that the impact o f  these factors on any 

individual young learner may vary with age and L2 proficiency, and may be affected also by 

factors associated with the learning context. The role o f  context deserves investigation in its 

own right as, in instructed L2 environm ents, it is likely to be the only variable which may be 

pedagogically controlled. C reating a context conducive to L2 acquisition is particularly 

im portant with regard to young learners in L2-im m ersion education as, for these children, 

learning conditions (from the macro-level o f  the overall school environm ent to the m icro

dynam ics o f  classroom  interaction) have the capacity to influence not only their L2 learning 

outcom es, but their ultim ate academ ic success.

Regarding child L2 acquisition as a m ulti-faceted phenom enon, dependent upon a 

range o f  internal processes and external conditions and subject to a com bination o f  

individual-specific and social influences, serves as a starting point for my investigation o f  

English L2 acquisition am ong a group o f  ESL pupils at Irish prim ary schools. This view o f  

child L2 acquisition is also inherent in the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks, which 

describe ESL learning outcom es in term s o f  socially-situated activities that are expressed
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flexibly (considering the on-going cognitive developm ent o f  prim ary school children) and 

can thus be individually applied to respond to each ESL pupil’s specific L2 learning needs. 

However, in order to assess whether the learning outcom es described by the Benchm arks are 

an adequate reflection o f  ESL pupils’ likely L2 developm ent, based upon em pirical evidence 

obtained from such pupils’ actual L2 use, it is first necessary to identify and exam ine the 

patterns and processes o f  L2 acquisition, with particular reference to children acquiring 

English as a second language.

2.2 L2 acquisition -  characteristics

2.2.1 Features o f  L2 acquisition investigated in this study

As pointed out in Section 2.1.2 above, second language learners are an extrem ely diverse 

group, both in term s o f  their individual characteristics and their contexts o f  L2 acquisition. 

They begin at different ages, possess different cognitive and affective attributes, and they 

bring a wide range o f  previous knowledge, educational experiences and first languages to 

various contexts o f  learning which m ay be associated with different language dom ains, 

activities, and goals. However, despite the heterogeneity o f  L2 learning situations, patterns 

may be observed in second language developm ent (see Section 2.2.2 for discussion o f 

research). M any o f  these are com parable, although not necessarily identical, to the 

developm ental patterns observed am ong infants acquiring their first language(s) under what 

are, generally, more uniform and predictable conditions. In L2 acquisition such regularity is 

m ost observable in relation to L2 gram m atical development. W ider variation is, however, to 

be expected regarding the acquisition o f  L2 sem antic and pragm atic abilities, due to, for 

example, differences in learning environm ents, learners’ cognitive stage and language 

learning needs.

For this reason, therefore, I will focus on features o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent 

which are likely to  em erge in the L2 use o f  ESL pupils as possibly the m ost predictable and
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generalisable aspect o f  their L2 acquisition. In C hapter 3, 1 will then go on to identify the 

specific gram m ar-related indicators o f  L2 acquisition selected for analysis in this study. In 

Section 2.2.3 I will exam ine briefly som e aspects o f  L2 lexical developm ent which may be 

relevant to prim ary school ESL learners, accepting that this aspect o f  L2 acquisition may be 

subject to considerable variation. Since for practical reasons, the investigation o f  L2 

phonological developm ent fell largely outside the scope o f  my research, 1 will not com m ent 

on L2 phonology in this section. Some observations in relation to participating pupils' 

acquisition o f  aspects o f  L2 phonology are, however, included in the results o f  this study (see 

Section 4.6 and the individual pupil profiles included in A ppendix 1). Finally, in accordance 

with the concept o f  L2 learning as essentially an aspect o f  L2 use which is central to the 

Benchm arks (derived from the CEFR, as discussed in Section 1.2.1), and considering ESL 

pupils" spontaneous L2 use as the best available evidence o f  L2 acquisition, I will concentrate 

in this section on the developm ent patterns associated with L2 oral skills. However, some 

discussion o f  L2 literacy developm ent will be offered in Section 2.5.5, since this is an 

im portant dimension o f  L2 acquisition in L2-dom inant educational environm ents and one 

which I investigated in relation to overall English language developm ent am ong the ESL 

pupils participating in my research project (see Section 4.5 for results).

2.2. /  Patterns of L2 grammatical development

C lear developm ental stages have been recognised in LI developm ent (see O ’G rady 2005 for 

sum m ary). These may be typified as: a preverbal phase moving tow ards m ore canonical 

babbling in the second h a lf o f  the infant’s first year; a period o f  predom inantly single-word 

utterances leading to the subsequent developm ent o f  longer utterances. Early structures often 

include unprocessed chunks o f  language as well as creative constructions. These become 

increasingly com plex during the early years. The developm ental stages identified for LI 

acquisition are relevant to but also distinct in many ways from those associated with L2
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acquisition. The role o f  age is im m ediately apparent in any such distinction: the infant’s need 

to acquire the physical and cognitive skills associated with language production per se is not 

one shared by the second language learner, who already has some experience o f 

com m unicating through his/her L I .

However, the underlying trend o f  com prehension outpacing production, and the 

gradual developm ent o f  m ore sophisticated structures from very sim ple, often formulaic, 

initial utterances, does bear resem blance to characteristics associated with the early stages o f  

L2 acquisition. Tw o points are nonetheless worth noting in this regard. Firstly, the outline o f 

LI acquisition sum m arised very briefly above is itself a  generalisation. Studies such as those 

carried out as part o f  the ‘Bristol P roject’, which involved extensive longitudinal research 

into the language developm ent o f  pre-school L I-English acquiring children (reported by 

W ells 1985), suggest that while system aticity is evident in the route o f  LI developm ent, its 

rate may be subject to variation, with adult-child interaction patterns o f  possible influence in 

this respect. For example, W ells (1985) found that interactions em phasising co-operation and 

the extension o f  child-initiated topics appeared to be most conducive to language acquisition. 

Also, as m entioned in Section 2.1.2 above, studies such as Peters (1977) have shown that 

individual styles o f  acquisition m ay vary, and this may be m anifest in how children use 

language, with some appearing more ‘referential’ -  using single words as the primary 

building blocks for language developm ent -  but others tending to be m ore ‘expressive’, often 

relying heavily on verbal form ulae to m eet their com m unicative needs (Nelson 1985).

Secondly, and perhaps more significant in relation to L2 acquisition, is the idea that, 

w hile the processes o f  adult L2 acquisition m ay be significantly different from those 

associated with LI acquisition in infancy, child L2 acquisition may be more com parable to 

first language developm ent. Even in the m ost radical distancing o f  adult L2 and infant LI 

acquisition, notably the ‘Fundam ental D ifference H ypothesis’ (FDH), proposed by Bley-
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Vroman (1989), does not discount the possibility o f  a certain degree o f  sim ilarity between 

child LI and L2 developm ent, since many o f  the ten ‘differences’ it outlines (for example, 

adults’ general lack o f  L2 learning success -  see Slabakova 2009: 155-6 for discussion) are 

not necessarily characteristic o f  child L2 learners. Current research, however, tends towards 

rejection o f  a ‘strong’ version o f  the FDH. Although m any com m entators still point out 

differences between LI and L2 acquisition, they now accept that sim ilarities are also inherent 

in the tw o processes. As Herschensohn sum m arises: LI and L2 acquisition show “a 

system aticity o f  acquisition pattern, but they are not the same, and they don’t follow the same 

schedule” (2007: 132). N onetheless, she acknow ledges that “the path followed in 

L2A[cquisition] is sim ilar in m any w ays to that o f  LI A [cquisition], but usually requires more 

tim e to traverse” (ibid: 133). Slabakova in her re-exam ination o f  the FDH, concludes that the 

differences between LI acquisition and the L2 acquisition associated with adult learners, 

even in relation to the m ost striking disparity o f  ultim ate linguistic achievem ent, is likely to 

be “gradual and quantitative, but not qualitative, and may be fundam ental only in processing” 

(2009: 170). Such a conclusion also underpins H erschensohn’s proposal o f  a ‘Gradient 

Difference Hypothesis’ as an alternative to the FDH to explain dissim ilarities between infant 

LI and adult L2 acquisition. She hypothesises that child L2 acquisition, “ falls betw een” these 

tw o phenom ena and that this “suggests a continuum , not a divide” (2009: 267) between LI 

and L2 acquisition.

This does not mean, however, that the possibility o f  som e qualitative difference 

between the processing m echanism s involved in child (LI or L2) and adult L2 acquisition 

need be discounted. However, as Skehan (1998) suggests, such differences between child 

and adult L2 acquisition m ay relate more to differing overall cognitive tendencies than to any 

‘fundamental d ifference’ in their respective processes and sequences o f  L2 developm ent. It is 

likely that the learning approach favoured by children is based upon a m ore ‘formulaic
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system ’, dependent to a large extent on the use o f  language chunks, than the m ore analytical 

approach to L2 acquisition associated with adults (see Doughty 2003, and M cKay 2006: 35 

for discussion). As m entioned in Section 2.1.1, D eKeyser (2003) also suggests that the 

implicit style o f  learning prevalent am ong younger L2 learners differs from the m ore explicit 

style preferred by their adult counterparts. He argues that this may, to some degree, account 

for ch ildren’s capacity to learn a second language effectively in an ‘unstructured 

environm ent’ (for exam ple the largely im plicit L2 learning conditions associated with 

im mersion conditions), w ithout requiring as much linguistically-focussed instruction as adult 

learners (D eK eyser 2003: 335). W hile the potential influence o f  age on L2 developm ent will 

be discussed m ore fully in Section 2.3.1, it is worth noting here that, as Singleton and Ryan 

point out, D eK eyser’s findings in relation to possible maturational constraints on L2 

acquisition “apply only to implicit language learning m echanism s ... relatable to general 

cognitive changes which im pact on language learning but not only on language learning” 

(Singleton and Ryan 2004: 107). This view offers perhaps the m ost plausible account o f  any 

differences between child and adult distinction L2 acquisition. It acknow ledges that different 

cognitive characteristics and language learning m echanism s may be associated with children 

and adults acquiring a second language without insisting that any ‘fundamental difference’ 

exists between the L2 developm ental patterns o f  younger and older learners.

The possible influence o f  general cognitive factors may also explain the apparently 

greater proxim ity between child (as opposed to adult) L2 acquisition and infant LI 

acquisition. This m ay be particularly m anifest with regard to the broader characteristics o f  

L2 developm ent am ong children (as opposed to, for example, specific syntactic features). For 

instance, a ‘silent period’ m ay be experienced by som e young learners, especially those in 

early childhood -  a phenom enon not associated with adult L2 acquisition. This extended 

period o f  minimal L2 production, could be in som e way analogous to the pre-verbal phase
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am ong infants, in that it involves the developm ent o f  receptive abilities which are only later 

activated in production (see Lakshm anan 2009: 387). Therefore, while child L2 acquisition 

cannot be equated with LI acquisition, it seems likely that, in broad term s o f  increasing 

syntactic com plexity and possibly in som e o f  the factors controlling this process, there are 

important sim ilarities between infant LI and child L2 developm ent.

Studies o f  the L2 acquisition o f  international adoptees, whose LI developm ent may 

not have reached an age-equivalent level due at least in part to environm ental factors 

associated with their early socialisation, suggest such linkage. Research carried out by 

Geren, Snedeker and Ax into the English language developm ent o f  14 pre-school children 

adopted from orphanage settings in C hina and raised by English-speaking fam ilies in the 

USA (age o f  arrival; 2;7 to 5 ; I) has found that ' ‘these children went through m any o f  the 

stages that we see in first language acquisition, albeit at a faster pace.” (2005: 51). In this 

study, most o f  the children were classified as having ‘norm al’ LI developm ent for their 

respective ages, although assessing this was, the researchers admit, problem atic and rapid LI 

attrition is to be expected am ong international adoptees. Nevertheless, while this learner 

group was som ew hat distinct from ‘child L2’ learners (who are likely to have continuing 

home language experience) the sim ilarities evident in the young adoptees’ acquisition o f  

English L2 and the language developm ent o f  English L l-acquiring  infants suggests definite 

links between these two processes.

However, differences between LI and L2 acquisition m ust also be noted. As 

Lakshm anan points out, evidence o f  child L2 acquisition drawn particularly from longitudinal 

case studies suggests that young L2 learners do not pass through a “ lexical/them atic only” 

stage early in their L2 developm ent as is the case with L l-acquiring  infants (2009: 390). 

Rather, child L2 learners are able to  their previous experience o f  language acquisition (LI)  to 

at least show aw areness o f  the gram m atical features o f  their L2, and have access to a wide
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range o f  functional categories (for exam ple inform ation encoded in L2 inflectional patterns), 

even if  they m ay not be able to dem onstrate this in their actual L2 production (ibid 390-1). 

Therefore, w hile the em ergence o f  many L2 gram m atical features will appear sim ilar (in 

term s o f  production-derived evidence) to that associated with the gram m atical developm ent 

o f  infants acquiring the sam e language as an L I, it is likely that differences in term s o f  rate 

and som etim es route o f  developm ent m ay em erge between L I-acquiring infants and child L2 

learners. The additional factors o f  increased m etalinguistic aw areness and possible cross- 

linguistic influence m ust, for this reason, be taken into account when considering child L2 

acquisition.

W hether child L2 acquisition relates more closely to infant LI acquisition o f  the 

target language or to adult L2 acquisition o f  that language remains, therefore, a m atter o f 

debate. It now seems, however, that differences in the acquisition patterns o f  child L2 

learners and L I-acquiring  infants may co-exist with sim ilarities detectable between child and 

adult patterns o f  L2 developm ent. Since the ‘m orphem e studies’ o f  the 1970s (to be discussed 

in Section 2.2.2), research has suggested that this is likely. Com m on features have been 

found in the L2 developm ent (o f  various languages) am ong learners o f  various ages. This is 

apparent for instance, in studies carried out by Schwartz (1992) into the acquisition o f 

Spanish negative forms and aspects o f  Germ an syntax. Some studies, like the one conducted 

by lonin and W exler (2002) into the overuse o f  the verb ‘be’ young Russian learners o f  L2 

English (20 children; age range 3 to 14 years), have also highlighted differences in the 

m orphological acquisition am ong children learning an L2 and L I-acquiring infants. However, 

the patterns associated with certain features o f  L2 acquisition observed am ong learners o f  

target languages m ay vary in this regard. For exam ple, contrasting results have been obtained 

in studies o f  verb inflection and placem ent patterns for Dutch (Blom and Polisenska 2004) 

which suggested sim ilarities between L I-acquiring infants and child L2 learners, and for
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German (Tran 2005, cit Lakshm anan 2009: 394) which found the child L2 learners to be 

more like adult L2 learners in their developm ent o f  these features.

Hakansson (2005), in her analysis o f  such arbitrary findings in relation to child L2 

acquisition o f  Germ an and o f  Swedish, both languages with com plex verb placem ent 

patterns, uses Pienem ann’s ‘Processability T heory’ (see Section 2.2.2 for discussion) to 

explain that apparent differences in ch ildren’s LI and L2 acquisition o f  these languages does 

not necessarily prove that LI and L2 developm ent are qualitatively distinct processes. In her 

longitudinal study which focused on the acquisition o f  Swedish by native-speaking infants (2- 

3 years), native-speaking children (4-8 years) with Specific Language Im pairm ent (SLI) and 

young L2 learners (4-6 years), she found that the L2 learners and children with SLI followed 

sim ilar developm ental paths in relation to verb placem ent although in both cases this differed 

som ewhat from the acquisition route apparent am ong the LI infant group. From this 

evidence, she concludes that in language acquisition ‘‘the dichotom y is not L1-L2” , 

suggesting instead that a “continuum  o f  several styles o f  language acquisition” exists, which 

includes, for example, LI typical developm ent, LI SLI, and child L2 acquisition (Hakansson 

2005: 194).

The problem s inherent in identifying the developm ental sequences associated with 

child L2 acquisition are likewise evident in a study by H erschensohn, Stevenson and 

W altmunson (2005). Investigating the acquisition o f  m orphosyntactic features o f  L2 Spanish 

am ong 6-7 year old English-speaking children in im mersion education, this study indicated 

sim ilarities both between their L2 acquisition patterns and those associated with adult 

learners, and with patterns typical am ong LI Spanish-acquiring infants. Herschensohn 

concludes that the developm ental tendency suggested by this study “resem bles both LI A and 

adult L2A” (2007: 147). It m ay also be the case that younger children are closer in their L2 

acquisition to native-speaking infants than are even slightly o lder L2 learners (Herschensohn
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2007; 231). Further research is, however, required in this area, while studies com paring child 

L2 acquisition (following initial LI developm ent) to the sim ultaneous bilingual developm ent 

o f  infants acquiring tw o languages from birth (or shortly after) would also be worthwhile 

(Lakshm anan 2009: 394). Nevertheless, as Singleton and Ryan conclude, the overall course 

o f  L2 acquisition associated with both children and adults “despite som e divergence o f  detail, 

broadly resem bles that followed by LI learners”, with “general cognitive factors and/or 

cross-linguistic influence” likely to account for any observable discrepancies between 

younger and older L2 learners (2004; 116).

2.2.2 Identifiable sequences o f language acquisition

Describing language developm ent simply as a gradual progression from sim ple to more 

com plex utterances, with receptive skills likely to be acquired som ewhat in advance o f 

productive skills, is not, however, very inform ative. For a more detailed im pression o f  how 

L2 acquisition proceeds, researchers have found it necessary to look at specific aspects o f 

gram m atical developm ent and exam ine how these features are acquired. This need led. in the 

1970s, to the growth o f ‘m orphem e studies’. These studies first focussed on LI developm ent, 

notably in the work o f  Brown (1973), who tracked m orphological acquisition am ong three 

English-speaking children through infancy. This longitudinal research was supported by 

cross-sectional studies o f  the acquisition o f  English, for instance that conducted by de Villiers 

and de Villiers (see Slobin 1985, original study 1973). It was also expanded by studies such 

as Slobin (1985) whose com pilation o f  cross-linguistic research indicated that predictable 

patterns could be indentified in the morphological developm ent o f  other languages.

The possible relevance o f  these LI m orphem e studies to second language research 

was im m ediately apparent, with Dulay and Burt (1973; 1974c) carrying out sim ilarly-based 

studies into the acquisition o f  English as a second language am ong Spanish-speaking and 

C hinese-speaking children. The results o f  their cross-sectional studies revealed a discem able
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order in the acquisition o f  m orphem es am ong these young second language learners from 

different LI backgrounds. The sequences they discovered for English L2 acquisition by these 

children were similar, but not identical, to those identified for English L l-acquiring  infants. It 

should, however, be noted that the research param eters, and in som e cases the description o f  

m orphem es used in the LI and L2 studies differed.'^

The results obtained by Dulay and Burt were subsequently borne out by studies 

involving adults from a range o f  linguistic backgrounds learning English as a second 

language (e.g.: Bailey, M adden and Krashen, 1974 and Larsen-Freem an 1976b). M ore recent 

age-related com parisons have also shown such sim ilarity between child and adult learners, 

for exam ple, the study o f  children, adolescent and adult Spanish- and/or C atalan-speaking 

learners o f  English reported by M unoz (2006). Nevertheless, despite their broad agreem ent 

on m orphem e acquisition order, differences were noted in the orders obtained in som e o f  the 

early studies. Larsen-Freem an (1976) observed slightly different patterns o f  m orphological 

developm ent which she attributed to task-related factors, in this case a focus on written rather 

than oral production. Also, evidence o f  possible LI influence can be derived som e o f  her 

studies, for exam ple in the slow er em ergence o f  articles am ong adult learners o f  English who 

were native-speakers o f  Japanese (a language without articles) than am ong learners whose 

native language included articles (see Gass and Selinker 2008; 131 for discussion). Other 

researchers (e.g.: Krashen, Butler, Bimbaum  and Robertson 1978 cit. R. Ellis 1994: 91), also 

suggested that instructional factors, for instance an excessive focus on form, could distort the 

results o f  such studies. Overall, however, these studies argued that som e order o f  L2 

m orphological acquisition exists. This view was expressed perhaps most influentially by

Orders o f  morpheme acquisition identified by Brown (1973) for English LI may be summarised as: present 
progressive - in g , in, on. plural - s ,  past irregular, possessive - ’s, uncontractible copula, articles (a, the), past 
regular -ed. person singular regular- 5 , 3"̂  person singular irregular, uncontractible auxiliary, contractible 
copula, contractible auxiliary; and by Dulay and Burt (1974) for English L2: articles, copula, progressive ing, 
simple plural -s ,  auxiliary, past regular -ed, past irregular, long plural ~es, possessive - 's, 3'“* person singular 
(see Kwon and Han 2008).
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Krashen (1977 cit. R. Ellis 1994: 94) in his ‘natural o rder’ model o f  English L2 developm ent. 

This model, which tried to smooth out any inconsistencies exposed in earlier studies by 

grouping m orphem es together in term s o f  their likely order o f  acquisition, claim ed to account 

for ‘naturalistic’, i.e. non-instructed L2 developm ent.'^ Subsequent studies, such as that 

conducted by Pica regarding the English L2 developm ent o f  adult Spanish-speakers (1983), 

further suggested that the order indicated in this model was equally applicable to classroom  

learning. This led Pica to the conclusion that, w hile instruction could affect the hypotheses 

m ade by learners about specific gram m atical features o f  the target language, it was unlikely 

to alter the overall sequence o f  their L2 m orphological developm ent.

The im plications o f  possible developm ental sequences for second language teaching 

and learning were later investigated by, for example, Pienem ann, whose ‘Teachability 

H ypothesis’ (1989; see also Pienem ann 2005) was based on the concept that L2 gram m atical 

sequences served as “constraints” on what is ‘leam able’ and consequently ‘teachable’ at any 

given tim e in a learner’s L2 developm ent (2005: 73). This suggested that while L2 

instruction could perhaps influence the rate o f  L2 acquisition, it was unlikely to alter its route. 

Pienem ann observed that this developm ental aspect o f  L2 acquisition should be reflected in 

language pedagogy, although he acknowledged that his hypothesis did not attem pt to “predict 

sufficient conditions for teaching to be successful” (2005: 73). The ‘Teachability 

H ypothesis’, em erged from m ore in-depth research into the gradual processes o f  acquisition 

associated with particular gram m atical features. These included, for exam ple, the 

developm ent o f  negative and question forms, based largely on the study o f  the acquisition o f 

Germ an L2 with the long-running ZISA project (See R. Ellis 1994: 103-4 for review), as well 

as studies o f  English L2 acquisition am ong im migrants to Australia (Pienem ann and Johnston

Groups o f  morphemes in Krashen’s acquisitional sequence for English L2: progressive ~ing, plural -s ,  copula; 
then auxiliary progressive, article, irregular past; then regular past. 3'̂ “* person singular, possessive - 's (see 
Mufioz 2006).
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1986, cit. Pienemann 1989). This research also highlighted, however, that any claims 

regarding set morpheme orders were to be treated with caution. According to R. Ellis, they 

rather more circumspectly suggested that, while some generalised patterns in the acquisition 

o f L2 grammar may be identified, not all grammatical features “ are developmental in the 

sense that their acquisition occurs at a particular stage o f learners’ overall development”  

(1994: 105).

Therefore it appears that the morpheme studies, while they provided a useful starting 

point for research into possible sequences o f L2 acquisition are, in many respects, inadequate. 

Subsequent research has exposed considerable weaknesses in their methodology (see Hatch 

1978d, 1983a; Long and Sato 1984 cit. R.Ellis 1994: 95). For example, their dependance on 

‘ suppliance in obligatory contexts’ as an indicator o f acquisition did not take into account 

inaccurate over-use o f the morphemes studied (see Munoz 2006: 109 for discussion). The 

limited range o f the morphemes investigated and their often rather imprecise definition, for 

instance ‘articles’ (without definite/indefinite differentiation) has also proven problematic 

(Gass and Selinker 2008:135). Furthermore, the research conducted in the 1970s tended to 

over-rely on cross-sectional studies, the results o f which have not always been supported in 

longitudinal comparisons, for example, Rosansky’ s study o f Spanish speaking learners o f 

English, (1976, cit. Gass and Selinker 2008:134), or the more recent study o f  a Korean 3 year 

old learning English conducted by Kwon and Han (2008). The nature o f the data elicited by 

the experimental tool used, the Bilingual Syntax Measure, has also been questioned. 

Subsequent studies such as Porter (1977, cit. Gass and Selinker 2008:135) showed that when 

this was used with to native English-speaking pre-school children the results obtained for 

syntactic development did not correlate with the L I patterns recorded in previous longitudinal 

studies. Therefore, although the morpheme studies certainly indicated that L2 learners, 

including children, pass through broadly similar sequences o f L2 grammatical development.
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they may not have been sufficiently sensitive (due to their focus and m ethodology) to the 

subtleties inherent in this process. W hile accepting the value o f  these studies in em phasising 

"the role o f  developm ental universals vis-a-vis LI transfer in L2 acquisition”, Lakshm anan 

points out that even studies conducted at that tim e did not rule out “a more selective role for 

LI influence” (2009: 378, citing, for exam ple W ode 1978). She also acknowledges, 

however, that within these studies, the “characterization o f  developm ental universals was 

rather general and not sufficiently precise” (ibid: 378) -  a m ethodological issue which could 

seriously limit their finding that L2 acquisition occurs in identifiable sequences am ong 

learners from diverse linguistic backgrounds. Also, the criteria these studies used to establish 

‘acquisition’ o f  any given m orphem e is debatable. R. Ellis (1994: 96) argues that their 

interpretation o f  language acquisition as the “m astery o f  gram m atical items one at a tim e” is a 

m ajor theoretical flaw which limits the application o f  these studies as definitive overviews o f  

L2 developm ent.

Detailed analysis o f  the intricate processes o f  acquisition associated with specific 

m orphem es and particular syntactic structures, such as that carried out as part o f  the ZISA 

project in the 1980s, has shown that L2 gram m atical developm ent is a much more com plex 

phenom enon than the original m orphem e studies suggest. It also accepts the possibility o f  

variation am ong individual learners and raises issues as to which specific aspects o f  gram m ar 

are likely to  vary in term s o f  when and indeed w hether they are fully acquired (see R. Ellis 

1994: 105). Therefore, while it seem s that sequences o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent 

identified within the m orphem e studies remain a useful reference in understanding likely 

sequences o f  L2 acquisition, they cannot be regarded as a simple, explanatory blueprint 

applicable to all L2 learners. Recent research has em phasised the need for m ore com plex 

m odels to exam ine the acquisition processes underlying any identifiable L2 developm ental 

sequences.
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In this regard, Pienemann has suggested that the idea o f ‘processabiiity’ may offer an 

explanation for L2 acquisition. This concept goes beyond his earlier research which, as 

mentioned above, found that since L2 acquisition followed an identifiable grammatical 

sequence, its sequential characteristics could and should be reflected in L2 teaching. 

Pienemann now argues that while knowledge o f these likely sequences is certainly useful in 

understanding L2 acquisition, it must be remembered that progression through them requires 

that language is ‘processed’ by the learner. Therefore, he contends, any systematicity in 

language acquisition cannot be automatically equated with computational processing, but 

must be considered within the “architecture o f human language processing” (Pienemann 

2005; 2). Thus, “the task o f acquiring a language includes the acquisition o f the procedural 

skills needed for the processing o f the language.” (ibid: 2, italics in the original). Pienemann 

identifies a hierarchy o f  processes involved in language acquisition, through five stages from 

the basic (lemma level) to complex (subordinate clause level) procedures (Pienemann 2005; 

9)."*

In his review o f research into English L2 acquisition among both adults (Johnston 

1985, regarding Polish and Vietnamese immigrants in Australia) and children (Pienemann 

and Mackey 1993, regarding 8 -11 year old immigrant children o f various linguistic 

backgrounds), focussing on their acquisition o f specific grammatical features, Pienemann 

(2005) has found that the development o f  these features within both groups corresponded to 

the hierarchical sequence predicted by ‘Processabiiity Theory’. Furthermore, he holds that 

this theory can not only account for sequences o f L2 acquisition only but is also applicable to 

LI development, even where differences occur in the developmental route associated with 

specific linguistic features. Reviewing studies o f  German LI and L2 development, he

Hierarchy o f  processes identified in L2 acquisition within ‘Processabiiity Theory’ (Pienem ann 2005: 9): (i) 
the lem m a, (ii) the category procedure (lexical category o f  the lem m a), (iii) the phrasal procedure (instigated by 
the category o f  the head), (iv) the S-procedure and the target language word order rules, (v) the subordinate 
clause procedure -  i f  applicable.
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dem onstrates how, despite som e variation in the patterns o f  acquisition (e.g. in relation to 

verb placem ent), both L2 learners and L I-acquiring infants pass through the sim ilar overall 

stages o f  language developm ent subject to sim ilar processing constraints, within which “the 

LI sequence is explained by the sam e hierarchy o f  processability as the L2 sequence” 

(Pienem ann 2005: 40). However, while neither group ‘sk ips’ a stage, the patterns associated 

with the LI acquisition o f  a feature associated with any given stage are likely to be based on 

m ore “econom ical” hypotheses and m ay lead to ultim ately m ore successful outcom es (ibid; 

46). In this way ‘Processability Theory’ rejects the notion o f  any fundam ental difference 

between LI and L2 acquisition, while allow ing for variation am ong L2 learners which may 

possibly be explained by different internal processing m echanism s and, to some extent, 

influenced by different learning environm ents.

D eKeyser also re-evaluates the findings o f  earlier studies, recom m ending that further 

investigation be carried out into the acquisition o f  L2 gram m ar, which, he m aintains, is 

influenced by factors relating to  “com plexity o f  form, com plexity o f  m eaning and com plexity 

o f  the form -m eaning relationship”, with the transparency o f  the ‘form -m eaning relationship’ 

the most decisive factor (2005: 3). DeKeyser suggests that “salience”, construed in a broad 

sense o f  “phonological salience, sem antic com plexity, m orphological regularity and 

frequency” (ibid: 14), plays a significant role in determ ining any apparent order in L2 

gram m atical developm ent. In their m eta-analysis o f  the m orphem e-focussed studies, 

G oldschneider and D eKeyser (2005) highlight this concept o f  salience as a  possible 

explanation for perceived variance in their findings with regard to the acquisition o f  English 

L2. They accept that other factors, such as LI transfer, cannot be dism issed and, similarly, 

require renewed exam ination. The impression o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent that em erges 

from m ore recent research and reappraisal is, therefore, that while it is in som e respects 

sequential, it m ay also be subject to individual variation.
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2.2.3 L2 lexical development

Regarding lexical acquisition am ong children, it would again appear that sim ilarities and 

differences exist between LI and L2 vocabulary developm ent. A longitudinal study o f  a five 

year old Japanese girl learning L2 English in the USA (Rescorla and O kuda 1984) 

highlighted the rapidity with which this young L2 learner acquired English lexis, in 

com parison to native English-speaking infants. G reater cognitive developm ent, as well as 

Japanese-English cognates may have contributed to this child’s success in acquiring L2 

English lexis, although certain features o f  her lexical developm ent appeared to be more 

distinctly associated with L2 learning than due to linguistic links between her tw o languages 

or the cognitive advantage o f  age. For example, while her om ission o f  lexical verbs was a 

feature com m on am ong LI English-acquiring infants, her tendency to substitute the copula 

‘to b e’ for such content verbs seem ed more specific to L2 learning. There is also some 

evidence that cross-linguistic relations between children’s LI and L2 may also influence their 

choice o f  function lexis. For instance, lexical choice with regard to L2 prepositions may be 

affected by gramm atical conditions on preposition use associated with their L I, as shown by 

W hong-Barr and Schwartz (2002) in their study o f  English dative form ation am ong Japanese- 

and Korean-speaking children (aged between 6;6 and 10; 10 years).

However, as m entioned in Section 2.1.2 above, it must be rem em bered that lexical 

developm ent is one aspect o f  L2 acquisition which, along with other dim ensions such as 

phonological and pragm atic developm ent, may be highly susceptible to individual and 

context-related conditions. Therefore, it is important that pedagogical approaches are 

sensitive to these internal and external factors which may influence learners’ L2 acquisition, 

so as to support this process in an appropriate manner. In Section 2.3 below, the main 

learner-internal influences are examined, while Section 2.4 to follow looks at possible 

context-related factors which are likely to affect L2 developm ent.
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2.2.4 Implications for this study

From the research into the acquisition o f  L2 gram m ar and lexis discussed above, it would 

appear that features and possible sequences o f  L2 linguistic developm ent are worth 

considering in L2 pedagogical approaches, including curriculum  design. For example, 

consideration o f  the learner’s stage o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent in task choice and design 

could enable the learning program m e to support his/her L2 acquisition m ore effectively. 

Accounting for the linguistic dem ands o f  L2 learning tasks in this way is, however, by no 

m eans incom patible with the focus on com m unication in language learning, teaching and 

assessm ent em phasised throughout both the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks and 

the CEFR from w hich they are derived (as discussed in C hapter 1). Rather, as both 

docum ents acknow ledge, it suggests that both com m unicative language activities and 

underlying linguistic com petences should be considered as interconnected aspects o f  

language learning.

The CEFR view s “the realisation o f  com m unicative intentions” as necessarily 

involving, not only the learner’s general com petences (knowledge and skills) but also “more 

specifically language-related com m unicative com petence” which it defines as com prising 

three com ponents: linguistic, socio-linguistic and pragm atic (Council o f  Europe 2001: 108). 

1 he im portance o f  ‘com m unicative language com petence’ is recognised in both the CEFR 

and Benchm arks scales (see Section 1.2.4). These show, in different but related ways, as 

appropriate to their intended learner groups, how com m unicative language use incorporates 

the developm ent o f  a range o f  linguistic com petences including, for example, gramm atical 

and lexical skills. In the case o f  the Benchm arks, the 14 activity-based scales (the ‘Global 

Benchm arks o f  Com m unicative Proficiency’ and the 13 ‘Units o f  W ork’ scales) are 

supported by the ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic C om petence’ (IILT 2003: 8, see 

Table 4 on Page 43). The latter scale inform s teachers as to the linguistic requirem ents -
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vocabulary control, gram m atical accuracy, phonological control and ( if  age-appropriate) 

orthographical control -  associated with the com m unicative tasks within each o f  the 3 

proficiency levels (A l, A2 and B l).

In the present study, the linguistic com petence com ponent ‘gram m atical control" is o f  

particular relevance considering, as pointed out in Section 2.1.2 above, that L2 gram m atical 

developm ent is probably the m ost stable indicator o f  L2 acquisition. The exam ple below 

shows how aw areness o f  the gramm atical forms which are likely to be associated with the 

language activities suggested in the com m unicatively based descriptors presented in the 

B enchm arks’ them atic scales can be pedagogically useful. I f  teachers know which forms to 

expect at a given proficiency level, they can better support pupils’ use o f  these forms in a 

com m unicative context. For exam ple, the L2 gramm atical com petence required to fulfil the 

Level A2 descriptor for spoken interaction in Unit 12: ‘Anim als and P lants’ (lILT 2003: 21): 

Can ask and answer questions about keeping a pet.

can be determ ined by referring to the Level A2 descriptor for gram m atical accuracy included 

in the ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic C om petence’ (IILT 2003: 8):

Can use simple grammatical structures that have been learnt and practised in class. Makes frequent 
basic mistakes with tenses, prepositions and personal pronouns, though when he/she is speaking or 
writing about a familiar topic the meaning is generally clear.

Use o f  identifiable forms (in the exam ple above -  sim ple questions) for a com m unicative 

purpose can, if  L2 learning and use are viewed as inseparable, lead to their acquisition. 

K nowledge o f  ESL pupils’ sequences o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent is, therefore, very 

im portant if  the Benchm arks are to serve as an appropriate description o f  attainable learning 

outcom es which, as envisaged by Pienemann (1989; 2005), optim ally supports L2 

acquisition.

The aim o f  this study is to  enable the com parison -  based on the analysis o f  specific 

linguistic indicators -  o f  features o f  participating ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition and the 

Benchm ark criteria which describe the developm ent not only o f  com m unicative proficiency
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but also o f  L2 linguistic com petence. With regard to L2 gram m atical developm ent this 

m eans that any em erging evidence o f  pupils’ L2 acquisition will be com pared to both the 

descriptors for ‘gram m atical accuracy’ included in the ‘G lobal Scales o f  Underlying 

Linguistic C om petence’ (JILT 2003: 8) and also the gram m atical requirem ents implied in the 

language activity descriptors in the rem aining 14 scales. I will also look at selected indicators 

o f  L2 lexical developm ent and com pare evidence obtained in this study to the Benchm ark 

descriptors for ‘vocabulary control’ (ibid; 8). The m ethodology involved in this com parison 

will be explained in C hapter 3. Its results will then be presented in C hapter 4, where I will 

also consider any pedagogical im plications o f  my findings. Possible influences on ESL 

pupils’ L2 acquisition, outlined in Sections 2.3 and 2.4 below will also be discussed in this 

regard.

2.3 Possible internal influences on L2 acquisition

2.3.1 Internal factors considered in this study

Despite the evidence o f  identifiable sequences in L2 developm ent, considered in Section

2.2.3 above, the actual experience o f  L2 acquisition is essentially unique to each individual 

learner. As pointed out in Section 2.1.2, the learner-specific nature o f  L2 developm ent is 

accepted within the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks, which enable teachers to 

“ identify individual pathways o f  learning” (IILT 2003: 4) appropriate o f  each one o f  their 

ESL pupils over the course o f  his/her English language support allocation. The Benchmarks, 

therefore, offer a description o f  language learning outcom es, based on research o f  the general 

features o f  L2 developm ent and derived from the em pirically validated CEFR, which can be 

applied flexibly to children o f  different ages and linguistic backgrounds, exhibiting different 

language learning styles and affective characteristics.

This study will look at the possible impact o f  these four learner-internal factors, since 

they are o f  particular relevance to ESL pupils in L2 immersion education. I will concentrate
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on these four variables as, given the nature o f my research, they were the most observable 

sources ot individual difference among the 18 participating pupils. The influence o f age on 

these pupils’ English L2 development over the study period will be considered in greatest 

depth since accurate information as to the age o f each participant was obtainable from their 

English language support teachers. Home language influence will also be discussed insofar 

as it could be indentified and assessed for each pupil, based on information obtained from 

teachers’ and pupils’ actual LI use in the context o f the recorded English language support 

lessons. Clearly, however, this cannot take into account the much wider home-language 

experience o f the ESL pupils involved in this research project which includes their use o f LI 

both outside school (e.g. with family members) or in school (e.g. with LI-speaking friends). 

Finally, I will make some observations in relation to the possible impact o f differing language 

learning styles and affective characteristics for each o f the 18 ESL pupils participating in my 

study. However, since my role as researcher was that o f non-participating observer with 

access only to participants’ L2 performance in their English language support lessons, any 

conclusions drawn in this regard are very tentative and would require considerable 

substantiation which, for practical reasons, lies outside the scope o f the present study.

Neither can this study consider in any depth the much wider range o f possible 

individual differences -  beyond the four selected variables listed above -  which may have 

influenced the 18 ESL pupils’ acquisition o f English over the course o f  my study. In addition 

to the four possible factors identified in this research, there are many more learner-specific 

variables which may affect L2 acquisition. Dornyei identifies these as influences relating to 

'"personality, ability/aptitude, and motivation" (2005: 7, italics in the original). In order to 

account more fully for individual differences in the L2 acquisition o f ESL pupils at primary 

school in Ireland, it would be necessary to examine a much wider selection o f  variables and

Regarding potential hom e-ianguage influence on 1,2 acquisition, m ethodological constraints on this aspect o f  
analysis are discussed further in Chapter 3.
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consider pupils’ L2 development both in the context o f  the English language support 

classroom and their overall integration into mainstream education and the society o f their 

host country. However, since my research is concerned to investigate the effectiveness o f the 

English Language Proficiency Benchmarks as individually-adaptable guidelines for English 

language support, based on empirical evidence o f  ESL pupils’ L2 use in this particular 

learning context, restricting my observations to the four variables discussed below is, 1 

believe, the most appropriate means o f  accounting for any learner-specific differences 

apparent in my study.

2.3.2 Age

The possible role o f  age as an influential factor in language development and the likelihood 

o f  differences between the learning patterns o f children and adults have been mentioned 

briefly in Section 2.2.1. Age is an issue o f particular relevance to a study o f L2 acquisition 

among young learners, but it is frequently subject to misconception or over-generalisation, 

with the view often prevailing that children face few problems in acquiring a second 

language. However, as Philp, Mackey and Oliver stress, L2 acquisition among young learners 

cannot be presumed to be simply “child’s play” (2008: 4). On the contrary, it appears more 

likely, as stressed by McKay that “children have to work hard to learn a language” (2006: 

44).

Furthermore, although Singleton and Ryan conclude that, “/n general those who are 

naturalistically exposed to an L2 and whose exposure to the L2 in question begins in 

childhood eventually surpass those whose exposure begins in adulthood” (2004: 227, italics 

in the original), they argue that this does not entail that children are necessarily more adept at 

L2 learning than adults. Rather, they outline the complexity o f age as a variable in language 

acquisition and, in the context o f  L2 acquisition, they emphasise that age-related factors 

cannot be viewed in isolation from other potential influences such as learners’ context o f
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acquisition and duration o f  L2 exposure. Therefore, while research indicates “ evidence o f a 

general long-term advantage for learners whose experience o f the target language begins in 

their childhood years”  (Singleton and Ryan 2004: 100; see also Birdsong 1999; Skehan 1998; 

Long 1990), it would seem unwise to over-simplify the relation between age and L2 

acquisition as one which invariably favours younger learners. Particularly when dealing with 

young learners in L2-dominant immersion education, there is danger inherent in presuming 

that L2 acquisition occurs almost effortlessly among children.

Rather, it seems preferable to look in greater depth at how exactly child L2 

acquisition may d iffer from adult L2 development in terms o f its features and outcomes, and 

to try to determine possible reasons for these apparent differences. Studies in this regard tend 

to focus on distinct aspects o f L2 acquisition, examining separately phonological, 

grammatical, semantic and sociolinguistic features o f  L2 acquisition, in their comparison o f 

younger and older learners (see Singleton and Ryan 2004 and Herschensohn 2007 for reviews 

o f studies). From these studies, it emerges that while young learners usually demonstrate 

greater success in terms o f ultimate learning outcomes than their more mature counterparts 

with regard to certain aspects o f L2 development (particularly phonology), the existence o f 

any strict ‘ critical period’ , or age beyond which successful L2 learning is impossible is 

questionable (see Singleton and Ryan 2004, Muiioz 2006 and Herschensohn 2007).

In fact, considering short-term language development, adults and adolescents in itia lly 

seem to make more rapid progress than younger learners. This is evident in studies like those 

carried out as part o f the Barcelona Age Factor project which investigated English language 

acquisition among instructed learners o f various ages in Catalonia. For example Munoz 

(2006) and Alavarez (2006) conclude that superior cognitive skills may benefit older learners 

at least in the early stages o f foreign language learning. However, it appears that over time 

and under conditions o f sustained, more ‘ naturalistic’ L2 exposure (typically in an L2-
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dominant social environment), learners who commence their second language learning in 

childhood ultimately attain higher levels o f  proficiency than older learners. This has been 

demonstrated within ‘ immigrant studies’ most notably that by Johnson and Newport (1989. 

see Singleton and Ryan 2004 for discussion). This study investigated the acquisition o f 

English among Chinese and Korean immigrants to the USA, whose ‘age-on-arrival’ (AoA) 

varied from infancy to adulthood. Johnson and Newport found that participants who arrived 

in the USA and commenced their English L2 development before the age o f 7 years 

performed in a near-native like manner in grammatical judgement tests. For those who had 

arrived between the ages o f  7 and 15 years, accuracy rates fell at a rate proportionate to AoA, 

with the test performance more random still for immigrants aged 17 years and upwards upon 

arrival.

However, while such findings suggested that age could play a critical role in L2 

acquisition, the ‘ immigrant studies* tended to ignore other factors, particularly influences 

related to the context o f  learning, which may have affected their participants’ L2 

development. Any claim based on these studies that age plays a singularly decisive role in 

L2 acquisition is further refuted by subsequent research which has shown that some adults are 

equally capable o f attaining native-like proficiency (Birdsong 1999, Bongaerts 1999). Studies 

such as Bialystok and M ille r (1999), comparing the English L2 development o f older and 

younger learners from Chinese- and Spanish-speaking backgrounds, also caution that 

children immersed in an L2 environment do not always exhibit significantly superior 

proficiency to older learners (as shown by the performance o f  the Chinese participants), and 

that other influences, such as L I background and social circumstances o f L2 exposure, must 

be considered with regard to their L2 acquisition. Even in relation to phonology, studies now 

suggest that age o f exposure to the L2 may “ co-vary with other factors that impact L2
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phonological acquisition including factors such as L I phonological development and 

language use (L I and L2)”  (Lakshmanan 2009: 387).

This contrasts sharply w ith first language acquisition, in which support for a ‘critical 

period’ spanning from birth to puberty, originally suggested by researchers in the 1950s and 

1960s (notably Penfield and Roberts 1959 and Lenneberg 1967) is still relatively strong (see 

Singleton and Ryan 2004, Munoz 2006 and Herschensohn 2007 for discussion). Regarding 

L I acquisition, extreme cases o f linguistic delay among children who were considered 

neurologically ‘normal’, for example ‘ feral’ children such as ‘Genie’ serve as evidence o f at 

least some biologically-determined chronological limitations on language development, 

particularly in relation to its morpho-syntactic aspects (see Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson 

2003, Singleton and Ryan 2004, and Herschensohn 2007 for reviews o f studies). However, 

as Muiioz (2006: I) cautions, even in these cases it may be impossible to attribute delayed 

language development to age-related issues alone, and certainly the overall impact o f age on 

L2 acquisition is probably much less direct than is popularly believed. The view expressed 

by Herschensohn that: “ first language (L I)  is susceptible to age constraints for complete 

acquisition, whereas second language ... is only indirectly so affected”  (2007: 2-3); may 

therefore offer an appropriate perspective on the nature o f any age-related influence with 

regard to child L2 acquisition.

It should also be emphasised that any advantage experienced by young learners, 

particularly those experiencing education and socialisation through their L2, may be as much 

a consequence o f greater exposure to and engagement with the L2 over time as it is o f any 

biologically endowed abilities that gradually erode with age (Bialystok and Hakuta 1999). 

Although Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson (2003: 574) conclude that maturational factors are o f 

major significance in determining ultimate L2 attainment, based upon research involving the 

comparison o f learners o f Swedish whose L2 acquisition began before and after seven years
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o f age (Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam 2009), they also acknowledge the role o f 

environmental and affective conditions in determining L2 success. It may therefore be more 

appropriate to regard the influence o f  age on second language acquisition as the “ interplay 

between maturational and social/psychological factors” (Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson 2003: 

575).

Assessing the impact o f  age on L2 acquisition is clearly o f  relevance to any study o f 

young learners in an L2-medium educational context. Research tends to concur with the view 

posited by Krashen et al (1979), which is summarised thus by Mufioz (2006: 2): “acquirers 

who begin natural exposure to second language during childhood generally achieve higher 

second language proficiency than those beginning as adults” . If this is the case, then young 

immigrant children acquiring the language o f education and the host community in an 

immersion context would appear to be in the most advantageous position for L2 acquisition. 

However, further research conducted by Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam into the Swedish L2 

proficiency o f  early-start and late-start learners indicates that, although participants whose L2 

acquisition began in childhood appeared more successful than their older counterparts in 

terms o f ultimate L2 proficiency, this cannot be assumed to equate to ‘nativelikeness’ (2009: 

290). While highlighting the role o f maturational factors in L2 acquisition, they caution that 

early age o f onset o f  acquisition “ is a necessary although not sufficient requirement for 

nativelike attainment in an L2” (Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam 2009: 290, italics in the 

original).

Therefore, the risk in presuming that L2 acquisition is somehow a ‘natural’ or 

‘automatic’ occurrence among children immersed in an L2-dominant education system in 

society cannot be overestimated. In order to integrate socially into this community and to 

achieve their full academic potential in L2-medium education, young L2-learners essentially 

need to acquire (near-)nativelike L2 proficiency. Rather than any complacent belief that L2-
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immersion will, o f  itself, result in the acquisition o f  these nativelike L2 skills, it is essential 

that the potential benefits o f  com m encing L2 acquisition in childhood under such 

circum stances are understood and pedagogically exploited to ensure that these young learners 

develop L2 skills as rapidly and extensively as possible. This requires an understanding o f  

both how and why children’s L2 acquisition may differ from that o f  older learners in term s o f  

the processes it involves, and a recognition that variation may occur am ong children o f  

different ages with regard to the L2 acquisition experience.

In the present study, the age o f  the participating ESL pupils (4 to 10 years) reflects the 

significant age range that exists am ong pupils at prim ary school in Ireland (generally 4 to 13 

years). This age range corresponds not only to a w ide spectrum  o f  cognitive ability but also to 

increasing mainstream  curriculum  requirem ents over the course o f  the primary school years. 

The possible im plications o f  age difference am ong ESI. pupils must therefore be taken into 

account when considering their L2 acquisition, and any pedagogical responses to it, including 

L2 curriculum  design. W hile, as will be discussed in C hapter 3, the m ajority o f  these 

participants could be classified as belonging to the ‘early childhood’ period as identified by 

Philp, M ackey and O liver (2008; 5) (in this study, taking into account the structure o f  the 

Irish prim ary education system I will define this as ‘under 7 years’), the fact that 7 o f  the 18 

pupils could be classified within the ‘middle childhood period’ (ibid: 5) (in this study 7 to 10 

years) allow s for som e age-related com parison in relation to evidence o f  partic ipants’ L2 

acquisition over the research period.

Studies such as Dimroth (2008), which com pared the Germ an L2 acquisition o f  tw o 

Russian-speaking siblings, suggest that age may impact differently on children within the 

‘early childhood’ and the ‘middle childhood’ periods. However, although slightly older 

primary school children may benefit from more developed cognitive skills than their younger 

counterparts, this does not ensure their L2 developm ent will be any easier. In the context o f
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L2 English acquisition in Irish prim ary schools, the o lder ESL pupil m ay actually face a  more 

daunting task in reaching a level o f  English proficiency com parable to that o f  his/her native- 

English-speaking peers, than the pupil in ‘early ch ildhood’ whose L2 acquisition begins in 

the form ative ‘Infant’ classes. The challenge faced by young learners com m encing L2 

acquisition in ‘middle childhood’ in L2-medium education, will also include the need to 

rapidly develop extensive literacy skills as well as oral ability (to be discussed in Section 

2.5.5). The span o f  L2 developm ent required o f  young learners must consequently be 

reflected in any pedagogical response. With regard to the present study, the English 

Language Proficiency Benchm arks recognise the need to consider age-related variation in the 

L2 learning outcom es which can be expected am ong ESL pupils at primary school level. In 

specifying literacy requirem ents, for example, they qualify all descriptors for the skills o f  

reading and writing with the caveat ‘if  appropriate to the age o f  the pupil’ (IILT 2003). This 

allows the descriptors to cover activities essential for older children, while accepting that 

these may not be o f  relevance to younger children whose native-English-speaking peers 

would not be expected to dem onstrate such literacy skills.

Secondly, the age o f  the learner may determ ine the most effective form o f  instruction 

to m eet his/her individual requirem ents with regard to any specific feature o f  L2 acquisition 

at a given level o f  ability. W hile the question as to whether a qualitative difference exists 

between child and adult L2 acquisition remains unresolved (see Singleton and Ryan 2004 for 

discussion), research indicates that children acquire language (both LI and L2) prim arily by 

implicit means. This may involve the activation o f  general m em ory-related m echanism s (as 

hypothesised, for exam ple, by Skehan 1998) or it may be due to  operations associated with an 

innate linguistic faculty (as argued, for instance, by W hite 2003). Consequently, 

com m unicative activities that focus predom inantly on the sharing o f  m eaning would seem 

most appropriate to children’s L2 learning needs (G ibbons 2001, M cKay 2006; see Section
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2.4.4 for further discussion). However, it is liicely that as De K eyser (2003: 334) 

hypothesises, “ som ewhere between childhood and puberty, children gradually lose the ability 

to learn a language successfully by im plicit m echanism s only” . A ccording to De Keyser 

(2003: 335), this “shift during childhood from im plicit to explicit processing” m ost probably 

explains any m aturational influence on second language acquisition, nam ely that adults 

appear to learn faster but children are ultim ately more successful.

This suggests that there are age-related im plications for L2 pedagogy. Young children 

m ay respond better to implicit learning activities in L2-im m ersion education than older 

children, who m ay require additional, more explicit instruction. Evidence o f  differing 

learning preferences affecting L2 acquisition was noted, for example, by M unoz in a study o f  

tw o groups o f  learners o f  English in Catalonia (age o f  introduction to English: 8 and 11 years 

respectively) which revealed that the slightly older group were “quicker to acquire language 

aspects that involve above all declarative or explicit learning and m em ory” (2006: 34). Such 

outcom es suggest that age-related cognitive preferences should be taken into account in L2 

teaching. It is also interesting to note that, while Mufioz found within this foreign language 

context that learners with earlier exposure to English eventually caught up with but did not 

surpass their older peers upon reaching a com parable cognitive stage, she concluded that 

‘second language success ... may be as much a function o f  exposure as o f  age.” (ibid: 34). 

Such views have been echoed by, for example, A lavarez (2006) who also studied foreign 

language learners o f  English in Catalonia, focussing on narrative developm ent. She too 

found that adult and adolescent participants in her study progressed m ore quickly than child 

L2 learners (introduced to English at age 8 years), which led her to argue that “young 

children do most o f  their L2 learning im plicitly” and thus need m ore L2 exposure than adults 

(A lavarez 2006: 153).
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D im roth’s com parative longitudinal study o f  the L2 acquisition o f  two Russian LI 

sisters who arrived in G erm any at the respective ages o f  8 and 14 years, indicates that 

differing learning processes may explain why, by the end o f  the 1.5 year research period, the 

younger learner’s L2 proficiency em erged as more ‘target-like’ than that o f  her o lder sister 

(2008: 70). This study suggests that, w hile there were sim ilarities in the acquisition o f  

G erm an word order and inflectional m orphology and the adolescent learner dem onstrated 

greater diversity in her attem pts at these aspects o f  gram m atical developm ent, the younger 

ch ild’s ‘strategy to im itate unanalyzed input form s’ led to greater L2 accuracy than her 

sister’s apparent reliance on often incorrect or over-regularised analytical assum ptions 

(Dim roth 2008; 70). Therefore, across the age-span o f  the prim ary years, cognitive growth 

and the rising dem ands o f  the m ainstream  educational curriculum  m ay warrant, to an 

increasing extent, the incorporation o f  explicit learning, particularly in relation to more 

“abstract structures” which De K eyser (2003: 321) doubts can be acquired in an entirely 

im plicit manner. Such explicit instruction can, however, be incorporated into com m unicative 

tasks which focus on aspects o f  linguistic form, enabling learners to notice gram m atical 

features o f  the input (to be discussed in Section 2.4.4). In this way, “they becom e explicitly 

aw are o f  a structure, but the focus-on-form  techniques are not necessarily ex p lic if’ (De 

Keyser 2003: 328). M cKay (2006: 43) also agrees that older children can handle and 

probably require a “m ore explicit focus on form ” than younger learners.

However, aw areness-raising o f  this nature need not be confined solely to the teaching 

o f  o lder children. A lthough M cKay m aintains that children under the age o f  eight years old 

are not capable o f  discussing the L2 gram m atical system in explicit term s, she recognises that 

an “ incidental focus on form ” is a worthwhile pedagogical practice, even am ong younger 

children w ho can benefit from a jo in t “m eaning/form  focus” (2006: 42). This has been 

dem onstrated by B ialystok (2001) in relation to tasks based on a fam iliar ch ildren’s story. It
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is also worth considering that, while LI acquisition appears to progress in a manner that is 

largely implicit, even very young children can be seen to respond to certain types o f more 

explicit feedback, and may exhibit some capacity for metalinguistic awareness. Studies o f 

early childhood bilinguals in particular reveal the ability o f young children to reflect on the 

language they use in specific situations, although they may only be able to express such skills 

in an extremely basic manner (see Lanza, 1997; Bialystok 2001 for discussion).

Relating these issues to the present study, it should be remembered (as pointed out in 

Section 2.2.4) that while the Benchmarks focus on the development o f  communicative ability 

they also allow for the consideration o f developing language competence by describing 

features o f underlying linguistic proficiency. This results in the description o f language 

learning outcomes, which facilitates either implicit or explicit L2 instruction in a consistently 

communicative context, in this way the Benchmarks should be able to take into account 

possible age-related changes in language learning preferences.

The Benchmarks also promote the development o f metalinguistic abilities from the 

earliest stages o f L2 acquisition, since their ‘can do’ descriptors are rephrased as “ 1 can” 

statements in the accompanying tools for ESL pupils: the primary level European Language 

Portfolio (ELP) (IILT 2004a), and M y First English Book (2005). As discussed in Chapter 1, 

these resources guide even the very youngest learners through a process o f self-assessment, 

enabling them to consider their own communicative achievements and thus to reflect on the 

language used in such performance. In addition, for all children, both native- and non-native 

speakers o f the language o f instruction, initiation into schooling immerses pupils in an 

environment that, while it may be highly interactive and learner-centred, differs from the 

more ‘naturalistic’ context o f infant development. Even in its earliest stages, education 

invariably involves a certain degree o f  explicit learning, however subtly this is presented. As 

Little (2007) points out. introduction to literacy is, o f  its very nature, engagement in
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m etalinguistic activity (see Section 2.5.5 for further discussion). By describing L2 literacy 

skills, by outlining L2 learning outcom es by way o f  activity-based scales supported by a scale 

for underlying linguistic com petence, and by prom oting the developm ent o f  m etalinguistic 

aw areness, the Benchm arks facilitate a com m unicative approach in which L2 learning can 

occur im plicitly through L2 use. However, this approach also allow s for explicit focus where 

appropriate to the age and individual learning needs o f  ESL pupils.

2.3.3 Home language influence

In addition to age-related issues, differences in learners’ first or home language(s) -  here 

referred to as LI -  represent another source o f  potential variation in L2 acquisition. This is 

particularly relevant to this study, which exam ines a m ulticultural group o f  children from 10 

distinct LI backgrounds spanning a range o f  European and Asian languages (see C hapter 3 

for details). Considering such a diverse participant group, it is likely that some cross- 

linguistic influence associated with the participants’ home languages may be evident in 

particular features o f  his/her L2 production.

However, the influence o f  a learner’s LI on his/her L2 acquisition is probably more 

com plex and less decisive than may be popularly believed. In the 1950s and 1960s, studies 

rooted in the tradition o f  Behaviourist psychology, which viewed language learning as the 

product o f  imitative, taught behaviour, often em ployed ‘contrastive analysis’ as a m eans o f  

explaining L2 developm ent. Since the 1970s, this approach has fallen out o f  favour, as it was 

found to over-em phasise (often negatively) the role o f  L I/L 2 transfer in L2 acquisition. 

Consequently, learners’ LI has com e to be regarded as a som ew hat secondary influence on 

their L2 developm ent (see Odiin 2003, Rom aine 2003 for overview  o f  research). As 

discussed in Section 2.2.2 above, studies have revealed that learners o f  various backgrounds 

generally progress through stages o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent (a key indicator o f  L2 

acquisition) which are associated more with native-speaker norm s for that language than with
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linguistic transfer. Regarding gram m ar, it is likely, as Lakshm anan suggests, that “the LI 

may not impinge in any m ajor way on L2 gram m ar construction” , although she acknow ledges 

that gram m ar-related transfer may occur if  required as “a last resort”, in response to the 

learner’s com m unicative needs (Lakshm anan 2009: 384).

Despite the current view o f  cross-linguistic influence as being m uch more limited than 

previously assum ed, it appears that there is no denial that transfer can and will occur if 

necessary. It is worth noting that such L1/L2 transfer may affect different aspects o f  L2 

developm ent differently. For exam ple it may be m ore apparent in relation to L2 phonology 

than to L2 gram m ar or lexis. The extent o f  any cross-linguistic influence may also be 

affected by characteristics o f  the learner (e.g. age) and his/her learning context (children in an 

L2-immersion environm ent may be least prone to such influence). However, recent studies, 

have shown that, even am ong children, cross-linguistic influence can and does impact on 

decisions regarding specific L2 gram m atical features or lexico-gram m atical choices (for 

exam ple W hong-Barr and Schwartz 2002, discussed in Section 2.2.4). Therefore, as Gass and 

Selinker (2008: 124) argue, the role o f  cross-linguistic influence in child L2 acquisition 

cannot be ignored. Rather, in accordance with Rocca (2007 cit. Gass and Selinker 2008: 124) 

they accept that while child L2 learners display a “m orphological sensitivity” sim ilar to 

infants acquiring the target language as an L I, they are nevertheless, like adult L2 learners, 

“ influenced by language transfer where language transfer can involve gram m atical lexical 

prototypical links” . However, such influence does not necessarily have to involve the direct 

substitution o f  LI features for L2 equivalents. Transfer m ay also be apparent in rate o f  L2 

acquisition, as found by Zobl (1982) in com paring a Chinese child’s acquisition o f  English 

articles (a feature absent in the ch ild ’s L I) to that o f  a Spanish-speaking ESL learner (who 

had LI experience o f  article use). It may also be m anifest in the over-production o f  L l-
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associated structures, and in the avoidance o f others in an apparently Li-based interpretation 

o f cues (Gass and Seiinker 2008: 141).

This concept o f cross-linguistic influence as more than simply direct L1/L2 transfer 

extends to other aspects o f L2 acquisition, including phonology. While L2 phonological 

development is likely to reveal evidence o f cross-linguistic influence this may not involve 

merely applying L I phonological characteristics to L2 words. This may be particularly true 

among children. Studies such Harada (2006), which examined the acquisition o f phonetic 

features o f Japanese (single and geminate stops) among a group o f English-speaking children 

(aged 6 to 10 years) in an L2-immersion context, suggest that while the phonological patterns 

exhibited by young L2 learners may be different from those associated with native speakers 

o f the target language, they do not necessarily correspond to phonetic categories identifiable 

with their L I (see also Yavas 2002 cit. Lakshmanan 2009: 388). Cross-linguistic influence on 

L2 phonology among child learners may vary considerably in terms o f extent (possibly due to 

age and social context) and may change rapidly with developing L2 proficiency. This is 

evident in longitudinal research carried out by Anderson (2004), who investigated L2 

phonological development among a group o f children (aged 3;9 to 4;9 at the beginning o f 

study) acquiring English in an L2-immersion kindergarten environment. In this study, it 

appeared that the children (whose home languages were Korean, Russian and French) 

exhibited some LI-linked transfer in their L2 phonology. However, analysis o f their 

phonological error patterns suggested that, even after a very limited period o f exposure to the 

L2, they could “for the most part maintain distinct phonological systems” for each o f their 

two languages (Anderson 2004: 198). The rapid development o f ‘ local accents’ among some 

young L2 learners in immersion education in an L2-dominant society seems to lend further 

support to this finding.
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Nevertheless, consideration o f  cross-linguistic influence rem ains w orthw hile since it 

may help to account for individual variation am ong learners o f  different hom e-language 

backgrounds (Rom aine 2003: 409). As a result, it m ay inform specific pedagogical 

approaches for individual learners in a m ultilingual target group. W hile such LI transfer was 

formerly perceived as im pacting negatively on L2 developm ent, Odlin (2003: 438) points out 

its positive dim ension, noting the “facilitating influences that arise from cross-linguistic 

sim ilarities” . The term ‘cross-linguistic influence’ was originally used by Kellerm an and 

Sharwood Smith (1986, as reported by Gass and Selinker 2008). It was coined, to some 

extent, as a counter-balance to the formerly negative view o f  L1/L2 transfer. As pointed out 

above, the particular nature o f  such influence m ay vary am ong learners, depending on a 

com plex web o f  factors including age, stage o f  L2 proficiency, and context o f  learning. It 

may also be affected by the linguistic relation between the learner’s LI and L2, although this 

may not be quantifiable in term s o f  any objective m easurable ‘distance’ between languages. 

Rather, it may be subject to further variables such as learner perceptions and the state o f a 

learner’s L2 developm ent at any given tim e in his/her learning.

In this respect, proxim ity between learners’ “ individual judgem ents” as to the 

linguistic distance between their L 1 and L2 has em erged as a factor contributing to the nature 

and extent o f  any cross-linguistic influence (Odlin 2003: 442). W hile the extent to which this 

may affect child L2 learners is debatable, since young children are unlikely to be able to 

articulate such perceptions, from a pedagogical perspective, raising aw areness o f  links 

between closely related languages has been successfully em ployed as a m eans o f  harnessing 

the potential positive effects o f  L1/L2 transfer. For exam ple, Jim enez, G om ez and Pearson 

(1996) have found that highlighting Spanish-English cognates am ong Latino/a school

children in the USA can be an effective means o f  prom oting biliteracy skills (to be discussed 

in Section 2.5.5).
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However, beyond the highlighting o f  obvious lexical cognates or the identification o f 

clear phonological differences between learners’ L I and L2, it may be d ifficu lt to predict 

likely patterns o f cross-linguistic transfer. In relation to L2 morpho-syntactic development, 

evidence suggests that objectively-determined typological differences between different L is  

offer an insufficient explanation for possible transfer patterns. On the contrary, research 

suggests that the learner’s stage o f L2 grammatical acquisition may be more decisive in this 

regard. Pienemann, from a cross-linguistic study o f  L I transfer, argues that L I morpho- 

syntactic influence on the learner’ s L2 may be ‘ developmentaliy-moderated’ , and that in 

determining transfer patterns the processability o f  the transferable structure, considering the 

“ developmental state o f the learner’s language”  may be a more influential factor than 

linguistic distance between his/her L I and L2 (Pienemann 2005: 111). Considered, therefore, 

as a relation likely to be determined not only by linguistically specifiable similarities and 

differences between two languages but by a range o f changing affective and developmental 

factors particular to the learner, it is therefore d ifficu lt to estimate the extent o f L I/L2  

transferability for any given learner at any point in his/her L2 acquisition. Also, as Odlin 

notes (2003: 450), it may not be easy to discriminate between features o f a learner’s 

interlanguage that are the result o f cross-linguistic influence and those attributable to more 

general stages o f L2 development, particularly where optional overlapping L I/L 2  structures 

exist.

Since, as Odlin points out, “ all language acquisition takes place in a social matrix” , 

factors associated with the social context o f the learner’ s L2 development should also be 

considered in assessing possible home influence (2003; 452). Certain aspects o f cultural 

activity may not be mediated in the same manner through different languages and this may be 

reflected in learners’ L2 acquisition (see Odlin 2003 for discussion). Research into the 

expression o f apology (for example, Olshtain 1983 cit. Odlin 2003: 465) indicates that, in
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addition to LI influence on L2 linguistic features, language-specific characteristics may be 

transferred at a sociolinguistic and pragmatic level. This may have perceptible cultural 

consequences, for instance with regard to the politeness conventions associated with the L2- 

speaking culture. It also suggests that the learner's LI may act as both a “cognitive filter” and 

an “affective filter" (Odiin 2003: 465), through which cultural knowledge is created, and this 

may have implications for the acquisition o f L2 pragmatic and sociolinguistic competence. In 

relation to young ESL pupils, many o f whom are in the early stages o f socialisation outside 

the home when they enter primary school in Ireland, it may be difficult to say whether and to 

what extent cross-linguistic transfer affects their development o f L2 socio-linguistic 

competence. Nevertheless, there is a likelihood that LI patterns may, to some extent, 

influence their L2 development in this regard, with pupils’ acquisition o f  politeness 

conventions, for example those associated with requesting, possibly subject to cross-linguistic 

transfer where differences exist between LI and L2 sociolinguistic norms.

It is important to note, however, that the considerations outlined above relate only to 

aspects o f children’s L2 development that may exhibit features o f cross-linguistic influence 

due to their particular LI background. The reason for this rather limited focus is two-fold. 

Firstly since my research investigated ESL pupil’s L2 acquisition and its relation if any to 

criteria guiding L2 teaching, I had to concentrate on data relating to evidence o f L2 

development, rather than the much wider plurilingual development o f  each participant in this 

study. Secondly, but closely linked to this first restriction, my data collection was confined to 

the context o f English language support lessons and thus could be affected by constituent 

factors (most o f the lesson groups included children from diverse linguistic backgrounds, 

rather than speakers o f the same Ll^* )̂ and pedagogical factors (there was lack o f  awareness

Such linguistic diversity is typical o f  the ESL pupil cohort in Irish primary schools (see  L yons and Little 
2009 , Smyth et. al 2009). Since English language support groups are generally sm all and usually com prise 
children from the sam e school class, it is often the case therefore that the I>l backgrounds o f  these children 
differ.
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o f  the im portance o f  home language use^') operating in therein. To conduct a broader study 

o f  ESL pupils overall plurilingual developm ent, it w ould have been necessary to research 

their language use at home, in the mainstream  classroom  and in o ther social situations, for 

exam ple, in the school playground and within their local com m unity. Unfortunately, this was

not possible given the practical constraints upon the present study.

2.3.4 Language learning styles and preferences

As discussed in Section 2.2.1 above, learners, even very young children m ay display

observable differences in the way they learn language. Such differences have been attributed 

differing to ‘cognitive sty les’ am ong individual learners. Research into LI acquisition has 

distinguished two prevalent language learning styles -  ‘analytical’ and ‘holistic’ -  am ong 

language-acquiring infants (see for example, Peters 1977, Nelson 1973). ‘A nalytical’ children 

are those who typically progress through a one-word phase o f  developm ent, often including a 

‘vocabulary spurt’, to more creative m ulti-word constructions. ‘H olistic’ children are often 

m ore socially-oriented with frequent reliance on fixed language ‘chunks’ as aids to their LI 

developm ent. However, as children are likely to vary in the extent to which they favour either 

style, researchers cautioned that any such analytical/holistic distinction is best interpreted as a 

continuum  rather than a dichotom y (Nelson 1985).

R egarding L2 acquisition, com parable differences in language learning styles have 

been observed am ong learners although the im pact o f  varying cognitive styles on L2 

developm ent rem ains a m atter o f  considerable debate. The root o f  this controversy lies, 

perhaps, in the difficulty o f  conceptualising w hat constitutes a ‘language learning style’. 

U ltimately, it is linked to the learner’s general cognitive style, w hich Dom yei defines as the 

“ individual’s preferred and habitual m odes o f  perceiving, rem em bering, organising.

See Section 3.1 for details o f  the schools involved and the linguistic backgrounds o f  participating pupils.
W hile there w as no direct ‘E nglish -only’ policy evident in the English language support lessons visited, the 
importance o f  plurilingual developm ent and hom e language use in the classroom  did not appear to be w idely  
known or appreciated.
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processing and representing information” (2005: 124). However, language learning style is 

also influenced by the environment within which the learner acquires his/her L2. Dornyei 

argues that the individual’s language learning style therefore “comprises two fundamental 

levels o f functioning” : the “cognitive level” and the “ level o f  the learning activity” (ibid: 

124). In this way, language learning style may be subject to variation at an intra- as well as 

inter-learner level -  varying for individual learners at different stages o f their L2 

development and manifested differently depending on the actual context with which the 

learner engages. Psychological models have been designed to represent pervasive ‘cognitive 

styles’ which are likely to impact on how learners acquire a second language. These included 

the Cognitive Styles Analysis (CSA) model devised by Riding (1991) which classifies styles 

across two dimensions: ‘wholistic/analytic’ and ‘verbal/imagery’. Another influential model 

is the Learning Style Inventory (LSI) designed by KobI (Version 3, 1999), which again uses a 

two dimensional framework to account for learners’ differing styles in terms o f their 

tendencies towards: ‘concrete/abstract’ thinking and ‘active/retlective’ processing (see 

Dornyei 2005: 124-135 for overview o f these models and their application).

Renewed interest in determining the influence o f learners’ individual cognitive styles 

on their L2 learning preferences and characteristics, has also led to the re-examination o f 

issues such as the possible influence o f ‘field-dependency’ in L2 learning. Earlier research 

generally contrasted ‘field independent’ learners as those tending towards an analytic 

approach (more competent with regard to decontextualised learning but possibly less so in 

social interaction), with ‘field dependent’ learners who exhibit a more holistic style o f 

learning (more reliant on context o f  acquisition but often competent in interaction). However, 

this generalisation now seems flawed since, as Dornyei and Skehan point out, given the 

characteristics associated with either style, “each o f these putative preferences could have 

advantages for language learning” (2003: 603). ‘Field independence’ is also likely to increase
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with age, so children may exhibit a more ‘field dependent’ style o f language learning than 

older learners, but again any implications o f this likelihood are unclear. As R. Ellis cautions, 

any attempts to link this potential variable to specific pedagogical approaches have proven 

largely inconclusive (1994; 501).

In this regard, Skehan’s reappraisal o f ‘field dependency’ (1995) may, however, be 

more useful. He maintains that a distinction between “analytically oriented” and “memory 

oriented” learners should be considered with regard to instruction in order to ensure that the 

needs o f both groups are adequately catered for (Domyei and Skehan 2003: 595). Recent 

reappraisal o f the concept o f ‘ language aptitude’ characterised by Skehan (1998: 201) as 

comprising auditory, linguistic and memory abilities may also be worth considering in this 

respect. In their investigation o f the aspects o f aptitude o f most relevance to adolescents in 

immersion education, Harley and Hart (1997), compared two groups o f Grade 11 students at 

secondary school in Canada: ‘early-starters’ whose immersion experience had begun in 

childhood (from Grade 1) and ‘ late-starters’ who first experienced immersion education in 

adolescence (from Grade 7). Relating their tests to measures o f language aptitude, they found 

that, for the students whose L2-immersion had begun early, memory-related components of 

aptitude appeared to be a more decisive predictor o f L2 proficiency than for the ‘ late- 

starters’, for whom analytical abilities seemed more important (Harley and Hart 1997: 395). 

The increasing role o f ‘analytical language ability’ in L2 acquisition from adolescence 

onwards, is also evident in their subsequent study o f English-speaking secondary school 

students, whose initial French L2-immersion experience was a bilingual exchange in Grades 

10-11 (Harley and Hart 2002). While these studies focussed on L2 learners in secondary 

education, their findings also merit attention at primary level, since they suggest that the role 

o f memory-related and analytical abilities may vary with age, with the influence o f memory
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likely to be greatest on the L2 development o f  younger children (see Domyei and Skehan 

2003: 596 for further discussion).

Learners’ sensory preferences may also influence their individual cognitive style and 

thus affect the way in which they learn a second language. Perceptual preferences for visual, 

auditory, kinaesthetic and tactile learning have been identified by Reid (1987), as a means o f 

explaining individual approaches to L2 learning (see also Domyei 2005: 139-141). Reid’s 

study, which was based on ESL college students’ responses to a questionnaire regarding their 

preferred language learning styles, revealed no definite connection between language 

learning style and L2 proficiency. However it suggested that preferred styles may vary with 

duration o f exposure to the L2, with the respondents appearing to tend towards a more 

auditory mode o f perception as their time o f  residence in the L2-dominant society (in this 

case the USA) increased (Reid 1987; 95). The study also deemed awareness o f  individual 

language learning styles to be important in approaches to L2 pedagogy (ibid: 101-102). It 

may also be worth considering the theory o f  “multiple intelligence” proposed by Gardner 

(1983, 2006), which identifies a range o f  different types o f intelligence contributing to create 

a “plurality o f intellect” (Gardner 2006: 80). This theory offers a general approach to 

pedagogy and is not specifically aimed at L2 learning, although Gardner includes ‘language 

intelligence’ within his conceptualisation. The potential for variation in the interplay between 

language-related and other strands o f intelligence suggests that individual learners will 

display different cognitive characteristics, and that an awareness o f this should be factored 

into L2 teaching in a way that best accommodates the unique intellectual make-up o f  each 

learner.

Renewed interest in the influence o f cognitive styles on L2 learning has the potential 

to enhance L2 pedagogy since knowing how individuals best learn may help them to learn 

more effectively. Identifying individual styles o f  L2 acquisition may also offer information as
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to the types o f  learning strategies they m ay find m ost useful. As Schm eck (1998, cit. Dom yei 

and Skehan 2003: 607) stresses “ learning styles and learning strategies are closely related 

[ ...]  a learning style refers to a habitual cross-sectional use o f  strategies” . This m ay have 

further implications for L2 teaching. Although G illette (1994: 211) cautions that the effective 

strategies em ployed “ intuitively” by successful learners m ay not be “readily tau g h f’, 

highlighting strategies that are relevant to the individual learners’ styles o f  learning may 

enhance their overall ability to learn. W ith regard to children in L2-im m ersion education, the 

argum ent for a certain degree o f  “explicit strategy training” is supported by Saunders and 

O ’Brien (2006: 19). M cKay (2006: 59) also acknow ledges that young learners are 

“developing strategic com petence from birth”, although she notes that language learning 

strategies differ due to personality and environm ental factors, so individual and contextual 

influences must be considered in relation to instruction. For younger children, com m unicative 

activities which im plicitly involve the use o f  appropriate learning strategies may, 

accordingly, be more beneficial.

The research discussed above thus suggests that L2 instruction should be sensitive and 

responsive to learners’ specific, often varying, language learning styles and that it should 

prom ote the developm ent o f  learning strategies which are relevant to and effective for the 

individual learner. A flexible L2 curriculum  capable o f  individual application, such as that 

outlined by the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks, would appear to offer an 

appropriate basis for L2 learning/teaching.

Given the research aim s and design o f  this study, it has not been possible for me to 

gauge participating pupils’ language learning styles beyond the level o f  basic observation. 

However, 1 have taken these observations into account in considering the appropriateness o f  

the Benchm arks as a description o f  L2 learning outcom es for each individual participant (see 

the ‘pupil profiles’ in A ppendix 1, and the sum m ary provided in Section 4.6). Com bined with
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observations regarding possible personality-related influences discussed below, I hope that 

my research can, in this way, provide som e indication as to how effectively the Benchm arks 

are able to reflect learner-specific differences am ong ESL pupils.

2.3.5 Personality, affective factors and motivation

Learning preferences, as outlined above, may also be linked to personality-related factors, 

and aspects o f  personality m ay influence the learner’s behaviour in L2 learning contexts. For 

that reason, it is necessary to consider the possible role o f  certain personal attributes in L2 

acquisition. The influence o f  any single personality trait on L2 acquisition seems, however, to 

be limited. Studies undertaken to investigate the relations between L2 proficiency 

developm ent and identifiable aspects o f  personality, including tolerance o f  am biguity, 

em pathy, self-esteem  and inhibition, have revealed little dem onstrable connection to any one 

particular variable (see R. Ellis 1994: 518 for sum m ary o f  research).

Nevertheless, in relation to the individual’s tendency tow ards extraversion or 

introversion, studies have shown som e evidence o f  links with L2 proficiency (R. Ellis 1994: 

520). In research conducted by Strong involving Spanish-speaking children acquiring English 

L2 at kindergarten, extraverts em erged as m ore adept than introvert learners, at least in 

relation to the acquisition o f  “natural com m unicative language” (1983: 255). However, as 

Strong points out, this apparent link may not be straightforw ardly causal, and it m ay be worth 

considering the ability o f  gregarious children to m ake “active use” o f  the “extra o u tp u f’ they 

received as a  result o f  their extravert tendencies (ibid; 256). The im portance o f  creating 

learning contexts which are rich in interactive opportunities for all is consequently 

highlighted. Dornyei also reports on studies, such as that carried out by W ankowski (1989 cit. 

Dornyei 2005; 21), which have found that a tendency tow ards extraversion m ay be m ore 

beneficial to younger L2 learners than to adolescent and adult learners. This m ay be because
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o f  differences in their respective learning environm ents. In this respect, children m ay be 

likely to engage in more socially oriented learning, which could favour extraverts.

This is not to say, however, that extraversion can autom atically be associated with 

m ore successful L2 learning. Rather, it suggests that an individual’s extravert/introvert 

tendency m ay affect how he/she best learns a second language. A m ong adults, Ehrman has 

found evidence o f  a link between personality constructs, including the traits o f  extraversion 

and introversion, and the strategies adopted by learners in L2 acquisition, with extraverts 

m ore “w illing to take conversational risks” and introverts typified by “concentration and self- 

sufficiency” (1990: 158). Consequently, features o f  the L2 learning situation and actual L2 

tasks may com bine with the individual’s extravert/introvert inclination to influence his/her L2 

developm ent (see Dom yei 2005; 21 for review o f  studies). It should also be noted that 

introverts generally experience greater overall academ ic success than extraverts due to their 

“greater ability to consolidate learning, lower distractability and better study habits” (ibid: 

2 1 ).

In this study, which focuses on children who are not only learning an L2 but who are 

engaged in education through that L2, the possible im pact o f  extraversion/introversion on L2 

acquisition should be considered. It should also be rem em bered that L2-im m ersion education 

requires the developm ent not only o f  com m unicative language skills, but o f  more academ ic 

language abilities (see Section 2.5.2 for discussion o f  BICS and CALP). Therefore any 

advantages due extraversion or introversion may im pact differently on individual learners. 

Accepting also that “both extraversion and introversion m ay have positive features depending 

on the particular task in question” (Dornyei 2005: 27), pedagogical issues arise as to how this 

potentially influential trait can be accounted for in an individually appropriate way in the 

com m unicative activities described in the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks. 

Furtherm ore, despite the largely inconclusive outcom es in investigating links between other
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specific personality traits and observable L2 learning outcom es, this does not mean that these 

can be autom atically dism issed as possible influences. Dom yei cautions that “the com bined 

effect or interrelationship” o f  such traits, rather than any dom inant factor, is likely to affect 

L2 acquisition and merits further research (2005: 30). Thus the overall im pact o f  personality- 

related factors rem ains worth considering in L2 learning and teaching.

Related to any direct influence attributable to any such ingrained personality traits, 

additional factors which m ay be viewed as the product o f  the learner’s individual 

characteristics in interaction with his/her environm ent. For example, anxiety, learner beliefs 

and attitudes tow ards L2 learning, and w illingness to com m unicate may also im pact on the 

learner’s L2 acquisition. W hile it is very difficult to gauge the effect o f  such variables, 

particularly in the case o f  young learners, observation suggests that they m ay have some 

influence, both at the level o f  the specific task or language lesson, and on a m ore extended 

basis over time. It is also likely that these affective characteristics and attitudes com bine with 

contextual factors associated with the L2 learning environm ent and the learner’s w ider social 

experience, to influence his/her motivation.

In the educational context, Dornyei and Skehan highlight a range o f  academ ic and 

social motives that m ay affect language learning. They argue that factors including the 

learner’s general attitudes tow ards the L2, learner-specific issues such as self-confidence and 

self-esteem, classroom -related influences, for exam ple peer relationships, the motivational 

influence o f  the teacher, characteristics o f  the curriculum  and resources, the impact o f  

distractions and learners’ capacity for self-regulation, m ay all contribute to learner motivation 

(2003: 616-17). M otivation may thus be characterised as a “constant (re)appraisal and 

balancing o f  the various internal and external influences that the individual is exposed to” 

(ibid 2003: 617). Given its changing nature over tim e, it m ay be best perceived as 

“motivational flux rather than stability” (Ushioda. 1996: 240). C learly, in determ ining the
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role o f motivation in L2 acquisition, it is necessary to be aware o f  its various, often inter

related, aspects and to identify their possible influence on individual learning trajectories 

within any specific target group. However, as with any o f the individual factors outlined 

above, it may be d ifficu lt to discern the precise nature o f  motivational factors on actual L2 

learning, particularly in relation to young learners who may lack sufficient meta-cognitive 

skills to identify such influences.

In the present study, again considering the aims o f  my research -  to compare evidence 

o f  L2 acquisition with the learning outcomes expressed in the English Language Proficiency 

Benchmarks, and its location -  in English language support lessons only, it has not been 

possible for me to determine the possible influence o f motivation on the participating ESL 

pupils’ L2 learning. However, further, more focussed research, also examining, for example, 

ESL pupils’ performance in the mainstream classroom, and considering additional issues 

such as their level o f social integration within the school and local community as a whole 

would be necessary and welcome in this regard.

B rie f observations in relation to the possible influence o f personality-linked factors on 

the English L2 development o f  pupils participating in this study have, nonetheless, been 

made for individual pupils (see profiles in Appendix 1) and these are considered cumulatively 

along with issues relating to pupils’ apparent learning style in Section 4.6. Such observations 

can, however, offer only the most tentative comment on the effect o f  these potential 

influences on ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition as part o f  a very rough assessment o f  the capacity o f 

the Benchmarks to cater for the individual learning needs o f  each ESL pupil, considering the 

range o f internal, learner-specific factors discussed above.
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2.4 Possible external influences on L2 acquisition

2.4.1 External factors o f  relevance to this study

The approaches to L2 developm ent outlined in Section 2.1.1 all acknow ledge, to

varying degrees, the role played by interaction in the process o f  second language acquisition.

This is most prom inent within socio-cultural perspectives on language developm ent derived

from developm ental theories particularly those o f  Vygotsky (e.g. 1978; 1986) and Bruner

(e.g. 1983). However, most cognitivist accounts o f  language acquisition also ascribe a

significant role to interaction as an essential ingredient in both LI and L2 developm ent.

Indeed, even innatist perspectives on child language acquisition now accept the im portance o f

interaction-related factors, for exam ple, “qualitative characteristics o f  child-directed input”,

which. Slabakova acknowledges, had been previously “and wrongly, neglected” (2009: 167).

Furtherm ore, as the discussion o f  likely learner-specific influences on L2 acquisition in

Section 2.3 has shown, it has em erged that many so-called ‘individual d ifferences’ am ong

learners cannot be considered in isolation, but must also be considered within the overall

social context o f  L2 learning. Stressing that learning is, essentially, o f  a ‘d istributed’ nature

(in accordance with the concept o f  ‘distributed cognitions’ proposed by Salomon 1993),

Swain and Lapkin argue that “our cognitions and m em ories may be distributed across the

individual, artefacts and people with whom the individual is interacting” (2007: 74).

Consequently, the social factors which possibly influence the L2 acquisition o f  primary

school ESL learners m ust be considered in com paring data obtained from the present study to

the learning outcom es described by the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks.

Regarding language use as a means o f  com m unication -  w hether this takes the form 

o f  speaking or occurs through the com m unicative activities o f  writing, reading or listening -  

it is necessary to investigate which aspects o f  interaction are likely to im pact on second 

language developm ent and how these influences m ay operate. The context o f  learning must
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be examined, taking particular account o f  the type o f  com m unication this environm ent 

facilitates and its possible influence on L2 acquisition. Given the nature, aim s and setting o f  

my research, I will focus on how the specific L2 learning context created in English language 

support lessons and the interaction patterns apparent within these lessons m ay influence the 

acquisition o f  English L2 am ong the 18 ESL pupils participating in my study (see Section 4.7 

for discussion o f  m ethods and findings). However, it should be rem em bered that, as 

m entioned in Section 2.3.5, w ider social factors, acting within and beyond any L2 

instructional environm ent m ay also affect learners’ L2 acquisition. Although it has not been 

possible to take ESL pupils’ w ider educational and social experience into account in the 

present study, it should be acknowledged that issues relating to ESL pupils’ m ainstream 

classroom  learning and their social integration into the school and host com m unity, may also 

im pact on their acquisition o f  L2 English.

2.4.2 Context o f learning

Research into second language acquisition has tended to distinguish between contexts o f  

learning, especially between settings term ed ‘naturalistic’ -  usually associated with adults 

inform ally acquiring their L2 through experience o f  life and work in the target language 

society, and those term ed ‘instructed’ -  classroom -based environm ents in which the L2 is 

often a ‘foreign’ language (i.e. not one used for everyday com m unication). Certain 

approaches, notably the ‘M onitor T heory’ proposed by Krashen (1982, 1985, cit. Doughty 

2003: 258) have attem pted to differentiate betw een the “acquisition” associated with 

naturalistic contexts and the “ learning” that occurs in the classroom , going so far as to claim  

that no “ interface” exists between the tw o phenom ena and that the latter cannot truly prom ote 

the former.

However, current consensus generally rejects this extrem e differentiation. This is not 

to  say that both ‘im plicit’ and ‘explicit’ m echanism s m ay be involved in L2 developm ent —
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the former more likely to be associated with ‘ naturalistic’ and the latter with ‘ instructed’ 

contexts (as proposed by, for example, DeKeyser 2003). Rather, this view suggests that the 

extent to which either im plicit or explicit processes are used by the learner may vary. Such 

variation may be influenced by, for example: the learner’ s age and cognitive characteristics, 

the learning context and the tasks involved therein, and the learner’s level o f  L2 proficiency. 

It is now widely held that an ‘ interface’ exists between ‘ im plic it’ and ‘explic it’ learning (see 

R. Ellis 2005; 2009 for discussion), although views as to its strength vary. Most 

commentators accept at least a ‘weak interface’ position which envisages that explicit 

learning (L2 instruction) can support im plicit processes o f L2 acquisition to some extent (R. 

Ellis 2005: 144, see also N. Ellis 2007). Researchers from a socio-cultural theory perspective 

suggest, however, that a ‘ strong interface’ position may be more appropriate since, as Lantolf 

argues “ all human development is culturally mediated”  and therefore involves both explicit as 

well as im plicit processes (2007: 44).

Regarding L2 acquisition as a combination o f both im plicit and explicit processes 

(varying for individual learners across diverse learning environments and at different stages 

o f L2 proficiency), it may be more appropriate to examine whether ‘ incidental’ or 

‘ intentional’ learning (as conceptualised by Hulstijn 2003) is taking place in a given learning 

context. I f  the learner is aware that he/she is engaged in the business o f  L2 learning (typically 

the ‘ instructed’ context) then his/her learning may be considered to be ‘ intentional’ , while i f  

the learner is involved in L2 use without conscious awareness that this L2 use may be helping 

him/her to learn the L2, the context may be described as one o f  ‘ incidental’ learning 

(typically ‘naturalistic’ conditions). Viewing L2 acquisition as involving a varying degree o f 

both im plicit and explicit processes within situations which may, to varying extents, be 

associated with either incidental or intentional learning could offer an informative means o f 

considering the possible influence o f context on L2 development. Rather than any simple
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dichotomy between ‘naturalistic’ and ‘instructed’ contexts, this perspective emphasises that a 

combination o f incidental learning and intentional learning is likely to be required in L2 

acquisition. Developments in L2 pedagogy from the 1970s onwards -  notably the movement 

towards L2 teaching with a communicative, and increasingly reflective focus -  has also 

narrowed the perceived gulf between ‘naturalistic’ and ‘instructed’ learning environments. 

Nevertheless, the role o f instruction in L2 acquisition is still worth investigating, particularly 

in order to find out whether instruction can benefit L2 learners, and if so, how.

Contrary to Krashen’s distinction, studies investigating the value o f  second language 

instruction show that “untutored and instructed learners follow similar paths in second 

language acquisition” (Doughty 2003: 261), and the same constraint o f  “developmental 

readiness”, identified by Pienemann (1989), applies to the overall route and stages o f this 

process. However, the processes and rate o f L2 development are prone to differ, and higher 

attainment levels may be more likely with instruction (see also Doughty 2003: 262).

Also, as the present study demonstrates, the dichotomy between naturalistic and 

instructed contexts is by no means clear-cut. For young ESL learners at primary school in 

Ireland, focussed second language instruction is provided through the English language 

support programme. However, at the same time and for the greater part o f their educational 

schedule, these children engage in mainstream schooling in which their L2 is both a 

curriculum subject and the principal medium o f education. Therefore, opportunities for L2 

learning in an instructed context are by no means confined to the English language support 

classroom, as learning about the second language as well as learning through it also occurs in 

pupils’ mainstream education. This is most apparent during the learning o f English as a 

school subject, but it is also evident in any linguistically oriented interaction, for example, 

language-related clarification or correction relating to mathematics or any other subject 

included in the Irish primary school curriculum. Since the learning o f language and content
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are so intrinsically connected in the context o f  L2-dom inant prim ary education, the 

boundaries between ‘naturalistic’ and ‘instructed’ L2 developm ent begin to blur. Likewise, 

considering the social dim ension o f  primary school life, which extends from the playground 

into classroom  activities and friendships, it is obvious that com m unication even in the 

‘instructed’ context o f  the language support classroom  will be infused by substantial elem ents 

o f  discourse associated with more identifiably ‘naturalistic’ socially oriented settings.

School for the young L2 learner cannot, therefore, be regarded solely as a context for 

instruction; it also functions as the prim e venue for spontaneous engagem ent with the L2. As 

W atson-G egeo and Nielsen note, because the classroom  is a significant context for the child’s 

overall experience o f  socialisation, it “ is not inherently ‘unnatural’” (2003: 157). Inevitably, 

overlap will occur between natural and instructed learning, particularly in L2-im m ersion 

education. However, in considering the social influences likely to act on the L2 acquisition 

o f  prim ary school ESL pupils in Ireland, it may, for practical purposes, be useful to exam ine 

separately the factors associated with the m icrocosm ic environm ent o f  the English language 

support classroom  (as context o f  specific L2 instruction) and those likely to be m anifest 

throughout the pupil’s overall school experience. Since my research focuses on ESL pupils’ 

L2 acquisition in the context o f  English language support, 1 will pay particular attention to the 

potentially influential features o f  interaction in the L2-leam ing classroom .

2.4.3 Interaction in second language acquisition

The role o f  com m unication in supporting the internalisation o f  socially shared inform ation 

has been highlighted by Vygotsky (1986: 35), in his conceptualisation o f  language as the 

m eans by which knowledge passes from ‘social speech’, through som etim es audible 

‘egocentric speech’ (articulation o f  knowledge to oneself), to ‘inner speech’ (verbal thought). 

This concept that language use is essential to knowledge developm ent is particularly relevant 

to L2-im m ersion education, in which the learner m ust com m unicate for social and academ ic
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purposes through his/her L2. For young learners in an im mersion environm ent, the L2 

becom es both medium and m atter o f  knowledge developm ent. How com m unication, and in 

particular, oral interaction facilitates L2 learning, is therefore o f  considerable pedagogical 

significance, it should also be rem em bered that, as m entioned in Section 2.1.2, the nature o f 

the interactive environm ent is one o f  the few variables in L2 acquisition which may be within 

the control o f  the teacher, in term s o f  his/her instructional approach.

In this regard, it is first worth considering classroom  interaction as a source o f  

linguistic “ input”, which the learner can potentially convert to “ intake” or mental 

representation (as originally suggested by Corder, 1965: 165, see also Robinson 2003: 634) 

through the opportunities for the internalisation o f  know ledge offered by com m unication with 

his/her teacher and peers. G ass (2003: 225) outlines the potential o f  input to enable language 

learning through both the provision o f  “positive evidence” available from well-form ed 

utterances (either “authentic” or “ m odified” for purposes o f  instruction), and “negative 

evidence” in response to  incorrect production (either “explicit” direct correction or “ im plicit” 

forms o f  correction such as recasts). In this respect the input available to L2 learners is 

com parable to the language to which infants are exposed in the process o f  LI acquisition. 

Research such as that carried out and reviewed by Snow (1994) has shown that the input 

provided in interaction with children in the early stages o f  LI developm ent is often m odified 

by the caregiver to m eet the perceived com m unicative needs o f  the child (see Gass 2003: 

230). G ass points out that “one function o f  this m odified input is to m ake the language 

com prehensible” to the child (2003: 231). This may be achieved by processes o f 

sim plification or elaboration according to the particular context o f  learning. W hile the 

phenom enon o f  ‘child-directed speech’ typically associated with m iddle-class parents in 

W estern societies, m ay have been m ost thoroughly analysed, cross-cultural studies have 

further dem onstrated that generally “speakers accom m odate to language-acquiring children”
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(Watson-Gegeo and Nielsen 2003: 158) in a culturally appropriate manner. This experience, 

they argue, not only influences the linguistic development o f infants, but is an important 

aspect o f their socialisation with respect to the norms o f their culture (Watson-Gegeo and 

Nielsen 2003).

Likewise, research into L2 acquisition indicates that certain aspects o f  input directed 

towards non-native speakers may be modified to “ achieve communicative success” , as R. 

Ellis points out, in analysing features o f  ‘ foreigner talk’ intended to support the non-native 

speaking interlocutor (1994: 267). Doughty (2003) likewise acknowledges the effectiveness 

o f input but stresses that it must be sensitive to the actual needs and abilities o f the learners 

involved. As Schinke-Llano, from her study o f teacher/pupil discourse in ESL instruction, 

warns: “ overly modified input may impede the second language acquisition process”  

(1994:67) by lim iting the learner’ s capacity for independent problem solving. In the present 

study, the role o f the English language support teacher as a source o f native-speaker input is 

obviously very significant. However, the importance o f peer interaction in generating 

linguistic input must be also appreciated.

The provision o f input is certainly essential to second language acquisition and has 

been prioritised in some theories, especially the ‘ Input Hypothesis’ (Krashen 1985). This 

hypothesis identifies “ comprehensible input”  (ideally input that is slightly in advance o f the 

learner’s level o f communicative proficiency) as the principal requisite for language learning. 

However, more recent research tends to regard input as a necessary but by no means 

sufficient condition for L2 development. The reported success o f  the ‘content-based learning’ 

programmes associated with Canadian immersion education, upon which Krashen’s original 

hypothesis was based, has been qualified by subsequent research (see, for example, Swain 

1985) which has revealed ‘‘persistent errors in speaking and writing”  (Skehan 1998: 12). 

Such findings suggest that the relation between input and intake in terms o f how
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comprehension may result in actual L2 acquisition is more complex than in itia lly  believed, 

since much o f the evidence provided in this regard is “ indirect”  and “ controversial”  (R. Ellis 

1994: 286). It appears, therefore, that while interaction involving second language learners 

must offer appropriate input, it should also involve opportunities for learner production or 

output, both essential criteria for any authentic, balanced communication.

Promoting L2 acquisition within a given interaction is likely to require the creation o f 

conditions which force the learner to produce utterances beyond the ‘comfort zone’ o f his/her 

current proficiency level. This requirement has been highlighted in the ‘Comprehensible 

Output Hypothesis’ proposed by Swain (1985), which rests on the tautology that “ to learn to 

speak, we actually have to speak”  (Skehan 1998; 12). Swain emphasises that interaction is 

“ more than merely the provision o f input”  (2000: 98). She argues that production is the key 

to L2 learning for several reasons: it can prompt further input for the negotiation o f meaning, 

it demands a higher level o f processing than mere comprehension, it allows learners to test 

their own hypotheses in relation to the L2, it supports the development o f automaticity for 

greater fluency, and it offers a wide range o f discourse roles through which to explore the 

pragmatic aspects o f the language and eventually develop a “ personal voice”  (see also 

Skehan 1998:16).

The potential o f interaction to place higher linguistic demands upon the learner, and 

thus to foster language acquisition w ithin the context o f supportive communication, is in 

alignment with the concept o f  socially mediated learning in what Vygotsky (1978) refers to 

as the learner’ s ‘zone o f proximal development’ (ZPD). Originally defined as “ the distance 

between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and 

the level o f potential development as determined through problem solving under adult 

guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers”  (Vygotsky 1978: 86), this idea that 

‘ learning space’ can be created through interaction is one o f particular relevance to L2
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acquisition and has been applied and expanded upon particularly within current sociocultural 

perspectives on L2 developm ent. The role o f  learner-leam er interaction involving peers o f 

equivalent ability has also em erged as an im portant factor in the co-construction o f  

knowledge (M ercer 2000). In this respect, peer collaboration can create an environm ent 

highly conducive to L2 learning, with a w ider variety o f  discourse roles and opportunities for 

more challenging L2 use than w ould be the case in teacher-pupil interaction.

Accepting, therefore, the concept that interaction can lead to developm ent within the 

learner’s ZPD, the production o f  L2 output within this ‘zone’ m ay be regarded as both a 

“com m unicative activity” and a “cognitive activity” (Swain 2000: 98). In this respect, the 

‘C om prehensible O utput H ypothesis’ has significant im plications for pedagogy, suggesting 

that output operates as “a socially-constructed cognitive tool” (Swain 2000; 112) which 

fosters the internalisation o f  new knowledge obtained through interaction. However, sim ilar 

to the provision o f  input, the production o f  output per se cannot be autom atically equated 

with L2 acquisition; rather the nature o f  the “ interactional structures” involved (Gass 2003: 

233) m ay determ ine the capacity o f  any com m unicative exchange to result in actual language 

learning.

2.4.4 The relation between interaction and acquisition

How com m unication can lead to L2 acquisition is a question considered by Long (1996, see 

Long 2003). His ‘Interaction Hypothesis’ proposes that that “negotiation for m eaning, and 

especially negotiation work that triggers interactional adjustm ents by the native speaker or 

more com petent interlocutor, facilitates acquisition because it connects input, internal learner 

capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in productive w ays” (Long 1996: 451-2 

cit. G ass 2003: 234). Provided that the participants in the interaction are sufficiently 

m otivated to overcom e it, com m unication breakdown m ay actually result in L2 learning. This 

is because learners m ay be forced to make lexical, structural or phonological corrections to

[ 139]



their output i f  it in itia lly  proves d ifficu lt to comprehend. Likewise, interlocutors may have to 

adjust their input, possibly simplifying, clarifying or explaining challenging items. This may 

be done, for example, through the use o f  recasts -  studies like those by Doughty and Varela 

(1998) and Mackey and Philp (1998) have shown some positive effects o f  such interactional 

techniques.

Proponents o f the ‘ Interaction Hypothesis’ argue that learning may thus take place 

“ during”  communication, or that the negotiation it involves may act as a “ priming device”  for 

acquisition (Gass 2003: 235). Learners become aware o f discrepancies between their 

semantic intention and their actual production. They then attempt to use the cues provided by 

their interlocutors to overcome such difficulties. In this respect, the concept o f  ‘ noticing’ , 

which entails a degree o f conscious awareness in L2 learning, is useful in that it suggests that 

learning is facilitated when learners “ focus attention on relevant features o f  the input”  

(Schmidt 1990: 149). According to Skehan (1998: 56), by “ noticing the gap”  in their L2 

knowledge, learners may become more attentive to the input provided and as a result 

“ appreciate better the instruction or correction they receive” . While acknowledging the 

possibility o f incidental learning, Schmidt (2001, cit. Gass 2003: 244) maintains that 

language awareness thus plays a key role in L2 development (see Gass 2003 for discussion). 

The potential o f  interaction as a context for such noticing is not confined, however, to 

negotiation for meaning. This is significant as commentators such as Skehan (1998) are 

sceptical as to whether such negotiation creates adequate conditions for L2 learning. This is 

because in meaning-focussed conversation, utterances are often “ elliptical”  and the strategies 

adopted by the interlocutors may tend to avoid rather than overcome linguistic challenges 

(Skehan 1998: 26).

Noticing can also enable learners to ‘ focus on form ’ , in other words to become aware 

o f specific linguistic structures through their appearance in meaningful communication
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(Doughty 2003, Long and Robinson 1998). Form -focussed instruction com es in various 

types, ranging from intentional instruction with regard to specific gram m atical form s (‘focus- 

on-form s’) to ‘planned focus-on-form ’ em bedded in a particular com m unicative task or 

‘incidental focus-on-form ’ em erging m ore spontaneously from learners’ engagem ent with a 

com m unicative task (Nassaji and Fotos 2007:13). The potential for L2 acquisition within 

‘focus-on-form ’ activities also seem s to support the ‘weak interface’ theory o f  L2 instruction 

(see R. Ellis 2005, 2009): it would appear that “explicit processing plays a role in SLA by 

m eans o f ‘noticing’, ‘noticing the gap’ and guided output practice” (N. Ellis 2007: 30). The 

likelihood that L2 gram m atical developm ent can thus em erge from interaction is a source o f  

considerable pedagogical appeal (Long and Robinson 1998), although as Robinson (2003: 

641) cautions, any intervention seeking to optim ise such conditions for learning should be 

“m inim ally intrusive on the com m unicative activity” .

This is particularly true am ong young learners, who tend to prefer m eaning-oriented 

learning activities (see M cKay 2006). Despite this, attention to form is still feasible in the 

instruction o f  prim ary school children, perhaps not as a “ m ajor teaching focus”, but in the 

sense o f  a jo in t em phasis “ not only on what they wish to say but on how they are saying i f ’ 

(G ibbons 2001: 260). This approach, which em beds L2 formal developm ent in 

com m unicative tasks, is w holly com patible with the design o f  the English Language 

Proficiency Benchm arks (IILT 2003). As dem onstrated in Section 2.2.4, while m ost o f  the 

Benchm ark scales describe learning outcom es in term s o f  the com m unicative activities 

involving L2 use, their ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic C om petence’ (IILT 2003:8) 

sum m arises the linguistic abilities to  be expected at successive proficiency levels and can be 

used alongside the 14 activity-focussed scales to guide the formal dem ands o f  L2 learning 

tasks. The Benchm arks also outline activities which could be associated with D onato’s 

definition o f  “ non-structured tasks” (1994: 43), i.e. tasks in which peers engage in
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collaborative problem -solving activities. D onato’s research into college students learning 

French L2 shows how learners o f  com parable proficiency can co-construct know ledge o f  

their second language in genuinely exploratory discourse. He argues further that the social 

context o f  interaction should not be “ im poverished” by the imposition o f  any “externally 

defined goals”, however pedagogically desirable these m ay seem (ibid: 35-36).

Establishing such conditions for acquisition obviously depends upon the dynam ic 

within the peer group and, particularly in relation to younger learners, social and em otional 

factors m ust be considered like the risk o f  “dom inance” and “hostility” (M cKay 2006; 8). 

This is im portant since, as Coughlan and D uff point out, variation in learning m ay be due to 

“ interpersonal relationships am ong participants engaged in second language acquisition 

activities” as well as to “ intrapersonal” differences (1994:188). As pointed out in Section 

2.3.5, there is evidence, for exam ple from Strong’s study o f  young ESL learners (1983), to 

suggest that certain personality traits such as extraversion/introversion may influence the 

ch ild ’s w illingness to engage in L2 interaction. C reating opportunities for interaction which 

may lead to L2 developm ent therefore involves consideration o f  the learner’s individual 

characteristics. The potential for L2 acquisition through such interaction may also be 

increased through peer ‘training’. Research such as that carried out by Peck (1987), in which 

a more com petent child dem onstrated sensitivity to the varying capacity o f  younger learners, 

merits attention, as it highlights how interaction patterns m ay be adjusted am ong children 

depending upon their respective levels o f  L2 proficiency.

In addition, consideration o f  L2 proficiency may help determ ine which kind o f  

interaction is m axim ally beneficial to learners at different stages o f  their L2 developm ent 

given that a m inimum level o f  proficiency m ay be required for certain peer-based activities 

(see Saunders and O ’Brien 2006 for discussion). The characteristics o f  the interactive task 

m ust also be taken into account, since meaningful com m unication that serves an identifiable
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purpose and offers an appropriate degree o f  challenge is m ore likely to result in constructive 

dialogue, particularly am ong young learners, whose concentration is prone to wane quickly 

(see M ercer 2000: 146).

The nature o f  the discourse in any given interaction, to  be discussed in greater detail 

below, may therefore have distinct linguistic, cognitive and affective im plications for its 

individual participants. Age m ay again play a part in this regard. Singleton and Ryan 

com m ent that research suggests adolescent learners may be more successful than children at 

“negotiation w ork” which could potentially lead to L2 acquisition (2004: 180, see also 

Scarcella and Higa 1981). As a result, assessing the im pact o f  interactive exchanges upon L2 

acquisition may be, as Gass (2003: 238) admits, extrem ely difficult. However, the possibility 

o f  creating interactive contexts o f  which are optim ally conducive to L2 learning -  taking into 

account variables such as the L2 learning needs, age and cognitive stage o f  learners -  is one 

o f  significant pedagogical potential and should be considered in the developm ent o f  any L2 

curriculum  and its associated teaching practices.

2.4.5 The role o f  feedback

As the previous sections outline, interaction provides a vital context for L2 developm ent -  

both in its creation o f  conditions for the internalisation o f  socially constructed knowledge and 

as the source o f  information as to the actual workings o f  the L2. This m eans that L2 

acquisition cannot be separated from its social setting and the types o f  interaction this fosters. 

Gass (2003: 241) stresses the “ im portant role o f  conversation as a basis for second language 

learning” because, unlike other forms o f input, it offers negative evidence in term s o f  both 

overt correction and more implicit feedback. However, opinions are mixed regarding the 

degree to w hich such feedback can facilitate learning and the types o f  feedback that are most 

beneficial to the learner. As with any kind o f  linguistic input, it is difficult to  estim ate the 

direct consequences o f  feedback with regard to actual language acquisition. Indeed, research
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that adopts an innatist approach to L2 learning often dism isses the value o f  feedback, (see R. 

Ellis 1994: 434-5 for discussion). One argum ent used in this regard is that in the typical LI 

acquisition scenario the relative paucity o f  direct feedback does not appear to hinder in fan ts’ 

linguistic developm ent. Nevertheless, even in LI developm ent, as Sokolhov and Snow argue, 

certain “ implicit corrections”, for instance recasts, are a discernible and facilitative feature o f 

child-directed speech (1994: 47). In view o f  the different cognitive conditions under which 

L2 acquisition occurs and the generally more limited exposure to the target language in 

com parison to that experienced by the infant acquiring his/her L I, the feedback provided 

within interaction may have more perceptible consequences.

W hile it is im possible to undertake a detailed exam ination o f  the potential im pact o f  

feedback in this study, it is still worth considering it as an aspect o f  social interaction which 

may affect acquisition. Regarding the feedback provided by peers to sustain com m unication 

while working on a problem -solving task, Donato (1994: 45) observes that the “collective 

scaffold” they create “ is built on negative evidence” , which can lead to new insights into the 

L2, prom pting self-correction and, potentially, the individual internalisation o f  the new 

knowledge. Swain and Lapkin (2007) em phasise the im portance o f  interactive feedback 

which involves talk about language or Manguaging’ in their study o f  a 13 year old learner o f 

French in Canada. They show  how this learner’s perform ance in writing a picture-based story 

was enhanced by the on-task interactions he engaged in which “focussed his attention, drew 

on and constructed new understandings and consolidated existing knowledge” (Swain and 

Lapkin 2007: 83). In this regard, they stress the role o f ‘re-form ulations’ as opportunities for 

the learner to verbalise his/her thinking behind his/her L2 use and to benefit from feedback 

provided by his/her interlocutor(s) while engaged in a com m unicative task. The role o f  the 

teacher m ust be to provide such learning opportunities -  interactions with the potential for re

form ulation. This, they argue, is because the feedback provided within such “extended”
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rather than “ lim ited”  negotiation leads to more successful learning outcomes since it involves 

more L2 input and output, greater opportunities for scaffolding, allows the learner more time 

to reformulate his/her L2 use, and affords more chances for self-correction (ibid: 128).

The success o f any such feedback would, however, appear to be related to its 

relevance to the learner’ s immediate communicative need. This may be affected by the 

nature o f the L2 feature targeted. Following Pica (1994), Gass (2003: 246) points out that 

“ there may be a differential role for feedback in different linguistic areas”  and, consequently, 

phonological and lexical errors may receive more attention as these “ can interfere with basic 

meaning” , while morphosyntactic errors may go uncorrected. Regarding feedback in relation 

to grammatical errors. Pica recommends recasts which “ recode erroneous sentences with 

target-like forms but leave the message meaning unaltered”  (2007: 164). Such recasts, she 

argues, can be a good source o f positive as well as negative evidence in relation to 

problematic forms. She does however acknowledge that “ it is not always easy to react to 

errors o f form i f  they are deeply engrained in content instruction” . She also stresses that 

grammatical recasts should be directed “ to those forms that learners are ready to acquire”  

(ibid: 165). Studies showing the positive potential o f recasts, such as the research into the 

effect o f recasts on the development o f L2 question forms among adult ESL learners 

conducted by Mackey and Philp (1998), indicate that developmental ‘ readiness’ (see 

Pienemann 1989) should be considered as a factor influencing the likely effectiveness o f such 

feedback. The possibility that some o f the more variational and less perceptually salient 

forms w ill require, at least for some learners, greater focus, sustained over time should also 

be acknowledged (Pica 2007: 166). It would therefore appear that feedback may be most 

effective when it responds to learners’ individual needs considering their communicative 

aims and L2 developmental stage, and when they are actively engaged in the feedback 

process, for example through Manguaging’ (Swain and Lapkin 2007).
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2.4.6 Interaction roles and discourse competence

If, as discussed in the sections above, interaction patterns and behaviour within specific 

com m unicative exchanges m ay influence L2 acquisition, w ider issues regarding the 

developm ent o f  L2 discourse com petence m ust be addressed. Obviously, for learners to 

develop the range o f  com m unicative com petence required in their particular social context 

they need to experience the variety o f  discourse associated with this environm ent. 

Accordingly, m axim ising such opportunities for language use would appear essential to 

overall L2 developm ent. In an educational environm ent, such com petence necessarily 

includes “ learning the discourse o f  the classroom ” and “ learning the specific discourse o f 

curriculum  content areas” (M cK ay 2006: 32).

Consequently, aw areness o f  the specific interactional patterns likely to occur in the 

classroom  and their possible im pact on L2 acquisition is important. Relevant in this regard is 

W atson-Gegeo and N ielsen’s argum ent that “classroom  discourse is its own register” (2003; 

164) with a distinct range o f  form ulaic language and routines which can potentially influence 

and possibly scaffold L2 learning. C haracteristics o f  “teacher-talk” and interaction am ong 

peers m ust therefore be considered in this context (see R. Ellis 1994; 583). Research has 

shown that an em phasis on small group and pair work allow s greater participation in 

interaction, assigning learners “active and creative roles” over a greater portion o f  class time 

than in transm ission-style, instruction which restricts learners to m erely “responsive” 

participation in teacher-led exchanges o f  limited duration (Breen 2001; 318). Such 

educational practice, Breen argues, also facilitates the incorporation o f  learners’ existing 

knowledge (including their w ider linguistic and cultural com petence) into their L2 learning. It 

encourages them  to take risks in their L2 use in a safe and co-operative environm ent, and it 

gives them greater control o f  their individual learning and a direct input into the developing 

“culture o f  the classroom ” (2001; 318). It also allows for the creation o f  authentic
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com m unication networks am ong peers -  “concrete social contexts” -  in w hich genuine and 

meaningful interaction can take place (Donato 1994; 35).

This style o f  classroom  m anagem ent is particularly relevant to prim ary school ESL 

learning and teaching, since the challenging, extensive and personally m eaningful discourse it 

prom otes is likely to reflect patterns o f  interaction beyond the context o f  the English language 

support classroom , both in learners’ mainstream  education and in their w ider social 

com m unication with classm ates and friends. Thus, by focussing on sm all-scale, peer- 

oriented interaction in which learners can use language for a range o f  com m unicative 

purposes appropriate to their proficiency levels, conditions conducive to L2 acquisition can 

be created. These interaction-based approaches to L2 learning accord with w ider educational 

theories, particularly those associated with Barnes (1976). Such views o f  education advocate 

m ovem ent away from teacher-dom inated discourse, which tends to be overwhelm ingly 

“expositional” , tow ards “exploratory” discourse “ in which partners engage critically but 

constructively with each other’s ideas” typically within well-m anaged learner groups (M ercer 

2001: 153). From this perspective, encouraging ‘exploratory’ discourse by no m eans 

underm ines the authority o f  the teacher; rather his/her role is extended beyond that o f 

instructor or facilitator, to becom e that o f  “creator o f  a ‘com m unity o f  enquiry’ in a 

classroom ” (ibid: 161). In this kind o f  interactive context, pedagogic discourse becomes 

much more than the m ere transm ission o f  knowledge, rather it can be viewed as “an instance 

o f  social construction” (Creese 2010: 72).

Creating a classroom  environm ent that fosters learner involvem ent m ay thus lead not 

only to substantial increases in the am ount and range o f  learner discourse in the L2 

classroom , but also to the learner taking more control o f  their learning process, since this kind 

o f  learning context allow s learners to make decisions and to set their own learning goals (see 

Dam 1995 for exam ples o f  classroom  practice). In addition, if  the target language functions
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as both content and medium o f learning, as is the case in the present study, this discursive 

approach to pedagogy can promote reflection upon aspects o f  the language used in the 

emerging communication, leading to effective second language learning/teaching (as 

recommended by Little 1999; 2001).

In this way, interaction may result in the acquisition o f new language knowledge o f 

immediate relevance to the learners’ needs. It may also have more profound and lasting 

effects through the enhancement o f motivation arising from the learner’ s sense o f 

responsibility for his/her learning process and the growth o f  reflective skills leading to 

improved language awareness. Therefore it would appear that, at an individual level, the 

discourse characteristics o f classroom interaction are fundamentally linked to the 

development o f learner autonomy (see Little 2007 for discussion). Furthermore, at a 

classroom level, interaction also appears vital for the development o f both individual and 

collaborative ‘agency’ (van Lier 2008: 169), enabling learners to act as autonomous 

individuals who are also fu lly  committed to active participation in the social context o f their 

learning. Through interaction o f this nature, the classroom can become a ‘community o f 

practice’ (Lave and Wenger 1991, cit. Hellerman 2008). In this kind o f context, learning is 

“ focussed on goal-directed action, that includes talk”  and is a “ process o f becoming, rather 

than a product to be measured against some absolute standard o f  knowledge”  (Hellerman 

2008: 6-7).

Considering the potential o f the interactive environment and its discourse patterns 

influence L2 acquisition, some analysis o f  the interactional characteristics o f ESL pupils’ L2 

use is clearly required in this study. The implications o f  any emerging findings in relation to 

how interaction may affect participating pupils’ L2 use must then be examined. Since the 

learning outcomes expressed in the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks are largely 

associated with definable communicative activities, the capacity o f  these L2 teaching
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guidelines to prom ote interactional patterns conducive to L2 acquisition m ust also be 

considered. In C hapter 3, I will outline the m ethodology I em ployed to investigate the 

potential influence o f  interaction on ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition; the results o f  my analysis 

will then be reported in C hapter 4.

2.4.7 Social influences beyond the L2-learning classroom

Beyond the social factors acting in the focussed environm ent o f  the L2-leam ing classroom , it 

must be rem em bered that language learning is influenced by a range o f  external forces arising 

from the learner’s overall experience in society, and these m ay affect him /her in various 

different ways. In the context o f  prim ary education, specific com binations o f  socially and 

culturally derived attitudes tow ards language operate, and have an apparent im pact on native- 

and non-native-speaking pupils alike (see Van A verm aet 2006; also Mac Ruaric 2004 

regarding language variation am ong native-English speaking prim ary pupils in Ireland). In 

the present study, the influence o f  these external factors on the L2 learning o f  young ESL 

learners requires consideration.

However, it m ust be stressed that this is a m ajor issue which lies beyond the limited 

param eters o f  my research which focussed solely on evidence o f  L2 acquisition in the context 

o f  the English language support classroom . Due to the nature o f  my role as an external, 

visiting researcher and, in addition, due to the challenges evident in hom e-school 

com m unication am ong the schools involved, I had no access to verifiable data regarding 

participating pupils’ socio-econom ic status (SES).^^ The only indicators o f  SES which 

em erged in the study were occasional mention o f  parental occupations by pupils in the course 

o f  the recorded lessons.

A s will be discussed in Chapter 3, it w as clear that teachers were often unaware o f  key information relating to 
ESL pupils’ family background, including e.g . hom e language. A s hom e-school com m unication did not appear 
to be sufficiently extensive as to provide com parable evidence in relation to participants’ SES teachers were not 
asked to supply such information.
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N evertheless, while accepting the restricted scope o f  m y research with regard to 

consideration o f  participants’ SES, it must be recognised that variation is to be expected in 

the w ider network o f  social and/or cultural factors affecting these children. Since the ESL 

pupils participating in this study com e from a range o f  ethnic origins and (based on the 

anecdotal evidence m entioned above) social backgrounds, different socio-culturally 

determ ined tendencies are likely to be evident and must, in each case, be viewed as an 

intrinsic aspect o f  the individual child’s identity. These tendencies may be m anifest in 

perceptions o f  politeness rituals, gender or age related roles, and norm s o f  behaviour within 

the educational environm ent, for example, attitudes to teachers. W hile their actual impact on 

L2 acquisition may be difficult to ascertain, the operation o f  such forces (which m ay be 

subject to change over tim e) m ust be borne in mind since they could contribute to the 

learner’s attitudes towards L2 learning and his/her engagem ent with the learning process.

In addition to perceptions evolving from the learner’s socialisation into his/her 

formative culture, his/her experience o f  the culture and society associated with the second 

language m ay also affect his/her L2 developm ent. Such considerations are particularly 

relevant to learners living in an L2-dom inant environm ent, as in the present study, since they 

experience immersion in a culture as well as a language that is not associated with their 

‘hom e’. As well as bringing the social and cultural values o f  their hom e and family into the 

language support classroom , young ESL learners will also bring their developing, and 

possibly changing attitudes tow ards their new environm ent to bear on their learning. It 

should also be pointed out that, in many cases, as am ong the younger pupils participating in 

this research, ESL learners at primary school in Ireland are children who have been born in 

this country. They are growing up with at least tw o cultural and linguistic influences from 

birth, rather than moving from one culture and language to another at som e point during their

[150]



childhood. As a result, their experience o f social integration may d iffer somewhat from that 

o f older ‘ new arrivals’ .

Ultimately, within any immersion situation in an L2-dominant society, issues arise as 

to whether learners’ experience o f  integration within the wider community has been a 

positive or negative, and whether this affects their L2 acquisition. Research into motivation, 

briefly mentioned in Section 2.3.5, suggests that positive attitudes and a desire to integrate 

into the host environment can lead to more productive engagement with the process o f second 

language learning, while negative views, possibly resulting from the damaging experience o f 

racism or discrimination, may have a detrimental effect (see Siegel 2003 for discussion). 

Attitudes, however, are unlikely to remain static over time. As Siegel (2003) and Dornyei 

and Skehan (2003) point out, greater communicative proficiency may enhance a learner’s 

ability to integrate, which in turn may facilitate language learning by increasing learner 

interest and desire for improved interaction. Thus, while the precise nature o f the complex 

relation between identification issues, motivation and L2 development is probably impossible 

to determine (and is likely to vary for each individual learner, depending also upon his/her 

level o f  proficiency at any given time), the link between L2 acquisition and identity 

formation cannot be dismissed (see Siegel 2003, Byram 2006).

Although, as pointed out in Section 2.3.5, it was not possible for me to examine such 

issues, given the location o f my research in the English language support classroom only, it is 

worth keeping in mind the range o f  factors beyond this environment which may have 

influenced participating ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition. Recognition o f linguistic and cultural 

diversity should, however, be possible in the context o f either the English language support or 

mainstream education. In this respect, the promotion o f  plurilingualism as an aspect o f 

pluriculturalism -  one o f  the aims o f the CEFR (see Section 1.3.3) -  offers a useful 

perspective on how home languages and cultural influences may be incorporated into L2
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learning program mes. This will be exam ined further in Section 2.5.6, where I discuss the role 

o f  the Benchm arks in this regard.

2.5 L2 acquisition in L2-immersion education 

2.5.1 The context of learning in L2-immer$ion education

The purpose o f  this study is to consider the extent to which the learning outcom es described 

by the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks reflect actual evidence o f  L2 acquisition 

am ong prim ary school ESL learners in Ireland. In Sections 2.1 and 2.2 above, I have sought 

to identify likely features and patterns o f  L2 acquisition, with an em phasis on young learners. 

In Sections 2.3 and 2.4 1 have also exam ined possible influences on L2 developm ent, 

particularly those which can be actually investigated in this study. In this section, however, 1 

think it is necessary to take a closer look at the actual context o f  learning in which this study 

is based -  a context o f  L2-im m ersion education.

If  we accept that L2 acquisition is a com plex phenom enon, subject to the socially and 

individually determ ined factors discussed so far in this chapter, it is clear that the context o f  

language learning m ay have a significant bearing on learners’ resulting L2 abilities. The 

importance o f  acknow ledging contextual factors when developing tools for language 

learning, teaching and assessm ent, has also been discussed in C hapter I with regard to both 

the CEFR and the Benchmarks. In discussing the possible role o f  context in L2 acquisition 

and approaches to L2 learning/teaching, 1 have highlighted issues o f  particular relevance to 

the present study. These include questions as to how context is likely to affect learners’ L2 

acquisition; how it may determ ine the L2 proficiency required o f  learners; and how 

contextual factors should be considered in L2 pedagogy. In this section I will examine in 

more detail the im plications o f  these issues for young learners in an L2-dom inant educational 

environm ent and som e associated pedagogical challenges.
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C onsideration o f  L2 learning context involves aw areness o f  w hat learners need to be 

able to ‘do ’ through their L2. D ifferent learning purposes will have different requirem ents 

with regard to L2 use. The CEFR identifies general dom ains o f  language use, which may be 

typified by particular com m unicative activities (outlined in Section 1.2.3). Its categorisation 

o f  four broad areas o f  language use (the personal, public, educational and occupational 

dom ains) can thus inform descriptions o f  L2 learning with a specific dom ain focus. As 

explained in Section 1.2.3 the Benchm arks have adapted aspects o f  the CEFR to respond to 

the particular needs o f  young learners acquiring English L2 at school and as a m edium  o f  

education by describing aspects o f  language associated with the educational and personal 

dom ains. This specification o f  language dom ain in the B enchm arks’ description o f  L2 

learning outcom es allows for close exam ination o f  the L2-use requirem ents to  be expected o f  

prim ary school ESL pupils at any given stage in their L2 acquisition. These are expressed in 

term s o f  actual com m unicative language abilities and underlying linguistic com petence 

associated with L2 acquisition in the particular context o f  L2-dom inant primary education in 

Ireland.

In this way, the Benchm arks seek to account for the particular L2 learning context o f 

their target learner group by: covering them es relevant to the mainstream  Primary Curriculum  

(NCCA 1999), and by describing language learning outcom es across the range o f  

com m unicative skills (oral and literacy-related) required by prim ary school children. To do 

this, they anticipate the type o f  language-dependent tasks ESL pupils are likely to face in the 

m ainstream  classroom  and the social environm ent o f  the school taking account o f  the 

linguistic content and discourse roles these m ay involve. When the L2 is also the language o f  

education, consideration o f  these context-related issues and their im plications for learners’ L2 

acquisition is particularly important, since developing L2 proficiency across the m odalities 

and them atic areas encountered in the primary school is essential for overall educational
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achievement. The risks associated with insufficient L2 proficiency are substantial, as 

reflected in international research (such as OECD 2006, 2007) which shows that “children 

from migrant backgrounds typically perform markedly less well on standardized tests o f 

academic knowledge and skills than the rest o f  the school-going population” (Little and 

Lyons 2009: 5). In looking at whether the Benchmarks describe appropriate learning 

outcomes for primary school ESL pupils in Ireland, it is therefore necessary to consider how 

sensitive these guidelines are to the particular demands o f L2-medium education and how 

responsive they are to the range o f language use required in this learning context (see Chapter 

4 for analysis-based evaluation).

2.5.2 Features o f L2 acquisition in immersion education

Research into second language acquisition among children in immersion situations, 

particularly that conducted and reviewed by Cummins (2000, 2001), reveals key 

characteristics o f language use in an educational context. While the emphasis on 

interpersonal oral communication is as pertinent in this domain as in any other, an additional 

feature o f the educational environment is the prevalence o f  more academic discourse and an 

onus on the learner not only to learn the L2 but also to learn through the L2 (see also Section 

2.4.2). Young learners experiencing education through their second language will 

undoubtedly benefit from a high degree o f exposure to the target language both in the 

classroom and the social milieu o f  the school. However, they face a daunting linguistic 

challenge if  they are to reach the same level o f academic attainment as native-speakers o f  the 

language o f education. The demands on child second language learners are extremely high, 

as has been pointed out in Section 2.3.1. Essentially in this context o f  acquisition “everything 

short o f native-like levels is seen as failure” (Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson 2003: 539).

Cummins (1979, 2000) has categorised the two distinct aspects o f L2 use, both o f 

which are vital if the learner is to function to his/her maximum potential within the
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educational domain. As m entioned in Section 1.2.3, he characterises L2 developm ent in an 

L2-im m ersion education context as a process that involves the acquisition o f  both ‘Basic 

Interpersonal Com m unicative Skills’ (BICS) and ‘Cognitive Academ ic Language 

Proficiency’ (CALP). This distinction recognises the specific attributes o f  “context 

em bedded” and “context reduced” language use, which Cum m ins has elaborated within a 

four-quadrant fram ework (2000; 68). A ccording to this m odel, language activities, both oral 

and written, may be identified as “cognitively undem anding” -  relying on BICS, or 

“cognitively dem anding” -  dependent on CALP (ibid: 68). Typically, activities relying on 

BICS are oral and context-dependent, while at a diam etrically opposite com er o f  C um m ins’ 

fram ework, activities associated with CALP are often literacy-related and decontextualised. 

Between these extremes, however, the existence o f  cognitively dem anding oral activities and 

less challenging literacy activities is also recognised, suggesting links between the learner's 

BICS and CALP. Cum m ins therefore stresses that the BICS/CALP classification is not a 

“sim ple dichotom y” (ibid: 73); rather, it goes beyond any rudim entary division o f  spoken and 

written skills to exam ine the particular challenges associated with acquiring an L2 which is 

the language o f  schooling. A dm ittedly, given the importance o f  literacy within the general 

schem e o f  education, it is possible to regard CA LP as “expertise in understanding and using 

literacy-related aspects o f  language” (ibid: 70). However, the idea that educational discourse 

has its own specific “register” (ibid: 67) -  that it is m ore abstract, w ider in lexical range and 

more com plex in the structures and conventions it em ploys than the language o f  everyday 

social com m unication -  perhaps offers a more appropriate way o f  interpreting C um m ins’ 

distinction.

Acknowledging that the BICS/CALP categorisation is not uncontroversial, Cum m ins 

nevertheless defends this it, arguing that language proficiency m ust be appreciated as an 

inter-linked com bination o f  BICS and CALP. In this respect, Cum m ins accepts that his
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distinction is by no m eans “ independent o f  the sociocultural context” (2000: 96), within 

which the very definition o f  academ ic language is essentially a social issue, in this respect 

the ‘context-reduced’ specification o f  CALP may be problem atic. For example, W atson- 

G egeo and N ielsen argue that “the language used in schools is contextualised as school 

language” although non-native speakers from m inority backgrounds may not be “ fam iliar 

with that kind o f  contextualisation” (2003:165). However, this need not detract from the 

overall perspective Cum m ins offers on the challenges facing young L2 learners, in which 

language is undoubtedly used for academ ic purposes, in whatever sense these m ay be 

defined.

Cum m ins (2000: 60-65) m aintains that the BICS/CALPS distinction builds on an 

established view within the theories o f  cognitive developm ent proposed by Vygotsky (1962) 

and Bruner (1975). He further argues that it is acknowledged by research into language 

acquisition including that o f  Olson (1977) regarding the relation between speech and literacy, 

and that it is also accepted by C anale (1983), and Snow, Cancino, De Tem ple and Schley 

(1991) in their recognition that differences exist between academ ic discourse and less formal 

com m unication outside the classroom  (see Cum m ins 2000: 60-65 for review o f  these 

studies). This distinction also reflects the reality that distinguishable types o f  language ability 

are observable in both first and second language acquisition. As Cum m ins (2001: 114) points 

out, m onolingual infants acquire essential interactional abilities (BICS) at a rapid rate up to 

the age o f  six years but m ore gradually thereafter. Later, generally with onset o f  formal 

education, they develop literacy and more advanced oral skills (CALP) at a relatively steady 

pace until approxim ately fifteen years, after which tim e the rate o f  progression slows. In the 

case o f  LI acquisition, the developm ent o f  BICS is alm ost universal am ong children o f  

normal cognitive ability, although its rate and extent m ay vary am ong individuals and may be 

influenced by social forces. CALP, on the other hand, is subject to w ider variation, although
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the acquisition o f first language BICS may affect the corresponding development o f CALP 

(see also Wells 1985).

Among children acquiring a second language in the context o f L2-immersion 

education, the acquisition o f BICS also predominates in the early stages and, while not 

necessarily preceding that o f CALP, it is likely to outpace it. This, o f course, raises certain 

risks for young L2 learners. Firstly, their “ deceptive”  fluency in ordinary social situations 

may mask continuing problems in relation to more cognitively challenging tasks -  

particularly those involving literacy skills (Cummins 2000: 69; see also Knapp 2006). 

Secondly, due to their slower development o f CALP and the ever-increasing cognitive 

demands o f mainstream schooling, even children with a high level o f L2 BICS may take up 

to five years to reach academic parity with their native-speaking peers (Cummins 2000: 76). 

The actual extent o f any such time differential may. however, vary depending on the age o f 

the pupil on entry to the L2-dominant educational context, the child ’ s cognitive stage and the 

corresponding linguistic demands o f the school curriculum at this point in his/her 

development. It may also be affected by features o f  the L2-learning environment which may 

support or hinder L2 acquisition. In this regard effective and appropriate L2 pedagogy could 

offer an essential support to L2 proficiency development to enable young learners to 

overcome more rapidly the linguistic disadvantage they face and to reach their fu ll academic 

potential in L2-dominant education (see Little 2010 for pedagogical examples).

In addition, Cummins (2001) emphasises that the language learning experience o f 

children acquiring an L2 in an immersion environment must be clearly understood, i f  the 

needs o f these young L2 learners are to be adequately met. He contends that the relation 

between L2 BICS and L2 CALP is more complicated than in the case o f  monolingual 

acquisition, since the balance between both types o f  second language skills is likely to be 

influenced by the ch ild ’s pre-existing L I abilities. Viewing BICS as the “ manifestation o f
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language in interpersonal com m unicative contexts”, Cum m ins stresses that such skills 

represent the “surface features” o f  language use and that LI and L2 BICS develop 

independently o f  one another (2001: 112). On the o ther hand, he regards CALP as “the 

language proficiency required to m anipulate or reflect upon these surface features” (ibid:

112). In this sense, he argues, the developm ent o f  LI and L2 C A LP is inherently linked, 

since both involve m etalinguistic aw areness -  or overall knowledge about ‘language’ in 

general, rather than being entirely specific to one or other language used by the bilingual 

child. M etaphorically, he uses the concept o f  an ‘iceberg’ to explain not only how the 

separate m anifestations o f  LI and L2 BICS apparent am ong young L2 learners in immersion 

education are linked to their respective LI and L2 C A LP developm ent, but also how LI and 

L2 C A LP-related abilities are interlinked due to their m etalinguistic characteristics. Cum m ins 

therefore hypothesises that a “com m on underlying proficiency” exists connecting LI and L2 

CA LP (2 0 0 1: 122).

Evidence supporting such interconnection in relation to CALP can be found in 

C um m ins’ earlier research into immersion education in North Am erica. This originally 

served as the basis for his ‘Interdependence H ypothesis’, which proposed that “the level o f  

L2 com petence which a bilingual child attains is partially a function o f  the type o f  

com petence the child has developed in the LI at the tim e when intensive exposure to the L2 

begins” (Cum m ins 1979: 233; 2001; 57). These claim s em erged from studies o f  Spanish 

speaking children in the USA, which showed that m inority language children in L2 

educational contexts perform ed better if  their LI abilities, particularly literacy skills, were 

already well established. The claim s were also supported by research into French/English 

bilingual program m es in Canada, which dem onstrated that m ajority language children with 

developed LI skills w ere in no way adversely affected by education through their L2. In its 

subsequent identification o f  the essential link between LI and L2 proficiency as shared
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access to CALP, C um m ins’ m ore recent elaborations o f  his ‘Interdependence H ypothesis’ not 

only em phasise the desirability o f  m aintaining both languages in immersion education, but 

also draw attention to the role o f  m etalinguistic skills and the ability to reflect upon language 

as im portant aspects o f  any ‘com m on linguistic proficiency’ underlying bilingual 

developm ent (see Cum m ins 2000: 191).

Recent research into plurilingual education further reveals that any such 

interdependency may not be restricted to CA LP-related aspects o f  language proficiency 

alone, but may also apply to language use m ore associated with BICS. Research involving 

children from im migrant backgrounds in Flanders has shown the opportunity to use their 

home language as medium o f  classroom  discourse results in positive learning outcom es, as 

children actively collaborate through their L I, share inform ation m ediated by peers through 

different L ls  and this m ay also benefit their L2 acquisition due to their increased engagem ent 

in such plurilingual learning activities (Van A verm aet 2010).

Such evidence suggests that L1/L2 ‘interdependence’ may be w ider than originally 

envisaged in C um m ins’ hypothesis. C um m ins’ argues, however, that using the constructs 

BICS and CALP to distinguish particular aspects o f  language proficiency does not detract 

from its necessarily integrated nature (see response to Edelsky (1990) and W iley (1996); 

Cum m ins 2000: 86-99). N or does it prioritise academ ic over social language skills or isolate 

L2 developm ent from its w ider sociocultural context (Cum m ins 2000: 96). Nevertheless, 

recent findings in relation to the advantages o f  translanguaging for overall plurilingual 

developm ent reveal the com plexity o f  relations between different aspects o f  language 

proficiency and the need for positive social conditions allow ing home language use in the 

education o f  im migrant children for active engagem ent in learning which m ay ultim ately 

result in academ ic achievem ent (Van A varm aet 2010). The dynam ism  o f  relations between
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young learners’ LI and L2 should therefore be accounted for in pedagogical approaches 

designed to respond to the needs o f  these children.

Recognising ‘interdependence’ between bilingual ch ildren’s LI and L2 is therefore 

very important, fn term s o f  its practical application, C um m in’s hypothesis may, however 

appear m ost relevant to learning environm ents which aspire to be genuinely ‘bilingual’. In 

o ther words, it m ay seem limited to contexts which support, to  varying extents, the 

developm ent o f  both the language o f  the home and the language o f  schooling, often am ong 

school populations with a com m on linguistic background (e.g. Latino/a children in the USA). 

Such favourable environm ents for the developm ent o f  learners’ ‘com m on underlying 

proficiency’ contrast sharply with the learning context faced by ESL pupils at Irish primary 

schools who com e from a w ide range o f  home language backgrounds and enter an education 

system which is, by default, essentially one o f  L2-m onolingual im mersion. Nevertheless, 

although the learning environm ent exam ined in this study m ay be far from ‘ideal’ in term s o f 

C um m ins’ approach to the education o f  bilingual children, his theories are sufficiently 

flexible to apply to the wide range o f  contexts experienced by young L2 learners. In many 

ways, they are o f  particular value in less favourable contexts as they highlight the challenges 

faced by young learners and suggest how, by considering the ch ild’s overall linguistic ability, 

these m ay be overcom e. Their relevance to ESL pupils in Irish prim ary schools is outlined 

briefly below.

Firstly, if  w e accept the BICS/CALP distinction, it is clear that both aspects o f  L2 

proficiency are vital for ESL pupils at prim ary school in Ireland as they require both social 

and academ ic language skills for full integration into m ainstream  education and ultimate 

educational success. Secondly, although for practical reasons (diversity o f  linguistic 

backgrounds, lim itations on resources etc.), it is currently im possible to offer direct support 

for ESL pupils’ home languages within the Irish prim ary education system, there is still
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considerable, if  often unexplored, scope for the valorising o f pupils’ LI skills. While the 

Benchmarks describe learning outcomes in relation to ESL pupils’ English language 

development, many o f their accompanying resources explicitly support home language use 

and recognition. In Chapter 1, for example, the primary level European Language Portfolio 

(IILT 2004a) was discussed as a direct means o f promoting such ‘plurilingual competence’. 

Recommendations in the handbook Up and Away (IILT 2006) and the all-Ireland publication 

Together Towards Inclusion (IILT and SELB 2007; a toolkit for intercultural education 

which incorporates elements o f the Benchmarks) further emphasise the importance o f pupils’ 

home languages and suggest practical ways in which they can be recognised and used, even 

in an L2-dominant environment. Such recommendations are also reflected in the guidelines 

for intercultural education in Irish primary schools (NCCA 2005), which view 

interculturalism as a key aspect o f inclusive education. As well as school-based recognition, 

the Benchmarks and their related resource materials also encourage LI development in the 

home and the wider community, emphasising the need for home/community/school links and 

providing practical ideas as to how to foster these.

Thirdly, despite the absence o f any structured provision for LI instruction within the 

Irish primary education system, the enhancement o f CALP may nevertheless be facilitated by 

the development o f ESL pupils’ overall metalinguistic abilities. In this regard, reflection on 

language as a part o f  communicative activities in the English language support classroom 

may help ESL pupils to maximise their full repertoire o f linguistic resources when engaging 

with mainstream educational tasks. Such reflective practices are promoted by the 

Benchmarks and their associated resources (for example, the Benchmark-linked self- 

assessment checklists included in the ‘language biography’ section o f the primary level ELP). 

As an approach to L2 learning, this appears wholly compatible with the concept o f 

“education for plurilingualism” (Beacco and Byram 2003: 34) discussed in Section 1.3.3.
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Extension o f  these aspects o f  the Benchmari^s to incorporate greater use and recognition o f 

pupils’ hom e languages, considering, for exam ple evidence from the research o f  Van 

Averm aet (2010) could, therefore, offer new approaches to enhancing the plurlingualism  o f  

an ostensibly L2-dom inant educational environm ent such as that which presently exists in 

Ireland.

2.5.3 Creating optimal conditions for L2 acquisition in monolingual immersion 

As m entioned above, Cum m ins consistently stresses the benefits o f  bilingual education, in

which the developm ent o f  children’s tw o languages is prom oted and in which m inority

language literacy is consciously fostered and m aintained (see Cum m ins 2001, Siegel 2003

and Christian 2006 for classification o f  educational program mes). Instruction solely through

the L2 has proved effective am ong children whose LI is the dom inant language o f  their

society (notably the Canadian French/English immersion program m es). There is also strong

evidence from studies such as that o f  Thom as and C ollier (1997, as discussed by Cum m ins

2000, see also Siegel 2003) that for young learners whose LI is a m inority language,

‘continuing’ or late-exit ‘transitional’ bilingual program m es, in which the LI is taught for

sufficient duration within an otherw ise L2-m edium  educational system, are m ore appropriate

than L2-only instruction. As Siegel stresses, research shows that in the case o f  m inority

language children, these “ bilingual program m es are clearly better than m onolingual

program m es with regard to L2 attainm ent and overall academ ic achievem ent” (2003: 195), a

conclusion that concurs with the findings reached by Cum m ins (2000) and Lindholm and

Borsato (2006). Such evidence serves to refute the ‘Tim e on Task H ypothesis’ forwarded by

Rossell and Baker (1996) which m aintains that m axim um  exposure to the L2 will, o f  itself,

ensure sufficient acquisition (see Cum m ins 2000: 209-213 for discussion). In his critique o f

this study and ultim ate evaluation o f  educational initiatives aim ed at bilingual children,

Cum m ins concludes that research “overw helm ingly fails to show any positive relationship
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between the amount o f English [L2] instruction in a program and student outcomes”  (ibid 

2000: 215). Confirmation that a successful educational approach requires more than mere 

exposure to the L2 also accords with current research perspectives (discussed in Section 

2.4.3), notably the recognition that the provision o f input cannot be equated with acquisition, 

since “ learning to speak a second language [... ]  is not accomplished simply by listening to it”  

(Skehan 1998: 26). In addition, the input offered in L2-only education may not even be 

comprehensible to learners without substantial modification, as is often the case in 

unsupported monolingual “ submersion”  programmes (see Siegel 2003: 194). Such 

educational circumstances are not only likely to lim it learners’ potential for second language 

acquisition, but also to restrict their engagement with the school curriculum, impact 

negatively on their motivation, and increase their risk o f educational disadvantage.

Nevertheless, in many learning situations, including the one investigated in this study, 

focussed L I instruction is not a feasible option, although the increased involvement o f L l-  

speaking teachers and classroom assistants in the Irish education system would be extremely 

welcome, in such cases, it is therefore essential that young learners from linguistic minority 

backgrounds are enabled to access the language o f education (their L2) as fu lly  and as rapidly 

as possible, i f  they are to integrate socially and reach their individual academic potential in an 

L2-dominant educational environment. Questions arise, however, as to how and whether 

monolingual ‘ structured’ immersion initiatives, such as the English language support 

programme in Irish primary schools, can actually provide conditions for L2 acquisition which 

are adequate to meet the needs o f  children experiencing education and socialisation through 

their L2. The simple answer is probably that such programmes alone are incapable o f 

offering an L2-leaming package that ensures successful participation mainstream education. 

This has been acknowledged in relation to ESL education in Irish primary schools (see lIL T  

2006: 19). The mere provision o f  English language support, itse lf o f limited duration, w ill
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never be enough to  respond to  the often profound L2 learning needs o f  ESL pupils. However, 

it can and should be able to equip them with the L2 skills they need for rew arding 

engagem ent with mainstream  education and to develop their capacity for ongoing L2 learning 

beyond their two years o f  special language-focussed support.

In this respect, the English language support program m e should enable ESL pupils to 

become actively involved in and aw are o f  their L2 learning. It should also allow  them  to 

develop the capacity to reflect on what they have learnt and to set new, personally-relevant 

goals. Fundam entally, this program m e, and its guidelines -  the Benchm arks -  m ust prom ote 

and support the developm ent o f  learner autonom y through active engagem ent in the learning 

process (see Little 1991). This fostering o f  autonom ous learning skills in an individually- 

focussed and com m unicative L2 learning environm ent may also com pensate som ew hat for a 

lack o f  direct LI instruction. In this way, two o f  the three key advantages o f  bilingual 

education identified by Siegel (2003: 197) as the “positive influence o f  affective variables” 

(relating to the developm ent o f  learner confidence and the recognition o f  learners’ home 

culture), and the “promotion o f  m etalinguistic aw areness” through explorative and inductive 

pedagogical approaches m ay be available to ESL pupils. This at least com pensates in some 

way for the fact that the third advantage, “the learning o f  relevant skills in the L I” (ibid: 197) 

is unlikely to be realisable in Irish prim ary education. However, expanding the Benchm arks 

to give them a more plurilingual dim ension (e.g. descriptors relating to hom e language 

abilities) could further enhance their effectiveness in this regard by encouraging pedagogical 

practices which recognise and create opportunities for home language use (even if  the teacher 

is unfam iliar with children’s L is). This m ay involve, for instance, adopting a 

“ translanguaging” approach to the education o f  ESL pupils in which all languages m ay be 

used and are respected as m edium s o f  classroom  talk and knowledge generation (see Creese 

and Blackledge 2010).
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Nevertheless, accepting the value o f possible more plurilingual approaches, there is 

still a need to enable children to acquire all the necessary linguistic abilities to not only 

function but to flourish in the society in which they grow up and are educated. Realistically, 

considering the Irish education system and the nature o f immigration to Ireland over the last 

two decades, the school experience o f  ESL pupils is likely to be L2-dominant. Despite the 

obvious limitations o f L2-monolingual immersion, and aware o f how it may be enhanced 

(e.g. by encouraging ‘ translanguaging’ in the classroom) it is not necessary, however, to draw 

the despairing conclusion that instruction through a language other than the ch ild ’s mother 

tongue is invariably ineffectual. As Knapp points out, in L2-immersion situations “ the 

success or failure o f  children who grow up speaking two languages depends mainly on the 

circumstances in which the language [o f education] is learned”  (2006: 7).

Educational outcomes for bilingual children may be subject to a network o f factors 

incorporating both home and school influences. The possibility thus exists to shape the 

learning environment in such a way that, even i f  actual instruction cannot be provided in 

learners’ two languages, their linguistic and cultural heritage is valued as part o f  their overall 

education and their experience o f L2 learning is positive and enabling. Even a steadfast 

advocate o f bilingual education such as Cummins (2001: 151) is prepared to acknowledge 

that, considering the particular nature o f  the educational environment, other approaches can 

be designed to take into account the needs o f young L2 learners in a constructive manner. 

While every child should ideally have the right to education in his/her mother tongue, 

carefully structured and individually sensitive L2 support w ithin a plurilingual educational 

context could provide a beneficial option in cases where sustained bilingual education is 

impossible. As Knapp argues, “ fostering first language acquisition is an important aspect o f 

an overall language support approach but not the only one” , and given the educational stakes 

involved and their implications for future integration into the host society, it may be
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necessary for schools to focus on L2 acquisition since this is “the language o f  com m unication 

in which the children and young people live” (2006: 8).

How, then, can L2 support be most effective in an L2-dom inant educational 

environm ent? M cKay sets down som e general guidelines as to how to create optimal 

conditions for L2 acquisition am ong young learners, recom m ending a pedagogical approach 

with a “ focus on m eaning, interesting and engaging input and interaction, selected 

opportunities to focus on form, and a safe and supportive learning environm ent” (2006: 41). 

Lindholm and Borsato (2006) stress the appropriateness and quality o f  instructional 

m ethodology as key influences on learners’ ultim ate academ ic achievem ent. Their 

recom m endations include the prom otion o f  collaborative learning and an em phasis on 

“positive” and “reciprocal” interactions, as part o f  a program m e that is “enriched, consistent 

and provides a challenging curriculum ” and is “specifically designed” to m eet the needs o f  its 

learners (Lindholm  and Borsato 2006: 192). The “attributes o f  effectiveness” outlined by 

A ugust and Hakuta (1997, cit. Cum m ins 2000: 264-265) from their com parative research into 

the various program m es available to young L2 learners in the USA, also highlight the 

potential benefits o f  “student-directed” activities, dialogue, and the prom otion o f  “ learning 

and m etacognitive strategies”, alongside w ider concerns such as the recognition o f  cultural 

background, the creation o f  a “ supportive school environm ent” and parental involvement. 

These correspond closely to the pedagogical strategies highlighted by Creese and Leung in 

their recom m endation o f  “situated responses” to the education o f  ESL children based on the 

individual needs o f  learners in a particular im mersion context (2010: xix-xxii).

Best practice indicates, therefore, that issues must be addressed at a classroom, 

curriculum  and w hole-school level in order to foster L2 acquisition in any given context o f  

im m ersion education. This is acknow ledged in the com prehensive guide to the 

im plem entation o f  the ESL support program m e, based on the Benchm arks, offered in the
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handbook Up and Away (IILT 2006), which suggests various practical measures which may 

be tai<en by Irish primary schools to create such a welcoming and learning-conducive 

environment for ESL pupils.

2.5.4 Developing L2 BICS and CALP in a structured immersion programme

Since the present study focuses on L2 acquisition and how it can be appropriately supported,

the specific challenge o f enhancing opportunities for L2 learning in the context o f a specific 

structured immersion programme (primary-level English language support in Ireland) 

requires further consideration. In this regard, the asset o f the target language as the sole 

medium o f communication within a multilingual group o f  learners must be exploited to the 

full. Particular attention must be accorded to the dual significance o f  target language use in 

this learning context: it functions both as a means o f communication and also as a medium 

for conceptual development (as discussed in Sections 1.2.6 and 2.4.3). The communicative 

necessity for target language use among ESL pupils in the Irish context, given that their 

interaction with peers, teachers and other members o f their host society relies largely upon 

the use o f their L2, clearly provides a wealth o f opportunities for the acquisition o f BICS, and 

many o f these everyday communicative activities are reflected in the Benchmark descriptors 

as suggestions for L2-learning tasks. The functional language use expressed in these 

descriptors is also clearly linked to the language activities suggesting “real-life” tasks 

(Council o f Europe 2001: 151; discussed in Section 1.2.5) which have been identified by the 

CEFR in relation to the proficiency levels and language domains covered by the Benchmarks.

The “conceptual function” o f language can also be effectively developed through the 

use o f the target language to “construct knowledge” (Van Avermaet 2006: 12), both o /th e  L2 

and in relation to all new information delivered through it. This, over time, can lead to the 

ability to think, or to develop ‘inner speech’ in the L2 (see Little 2006e; also Section 1.2.6), 

resulting in a second language/thought relation similar to that envisaged in the LI context by
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Vygotsky (1986) (see Section 2.4.3). The development o f  L2 inner speech, or an ability to 

think in one’s L2, depends upon the fostering o f metalinguistic competence -  a feature o f 

language associated with CALP. This allows learners not only to develop a greater 

understanding o f how their L2 works, but also, by being able to think in their L2, to learn 

more effectively through it across the broader school curriculum. Metalinguistic awareness is 

particularly relevant, therefore, in the context o f education in which knowledge is conveyed 

and shared primarily through language. With such awareness, young learners may thus be 

enabled to overcome the “ symbolic constraints”  (Bruner 1996: 19) imposed both by language 

in general and, more specifically, by the particular language o f education in any given 

situation o f learning. Advocating that it should be a "‘function o f pedagogy to cultivate such 

awareness” , Bruner (1996: 19) stresses that metalinguistic skills are essential to the process o f 

meaning construction upon which knowledge formation depends. Moreover, those skills 

enable learners to engage in “ thinking about thinking” , or empowering reflection on the 

individual learning experience (ibid: 19), a lifelong asset o f  particular importance considering 

the potential constraints o f L2-medium education.

The development o f  metalinguistic awareness is im plic itly acknowledged by the 

Benchmarks and the development o f reflective skills is essential to the use o f  accompanying 

resources, particularly the primary level ELF ( lIL T  2004a). The concept o f “ communicative 

pedagogic tasks” , as defined by the CEFR (Council o f Europe 2001: 157-158, see Section 

1.2.5 for discussion), is relevant in this respect. By including a focus on specific aspects o f 

language in a communicative context, these tasks can provide rich opportunities for the 

fostering o f metalinguistic awareness. This may be achieved, for example, through activities 

that encourage ‘ noticing’ o f  linguistic features while engaged in meaningful interaction (as 

outlined in Section 2.4.4). Evaluative discussion o f  communicative activities also 

incorporates this kind o f  ‘ pedagogical’ dimension. This is apparent in the learning cycle
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devised by Dam (1995), in which the question o f  ‘how well’ a classroom task has been 

performed is a necessary corollary to task completion. Assessment procedures, including the 

self-assessment o f communicative, Benchmark-linked activities facilitated by the primary 

level ELP, also serve as reflective, pedagogically-oriented tasks (see Little 2006e, 2007 for 

analysis). Reflection on the target language through meaningful activities such as these can, 

therefore, enable learners to develop the metalinguistic awareness and metacognitive skills 

required to organise thought about and thought through their L2. In other words, it can lead 

to the development o f L2 inner speech, which, as a vital aspect o f learner autonomy may be 

regarded as the “secret ingredient’' in effective second language acquisition (Little 2006e: 

257, see also Little 2007). In the context o f the present study, the promotion o f  autonomous 

learning is essential if ESL pupils are to develop the “self-esteem” defined by Bruner as a 

“mix o f agentive efficacy and self-evaluation” which becomes evident in a learner's ability to 

use his/her skills in a personally appropriate manner to initiate and regulate his/her own 

actions (1996: 35-36). Guidelines for L2 instruction, such as the Benchmarks, which support 

this kind o f active, reflective and motivated learning, are clearly necessary if young L2 

learners are to integrate successfully into both mainstream education and the L2-dominant 

society within and beyond the school.

However, in this study, the fact that the language o f  education is ESL pupils’ L2 has 

implications beyond the area o f L2 acquisition alone. Following the BICS/CALP distinction, 

it is necessary to look at how academic language, even at the level o f  primary schooling, 

differs from everyday communicative interaction. In addition, variations within the language 

o f education must be considered especially those that depend on the discipline involved, its 

discourse genres and its content. This is recognised in the concept o f  ‘language across the 

curriculum’ (see Vollmer 2006b; also Section 1.3.3), which views academic language as a 

diverse and unfamiliar phenomenon, which must be acquired even by native-speaking
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children, for whom it represents a “ prelim inary and fundam ental form o f  plurilingualism ” 

(V ollm er 2006b: 5). The developm ent o f  literacy skills (to be discussed in Section 2.5.5) is 

an aspect o f  this plurilingual diversification which is o f  particular relevance in the context o f  

the primary school.

With reference to the present study, the increasing challenge posed to ESL pupils as 

L2 use diversifies across the prim ary school years is evident in the curriculum  requirem ents 

which cover a w idening range o f  more subject-specific discourse types as prim ary education 

progresses. Since such subject-related differences will becom e more pronounced at 

secondary level, it is therefore essential that young L2 learners when they leave prim ary 

school possess skills com parable to their native-speaking peers in relation to “discourse 

com petence” (see Vollm er 2006b: 7) -  another aspect o f  conceptual language use linked to 

the idea o f  the L2 as a tool for thinking. Consequently, provision for English language 

support in Irish primary schools must consider not only the social but also the academ ic 

criteria which m ust be fulfilled if  ESL pupils are to integrate successfully into mainstream  

education. In this regard the Benchm ark descriptors define com m unicative activities which 

can be linked to both BICS and CALP, indicating the linguistic com petences these require at 

progressive stages o f  proficiency. The purpose o f  this study is thus to determ ine how 

appropriately these describe the actual acquisition o f  English L2 based on evidence obtained 

from L2 use (associated with both BICS and CALP) o f  a group o f  ESL pupils.

2.5.5 The development o f literacy

As m entioned in Section 2.5.4 above, L2 literacy skills are one o f  the fundam ental features o f 

CALP developm ent and an im portant aspect o f  pupils’ plurilingual com petence in the context 

o f  L2-im m ersion education. A lthough this study focuses on L2 oral skills developm ent as 

best evidence o f  ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition, it would be inappropriate to ignore participating 

pupils’ L2 literacy skills, since literacy developm ent is central to prim ary education. It
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should, however be noted that many o f the participating pupils belonged to the ‘Infant’ 

classes (generally under 7 years o f age) and were thus in the very early stages o f L2 literacy 

development (see Section 3.1.4 for participant details) so the availability o f  literacy-related 

data was somewhat limited.

Looking more broadly at L2-immersion education, however, it is clear that the 

literacy demands placed on young L2 learners are very high -  they are expected to develop 

L2 reading and writing skills to the level anticipated for native-speaking children o f similar 

age and cognitive stage. While Cummins stresses that “CALP is not synonymous with 

literacy' (2000: 70, italics in original), proficiency in written language is nevertheless an 

essential aspect o f  L2 acquisition in this kind o f educational context. In this section, I will 

look very briefly at aspects o f L2 literacy development which are o f  particular relevance to 

ESL pupils at primary school, starting with the receptive skill o f reading.

L2 reading skills are a key element in the development o f L2 academic language. O f 

particular importance is the role o f reading as a means o f vocabulary building given that, 

according to Cummins (2000: 127), lexical knowledge has been found to be one o f the 

components o f proficiency “most central” to the construct o f CALP. Indeed, Cummins 

argues that the predictive power o f lexical knowledge is so strong that its assessment can 

“provide an estimate o f an individual’s academic language proficiency” (2000: 138). Since 

reading has been determined a significant factor in relation to lexical development during the 

school years and is recognised as an indicator o f overall educational achievement (for 

example in the PISA programme -  see Martyniuk 2006), the fostering o f second language 

reading skills in the context o f L2-medium education is an issue o f major concern.

Questions as to how best to develop second language literacy inevitably arise as the 

relation between a learner’s L2 proficiency and L2 reading and writing skills may also be 

influenced by the individual’s level o f literacy in his/her first language (see Cummins 2000,
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2001). Research into reading such as that o f  Alderson (1984) suggests that, in the early 

stages o f  L2 acquisition, know ledge o f  the second language largely determ ines L2 reading 

com petence. However, beyond “som e sort o f  threshold or language com petence ceiling’' 

(A lderson 1984: 20), the potential exists for LI reading skills to transfer to second language 

reading tasks, thus aiding the learner in his/her processing o f  text. This view concurs with the 

‘Short C ircuit H ypothesis’ proposed by Clarke (1979) in relation to L2 reading (see Cum m ins 

2000: 195-198 for discussion). This idea appears not incom patible with the broader notion 

that a minimum language threshold is a prerequisite for cognitive and academ ic success 

am ong bilinguals, as hypothesised by Cum m ins (1979, 2001). However, Cum m ins cautions 

that the construct ‘L2 proficiency’ em ployed in the research inform ing A lderson (1984) may 

be theoretically flawed since its definition reflects “academ ic rather than conservational 

aspects o f  proficiency” (2000: 196). In line with his concept o f  ‘com m on underlying 

proficiency’ Cum m ins argues that more recent studies show that LI literacy is a “ stronger 

predictor o f  L2 reading skills than ... L2 conversational proficiency” (ibid: 198, includes a 

review o f  research). N evertheless, as Purewal and Simpson (2010) stress, oral L2 vocabulary 

know ledge rem ains essential for successful L2 reading. C iting research such as Verhoeven 

(1990) regarding the Dutch L2 reading skills o f  Turkish im migrant children, they maintain 

that “ L2 learners who have adequate knowledge o f  oral vocabulary in their new language are 

able to com prehend text more effectively than those who do not” (Purewal and Simpson 

2010: 9). They also point out the disadvantage faced by young ESL learners who lack the oral 

vocabulary base expected o f  LI learners (estim ated as approxim ately 4,000-5,000 LI word 

fam ilies for 5 year olds), arguing that ESL pupils face an L2 vocabulary deficit even if  they 

can acquire new lexis at a rate sim ilar to their LI peers, and that this will impinge on their 

ability to  access background knowledge and com prehend unknown words when engaging 

with L2 written text (ibid: 8).
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Whatever the nature o f actual relations between L2 reading and either L I CALP or L2 

BICS, it can be accepted that, as Riches and Genesee stress, L2 literacy is a complex 

phenomenon that is “ informed by L I literacy and L2 oral development”  (2006: 69). They 

report on studies o f young learners, such as Reese, Gamier, Gallimore and Goldenberg 2000, 

Langer, Barolome, and Vasquez 1990 (see Riches and Genessee 2006 for review o f research), 

which suggest that early literacy experience in either language supports overall reading and 

writing ability. The findings o f  such research correspond with Cummins’ ‘ Interdependence 

Hypothesis’ (1979), which suggests that L I and L2 skills are mutually supportive, 

particularly in the cognitive dimension o f language use, where LI literacy may bootstrap the 

acquisition o f L2 CALP.

Riches and Genesee (2006: 78) outline possible reasons for this mutual relationship, 

using the concept o f a “ bilingual reservoir”  to account for the potential pooling o f  L I and L2 

literacy related skills, suggesting that “ L2 literacy development can be influenced by both 

common or metalinguistic ability as well as by features o f language specific to the L I or L2”  

(ibid: 76). Therefore L2 reading can be supported through the development o f overall 

language competence both by encouraging L I literacy and by supporting the L2 oral skills 

such as phonemic awareness (see Snow, Burns and G riffin  1998; also Purewal and Simpson 

2010). In addition, the use o f certain specific strategies, for example the recognition o f 

cognate vocabulary to aid comprehension, has been found to enhance L2 literacy (see 

Jimenez, Gomez and Pearson 1996 regarding the use o f Spanish/English cognates in English 

L2 reading). In this way, strategic competence may extend to all literacy contexts, for 

example, young L2 learners may be capable o f applying general reading skills to both L I and 

L2 tasks, while also availing o f ‘ bilingual strategies’ such as cognate use, translation and 

background knowledge from their L I experience to support their L2 reading development, as 

advocated by Jimenez etal. (1996).
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However, it cannot be presum ed that all young learners will have developed adequate 

LI literacy skills to assist them  with the literacy requirem ents o f  education through the L2. 

In cases such as the present study, m any ESL pupils enter prim ary school at the pre-literate 

stage. W hile these children m ay benefit from their relatively early exposure to the L2 and 

rapidly acquire a level o f  conversational proficiency (BICS) com parable to their native

speaking peers, it cannot be guaranteed that their developm ent o f  English language literacy 

will be sim ilarly unproblem atic. As Christian em phasises, any possible age-related 

advantage initially apparent am ong these younger learners “does not lessen the need for 

appropriate and challenging instruction from the very beginning” (2006: 3), particularly for 

children whose introduction to literacy is through a language that is not their m other tongue. 

The additional dem ands on learners whose initial literacy develops through their L2 are 

highlighted by W illiam s, who points out that “their knowledge o f  the language system will be 

partial and limited, particularly in the early stages o f  learning, and so knowledge o f  words 

and sounds may not provide the clues they can provide to children developing first language 

literacy” (2010: 47). Focussed support for these young learners is, therefore, extremely 

necessary. As Purewal and Simpson (2010) argue, it should not be assum ed that ESL pupils 

acquiring initial literacy through their L2 can be treated in exactly the same manner as their 

native-speaking peers. They accept that ESL pupils may benefit from early literacy initiatives 

like the synthetic phonics approach, which has been determ ined highly effective in 

developing the decoding skills essential to successful reading (as shown in studies research 

by Johnson and W atson 2005, and Stuart 1999 -  see Purewal and Simpson 2010 for review). 

However, additional considerations m ay be required in applying this method, which is 

popularly used in schools across both Britain and Ireland, to ESL pupils. For instance, 

Purewal and Simpson em phasise that “a child needs the vocabulary know ledge o f  a word 

before they can successfully decode it” (2010:13). They also recom m end greater diversity in
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reading policy with regard to young L2 learners, taking into account their plurilingual identity 

and possible L I literacy skills, rather than merely applying standards set according to native- 

speaker norms (ibid 2010: 14).

As mentioned above, given the characteristics o f  its participant group, my study can 

only examine the L2 literacy o f  relatively young ESL pupils, most o f them in the ‘early 

childhood’ phase as identified by Philp, Mackey and O liver (2008; 5). However, it is to be 

expected that primary school ESL pupils in the ‘middle childhood’ phase (ibid: 5) w ill find 

the rapid development o f  L2 skills necessary to reach the academic level anticipated in the 

mainstream classroom more challenging than children in the Infant classes. This is likely to 

apply even to those who have acquired an age-appropriate level o f literacy in their L I prior to 

their immersion in L2-medium education. It must be remembered, therefore, that the 

development o f  CALP is an extensive and protracted process (see Cummins 2000; 2001). 

Older pupils whose L I education has been interrupted by circumstances prior to their arrival 

in their current L2-dominant environment would appear at even greater risk o f disadvantage 

in this respect. Given the progressive demands o f  the Primary School Curriculum (NCCA 

1999) and its increasing focus on literacy in preparation for post-primary education, it is 

crucial that pupils arriving at Irish primary schools after the formative ‘ Infant’ years, and 

particularly those arriving in the senior years, receive intensive support with reading and 

writing in order to attain the level o f literacy necessary for fu ll participation in mainstream 

education. International research (for example, studies conducted in German secondary 

schools by Rosebrook 2006) shows that the ongoing academic difficulties faced by learners 

from immigrant backgrounds are closely related to insufficient levels o f  L2 literacy. For this 

reason, it is important that initiatives supporting L2 literacy are maintained throughout 

primary education, even after pupils’ allocation o f  focussed L2-instruction expires. This is all 

the more essential as immigration patterns in Ireland change and ESL pupils are increasingly
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likely to be ‘second’ ratlier than ‘first’ generation migrants. ESL pupils born in Ireland will 

receive English language support in their first tw o years o f  schooling when literacy skills are 

only beginning to em erge. W ithout continuing literacy support for these ‘second generation’ 

migrant children, there is a serious risk that their educational outcom es will be less 

favourable than those o f  ‘first generation’ m igrants, a pattern which has been observed in 

other countries (such as G erm any, see Rosebrook 2006).

Regarding the productive skill o f  writing, research suggests that the relation between 

writing and m etalinguistic ability is both close and com plex (Olson 1991). Little agrees with 

O lson’s observation that “ literacy is m etalinguistic activity” (2007: 13, italics in the original, 

see also Section 2.3.2). He stresses the role o f  w riting in this regard; as a m eans o f  using 

language which also requires thinking about the overall system o f  the language being used. 

W riting necessarily involves reflection on the structures em ployed, lexical choice, 

orthographic representation, and discourse genre. Therefore, it has the potential to facilitate 

more thought about language than real-tim e speaking, which is usually less formal, and may 

be more tolerant o f  errors, abbreviations and formulaic expressions or colloquialism s. In 

addition, since it results in a lasting, concrete text which is readily available for subsequent 

reference, it can also prom ote the further developm ent o f  m etalinguistic skills through 

activities such as editing, self-correction or discussion o f  discourse features. In this way, the 

acquisition o f  L2 writing skills not only enables the learner to engage in literacy-related 

activities through his/her L2, but it can also enhance the learner’s ability to think in his/her 

L2 by increasing m etalinguistic aw areness -  both valuable assets in the developm ent o f 

academ ic language skills.

Investigation o f  reading and w riting skills as crucial com ponents o f  academic 

language proficiency underlines the necessity for the provision o f  sustained and thorough 

support for L2 literacy developm ent in the context o f  L2 m onolingual immersion. Firstly, the
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acquisition o f  L2 reading and w riting skills without corresponding LI support requires 

appropriate instruction and significant decisions must be m ade regarding pedagogical 

approach. Genesee and Riches (2006: 118), in their review o f  studies exam ining various 

aspects and styles o f  instruction, conclude by recom m ending an interactive approach to L2 

literacy which, research suggests, “can enhance reading com prehension, skills related to both 

vocabulary and text level understanding, writing skills and other reading-related behaviours” . 

However, they agree with Kucer and Silva (1999) who stress the need for occasional 

“ focused instructional events” requiring a more direct style o f  teaching, to overcom e 

instances o f  specific difficulty (see Genesee and Riches 2006: 124). Secondly, given its 

closer linkage to academ ic ability than is the case with L2 oral proficiency (see Saville- 

Troike 1984, cit. Riches and G enesee 2006: 71), L2 literacy can have a life-long impact in 

terms o f  overall educational achievem ent for young learners in an L2 environm ent. The 

capacity o f  the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks to outline key features o f  L2 

literacy developm ent across successive levels o f  proficiency, and the m anner in which the 

Benchm arks’ descriptors for reading and writing are activated in the English language 

support classroom , therefore requires investigation, as far as is possible, in this study.

2.5.6 Cultural considerations in immersion education

Finally, the role o f  culture should be considered, specifically in situations o f  immersion 

education, particularly with regard to its implications for identity form ation in the early 

prim ary years. As mentioned in Section 2.3.3, the nature o f  any relation between language 

and cultural identity is difficult to define; however, research suggests that the tw o phenom ena 

are fundam entally linked (see Siegel 2003). This connection is acknowledged in the concept 

o f  plurilingualism  as an aspect o f  pluriculturalism  prom oted by the CEFR (see Beacco and 

Byram 2003). As Byram points out. “ people acquire new identities and new languages or 

language varieties throughout life; it is a dynam ic process” (2006: 12). It is also a process in
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which education plays a crucial role as a key factor in the shaping o f  identity or ‘B ildung’ 

(see Vollm er 2006a). For this reason, Bruner insists that “a system o f  education m ust help 

those growing up in a culture find an identity within that culture” (1996: 42). With regard to 

ESL pupils in an L2-dom inant school system, this “requires educators to treat bilingual 

learners as com plete individuals who are in the process o f  becom ing bilingual and bicultural 

(or m ultilingual and m ulticultural) and not as deficient individuals because they don’t speak 

English” (De Jong and Freeman Field 2010: 109).

A paradox clearly exists regarding how an educational system can recognise and 

prom ote diversity o f  identity (as m anifest through both language and culture) if  the language 

o f  instruction is predom inantly pupils’ L2 and the cultural norm s o f  the school are possibly 

unfam iliar to children from other cultural backgrounds. This leads to an undeniable risk o f  

disadvantage in situations in which the language o f  initial socialisation or ‘hom e’ language is 

d issim ilar to the ‘school’ language, as is the case in the L2-m onolingual im m ersion education 

o f  children from m igrant backgrounds. Such disadvantage may have serious educational and 

social consequences for ESL pupils, resulting in poorer academ ic outcom es and, possibly, 

discrim ination and racism as highlighted within the Irish context by Devine, Kenny and 

M cNeela (2004). They report a M uslim girl from Somalia, in 5'*’ Class in an Irish primary 

school, expressing her experience as; “ Sometim es I hear a boy in my class say: 1 don’t like 

these girls because they’ve a different language” (Devine et al. 2004: 190).

Given the range o f  different immersion situations, however, it is difficult to generalise 

as to the consequences o f  such linguistic and cultural difference, or to determ ine an 

appropriate educational response (see Cum m ins 2000, 2001 for an overview  o f  the debate 

regarding U.S. policy in relation to language m inority students). It should also be 

acknow ledged that com parable difference may also be observed am ong native-speaking 

children o f  lower socio-econom ic status whose linguistic variety m ay differ from the standard
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language o f education (see Vollmer 2006a), or whose experience o f literacy in the home may 

be limited. It is likely, therefore, as argued by Van Avermaet, that “the gap between ‘home 

language’ and ‘school language’ may be mainly socio-cultural rather than ethnically 

determined” (2006; 8). In this regard, it must also be remembered that young L2 learners 

represent “a very heterogeneous group as far as variables such as culture o f origin, first 

language, social background, parental levels o f education or command o f the second 

language” are concerned (Knapp 2006:1), so the impact o f  home/school difference may affect 

them to varying extents and in different ways.

Nevertheless, if any child is, either directly or indirectly, “encouraged to ‘forget’ the 

language o f the home” (Byram 2006: 8), the impact on his/her identity is likely to be 

damaging and may result in negative educational outcomes. On the other hand, when 

children are “encouraged to become ‘bilingual’”, with regard to both spoken and written 

language, the reverse is possible (Byram 2006: 8). This adds a further, cultural, dimension to 

Cummins’ ‘Interdependence Hypothesis’ (see Cummins 1979, 2001) which highlights the 

cognitive benefits o f additive bilingualism, originally based on studies such as Peal and 

Lambert (1962), lanco-Worrall (1972), and supported by subsequent research, for instance 

that o f Bialystok (2001).

Between these two extremes, however, it is conceivable that if bilingualism 

incorporating biliteracy cannot be offered by the education system, as is the case in Ireland, 

efforts can and should be made at least to preserve children’s cultural identity, even if these 

are mediated largely through their L2. While advocating sustained bilingual education, De 

Jong and Freeman Field, accept that when this is not feasible “an additive bilingual stance is 

always possible and desirable from a social justice perspective because it aims to validate the 

linguistic (and cultural) resources o f students and their families” (2010: 110 italics in the 

original). The creation o f a plurilingual and pluricultural educational environment, using tools
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such as the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks to guide specific aspects o f its 

development (as outlined in Section 1.3.3), offers a realistic compromise between 

pedagogical ideals and practical constraints. Compensation may be made for the absence o f 

direct LI instruction if  learners’ home language skills are nonetheless acknowledged and 

valued, through oral use and display in the classroom, provision o f  bilingual resources (e.g. 

home language books in the school/class library) and activities promoting plurilingualism 

(e.g. the creation o f dual language texts). Children from minority cultures can also be 

encouraged to discuss and share aspects o f  their home culture through their developing L2; 

such opportunities may be enhanced through the use o f non-linguistic cultural resources (e.g. 

music, pictures and artefacts) and involvement o f  parents in culture-related activities (e.g. 

intercultural events).

In the Irish context, such recognition o f ESL pupils’ cultural identity is facilitated by 

the Benchmarks in their inclusion o f culturally-linked communicative activities among the L2 

learning outcomes they describe (see Section 1.3.3 for examples). These are reflected and 

elaborated upon in the primary level ELP (lILT 2004a) which also allows for pupils’ 

assessment and discussion o f  their home language(s) and plurilingual experience. A wide 

range o f suggestions regarding the promotion o f LI use linked with intercultural activities is 

also provided in resource materials associated with the Benchmarks, such as Up and Away 

(lILT 2006) and Together Towards Inclusion (lILT and SELB 2007).

Approaches which set L2 learning within a wider framework o f intercultural 

education for all may enable young L2 learners to become plurilingual in a manner, 

envisaged by Aase (2006: 4), which “ implies being able to combine and transfer linguistic 

and cultural competences from one area to another” . This may require specific focus on the 

cultural aspects o f language learning and their likely impact on individual learners since, 

according to Aase, the obvious challenge o f  acquiring linguistic skills may actually be easier
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than “m astering subtle cultural norm s em bedded in both language and culture” (2006: 12). 

Likewise, it seems to be worth including som e form o f  “cultural com ponent” in the w ider 

educational curriculum , as suggested by Sam ihaian (2006: 14), in order to offer both native- 

and non-native-speaking pupils opportunities to “develop a positive attitude to intercultural 

com m unication, and to accept m ulticulturality as a reality o f  our present tim e” . In this 

regard, it would appear that the Benchm arks are conscious o f  the cultural im plications o f  L2 

learning for children from m igrant backgrounds (see exam ple descriptors in Section 1.2.6). 

W hile this study investigates the extent to which they reflect patterns o f  ESL pupils’ L2 

acquisition, this feature o f  the Benchm arks is worth acknowledging since, for children in L2- 

im mersion education, learning a second language is more than m erely the developm ent o f  L2 

linguistic com petence and any guidelines for English language support in Irish primary 

schools m ust also respond to the cultural needs o f  their target group.

2.6 Summary

The purpose o f  this chapter has been threefold. Firstly, I have sought to exam ine L2 

acquisition, particularly am ong young learners, from a range o f  theoretical perspectives -  

looking at its typical features and patterns, and considering their relevance to the description 

o f  language learning offered by the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks. Secondly, 1 

have outlined som e o f  the possible influences on L2 developm ent, again with reference to the 

learning needs and characteristics o f  young learners. Thirdly, focussing on the context o f  the 

present study, I have considered the nature o f  the language use required o f  young learners in 

L2-im m ersion education and any resulting implications for L2 curriculum  design and 

pedagogy.

1 have outlined how L2 language acquisition may be regarded as a com plex process, 

influenced by a com bination o f  internal and external factors. Considering this com plexity it 

nonetheless appears that the approach to L2 learning underpinning Benchm arks (derived
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from the CEFR) offers a suitable and dynam ic m eans o f  describing L2 learning outcom es 

evident am ong prim ary school ESL pupils acquiring English L2. This is due particularly to 

the B enchm arks’ capacity to describe com m unicative language use and com petences in an 

individual- and context-sensitive way (as outlined in C hapter 1).

In relation to the features and patterns o f  L2 developm ent, I have considered the 

sim ilarities and differences between LI and L2 acquisition, as well as those apparent between 

child and adult L2 acquisition. I have discussed research into the existence o f  discernible 

sequences o f  L2 developm ent and attem pts to identify predictable stages in the acquisition o f  

particular linguistic features, considering also its im plications for L2 pedagogy. This 

aw areness o f  the likely features o f  L2 developm ent will guide my analysis o f  data relating to 

ESL pupils’ actual L2 use in the English language support classroom , to be discussed and 

presented in C hapters 3 and 4.

Consideration o f  the individual and social factors which m ay affect L2 acquisition is 

also important, given the aim s o f  my research, its setting and its diverse participant group, 

since these potential influences m ust be accounted for in any guidelines for English language 

support in Irish prim ary schools and also in the pedagogical practices associated with their 

im plem entation. The role o f  age, home language, learners’ language learning style and 

personal/affective characteristics must be considered in any investigation o f  L2 acquisition, 

particularly am ong children. The nature o f  L2 use in the language-learning classroom , the 

interaction patterns this involves, as well as the im pact o f  wider social and cultural forces are 

variables may also have significant implications for L2 learning/teaching and L2 curriculum  

design. In C hapter 4 o f  the present study, the capacity o f  the Benchm arks take such issues 

into account in responding to the L2 learning needs o f  ESL pupils will be assessed as I 

consider their overall ability to describe learning outcom es appropriate to pupils’ actual 

experience o f  L2 acquisition.
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The challenge o f  describing L2 learning objectives am ong children in the context o f  

L2-immersion education has also been em phasised in this chapter and particular 

consideration has been accorded to the specific linguistic dem ands faced by young L2 

learners in this environm ent. 1 have highlighted how it is essential to address both the 

com m unicative and the academ ic language learning needs o f  these learners (see Cum m ins 

2000, 2001). The acquisition o f  the L2 as a tool for thinking and learning within L2-medium 

education, the importance o f  developing both L2 oral and L2 literacy-related skills to a 

cognitively appropriate level, and the fostering o f  learners’ plurilingual and pluricultural 

identities, have em erged as issues relevant to the present study. In C hapter 4, I will consider 

these concerns, as far as my data permit, in com paring the description o f  language learning 

offered by the Benchm arks and em pirical evidence o f  ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition.

Assessing the appropriateness o f  the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks as 

guidelines for English language support in Irish primary schools is a m atter o f  establishing 

their capacity to reflect ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition and their ability to account for 

characteristics associated with their target learner group and learning context. In C hapter 3, 1 

will explain the m ethodological challenges posed by such com parison and identify how best 

to determ ine the relation between the learning outcom es articulated by the Benchm arks and 

the actual evidence o f  L2 acquisition in the data 1 collected. By com paring the Benchmark 

description o f  developing English language proficiency to em pirical evidence o f  L2 

acquisition am ong ESL pupils, it should be possible to ascertain the extent to which the 

Benchm arks serve as an appropriate L2 curriculum  and teaching/learning guide. Considering 

the Benchm arks as ESL guidelines designed to m eet the needs o f  young learners in L2- 

immersion education, the results o f  this com parison m ay also have relevance beyond the Irish 

context with regard to  the linguistic integration o f  pupils from m igrant backgrounds for 

whom the language o f  education is not their hom e language.
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CHAPTER3 

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES AND APPROACHES

3.1 An overview of the research project

3.1.1 The purpose o f  the study

Investigating the relation between the acquisition o f  English as a second language by ESL 

pupils at prim ary school in Ireland and the learning outcom es described in the English 

Language Proficiency Benchm arks required the collection o f  a substantial bank o f  data from 

which representative evidence o f  L2 developm ent could be derived. It was important, 

however, that this data was not only com prehensive enough to reflect English L2 acquisition 

o f  pupils over tim e, but that it also allow ed for com parison to the Benchm arks’ description o f  

ongoing language learning achievem ents. A longitudinal study o f  a diverse group o f  ESL 

pupils therefore appeared the most appropriate way o f  obtaining evidence o f  L2 developm ent. 

Through such a study, the com m unicative activities which these children could perform  over 

the study period could be analysed with respect to the Benchm ark descriptors in order to 

exam ine whether, and if  so how well, the progression in language learning suggested by these 

descriptors related to ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition. In term s o f  location, since the purpose o f  

the Benchm arks is to provide a curriculum  for English language support in Irish primary 

schools, the necessary setting for the data collection was within these English language 

support lessons. In this context, it could be reasonably expected that evidence o f  the 

operationalisation o f  the Benchm ark descriptors could occur and thus would be available for 

analysis.

Considering tim e and context in this way, my study had the potential both to 

investigate the L2 developm ent o f  individual pupils and to com pare the activities they could 

perform in their L2 to the Benchm ark criteria. The results for each pupil could then be
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cum ulatively analysed in order fulfil my research aims: to determ ine the nature o f  any overall 

relation between evidence o f  ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition and the learning outcom es expressed 

by the Benchm arks. The findings o f  this ultimate analysis will be presented in C hapter 4, 

while the results obtained for individual pupils are included in A ppendix 1. I also recognised, 

however, that this investigation could highlight aspects o f  the current Benchm arks that may 

require adjustm ent to ensure that the L2 curriculum  they outline is as appropriate as possible 

to primary level ESL pupils’ learning needs. In addition, I was aw are that my data analysis 

could yield valuable inform ation regarding the developm ent o f  underlying linguistic 

com petence am ong the participating ESL pupils, with the potential to inform further L2 

pedagogy in relation to this target group.

3.1.2 Setting up the research project

To obtain adequately representative data, however, the scope o f  my longitudinal study 

required careful consideration. In this planning stage, I m ade every effort to ensure that a 

sufficient yet feasible num ber o f  ESL pupils would be recruited as participants. For research 

and practical purposes, I decided that the study would best be conducted over the course o f  

the primary school year Septem ber 2007 to June 2008, and that it should involve regular 

visits to several primary schools, during which English language support lessons would be 

observed and audio-recorded for subsequent transcription. The study was situated in the 

north-east o f  Ireland, as this region was most accessible to my home.

Securing the participation o f  schools proved a considerable challenge, as it required 

the co-operation o f  the principals and the English language support teachers in any given 

school, as well as the subsequent consent o f  the participating pupils’ parents. From January to 

June 2007, I contacted over 40 prim ary schools, located in two m ajor tow ns and their 

surrounding rural areas, which were likely, based on the previous participation o f  these 

schools in training sem inars run by IILT, to have English language support teachers. In each
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case, I sent a prelim inary letter to the school principal, explaining the purpose o f  my study 

and including a research proposal. I followed each letter up with a telephone conversation, 

giving further details and reassurances regarding my research aim s and the practical 

im plications o f  my study. W hile the principals generally recognised the need for research in 

this area, it was difficult, mainly due to pressures unrelated to this study, to obtain their 

commitment^^.

Eventually, three schools, situated in three separate locations (within a 30km radius), 

agreed to participate in the research project. I considered this to be an ideal num ber o f  

research sites as it im proved the chances o f  recruiting a diverse group o f  pupils, not only in 

term s o f  linguistic background, but also in relation to age, gender, duration o f  English 

language support and school experience. This was very im portant since I was not in a 

position to select a representative sam ple o f  ESL pupils based on any prior-determ ined 

criteria but had to  accept the circum stances within which I was permitted to work. Three 

schools also represented the m aximum feasible num ber o f  sites for research o f  an in-depth 

qualitative nature, considering the m ethods o f  data collection adopted (to be described in 

Section 3.1.5).

For the purpose o f  this study, I assigned each school involved a numerical code. The 

schools m ay be categorised as follows: School I -  a large boys’ school in an urban area. 

School 2 -  a small, m ixed-gender school in a small town/sem i-rural area, and School 3 -  a 

m edium -sized g irls’ school in another urban area (this school had ‘disadvantaged’ status)^"*. 

Before beginning the study in each o f  the three schools, I met with the principal and the 

English language support teachers to discuss the project in greater depth. During these

Reasons given for non-participation included additional pressure on staff, recent participation in other 
research, renovation work ongoing in the school, reluctance o f  teachers to be recorded etc.. The three 
participating schools were chosen at random, sim ply on their w illingness to participate in this study, not on the 
basis o f  any prior selection criteria.

Schools 1 and 3 were ‘national sch o o ls’ (primary schools under the patronage, in this case, o f  the Catholic 
Church); School 2 w as a multidenom inational primary school.
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m eetings, 1 took account o f  and sought to address any concerns raised by teachers. These 

most frequently related to the proposed audio-recording o f  lessons, fears o f  com parison o f  

schools or teachers, and ethical issues in relation to the pupils (the latter will discussed in 

Section 3.1.3). A rrangem ents were m ade with each school for regular (generally weekly) 

visits to several English language support lessons, depending on the school schedule and the 

availability o f  the teacher. The involvem ent o f  each o f  the schools is sum m arised in Table 5 

below. In all, five teachers participated regularly in the study, with tw o substitute teachers 

also occasionally participating.

Table 5: Duration o f  school participation in project

SCHOOL DURATION OF PARTICIPATION NUM BER OF VISITS
SCHOOL 1 25*'’ Septem ber 2007 -  lO*” June 2008 28
SCHOOL 2 26‘  ̂November 2007 -  26*" May 2008 13
SCHOOLS 3"'' October 2007 -  27**’ February 2008 17

From the table it is clear that duration o f  participation in the project varied from school to 

school. This was because it was not always possible to visit schools on a weekly basis, 

particularly School 2 which was visited on M ondays, due to school holidays, in-service

• 25training days, and C uiditheoir visits which frequently led to the cancellation o f  English 

language support classes. These scheduling issues and their consequences for pupil 

participation will be discussed further in Section 3.1.5. The earlier term ination o f  the project 

in School 3 was due to the fact that the English language support teacher took leave for 

medical reasons from M arch 2008 onwards. Regular weekly visits to School 1 were more 

feasible since it was a larger school with two full-time English language support posts (one 

o f  which was shared over the course o f  the project between two teachers), w hereas Schools 2 

and 3 each had only one English language support teacher.

A ‘Cuiditheoir’ is a seconded teacher acting in the capacity o f  a curriculum advisor w ho regularly visits 
schools as part o f  the Primary Curriculum Support Programme established by the Department o f  Education and 
Skills.
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3.1.3 Ethical issues

Since my study involved the participation o f  children, it was o f  param ount im portance that I 

adhere to a strict code o f  research ethics. In planning m y research project, in 2007, 1 followed 

the ethical guidelines set out by the School o f  Social Studies, Trinity College Dublin. My 

research proposal, including its ethics-related provisions, was approved by the Ethics 

C om m ittee o f  the School o f  Linguistic Speech and Com m unication Sciences (SLSCS) when 

it produced its own ethical guidelines in O ctober 2008.

Once I had obtained perm ission from the school principals and English language 

support teachers to observe and record certain English language support lessons on a regular 

basis, it was necessary to seek parental consent for the participation o f  individual pupils 

w ithin these lesson groups. I therefore prepared a letter for parents explaining the purpose o f  

the research and requesting the participation o f  their child, em phasising that the involvem ent 

o f  all children in this study would be on an entirely voluntary basis. In this letter I also 

stressed that the audio-recordings o f  lessons would be stored in strict confidentiality and that 

in the transcription o f  these recordings a rigorous coding system would be applied to ensure 

pupil anonym ity. In addition, I provided contact details for further information about the 

project, if  parents had any other concerns. This letter, approved by the Ethics C om m ittee o f  

the SLSCS, was professionally translated into the home languages o f  potential participants, 

insofar as these were known to the teachers involved (in cases o f  doubt, official languages o f  

the parents’ countries o f  origin were used). Copies o f  this letter, in both English and home 

language translation, were provided for all pupils in the groups to be visited (English version 

included in Appendix 3). These were distributed by the English language support teachers 

and were signed and returned only if  parents agreed to their ch ild’s participation in the study.

Obtaining parental consent was a particularly sensitive issue in relation to ESL pupils, 

as teachers m entioned that com m unication with the parents o f  these children was typically
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difficult to establish, even in m atters directly related to the school. In all, however, parental 

consent was secured for 29 pupils to participate in the study. It was noted that younger pupils, 

particularly those in Junior Infant classes were less likely to return letters o f  consent than 

older pupils, which suggests that age and familiarity with hom e-school correspondence may 

have also influenced the success o f  this com m unication to som e extent. Inevitably though, 

som e pupils for whom parental consent was not obtained rem ained present in the groups 

visited throughout the project. However, while their input into lessons could not be removed 

from the audio-recordings, it was never transcribed (careful m easures were followed at all 

tim es to identify the recorded speakers, as will be outlined in Section 3.1.5). Additional 

coding was used in the transcriptions where a non-participating pupil’s turn occurred in 

classroom  talk which also involved participating pupils (denoted as NPP; XXX). This served 

merely to indicate the sequence o f  discourse in term s o f  participating pupils’ contribution to 

it; no exam ples o f  non-participating pupils’ actual language production were included.

Table 6 in Section 3.1.4 shows the distribution o f  the 29 participating pupils within 

each o f  the three schools, indicating their school class and nationality, and providing basic 

data in relation to their age and hom e language background. It is worth noting here that the 

teachers involved supplied m ost o f  this information inform ally over the duration o f  the study, 

although 1 checked it with them at the end o f  the data collection period. I took this approach 

because 1 felt it was m ore im portant to establish trust and a good rapport with the teachers by 

asking for inform ation only when necessary (e.g. for the translation o f  letters), rather than 

dem anding from the outset facts and figures which may not have been known to them. 

Throughout, I kept ethical concerns to the fore in my research practice, and sought to 

maintain a non-intrusive presence in the lessons I observed and recorded. This influenced 

practical aspects o f  the data collection for example, my choice o f  recording equipm ent (see 

Section 3.1.5 to follow). It also required me to be flexible in relation to  different classroom
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situations and in interaction with different teachers. G enerally the lessons were conducted as 

norm al, with my presence m erely that o f  non-participating observer. However, occasionally 1 

w as incorporated as an outside com m entator, usually to com plim ent the pupils’ work.

At all tim es the pupils involved in the recorded lessons appeared to be perfectly 

com fortable with, and usually oblivious to my presence, an observation that was confirmed 

by the teachers involved. O ver the study period the teachers m ade substantial and much- 

appreciated efforts to accom m odate my visits, not only in term s o f  scheduling but, 

som etim es, in m aking physical space in very small and often crow ded classroom s, or in 

moving lessons out o f  a classroom  shared with another teacher so that recording could take 

place. The teachers also m entioned that they overcam e any initial reservations about the 

recording o f  lessons after the first few weeks o f  the study. In return, over the course o f  the 

project, I shared with the teachers involved any observations that I could m ake from a 

research perspective in relation to em erging evidence o f  participating pupils’ L2 acquisition.

3.1.4 Characteristics o f  the participants

In Table 6 (on Page 192) relevant characteristics o f  pupils involved in the current study are 

presented. From this table, it is apparent that my study included a very representative group 

o f  children in term s o f  gender, age, school class, nationality and home language background. 

It is useful, however, to  exam ine each o f  these characteristics individually in order to build up 

a clearer picture o f  the sam ple group. Regarding gender, achieving any balance between boys 

(15) and girls (14) taking part in the study, confirm s that it was necessary to include pupils 

from several schools (both boys’, g irls’ and m ixed-gender), given the prevalence o f  single

sex prim ary schools within the Irish education system.

Age and school class could be considered related issues in this project, since most 

children were placed in m ainstream  classes corresponding to their age. However these 

variables are classified separately in Table 6, to highlight the occasional cases in which a
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particular pupil’s age was perceptibly above the average for his/her school class. W hile such 

discrepancies generally represented an age gap o f  no more than one year, there was one 

instance in which, for an older pupil (Pupil 29) this age difference was m ore than three years. 

In Pupil 29 ’s case, this apparently resulted from a parental desire that she com plete her 

prim ary education, which seemed to have been considerably interrupted, rather than enrolling 

at post-prim ary level which would have been more appropriate to her age (she was fifteen 

years old by the end o f  the research period). The distribution o f  participating pupils in term s 

o f  their age and school class is indicated in more detail in Table 7 (on Page 193).

As m entioned in Section 2.4.7, it was im possible to obtain analysable data in relation 

to participating pupils’ social or econom ic status. Adm ittedly, SES is a potentially significant 

variable which should be considered in relation to the overall L2 acquisition and academ ic 

achievem ent o f  ESL pupils in an L2-dom inant educational environm ent. However, due to the 

lack o f  concrete inform ation about this variable, in part as a result o f  challenges associated 

hom e-school com m unication, I was unable to investigate its im pact on the L2 acquisition o f  

pupils participating in this study. Further research would be necessary in this regard.
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Table 6: Characteristics o f  the participants

SCHOOL PUPIL
NO.^

GENDER SCHOOL
CLASS^

AGE
(YRS)*

NATIONAL
BACKGROUND

HOME
l a n g u a g e '’

ENGLISH
LANGUAGE
SUPPORT

FROM
P u p 11 M 1 ^  Class 8 R o m a n ia n R o m a n ia n J u n e  2 0 0 7
P u p 1 2 M 1"* Class 8 Polish Polish S e p t .  2 0 0 7
P u p 13 M J u n io r  In fa n t s 5 Polish Polish O ct .  2 0 0 7
P u p 1 4 M J u n io r  In fa n ts 5 Polish Polish O ct .  2 0 0 7
P u p 15 M S e n io r  In fa n ts 5 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) O ct .  2 0 0 6

S ch o o l  1 P u p 16 M S e n io r  In fa n ts 6 C ro a t ia n C ro a t ia n O ct .  2 0 0 6
P u p 1 7 M 2"“’ Class 8 Ind ian M a la y a l a m J a n .  2 0 0 8
P u p 18 M l ”  Class 8 L ith u an ian L ith u an ian Feb. 2 0 0 8
P u p 19 M S e n io r  I n fa n ts 6 R o m a n ia n R o m a n ia n O c t .2 0 0 6
P u p 1 10 M S e n io r  In fan ts 6 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) Oct.  2 0 0 6
P up 1 11 M S e n io r  I n fa n ts 6 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) O ct .  2 0 0 6
P u p 1 12 M J u n i o r  In fa n ts 5 S e rb ia n S e rb ia n S e p t .  2 0 0 7
P u p 1 13 M J u n i o r  In fa n ts 5 R o m a n ia n R o m a n ia n S e p t .  2 0 0 7

S ch o o l  2 P u p 1 14 M J u n i o r  In fa n ts 6 C h in e s e C a n t o n e s e  (?) S e p t .  2 0 0 7
P u p 1 IS M J u n io r  In fa n t s 6 S e rb ia n S e rb ia n S e p t .  2 0 0 7
P u p 1 16 F J u n i o r  In fa n ts 5 Polish Polish S e p t .2 0 0 7

P u p 1 17 F J u n i o r  In fa n ts 5 Latvian Latvian S e p t .  2 0 0 7
P u p 1 18 F J u n i o r  In fa n t s 5 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) S e p t .  2 0 0 7
P u p 1 19 F J u n io r  In fa n t s 5 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e ? S e p t .  2 0 0 7

P u p 1 20 F J u n i o r  In fa n ts 5 Polish Polish S e p t .  2 0 0 7

P u p 1 21 F S e n io r  In fa n ts 6 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) S e p t .  2 0 0 6

Pup 1 22 F S e n io r  I n fa n ts 6 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) S e p t .  2 0 0 6
S ch o o l  3 P u p 1 23 F S e n io r  I n fa n ts 6 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e ( ? ) S e p t .  2 0 0 6

P u p 1 24 F S e n io r  I n fa n ts 6 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) S e p t .  2 0 0 6
P u p 125 F 1 ^  Class 8 P o r t u g u e s e P o r t u g u e s e S e p t .  2 0 0 6

P u p 1 26 F 1̂ * Class 7 N iger ian English u s e d  a t  h o m e  (?) S e p t .  2 0 0 6

Pup 1 27 F 1̂ * Class 8 P ak is tan i U r d u /P u n ja b i  (?) Feb. 2 0 0 6

P u p 1 2 8 F 3 ' “  C lass 10 P ak is tan i U r d u /P u n ja b i  (?) Feb. 2 0 0 6

P u p 1 29 F s'*' Class 15 N iger ian Ig b o /Y o ru b a  /E ng l ish (? ) S e p t .  2 006^

Pupils are coded numerically, generally in terms o f ascending school class. In School 1, however, pupils are ordered in 
terms o f frequency o f participation in project (See Section 3.1.S for details)
School doss among participating pupils ranges from Junior Infants to s"' Class (See Section 1.1.2 for outline o f school year 
definition in Irish primary schools)
Age in years relates to pupil age at the end o f the project in each school: School 1 -  June 2008, School 2 -  May 2008, 
School 3 -  February 2008. In the case o f Pupil 6, this represents the pupil's age upon leaving School 1 in February 2008. 
Home language refers to the home language o f the pupils insofar as this is known to the teacher, (?) indicates lack of 
concrete information (see Section 3.1.4 for details)
Pupil 29 commenced English language support at another school in Ireland in September 2006, she enrolled in School 3 in 
September 2007.

[192]



Table 7; Age and school class o f  participating pupils

SCHOOL CLASS
SCHOOL CLASS NO. OF PUPILS % OF SAMPLE^

Junior Infants 11 38.0%
Senior Infants 9 31.0%
1st Class 6 20.5%
2nd Class 1 3.5%
3rd Class 1 3.5%
4th Class 0
5th Class 1 3.5%
6*'’ Class 0
TOTAL 29 (100%)

AGE
AGE (YEARS) ^ NO. OF PUPILS % OF SAMPLE

5 10 34.5%
6 10 34.5%
7 1 3.5%
8 6 20.5%
9 0
10 1 3.5%
11 0
12 0
13 0
14 0
15 1 3.5%
TOTAL 29 (100%)

1 Percentages rounded to nearest 0.5%
2 Age at end o f research project in each school (see note to Table 6 above)

As Table 7 shows, the majority o f  pupils involved in my study belonged to junior 

primary classes. The infant years were particularly well represented with 11 pupils in Junior 

Infants and 9 in Senior Infants during the study period. A further 6 pupils were in P* Class, 

while the remaining three pupils belonged to 2"‘*, 3'̂ ‘* and 5*'’ Class respectively. However, the 

fact that this distribution pattern tends towards the junior years seemed to reflect national 

demographic patterns associated with pupils from newcomer backgrounds at the time o f my 

research. By 2007, many o f  the children termed as ‘newcomers’ were actually children who 

had been born in Ireland o f  ‘newcomer’ parents, rather than newly arrived first-generation 

immigrants. It is likely that such demographic trends will continue over the coming years
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since, although in-migration has currently decreased, Ireland now has an established 

immigrant population which includes a considerable proportion o f young families.

This suggests that the findings o f this study could be very useful as a contemporary 

indicator o f English L2 proficiency development in Irish primary schools. However, the fact 

that there are many fewer children represented from 2" ^  Class upwards must be also 

acknowledged. As outlined in Section 2.3.2, age is a factor which may influence second 

language acquisition and, even in the primary years, the L2 learning experience o f slightly 

older children may d iffe r considerably from that o f  younger learners. In Chapter 4, I w ill try 

to account for any evidence o f such age-related influence on the apparent patterns o f English 

L2 acquisition emerging from my study, in comparing the results obtained for its very young 

and its slightly older participants (see Section 4.6). However, further research focussing on 

the L2 development o f pupils receiving English language support in the senior primary years 

would be necessary to support any conclusions drawn by this study.

The potential impact o f age-related issues on my research extends beyond the actual 

make-up o f  the participant group in terms o f its representativeness o f ESL pupils. It also 

affected the modalities o f  L2 use which could be investigated in this study. As I pointed out 

in Chapter 1, when discussing the derivation o f the Benchmarks from the CEFR, age is likely 

to affect the range o f communicative activities with which language learners can engage. At 

primary school, the range o f communicative language use among older pupils is likely to be 

more extensive than that associated with younger pupils, particularly in relation to the 

development o f L2 literacy skills. This has had methodological consequences for my 

research since, although the emphasis throughout is on L2 oral production as an indicator o f 

second language acquisition (as w ill be explained in Section 3.3), I also collected data in 

relation to the literacy-related activities engaged in by the participating pupils. The analysis 

o f  these activities w ill be presented in Section 4.5 as an overview o f L2 literacy development
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among participating ESL pupils. This analysis w ill examine to what extent the literacy- 

related activities these children took part in could be linked to the Benchmark descriptors for 

reading and writing. Clearly though, this data can only relate to activities appropriate to the 

age and stage o f literacy development o f  the pupils concerned. As literacy-related activities 

diversify significantly with age, further research is required to investigate more thoroughly 

the English literacy development o f ESL pupils, particularly those in senior primary classes.

Regarding the national and home language background o f the pupils participating in 

my study. Table 6 shows considerable diversity in terms o f  their linguistic and ethnic identity. 

As pointed out in Section 3.1.3, above, this information was gathered in informal 

conversation with the teachers involved and, while they were aware o f the national 

background o f the participating pupils, they were not always certain o f which language the 

children generally spoke at home. The distribution patterns associated with participating 

pupils’ home languages, based upon the information available from their teachers, is 

summarised in Table 8 (see over).
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Table 8: National and home language background o f  participating pupils

NATIONAL

BACKGROUND

N O . OF  

PUPILS

% 0 F

SAMPLE

HOM E LANGUAGE^ N O . OF 

PUPILS

% 0 F

SAMPLE

Nigerian 11 38.0% Nigerian English^ 10 34.5%
Igbo /  Yoruba /  English (?)^ 1 3.5%

Polish 5 17.0% Polish 5 17.0%
Romanian 3 10.0% Romanian 3 10.0%
Pakistani 2 7.0% Urdu /  Punjabi (?)'’ 2 7.0%
Serbian 2 7.0% Serbian 2 7.0%
Chinese 1 3.5% C antonese (?)^ 1 3.5%
Croatian 1 3.5% Croatian 1 3.5%
Indian 1 3.5% M ayalam 1 3.5%
Latvian 1 3.5% Latvian 1 3.5%
Lithuanian 1 3.5% Lithuanian 1 3.5%
Portuguese 1 3.5% Portuguese 1 3.5%
TOTAL 29 100% TOTAL 29 100%

1 Home language as know n to the  English language support teacher
2 Teachers' estim ation th a t English spoken as a hom e language, pupils proficient English speakers from  Nigeria
3 Teacher unsure o f  pupil's hom e language, pupil m ay be a non-native English speaker from  Nigeria
4 Teacher unsure o f  pupil's hom e language, pupil a non-native English speaker from  Pakistan
5 Teacher unsure o f  pupil's hom e language, pupil a non-native English speaker from  Hong Kong

C om prising pupils from eleven different national backgrounds spanning three continents, 

the sam ple group proved to be both extrem ely diverse and also very representative o f 

im migration patterns in Ireland at the time o f  the study (see Introduction for overview). There 

was also evidence o f  at least tw elve different hom e languages in use am ong the pupils 

sam pled. However, as Table 8 suggests, determ ination o f  pupils’ language background 

proved quite a challenge in certain cases. Teachers seem ed to derive this information from a 

range o f  sources -  deduction based on the pupil’s national background, limited contact with 

parents, and any direct references to home language(s) m ade by the pupil in classroom 

interaction. From the data obtained in the course o f  the study, it appeared that slightly older 

children (from 1st C lass onwards) were more likely to make occasional reference to their 

hom e language(s) than pupils in the Infant classes. However, even am ong the older pupils, 

such reference was infrequent.
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In specific cases, particularly in relation to pupils from countries with several national 

(and often num erous regional) languages, it was often im possible to determ ine first language 

background with absolute certainty. For instance, in the case o f  one Chinese pupil, the 

teacher was unsure whether the ch ild ’s first language was M andarin or Cantonese. I have 

guessed it was m ore likely to be the latter, based on definite inform ation that the child cam e 

from Hong Kong (see notes to Table 8). Likewise, there is no certainty that the tw o Pakistani 

pupils (both sisters) were native speakers o f  either Urdu or Punjabi. However, the older o f  the 

tw o had attended school in Pakistan and had, on one occasion, presented som e exam ples o f  

hom e-language w riting at school in Ireland. For this reason, 1 have presumed that these 

children had some fam iliarity with Urdu, although their actual hom e language could have 

been either Punjabi (more w idely spoken in Pakistan) or som e other regional language. 

Similarly, the actual home language o f  the only N igerian pupil who appeared to  be a non

native English speaker was im possible to deduce from the inform ation 1 received. From 

com m ents she made regarding her background it may have been either Igbo or Yoruba or 

another regional language. However, while she exhibited many traits associated with the 

learning o f  English L2, the likelihood that English had featured as a significant linguistic 

influence across her childhood cannot be ruled out.

In trying to determ ine the hom e languages o f  participating pupils for whom  

insufficient inform ation was available, 1 have been restricted therefore to the suggestion o f  

possible options, based on linguistic and cultural clues offered by these pupils over the course 

o f  my research. In m ost o f  the four cases m entioned above, it is probable that, even if  my 

estim ation o f  these children’s hom e language is incorrect, their actual home language at least 

belongs to the same language fam ily as the language I have suggested. Therefore any L l-  

linked influences on these pupils’ L2 developm ent may well be relevant to  ESL learners who 

are native-speakers o f  either the home languages suggested here or other languages which are
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closely related to them. The only possible exception is the particularly problematic case o f 

the older Nigerian pupil who may have been a non-native speaker o f  English. I w ill return to 

her in the follow ing discussion o f  the other participants o f  Nigerian origin.

A very prominent feature o f  the data relating to participants’ home languages, 

apparent in both Tables 6 and 8, is the likelihood that for a considerable number o f  the pupils 

sampled, English was almost certainly used as a means o f  communication at home as well as 

at school. In the estimation o f  the teachers involved, based upon both the pupils’ classroom 

performance and communication with parents, it would appear that for ten o f the eleven 

pupils o f Nigerian background included in the sample, Nigerian English could be considered 

to be (at least one of) the language(s) o f  the home. The data recorded in the current study 

concurred with this assumption as features o f these pupils’ language production (specific 

phonological features, as well as some distinctive but readily comprehensible use o f lexis or 

grammatical structures) were more suggestive o f  difference in dialect rather than o f  L2 

learning. The eleventh Nigerian pupil, an older child who had spent her formative years in 

Nigeria and had commenced education in Ireland in 2006, exhibited some characteristics o f 

language use more identifiable with second language learning (lexical lack, some systematic 

non-nativelike structures). The teacher concerned was not entirely sure o f her actual home 

language(s) although, as mentioned above, cultural clues offered by this pupil and 

consideration o f the linguistic profile o f Nigeria suggested that either Igbo or Yoruba been 

used at home. Nevertheless, accepting the use o f English as an offic ia l language in Nigeria, 

the possibility that this pupil had experienced sustained exposure to English beyond that 

associated with her primary education in Ireland could not be fu lly  eliminated.

The inclusion o f pupils for whom another dialect o f English represents a first 

language in the subsequent analytical phase o f my research would, however, have seriously 

distorted the study which aims to investigate the relation between the acquisition o f English
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as a second language and the learning outcomes described in the Benchmarks. For purposes 

o f analysis, I have therefore concentrated on the English language development o f the 18 

pupils who can unambiguously be considered L2 learners. All 11 pupils o f  Nigerian 

background have therefore been omitted from the detailed analysis o f language use which I 

will outline in this chapter. I also omitted Pupil 29 -  not only because her case (outlined 

above) was linguistically ambiguous, but also for reasons o f age. Since she was aged 14 to 15 

years during the study period, she was a rather atypical example o f a primary school pupil 

and her inclusion could have skewed the results o f  my research.

The data obtained in relation to these pupils o f Nigerian background who may have 

English as (one ot) their home language(s) has nevertheless proven useful as a reference for 

comparison with the production o f the 18 ‘definite’ ESL learners included in this study. 

However, the specific experience o f pupils whose home language is likely to be a dialect of 

English which is different to that spoken by their indigenous Irish peers deserves more 

attention than is possible within the scope o f this investigation. Obviously wider cultural 

issues are raised in any situation in which related but distinct dialects co-exist, and further 

research examining the relationship between various dialects o f English in Irish primary 

schools would seem necessary.

A closer look at the linguistic origins o f the 18 ESL pupils is also worthwhile. Among 

the ten first languages other than English included in Tables 6 and 8 above, seven are 

European: Slavic languages (Polish, Serbian, Croatian) were the most widely represented and 

were spoken by a total o f  ten pupils, Romance languages (Romanian and Portuguese) were 

spoken by four pupils, and Baltic languages (Latvian and Lithuanian) by a further two pupils. 

In addition, three Asian languages were represented: two from the Indian sub-continent, one 

was most likely to be Indo-European (Urdu or Punjabi) which was spoken by two pupils and 

the other was a Dravidian language (Mayalam), spoken by one pupil; the remaining pupil was
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a native speaker o f  a Sino-Tibetan language (probably Cantonese). The diversity o f  the 

participants’ home languages therefore m eant that the data collected could provide 

linguistically balanced evidence o f  English L2 acquisition for com parison with the 

Benchm arks. However, I also explored aspects o f  cross-linguistic transfer on L2 

developm ent, since LI influence, as pointed out in Section 2.3.3, must be considered as a 

possible influence on L2 acquisition. This was done as far as possible in relation to each o f 

the 18 participating ESL pupils, as outlined in the individual ‘pupil profiles’ in A ppendix 1. 

Overall observations regarding possible cross-linguistic influence will be presented in Section 

4.6 to follow.

However, it should also be pointed out that even the wide range o f  first languages 

recorded in Tables 6 and 8 m ay not fully reflect the actual plurilingual com petence o f  these 

18 participants. During the recording o f  lessons, som e pupils m entioned language activities 

involving other languages (e.g. a Lithuanian-speaking pupil talked about w atching a film in 

Russian and having a R ussian-speaking relative, while a Pakistani pupil m entioned learning 

Arabic for religious reasons). Also, in addition to learning English L2 since starting primary 

school in Ireland, the participants had been sim ultaneously learning Irish in the mainstream 

classroom , and instances o f  production o f  Irish occurred in several o f  the recorded lessons (as 

discussed with reference to individual pupils in the ‘profiles’ included in A ppendix I).

Finally, in relation to duration o f  English language support, 15 o f  the original group o f  

29 participating pupils were in the first year o f  their English language support allocation, 

while the rem aining 14 were in their second year. The am ount o f  English language support 

received by individual pupils ranged from ju st over four m onths (for a pupil who arrived in 

Ireland in February 2008) to two school years (pupils who had started school in Ireland in 

2006).
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The narrowing o f  the sam ple to concentrate on the 18 unam biguously ESL pupils 

meant, however, that the m ajority o f  pupils focussed on were in their initial year o f  English 

language support (13 first year, 5 second year). The gender balance o f  this group also shifted 

som ew hat (12 boys, 6 girls). Variables relating to age and school class rem ained similar, 

though, to those observed in the overall group.

3.1.5 Data collection

Due to the wide range o f  practical and ethical considerations outlined above, it is clear that all 

decisions taken in the data collection phase o f  this study had to be carefully framed within the 

context o f  the actual research project. The need to obtain as much relevant and useful data as 

possible had to be constantly balanced against the overriding necessity to act not only in an 

ethical, but in a considerate and sensitive m anner, in each o f  the classroom  environm ents to 

which I had access. From a practical perspective, this m eant facing the challenges typically 

associated with classroom research, which despite, or perhaps because of, the potential 

richness o f  the data it yields is notoriously and inherently ‘m essy’ (Dornyei, 2007: 244). The 

current study certainly encountered m ost o f  the “salient trouble spots” highlighted by Dornyei 

(2007; 188-190): issues such as sam ple fluidity, unexpected interruptions, ethics and time. 

There were also further considerations, for instance, m aintaining ongoing co-operation with 

teachers and pupils, reducing researcher obtrusiveness, and m axim ising the possible benefits 

o f  the project’s m ulti-site design. However, w herever problem s arose, I generally found 

solutions or alternative arrangem ents to ensure that the data collected fulfilled the two 

essential research requirem ents o f  my study: ( I )  that the data should be as representative as 

possible o f  English L2 acquisition am ong primary school children receiving English language 

support, and (2) that it should cover a w ide variety o f  learning activities which could then be 

com pared to a com prehensive range o f  Benchm ark descriptors. A closer description o f  the 

data collection process in each o f  the three schools involved may provide insights into the
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challenges 1 encountered and reveal how these were overcome. By looking at these issues, 

the influence o f situational factors on the overall structure and extent o f a longitudinal study 

o f this nature may then be appreciated.

Firstly, though, it is necessary to explain, in practical terms, how English language 

support classes are organised in Irish primary schools. Under the regulations introduced by 

the DES in February 2007, which applied during the school-based phase o f my research, a 

full-time English language support teacher could be appointed when a school reached a quota 

o f  fourteen non-English-speaking pupils, with additional posts created as pupil numbers 

increased, up to a maximum o f six English language support teachers (if a school had more 

than 121 ESL pupils). Under these conditions, as mentioned in Section 3.1.2 above. School 1 

had two designated English language support posts, and Schools 2 and 3 each had one during 

the study period. Subsequent revisions to this provision (enforced by DES Circular 

0015/2009) have led to a substantial reduction in the allocation o f  English language support 

teachers at both primary and post-primary level, particularly in schools with a large 

proportion o f  ESL learners. However the overall system o f delivery o f  English language 

support, outlined in Section 1.1.1, remains the same.

The role o f  the English language support teacher is to provide language instruction, 

generally in focused lessons to small groups o f ESL pupils on a regular withdrawal basis. 

Guidelines regarding the organisation and scheduling o f such lessons can be found in the 

resource book Up and Away (IILT 2006), which was produced by IILT as a manual for the 

implementation o f English language support, based on the English Language Proficiency 

Benchmarks, and was issued to all primary schools in Ireland by the then Department o f 

Education and Science in 2007. Since 2008, this resource has also been available online from 

the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) at www.ncca.ie/iilt.
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These guidelines recom m end that lesson groups should ideally com prise between 

three and five pupils, who are generally o f  the same age and/or school class (IILT 2006: 26). 

Language lessons should be short but regular, typically 30-40 m inutes daily, with the 

m ajority o f  pupils’ time spent in the m ainstream classroom . Additional ESL support may 

however, be provided as required to address specific language-related challenges, for 

exam ple the increased literacy dem ands faced by older children (ibid: 26). However, since 

the ESL pupil population varies greatly from school to school, it is the responsibility o f  

individual schools to decide how their English language support classes should be structured 

and arranged. The realities associated with the day-to-day running o f  each school and the 

actual linguistic and dem ographic character o f  its pupil population are, therefore, likely to 

affect the delivery o f  English language support to a certain extent. For instance, due to the 

overall dem ands on schools in relation to staffing, it is com m on for English language support 

teachers to have to cover for absent m ainstream staff, which may result in the cancellation o f 

English language support lessons. Also, as ESL pupils m ay leave or arrive at any point during 

the school year, the actual com position o f  English language support groups is liable to 

change.

The research project reported here was unavoidably influenced by the scheduling o f  

English language support lessons and by changes in the m ake-up o f  certain lesson groups. 

Nevertheless, during the project, it was still possible to observe the developm ent o f  English 

language proficiency over tim e am ong the participating pupils, and thus to gather evidence o f  

English L2 acquisition during both the first and second years o f  English language support. 

This was significant because, although the general tw o-year limitation on the allocation o f 

English language support was briefly rescinded in 2007, m ost ESL pupils in Irish schools 

receive a maximum o f  tw o years’ support. This is increasingly true since 2009, when the
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tw o-year cap  on ESL support w as re-insta ted , w ith  m ore stringen t crite ria  to  dec ide  on 

ap p lica tions for ex tension .

In to ta l, pup ils from  eleven  lesson g roups w ere  observed . D ue to  the p ractical 

constra in ts  m en tioned  above, how ever, the num ber o f  lessons recorded  fo r each  g roup  

d iffered  sign ifican tly . In School I, w here  I w orked  w ith  tw o  E nglish  language support 

teachers a t any  g iven  tim e, it w as easie r to  organ ise  co nsisten t w eek ly  v isits, though  there 

w as g rea ter varia tion  in th e  actual num ber o f  g roups and lessons observed . A lso , as a resu lt o f  

pupil m obility  and  the  g rea te r flex ib ility  in g roup  structu re  o ffered  by hav in g  tw o  s ta f f  

m em bers assigned  to  E nglish language support, the  com position  o f  these  g roups w as m ore 

likely to  change. In Schoo ls 2 and 3, w hile  the  g roups rem ained  co n sis ten t th ro u g h o u t the 

research  period, w ork ing  w ith  a  sing le  E nglish  language support teach er m ean t tha t m y visits 

w ere m ore prone to  cancella tion  i f  the  teach er w as unavailab le . A s indicated  in Section  3.1.2 

above, ex ternal fac to rs such as designated  day  o f  v isit could  a lso  im pact s ign ifican tly  on the 

num ber o f  lessons recorded , particu larly  in School 2, w hich I v isited  on M ondays. 

U nfortunately , due to  tim e  constra in ts  on both the teachers and m yself, it w as im possib le  to 

reschedu le  any v isits  tha t w ere  cancelled  due to  school events, ho lidays o r teach er 

unavailab ility .

A sum m ary  o f  the  g roups v isited  in each o f  the th ree  schoo ls is p resen ted  in T ab le  9 

(see over). B efore looking  at th is table, several po in ts a re  w orth  no ting  w ith  regard  to  these  

groups. F irstly , w ith in  several o f  the groups, there  w ere n o n -partic ipa ting  pup ils w hose 

language p roduction , as exp la ined  in Section  3.1.3, w as never transcribed . H ow ever, as the 

p resence  o f  o th e r pup ils could  a ffec t the  g roup  dynam ic  sign ifican tly , an aw aren ess  o f  overall 

group size and  co m position  is im portan t. Secondly , g roups cou ld  change over the course  o f  

the year. For exam ple , in School I a new  group  -  1*‘ C lass (B ) and 2'"^ C lass  -  w as created  

w ith the arrival o f  Pupil 8 in F ebruary  2008, and  th is  rep laced  the  S en io r In fan ts (A ) group
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(Pupil 6 left the school and Pupil 5 progressed to a more proficient group). Pupil 7, an eight- 

year old child who had arrived at the school in January 2008, alternated between both groups 

during the second school term. Likewise, in the Junior Infants group in School I, the non

participating pupils changed m id-w ay through the school year, a factor that may have 

provided greater discourse opportunities for Pupils 3 and 4 since the new arrivals were less 

proficient in English than their predecessors. Sim ilarly, in School 2, the num ber o f  non

participating pupils present in the recorded lessons often varied, possibly altering the 

discourse patterns observed am ong the participating pupils. In School 3, the 3'̂ ‘̂ and S**’ Class 

group was initially split in two individual sessions for Pupil 28 and Pupil 29 (due to 

scheduling issues), although during the second half o f  the project, jo in t lessons were held 

involving both pupils. Finally, the num ber o f  visits to each group varied in School 1, due to 

both the change o f  group structure and the fact that I worked with two teachers on a regular 

basis. The Senior Infants (B) group in School 1 actually coincided with the scheduling o f  the 

Junior Infants group, and was visited only when it was not possible, due to staffing schedules, 

to visit the younger group.
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Table 9: Overview o f lesson groups and recording schedule

SCHOOL G RO U P PARTICIPATING NATIONAL LESSONS
PUPILS BACKGROUND RECORDED

Ju n io r  In fa n ts Pupil 3 Polish 19
Pupil 4 Polish
(w ith  2 n o n -p artic ip a tin g  pupils)

S e n io r  I n fa n ts  (A) Pupil 5 N iger ian 12
Pupil 6 C ro a t ian

Schoo l 1 (occasionatty  w ith  Pupil 2 o r  Pupil 7)

S e n io r  I n fa n ts  (B) Pupil 9 R o m a n ia n 5
Pupil 10 N iger ian
Pupil 11 N igerian

Class (A) Pupil 1 R o m a n ia n 24
Pupil 2 Polish

1"* Class (B) & 2"^ Pupil 7 Indian 9
Class Pupil 8 L ithuan ian
Ju n io r  I n fa n ts  (A) Pupil 12 S e rb ia n 12

Pupil 13 R o m a n ia n
Schoo l 2 Pupil 14 C h in ese

(w ith  u p  to  5 no n -p artic ip a tin g  pupils)

Ju n io r  In fa n ts  (B) Pupil 15 S e rb ia n 11
Pupil 16 Polish
(w ith  3 no n -p artic ip a tin g  pupils)

J u n io r  In fa n ts Pupil 17 Latvian 16

Pupil 18 N iger ian

Pupil 19 N igerian
Pupil 20 Polish
(occasionally  w ith  non -p artic ip a tin g  pupil)

S choo l 3 S e n io r  In fa n ts Pupil 21 N igerian 15

Pupil 22 N iger ian

Pupil 23 N igerian

Pupil 2 4 N iger ian

Class Pupil 25 P o r tu g u e s e 16

Pupil 26 N igerian

Pupil 27 Pak is tan i

3̂ '  ̂C lass & 5'*’ Pupil 28 Pakistan i 15

Class Pupil 29 N igerian

Table 9 gives some idea o f  the extent o f  the research project, which involved the 

recording o f  154 English language support lessons over a 10 month period. However, the 

actual techniques o f  data collection and its preliminary processing must also be explained, to 

demonstrate how the study was conducted. Firstly, before any recordings took place, I made 

an initial visit to each school and observed English language support lessons for the groups
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involved in the study. This was primarily so that the pupils and teachers involved could 

become accustomed to my presence in the classroom, but it also gave me some sense o f the 

group dynamics and even the physical layout o f the rooms visited. This was useful in 

subsequent weeks as it meant that I could position myself and my recording equipment as 

unobtrusively as possible so as to avoid being a source o f  discomfort o f distraction for either 

pupils or teachers in each group.

Regarding the actual recording process, from the second visit to each school onwards, 

I audio-recorded English language support lessons using an MP3 digital recording device. 

Again, my choice o f equipment was determined not only by potential recording quality, 

capacity and convenience, but also by assessing the impact o f any external device on the 

pupils and teachers involved in the lessons to be recorded. Considering all o f  these 

requirements, a small digital recorder appeared the most appropriate means o f  capturing 

normal classroom activities in the English language support lessons in each o f the three 

participating schools. It was minimally intrusive (earlier plans to use video-recording were 

abandoned as teachers felt this would be too invasive and potentially distracting); however, it 

was capable o f making high-quality recordings which could be stored on my computer and on 

back-up CDs and a portable hard drive, in a manner that, while strictly confidential, 

facilitated transcription and analysis.

In addition to the digital recording, I also made detailed field-notes for each lesson, 

which provided useful backup in the rare cases o f technical failure. More importantly, 

however, the field-notes, which were generally a line-by-line indicator o f pupils’ discourse 

together with additional real-time contextual comments, represented a form o f triangulation 

in the methods o f data collection which supported and significantly augmented the 

information contained in the audio recordings. The field-notes proved invaluable in 

describing the context o f utterances and communicative activities. Also, they were a vital aid
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in distinguishing between speakers, particularly in the larger lesson groups. This was 

essential, especially in groups that included non-participating pupils, as it allowed the 

utterances o f  sam ple participants to  be clearly identified for transcription. Finally, the field 

notes were a useful reference in cases in which the recording proved unclear or ambiguous, 

due to issues such as volum e o f  speech, pronunciation or general background noise.

My research focused on the developm ent o f  L2 oral skills and L2 oral developm ent in 

the Benchm arks because spontaneous speech is a key indicator o f  L2 acquisition. This focus 

was also appropriate given the age o f  the pupils involved, considering that m any o f  them 

belonged to Infant classes and were therefore likely to be at a very early stage o f  literacy 

developm ent. However, an attem pt was also made to gather evidence o f  written language 

developm ent. Sam ples o f  written production were collected, generally from pupils from I'*’ 

C lass upwards, in Schools 1 and 3, although som e exam ples o f  em ergent literacy activities 

were also collected from Junior Infants in School 1. As far as possible, the written work 

collected related directly to activities recorded during my visits. W hile the written sample 

was not extensive, it reflected pupils’ literacy activities in the English language support 

classroom , w here oral language developm ent was generally the main focus o f  learning. More 

substantial data relating to  English literacy skills was also provided by the actual recordings, 

which often included reading or w riting activities and produced both direct evidence (actual 

reading) and indirect evidence (talk about literacy-related activities) o f  L2 literacy 

developm ent.

3.1.6 Transcription o f  oral data

The audio recordings, field notes and written sam ples o f  pupils’ work provided a wealth o f  

raw data for the current study. However, in order to analyse the data in depth, it was 

necessary to transcribe the recorded lessons. The transcription process involved the making 

o f  certain decisions in relation to the data. As these decisions were influenced by the focus o f
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the investigation, yet could also im pact on its scope, it is important to acknow ledge them 

here. Firstly, given that there were over 80 hours o f  data to transcribe, and that the aim o f  my 

study was to extract from the data an impression o f  overall L2 developm ent am ong a 

representative group o f  ESL pupils over tim e and to com pare this to the com m unicative 

activities outlined in the Benchm ark descriptors, I decided that broad transcription would be 

sufficiently inform ative. The transcription coding system used was adapted from Schriffrin 

(1994) and is included in A ppendix 4. Repeated playback and reference to field-notes were 

used in order to establish as precisely as possible actual pupil utterances. W here any 

am biguity remained, parentheses were used to indicate lack o f  clarity, while indecipherable 

utterances were designated as such. In order to m axim ise accuracy, the transcription o f 

recorded lessons was carried out as soon as possible after recording and was generally 

com pleted within one week o f  the school visit in question.

Secondly, as it took between 6 and 7 hours to transcribe one hour o f  spoken language, 

it was necessary for practical purposes, to sum m arise som e o f  the data. I decided that all 

activities relating to the com m unicative skills o f  spoken interaction and spoken production 

w ould be fully transcribed, and that activities focussing on the other skills outlined in the 

Benchm arks (listening, reading and writing) would be transcribed w here possible. However, 

if  it seemed expedient to do so, these listening- or literacy-focussed activities would be 

described in depth, using the audio recordings, field notes and (where relevant and 

obtainable) any w ritten work produced by the pupils. In reality, every attem pt was m ade to 

transcribe the lessons their fullest extent. This included the transcription o f  m ost o f  pupils’ 

extended reading aloud from graded readers (short books read at home and re-read the 

following day to the teacher). Reading activities that were incorporated into interactive 

classroom tasks, for exam ple the reading o f  worksheet questions or cues in relation to a topic 

under discussion, were always transcribed.
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Finally, regarding ethical issues it was essential to transcribe the recorded data in such 

a way that the identities o f  the pupils involved would be protected. I devised a simple 

numerical coding system and have used this throughout the transcripts to refer to the pupils 

participating in the study (in accordance with the ethical guidelines outlined in Section 3.1.3 

above). Approximately 2000 pages o f  transcribed language lessons, each including an 

introductory summary and supported throughout with contextual notes, were produced over 

the course o f  the research project (the transcription, editing and provision o f supplementary 

information was completed in August 2008). These transcripts form the basis for the analysis 

phase o f my research, described in Section 3.2 below, which led to the results presented in 

Chapter 4. The transcribed data can be accessed on the CD rom accompanying my thesis.

3.2 Analysis Phase I

3.2.1 Initial considerations

Having transcribed the recorded lessons to the maximum possible extent, I then had to decide 

how to analyse the data in order to extract concrete evidence in relation to participating 

pupils’ L2 acquisition. I also had to consider how the findings o f  such analysis could be 

compared to the learning outcomes described in the Benchmarks. This was not a 

straightforward task since, as pointed out in Section 1.1.2, the Benchmarks are not a 

prescriptive device and schools are not obliged to apply them in any uniform manner. In the 

three schools which participated in this study, it appeared that the Benchmarks served more 

as a useful point o f reference for overall lesson planning rather than a direct basis for actual 

learning activities in the recorded lessons. While some o f the lILT materials developed from 

the Benchmarks were used in these lessons, these were incorporated along with mainstream 

classroom resources and activities derived from other sources^^. However, the fact that the

The English language support teacher in School 3 did not apply the Benchm arks at all in her lesson planning, 
although she occasionally  used activities suggested by lILT resource books in the recorded lessons.
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Benchm arks were applied so loosely and to varying extents in each school and lesson group 

m eant that m ore objective results could be obtained as to their relation to em pirical evidence 

o f  L2 acquisition than would be the case had the schools devised their program m es o f  

English language support with strict and exclusive adherence to the Benchmarks.

To analyse the nature o f  any such relation it was thus necessary to: (a) choose means 

o f  analysis that were both appropriate to the data and the aim s o f  the research, (b) ensure that 

the m ethods o f  analysis adopted would probe the data in adequate depth, to  reveal detailed 

information on the L2 developm ent o f  each pupil and how this m ight relate to the Benchmark 

descriptors, and (c) account for any factors likely to impinge on any relation which may 

em erge between pupils’ L2 developm ent and the Benchmarks. Analysis Phase 1 sought to 

fulfil these criteria by identifying suitable analytical approaches and conducting the relevant 

analyses as thoroughly as possible. This resulted in a three-strand analysis o f  all the 

transcribed data for 10 o f  the 1 I recorded lesson groups. O ne group (School 2, Group 2) was 

not included in this phase o f  analysis, as it consisted entirely o f  pupils o f  Nigerian 

background (Pupils 21, 22, 23 and 24) who appeared to have N igerian English as a first 

language. O therwise, the transcribed oral production o f  all o ther participating pupils was 

analysed; this included the production o f  the rem aining Nigerian children (Pupils 5, 10, I I ,  

18, 19, 26 and 29) who participated in School 1, Groups 2 and 3, and in School 3, Groups I, 

3, and 4. In the cases o f  these pupils 1 felt that a closer look at their language production was 

w orthwhile as it could serve not only as a ‘native-speaker reference’, in analysing the L2 

developm ent o f  identifiable ESL learners within their groups, but could also provide further 

information regarding the classroom  talk in which the discourse produced by ESL learners in 

these groups was situated. In all, 135 transcribed lessons were included in Analysis Phase I 

(there were technical problem s with a further four lessons which inhibited transcription). The 

three strands o f  this analytical phase are outlined in the sections to follow.
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3.2.2 A nalysing evidence o f L2 acquisition

While, as Ellis and Barkhuizen point out, ‘L2 use’ cannot be equated with ‘L2 acquisition’ 

and the extent to w hich the form er can serve as an indicator o f  the later is controversial, they 

argue that, in trying to investigate L2 acquisition, “naturally occurring sam ples o f  L2 use 

provide the best evidence” (2005: 364). The transcribed data o f  extensively recorded L2 use 

occurring in the normal course o f  regular English language support lessons could, therefore, 

offer substantial evidence o f  pupils’ L2 acquisition over the course o f  the present study‘ .̂ As 

acknow ledged in Section 3.1.6 above, written transcription can only yield a limited 

representation o f  oral language use. In particular, the ability o f  broadly transcribed material 

to capture phonological detail is severely restricted. Nevertheless, in this case, the transcripts 

o f  recorded English language support lessons had the capacity to reveal considerable 

inform ation in relation to pupils’ L2 lexical and gram m atical developm ent, which was 

sufficient for them to serve as analysable evidence o f  pupils L2 acquisition. Considering 

gram m ar as a m ajor indicator o f  L2 developm ent patterns (as discussed in Section 2.2.1), it 

appeared that a com prehensive analysis o f  the formal features o f  each transcribed pupil turn 

would be both an appropriate and a sufficiently rigorous m eans o f  determ ining characteristics 

o f  pupils’ L2 acquisition over the course o f  the study. Subsequent analysis o f  lexis could then 

be conducted to assess pupils’ L2 lexical developm ent during the research period. This was 

conducted as part o f  the second phase o f  analysis, following procedures to be explained in 

Section 3.3.6 to follow.

One o f  the three strands o f  Analysis Phase 1 was, therefore, a formal analysis o f  each 

decipherable pupil turn within the 135 recorded lessons for the 10 groups included in this 

analytical stage. This m eant that each transcribed pupil turn had to be broken down into its

A s pointed out in Section 2 .4 .2 , for children educated through an L2 it is particularly difficult to differentiate 
between 'natural’ and ‘instructed’ language learning. A s the L2 use in the English language support lessons 
links directly to ESL pupils’ L2 use for socialisation and mainstream curriculum learning, it may be considered  
typical o f  their daily L2 use. A s pupils’ L2 use w as not predetermined in any w ay in this study (ordinary, 
unaltered lessons were recorded) it may be v iew ed  as ‘natural’ data in this respect.
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constituent linguistic elem ents and coded, elem ent by elem ent, in accordance with the coding 

system for linguistic analysis included in A ppendix 5. This system o f  coding was devised 

with reference to both syntactic and lexico-gram m atical accounts o f  English grammar, 

including Baker (1997), Klam m er, Schultz and Della Voipe (2006), and M orley (2004). In 

term s o f  extent it covers all linguistic elem ents produced by participating pupils in the 

included transcripts, generally with a one-to-one m apping between word and code (e.g. /N/: 

noun, /A/: adjective, /P R E P /; preposition), although occasional m ulti-word elem ents received 

a single code (e.g. ‘thank you’ -  coded /IN T soc/: social interactive, or ‘Santa C laus’ -  coded 

/PN /: proper noun). Additional codes were also included to m ark e.g. pauses (/-/) and non

verbal utterances (/nv/), while prom inent instances o f  interruption or repetition were marked 

by adding (~) to coded elements.

C onsidering that during the research period m any o f  the pupils were very young, the 

standard o f  accuracy I used in assessing their ESL production was that typically associated 

with native-English-speaking child o f  a sim ilar age. I relied on the participating pupils o f  

N igerian origin and on my own school-going children (aged 5-6 years and 8-9 years through 

this phase o f  analysis) as guides in this regard. Linguistic elem ents that were clearly at 

variance with these native-speaker norm s were additionally marked with an asterisk. 

Elem ents which, due either to context or the often highly creative and idiosyncratic nature o f  

ch ildren 's talk, were best considered am biguous were additionally marked with a hash 

symbol. W hile the focus o f  this formal analysis rem ained on gram m atical developm ent, and 

the limitations o f  broad transcription were recognised and accepted, any phonological issues 

which were sufficiently prom inent to have been highlighted within the transcribed data, were 

also noted by adding (#) to their linguistic coding, since they were potential sources of, albeit 

phonologically-related, am biguity. O ccasionally, particularly in relation to decontextualised 

reading activities, the categorisation o f  certain words was indefinite. Such words were coded
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to include all options, unless context suggested otherwise (e.g. the word ‘tug’ read within a 

list exemplifying words ending in an ‘-ug’ sound was coded as /NorV/). For more examples 

o f the formal coding used see Figure I on Page 246.

3.2.3. Analysing evidence of Benchmark activation

To compare evidence o f pupils’ L2 acquisition emerging from the form-focussed analysis 

described in Section 3.2.3 with the learning outcomes suggested by the Benchmarks, 1 had to 

analyse my data further. Investigation o f  the communicative purpose o f the participants’ L2 

use thus constituted the second strand o f  Analysis Phase I. Again seeking maximum detail o f 

analysis, I decided that each transcribed pupil turn should be regarded as evidence o f a 

communicative activity in progress. Each turn could therefore be compared to the individual 

descriptors o f  communicative activities included in the Benchmarks, principally those 

presented in their 13 theme-based ‘Units o f Work’. Pupil turns could thus be linked to 

specific Benchmark descriptors, either as (a) directly corresponding to a particular descriptor, 

coded using a shorthand reference to this descriptor for example: BM: Ul/Al/SpInt/1// -  

Unit: 1 ‘M yself, proficiency level: A l, communicative skill -  spoken interaction, descriptor 

number -  1 {IILT2003: 10):

Can answer basic questions about his/her name, age, family when supported by prompts.

or as (b) approximating to a descriptor, as coded with the addition o f a (% ) symbol to the

relevant descriptor code (e.g. BM: Ul/Al/SpInt/1%//). In cases o f  approximation, 1 also

noted suggestions regarding any extension or editing which the Benchmark descriptor in

question might require to correspond more closely to actual pupil production.

Pupil turns were generally linked to one Benchmark descriptor only. However, if

more than one communicative skill was involved in the activity, up to two descriptors could

be used, in conjunction, to describe it. This was often the case with regard to literacy-related

talk. Although a lesson activity may have focussed on writing, its transcription would
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capture the oral interaction associated with engagement in this written task. Thus it appeared 

more appropriate in such cases to code pupils’ turns with reference to Benchmark descriptors 

for both spoken interaction and writing. For example, the code: BM:

U l/A l/SpInt/l(>U l/A l/W rite /l) //  could be used to indicate that the above-mentioned A l- 

level descriptor for spoken interaction was activated during a writing activity relating to the 

descriptor for Unit I -  ‘M yself, proficiency level -  A l, communicative skill -  writing, 

descriptor number -  1 (IILT2003: 10):

Can copy or write his/her name, address, name of school.

Connections to other themes could also be highlighted, while concentrating on the thematic 

focus o f the turn for actual coding. For example, the code BM: Ul/Al/Splnt/2(>U3)// could 

be used to indicate that a pupil turn associated with the second descriptor for spoken 

interaction for Unit 1, at proficiency level A2 (lILT 2003: 10):

Can respond non-verbally (e.g., with a nod or a shake of the head) or with single-word or very brief
answers to basic questions about his/her likes or dislikes, 
also related to Unit 3 -  ‘Food and Clothes’.

Ambiguous turns could be accounted for in two ways. If the turn was partial

(typically a turn interrupted by another speaker) but still exhibited functional characteristics

linking it to a specific Benchmark descriptor, this could be demonstrated by according it the

relevant Benchmark link but noting, with a hash sign, its potential for ambiguity as a

fragmented turn. For example: the code BM: Ul/A2/Splnt/1#// could be associated with an

unfinished turn showing traits associated with the first A2 proficiency level descriptor for

spoken interaction in Unit 1 -  ‘M yself (I1LT2003: 10)

Can reply with confidence to familiar questions about his/her name, age, number of brothers and
sisters, etc.
If a turn was truly ambiguous and impossible to interpret from its discourse context, it was 

marked as such, using the code BM: X//.
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Meaningful, non-ambiguous turns which could not be linked to Benchmark 

descriptors, i.e. cases o f  communicative activities or language themes which seemed not to be 

explicitly included in the Benchmarks (e.g. the recitation o f nursery rhymes), could however 

still be accounted for by coding such turns with a thematically appropriate suggestion, for 

example: B M : %{nursery rhymes)!!. Such suggestions could then provide evidence o f value 

in any revision o f the Benchmarks, regarding the inclusion or expansion in greater depth of 

certain, clearly relevant, language themes. Suggestions for expansion could also be linked to 

approximations to Benchmark descriptors (in a manner similar to the linking o f additional 

themes illustrated above), again indicating ideas for their possible expansion. For more 

examples o f the functional coding used see Figure 1 on Page 246.

This attempt to code each interpretable pupil turn in the 135 lessons included in 

Analysis Phase I in terms o f  its communicative theme (and, if linkable to the Benchmarks, 

the specific communicative activity it involved) may be considered a functional analysis o f 

my data. As such, it not only offers a detailed overview o f how and if the Benchmarks can 

be related to actual pupil production, it also fits with the theoretical approach adopted by the 

Benchmarks. As emphasised in Chapter 1, the guidelines for ESL learning, teaching and 

assessment presented by the Benchmarks are inspired by the CEFR, a framework which 

focuses on language use as participation in communicative activity and whose origins lie in 

earlier functional-notional approaches to the description o f language use and the specification 

o f  language learning targets such as the Threshold Level (see van EK 1975; van Ek and Trim 

1990, as discussed in Council o f  Europe 2001: 23).

3.2.4 Consideration o f  possible influences on L2 acquisition

Combining both formal and functional analyses as two strands o f Analysis Phase I therefore 

appeared the most appropriate primary means o f analysing the transcribed data considering 

the need for detail, feasibility and relevance to my research aims. As Ellis and Barkhuizen
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point out, form al/functional analyses can be “ powerful tools for exam ining both how learners 

m ake use o f  their linguistic resources to m eet their com m unicative needs and also how 

com m unicative needs drive the process o f  L2 acquisition forw ard” (2005: 137). For this 

reason, either a ‘function-form ’ analysis or, as is the case in the present study, a ‘form- 

function’ analysis (seeking formal evidence o f  L2 acquisition for subsequent com parison to a 

function-oriented L2 curriculum ) would seem an effective analytical choice. However, as 

stressed in C hapter 2, L2 acquisition does not occur in a vacuum, nor do the com m unicative 

activities through which evidence o f  language learning m ay em erge occur w ithout a context. 

The range o f  internal and external factors possibly influencing L2 acquisition (outlined in 

Sections 2.3 and 2.4), m ust therefore be considered in any analysis o f  learners’ L2 

production.

In relation to internal factors, w hile potentially influential criteria such as age, LI 

background and duration o f  L2 learning may be determ ined with reasonable certainty 

(although the problem s encountered in ascertaining ESL pupils’ home languages, mentioned 

in Section 3.1.3 show that this is not always the case), other influences remain m ore difficult 

to assess. Regarding individual learning style and affective factors, in a longitudinal study 

ongoing observation o f  participating pupils and talking to their teachers may reveal pertinent 

indicators. However, due to  the nature o f  data collection in the present study and my research 

role as unobtrusive recorder, any such observations can be no more than merely descriptive.

In relation to external factors, any w ider social issues, for example, pupils’ experience 

in mainstream  education am ong indigenous Irish peers and in the host society at large, can 

only be considered anecdotally since the current study is set solely within the m icro

environm ent o f  the English language support classroom. However, the transcribed data is 

capable o f  offering concrete and objective inform ation regarding how aspects o f  the 

interactive dynam ic in this context m ay affect pupils’ im mediate L2 production and possibly.
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over time, influence their overall L2 acquisition. Since research suggests that the impact o f  

interaction on L2 acquisition may be significant (as discussed in Section 2.4.3), it seemed 

advisable to consider interactive factors, as far as possible, in conjunction with the form - 

function analysis outlined above. I found this worthwhile for tw o reasons. Firstly, accounting 

for the possible effects o f  interaction on pupils’ L2 production reduced the risk o f  discourse- 

related distortion to any results I obtained from form -function analysis. Investigating 

interactive patterns raised questions such as: ‘can a directly repeated form be accorded the 

same analytical w eight as the sam e form spontaneously produced by the learner?’ By 

responding to such questions, however, I was able to isolate and focus on only pupils’ 

spontaneous L2 speech in my analysis o f  the oral data. Secondly, analysis o f  the interactive 

features o f  pupil discourse had the potential to considerably enhance any conclusions 

em erging from my form -function analysis. For example, it could reveal inform ation 

regarding how features o f  interaction may vary with increasing proficiency, and how 

classroom  conditions may facilitate or inhibit the developm ent o f  certain formal structures or 

com m unicative abilities.

Exam ination o f  interactive factors and how these may be optim ally facilitative o f  L2 

acquisition, based on em pirical evidence from the data, could also have substantial 

pedagogical relevance in determ ining how English language support may be most effectively 

delivered to a diverse learner population engaged in L2 im mersion education. Although this 

study m ust concentrate on issues o f  direct relevance to its research aims, its analysed data 

could, as a result, provide a starting point for m ore focussed consideration o f  specific 

interactive features to further inform ESL pedagogy in this kind o f  educational context.

3.2.5 A ccounting for the influence o f  interaction

Accepting that interaction-related factors should be considered as a third strand o f  Analysis 

Phase 1, the next m ethodological question to em erge was ‘how ’? As with the form-function
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analysis outlined above, it was necessary to choose an analytical approach that was 

maxim ally inform ative, feasible and appropriate to both the data and the aim s o f  my research. 

This required an interaction-sensitive analysis that would highlight any potentially influential 

features o f  classroom  talk m anifest in the participants’ production o f  certain language forms 

while engaged in identifiable com m unicative activities. Since this study focuses on the L2 

acquisition o f  individual ESL pupils and, for each o f  these pupils, attem pts to assess how 

his/her L2 developm ent over tim e m ay relate to the learning outcom es contained in the 

Benchmarks, it was im portant to choose a m ethod o f  analysis that could both explore the data 

as ‘talk in progress’ and accord each o f  its participants equal status as contributors to this 

interaction.

Approaches to analysing classroom  interaction, such as discourse analysis, often focus 

on the categorisation o f  utterances in search o f  specific interactional features such as recasts, 

or particular interactive conditions such as those deem ed indicative o f  ‘negotiation o f  

m eaning’ (see Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 166). However, these are usually based on the 

premise that the researcher has decided in advance ‘w hat’ aspects o f  interaction he/she is 

interested in exam ining in order to assess the possible impact o f  specific interactional 

phenom ena on learners’ L2 acquisition. Such research m ay provide focussed insights on the 

role o f  certain interactional factors in a particular context o f  L2 developm ent, although these 

are likely to be largely from the perspective o f  an outside expert. This kind o f  analysis may 

also be coloured by role-related expectations o f  their participants -  typically learners and 

teachers in an institutional L2 learning environm ent in which learners may be regarded (often 

by default) as som ewhat ‘deficient’. M ore critical discourse analysis may seek to  challenge 

the apparent pow er-relations implied in these roles. However, again, the approach is usually 

m otivated by the researcher’s aim to highlight certain pre-determ ined interactional features in 

order to effect any proposed change.
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W hile the possible im pact o f  interaction-related factors m ust be considered in any 

investigation o f  L2 acquisition, my research aim s dem anded that m y m ethodological choices 

were more determ ined by pupils’ actual L2 use than by any preconceived ideas as to what 

m ight influence them. Therefore, although aw are o f  research into likely form s o f  interaction- 

linked influence (see Section 2.4 for discussion), I had to choose a method that tried to ‘get 

inside’ classroom  talk in order to exam ine it from the perspectives o f  its participants, even if  

som e o f  these had very limited L2 com petence. This did not mean, however, that the potential 

im plications o f  the individual acting in the role o f ‘pupil’ could be ignored. It sim ply meant 

that the analysis would be data-driven; that each pupil’s production would be analysed first in 

term s o f  his/her actual contribution to the classroom  talk and that, from this analysis, any 

apparent effects o f  the classroom  dynam ic could be examined.

Conversation analysis (CA) seemed to offer the m ost appropriate means o f  

considering the interactive features o f  pupil production in a way which could be readily 

com pared to the inform ation about each individual pupil’s L2 acquisition and the relevance 

o f  the Benchm arks to his/her L2 developm ent (obtained from the form -function analysis), 

without prejudicing the data before the ultimate derivation o f  results. The reasons behind my 

choice o f  CA as a m ethodological approach lie prim arily in the fact that it seeks to investigate 

the underlying w orkings o f  ‘talk-in-interaction’ (Schegloff 2007: 1) by focussing on the 

actual interactive dynam ic, not on the content o f  the talk or the social identities o f  the parties 

involved. Based on the idea that this ‘ta lk ’ is a “deeply ordered and structurally organised 

phenom enon” (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 198), CA can be used to exam ine the structure o f  

human interaction by investigating the turn-taking and sequence organisation characteristics 

which hold it together, and by looking at the repair strategies which prevent com m unication 

from breaking down (ibid: 203-4). This interactional structure is an im portant aspect o f any 

instance o f  oral language use because, as Schegloff stresses, in organising o f  sequences o f
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talk, the speakers’ focus is “not, in general, on convergence on the same topic being talked 

about but on the contingent development o f courses o f  action'' (2007: 251, italics in the 

original). Speakers may, for example, disagree or misunderstand each other, but their 

interaction is ultimately shaped and maintained by the nature o f the turns they make within it, 

rather than simply by the content o f these turns. The concept o f interaction sequences as 

‘courses o f action’ would also seem to accord well with the ‘action-oriented’ approach to 

language learning adopted by the CEFR, which is shared by the Benchmarks (see Section 

1.2.3 for discussion). Since the CEFR emphasises that language learning involves language 

use by learners acting as ‘social agents’ (Council o f Europe 2001: 9), it stresses the role of 

interaction as an essential feature o f language use. For this reason, would seem 

methodologically appropriate to apply techniques o f conversation analysis to examine the 

interactional characteristics o f actual L2 use by ESL pupils in order to compare the evidence 

o f L2 acquisition it offers to the CEFR-derived ESL curriculum expressed by the 

Benchmarks.

One possible argument against the use o f CA in this regard would, however, be the 

perception that while it focuses quite intensely on the interactive use o f language between 

speakers, it tends not to make overt reference to the social context o f the interaction and the 

relationship between the speakers. However, this does not mean that the social context is 

necessarily ignored. Rather, as Sidnell points out, attributes forming the social identities of 

participants within the interaction are not regarded as “external variables” ; instead they 

represent factors which may have “procedural consequentiality or demonstrable relevance for 

the participants themselves in terms o f the specific ways in which the interaction is 

organised” (2009: 9). Obviously the organisation o f  classroom talk in the context o f the 

present study cannot be immune to the social influences and power relationships associated 

with the socially created context o f ‘the school’, or more specifically, ‘the language learning
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classroom ’. However, since CA seeks to navigate the sequential characteristics o f  any 

instance o f  interaction, in detail and in their own right, it can perhaps offer m ore o f  an 

‘insider’ view o f  how ESL pupils use English as individual participants within this interactive 

context, rather than how they act as ‘pupil’ being ‘taugh t’ English within roles presupposed 

by the researcher. Adopting this participant-oriented perspective does not, how ever, preclude 

the com parison o f  contextually sim ilar instances o f  talk. As Seedhouse points out: CA 

focuses on the participant’s perspective “within the interactional environm ent in which the 

talk occurs” (2007: 10). In doing so, it accepts the “central role o f  contextually-em bedded 

com m unication processes in the accom plishm ent o f  human actions and identities” (M ondada 

and Pekarek Doeher 2004: 504). In this study, CA therefore has the capacity to provide 

detailed individual insights in relation to the interactional behaviour o f  its participants, which 

can then be com pared to investigate likely patterns o f  interaction am ong ESL pupils and how 

these m ay im pact on their L2 acquisition in the context o f  English language support 

classroom .

In order to do this, however, it is im portant to acknow ledge the extent to which CA 

techniques may be applied to a w ide-ranging and broadly transcribed database o f  L2 use 

am ong young second language learners, accepting som e o f  the lim itations placed upon its 

application in this study due to the nature and focus o f  my research. C onversation analysis 

was originally devised and pioneered by the sociologist Harvey Sacks in the 1960s and 

1970s, (see Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005, Schegloff 2007) and has since been used in diverse 

interactive contexts, ranging from ‘natural’ conversations between friends, to doctor-patient 

consultations, to business discussions etc. W hile its application within the field o f  L2 

acquisition appears to still be in the early stages, the studies exam ined by Richards and 

Seedhouse (2005) indicate that its use is spreading and its potential is considerable.
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In relation to the present study, it is necessary, however, to differentiate between 

‘pure’ and ‘applied’ CA. ‘Pure’ CA is intensely detailed and usually based upon very narrow 

transcriptions o f  interaction with repeated recourse to original recordings, and often 

collaboration between analysts working on selected, m anageable chunks o f  data (see ten 

Have 2007: 8 for definition and discussion). ‘A pplied’ CA (see ten Have, 2007: 8, also 

Richards and Seedhouse 2005) is, as its name suggests, m ore flexible and readily available to 

a w ider range o f  situations, typically related to m edicine, business or education. For practical 

and context-specific reasons, the depth o f  both transcription and analysis m ay be reduced, in 

order that the span o f  analysis m ay exceed that possible i f ‘pure’ CA procedures were strictly 

observed. Ten Have (2007) recom m ends that the individual researcher should balance the 

need for detail and extent o f  his/her study in this respect. He suggests that “one should adapt 

one’s transcription style to one’s purpose and audience, that one should be clear about one’s 

method and that one should use it consistently” (ten Have 2007:99). Adopting an ‘applied 

C A ’ approach has obvious advantages in w idening the scope o f  any attem pt to analyse an 

extended sam ple o f  talk in interaction. Provided that the data-driven, inductive ethos and 

fundamental techniques o f  conversation analysis are adhered to, applied CA consequently 

seems to have considerable potential with regard to the understanding o f  interaction 

conducted in a classroom  environm ent through learners’ L2.

Considering my research aims, I therefore believe that an attem pt at ‘applied C A ’ is 

realistic, yet still inform ative m eans o f  analysing classroom  interaction across an extensive 

collection o f  transcribed English language support lessons, so as to  account for possible 

interactional influences on participating pupils’ L2 acquisition. In claim ing this, however, I 

fully accept the limitations o f  my transcriptions which, as outlined in Section 3.1.6, are by no 

means as detailed as those routinely used in ‘pure C A ’. These generally follow the 

transcription system devised by Gail Jefferson (1985, discussed by Liddicoat 2007) to capture
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in detail phonological features o f  language use and non-verbal input to interactions (see 

Liddicoat 2007: 14 for exam ples). However, as Liddicoat points out, “transcripts are in every 

case subjective representations o f  talk, in which the transcriber has m ade decisions about 

what features [o f talk] to include or exclude from the transcription” (2007: 13). W hat is 

perhaps m ore im portant is that the analyst is concerned with what Hellerm an refers to as “the 

prim ary question m otivating CA research: ‘Why that now ?’ (2008: 32). In this respect, 

considering the methodological decisions I made in transcribing the data recorded in this 

study, I believe that even a broad transcription focusing on the lexical and gram m atical 

features o f  ESL pupils’ L2 use can be subjected to ‘applied C A ’ in order to exam ine how 

interaction-related factors may influence these pupils’ L2 production. Such findings may 

further reveal the possible im pact o f  interaction patterns on participants’ L2 acquisition over 

the study period (gauged from evidence o f  their L2 lexical and gramm atical developm ent).

In addition, more applied approaches generally allow greater relation o f  CA findings 

to the ethnographic and dem ographic characteristics o f  interaction participants, as derived 

from the actual interactional context in the non-putative sense envisaged by Sidnell (2009). 

W hile these m ay have been som ewhat excluded from ‘pure C A ’ in its original form, they are, 

as Ellis and Barkhuizen stress, “ im possible to ignore” within the context o f  instructed L2 

learning (2005: 211). In this way, while CA is not, in itself, a m eans o f  accounting for L2 

acquisition, it can offer valuable descriptive detail at the “m icro-level” (H ellerm an 2008: 28) 

in relation to learners’ L2 use. This inform ation m ay then be used to determ ine the possible 

influence o f  the interactive environm ent on learners’ L2 developm ent since, as Hellerman 

stresses, the focus o f  CA “highlights the individual’s m icrogenesis o f  language developm ent 

and can also describe the sociogenesis o f  language practices for the entire classroom 

com m unity o f  practice” (ibid: 28).
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3,2.6 Supporting form-function analysis with conversation analysis

For the purposes o f the present study, 1 devised a very simple template for data-driven

applied CA, based on the principles outlined by Schegloff, who views the organisation of 

turn-taking as “one o f the most fundamental organisations o f practice for talk-in-interaction” 

(2007:1). In this regard, the ‘adjacency pair’, comprising two consecutive turns by individual 

participants in this interaction, constitutes the “basic unit o f  sequence construction” (ibid: 13). 

My attempt at applied CA was further informed by the work o f experienced practitioners 

such as ten Have (2007), and Liddicoat (2007), and guided by CA studies in the context o f L2 

learning, particularly those reported by Richards and Seedhouse (2005). Essentially, it 

involved examining some o f the key interactional characteristics apparent within the 

transcripts o f  classroom talk for the 135 recorded lessons included in Analysis Phase I o f my 

study. I sought, for each transcribed sequence, to highlight the basic adjacency pair 

underlying this particular instance o f interaction by identifying its constituent turns as ‘first- 

pair part' (coded: Fb) and ‘second pair part’ (coded: Sb) respectively (Schegloff 2007: 13). 

It then looked at the overall sequence, trying to determine the sequential nature o f any 

preliminary turns (coded: PRE) or subsequent expansions (coded: POST) on this core 

adjacency pair, including any repair turns (coded: REP) which the participants produced in 

cases of misunderstanding and interaction breakdown (see Young 2007 regarding repair 

sequences in the L2 classroom). Extended sequences in which speakers appeared to “suspend 

the normal operations o f turn-taking” (Liddicoat 2007: 302) for a particular interactional 

purpose, for example, story-telling could also be accounted for using my CA coding system 

(coded: EXT).

As well as looking at the placement features o f each transcribed turn within its 

interactional sequence, the CA codes I devised also identified participating speakers, in terms 

o f their classroom role (e.g. turns could be coded: p-p’ - pupil to pupil; p-t -  pupil to teacher;
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or t-p  - teacher to pupil). In order to describe the transcribed talk-in-interaction as thoroughly 

as possible, I coded each turn produced by both participating pupils and their teachers; since 

each contributor to the interaction had be considered. The only breaks in analysis w ere those 

marked to indicate the input o f  non-participating pupils which could not be transcribed for 

ethical reasons (see Section 3.1.3).

The main features o f  each transcribed turn, in term s o f  the speech act it perform ed 

were also coded (e.g.: turns could be identified as: questions, answers, requests, offers etc.). 

Further details (e.g.: the presence o f  hesitation, pauses, repetition or recasts etc.) could also 

be indicated within the CA codes for each turn. The coding system used for the basic version 

o f  CA applied to this study was very m uch a working docum ent (see Appendix 5 for guide to 

coding). W here necessary, I adapted and refined my CA coding in response to the dem ands 

o f  the data, taking into consideration its specific interactional context -  that o f  young L2 

learners in a classroom  setting. W hile it could probably have benefitted from further editing 

and stream lining, this coding system served its purpose well with regard to my research aims. 

It gave a clear indication o f  the interactional characteristics o f  each transcribed turn not only 

in the immediate context o f  the lesson transcript but, m ore im portantly, when extracted from 

this context for further analysis. This was to prove extrem ely useful in the subsequent 

investigation o f  individual L2 use by participating ESL pupils conducted in A nalyis Phase II 

(to be described in Section 3.3). For more exam ples o f  the coding system used to indicate 

interactional features o f  pupils’ L2 use see Figure I on Page 246.

3.3 Analysis Phase II

3.3.1 Preliminary considerations

Once the three-strand (form al, functional and interactional) coding process, which constituted 

analytical Phase 1, had been com pleted on the transcripts for the 135 recorded lessons which
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offered evidence o f  ESL pupils’ L2 developm ent, my analysis could m ove into its second and 

final phase. From this point onwards, it was necessary to concentrate solely on the 18 ESL 

pupils participating in my study and to extract specific inform ation regarding their L2 

developm ent from the coded transcriptions o f  naturally-occurring classroom  talk recorded in 

their English language support lessons. Such evidence could then be com pared to the learning 

outcom es suggested by the Benchm arks, in order to determ ine whether, and, if  so, how well 

the progression o f  language learning the Benchm ark descriptors outline matches the 

acquisition o f  English L2 by ESL pupils receiving English language support.

Refining the focus o f  analysis in Phase II m eant that param eters had to be set 

regarding which linguistic features could and should be identified as indicators o f  L2 

acquisition and how these could be best assessed from the detailed but still relatively ‘raw ’ 

analysis conducted in Phase 1. It was also essential to consider how inform ation relating to 

the activation o f  Benchm ark descriptors and any recom m endations as to their adjustm ent or 

extension was to be collated. This led to a series o f  im portant m ethodological questions, 

discussed below, regarding the extent o f  A nalysis Phase 11, exam ining its focus and the 

methods used to sift through an extrem ely rich but rather sprawling database to obtain results 

o f  relevance to my research aims.

J. J. 2 Extent o f  A nalysis Phase II

Given time and feasibility constraints, it was clear that it would be im possible to include all 

135 lessons analysed in Phase 1, in Analysis Phase II. Therefore, 1 decided that some kind o f 

data selection was necessary in order to include a representative num ber o f  lessons which 

would adequately reflect the sam pled ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition over the study period. Basic 

criteria for selection were set as follows. Firstly, at least 50% o f  lessons recorded for each 

pupil, within their regular English language support group, were to be included. It should be 

noted that, occasionally, pupils were moved tem porarily to different groups due to scheduling



difficulties (this particularly affected Pupils 1 and 2). From my observation o f  these lessons, 

it seemed that inclusion in an unfam iliar group often had an adverse affect on pupil 

production, so 1 felt that these lessons were better excluded from any final analysis. Secondly, 

a m inim um  o f  6 recorded lessons were to be selected, even for pupils w hose overall 

participation was for less than 12 lessons over the study period, since 1 wanted to ensure that 

the production o f  these pupils would be adequately represented. In this way, I hoped to 

account for issues such as the departure and arrival o f  participating pupils, absenteeism , long

term group changes and schedule-related interruptions to the research (discussed in Section 

3.1.4 above). This criterion was met in all cases bar that o f  Pupil 9, whose English language 

support lessons (School 1, Group 3) coincided with those o f  another group (School I, Group 

1). As a result, his lessons w ere only recorded when the m ore frequently-visited group 

(School I, G roup I) was unavailable and, with the co-operation o f  the teachers involved, I 

was able to visit School 1, Group 3. However, I decided that it was worthwhile to include the 

four lessons I recorded involving Pupil 9, as he was a very talkative pupil in his second year 

o f  English language support and his L2 production offered evidence suggesting a level o f  

proficiency which was less extensively covered in my research since the m ajority o f  

participating pupils were in their first year o f  education through English.

In theory, o f  course, the selection o f  lessons at regular tim e intervals would have been 

the m ost appropriate arrangem ent. However, given the scheduling and attendance issues 

m entioned above, this was not always possible as can be seen in Table 9 (see over). Where 

feasible, lessons w ere selected at approxim ately tw o w eek intervals. Although beyond this, 

priority w as given to lessons which indicated the highest levels o f  pupil participation, as I felt 

these could yield the most inform ative findings with regard to pupils’ L2 acquisition. Since 

the lesson groups were generally small (usually 2-4 pupils, with the exception, as pointed out 

in Section 3.1.5, o f  the two groups recorded in School 2), pupil absences could significantly
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change the group dynam ic. Efforts were made to exclude one-to-one teacher-pupil lessons, as 

these som ew hat altered the com m unicative potential o f  the lesson, although in certain cases 

(involving Pupils 8, 9, and 28) due to scheduling and absenteeism , such lessons were 

occasionally and unavoidably selected. Table 10 (below) indicates the extent to which the 

pupils included in Analysis Phase 11 were represented. The percentage o f  lessons selected per 

pupil ranged from 53%  to 100%, with average extent o f  selection 67%. Further details 

regarding the com position o f  these selected lessons may be found in Appendix 6.

Table 10: Selection o f  lessons fo r  Analysis Phase II

SELECTION OF LESSONS
PUPIL DURATION OF

RECORDED
PARTICIPATION

NO. LESSONS 
RECORDED FOR 
EACH PUPIL*

NO. LESSONS 
SELECTED FOR 
EACH PUPIL

% OF RECORDED
LESSONS
COVERED*

Pupil 1 Oct 07 -  Jun 08 21 11 53%
Pupil 2 Oct 0 7 - J u n  08 20 11 55%
Pupil 3 Nov 07 -  Jun 08 17 10 59%
Pupil 4 Nov 07 -  Jun 08 19 10 53%
Pupil 6 Nov 07 -  Feb 08 8 6 75%
Pupil 7 Jan 0 8 - J u n  08 12 8 67%
Pupil 8 M ar 08 -  Jun 08 9 7 78%
Pupil 9 Oct 07 -  Apr 08 4 4 100%
Pupil 12 Dec 0 7 -M a y  08 9 7 78%
Pupil 13 Dec 07 -  May 08 8 6 75%
Pupil 14 Dec 07 -  May 08 12 8 67%
Pupil 15 Dec 07 -  May 08 10 7 70%
Pupil 16 Dec 07 -  May 08 9 7 78%
Pupil 17 Oct 07 -  Feb 08 11 8 73%
Pupil 20 Oct 07 -  Feb 08 14 8 57%
Pupil 25 Oct 0 7 - F e b  08 15 8 53%
Pupil 27 Oct 07 -  Feb 08 15 8 53%
Pupil 28 Oct 07 -  Feb 08 13 8 62%

*  Lessons recorded within pupils 'fam iliar English language support group: does not include 3 lessons fo r  Pupil I and  1 lesson fo r
Pupil 2 which were recorded during their temporary participation in other groups.

3.3.3. Analysing L2 acquisition -  methodological approach adopted

Having selected 80 o f  the original 154 lessons for Phase II o f  the analytical cycle (as outlined

in Appendix 6), the question then arose as to how the L2 production o f  ESL pupils recorded 

in these lessons would be further analysed on an individual pupil-by-pupil basis. Regarding 

the analysis o f  each o f  these 18 pupils’ L2 acquisition, 1 decided that the formal analysis
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conducted in Phase I w ould remain the m ajor focus o f  Phase II, i.e. that indicators o f  

gram m atical developm ent would continue to serve as my main source o f  evidence in relation 

to pupils’ L2 acquisition over the study period. However, in Phase II, 1 felt that, using 

appropriate analytical software, the analysis o f  lexical developm ent could also be factored 

into the results-gam ering process. Deciding on the precise nature o f  this more focussed 

analysis o f  sam pled ESL pupils’ gram m atical and lexical developm ent required, however, 

further m ethodological choices. A s in A nalysis Phase I, these choices had to be; appropriate 

to and, as far as possible, driven by the data; capable o f  producing clear and reliable results 

which could be com pared not only am ong pupils in this study but to other research in the 

field; and feasible within the narrow ing tim e requirem ents upon this research.

Up to this point in the study, and particularly in conducting my research project in the 

three schools (as outlined in Section 3.1) the m ethodology 1 had em ployed had been entirely 

qualitative in its ethos. I adopted this approach since it appeared to offer the m ost appropriate 

m eans o f  fulfilling my research aim s o f  investigating the L2 acquisition o f  ESL pupils across 

a school-year o f  English language support and exam ining their engagem ent during this period 

with the L2 curriculum  provided by the Benchm arks. This approach was, however, also in 

keeping with current practice in the field o f  child L2 acquisition, in which qualitatively 

focussed longitudinal studies have proved significant and m uch-needed sources o f  

inform ation regarding the L2 developm ent o f  young learners (see Philps, M ackey and O liver 

2008: II).

Analysis Phase I m aintained this predom inantly qualitative focus, in the sense that 

each o f  the analytical procedures conducted was prim arily descriptive in nature. The coding 

o f  pupil turns in term s o f  their linguistic elem ents, their linkage to existing Benchmark 

descriptors or additional suggestions, and their sequential characteristics w ithin classroom 

talk, was essentially describing, in a kind o f  focussed shorthand, the formal, functional and
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interactional features o f  pupil production. However, by applying the same three coding 

systems to all the 135 lessons analysed in Phase 1, the potential was created for analysis that 

extended beyond that o f  a purely descriptive snapshot o f  an individual pupil’s production at a 

certain m om ent o f  time. The codes were designed to facilitate more cum ulative description, 

for example: tracking the appearance o f  certain linguistic features such as negative markers 

over tim e in order to describe the developm ent o f  negation for a particular pupil, or to record 

the activation o f  specific Benchm ark descriptors in particular lessons. However, because they 

were applied consistently throughout A nalysis Phase I, they also allowed for some 

quantification o f  the information they revealed, m eaning that quantitative procedures could 

be applied in any subsequent analysis, where these seemed beneficial to my research aims. 

Essentially, the detailed coding em ployed in Analysis Phase I set firm foundations for the 

more m ixed-m ethods approach to data analysis which I adopted in Phase II.

However, like any m ethodological choice, the decision to mix m ethods must be 

justified by the aim s o f  the research and must be com patible with the data obtained. Care 

m ust be taken not to over-quantify what is essentially qualitative data, as som e o f  the most 

revealing detail, including exceptional instances could be overlooked. As Dornyei (2007: 

272) points out, such ‘outliers’ may offer unique insights if  qualitatively analysed. 

Nevertheless, if  it is conducted in a m anner which does not involve the distortion or over- 

sanitisation o f  prim arily qualitative data, som e level o f  quantitative analysis m ay be highly 

advantageous. In particular, quantitative procedures m ay enable any em erging trends in L2 

developm ent to be statistically evaluated. This could not only add w eight to their detailed 

qualitative description, but may also facilitate the more accurate and m eaningful com parison 

o f  results obtained for different subjects within a given study. In m ultiple-subject research 

such as the present study, the com bination o f  both qualitative and quantitative analyses 

therefore appears both useful and appropriate.
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3.3.4 Goals o f  Analysis Phase II

Accepting the merits and feasibility o f  a mixed m ethods approach to Analysis Phase II, it was 

necessary to establish its specific goals within realistic param eters. An aw areness o f  the 

challenges involved in conducting this analysis is, however, im portant from the outset. W hile 

the goals o f  this analytical cycle obviously converged on fulfilling the overall aim s o f  my 

study, it would be foolhardy to suggest that even the most detailed analysis o f  80 selected 

lessons from a nine-m onth long research project focussing on 18 participating pupils can 

offer any m ore than a limited im pression o f  overall L2 developm ent to be anticipated am ong 

ESL pupils at prim ary school in Ireland. However, while acknow ledging the lim itations o f  

the study, I still hoped that it w ould be possible to construct for the 18 pupils included in 

Analysis Phase II, inform ative profiles o f  their individual L2 developm ent over the study 

period, which could give a reasonable indication as to what may be expected with regard to 

the acquisition o f  English am ong pupils receiving English language support. In term s o f 

investigating L2 acquisition, therefore, the goal o f  Analysis Phase II was to identify any 

com m on features or trends apparent in and between these pupil profiles, and to consider their 

im plications as potential indicators o f  developing L2 proficiency.

Likewise, regarding the exam ination o f  the Benchm arks, a series o f  lessons selected 

from three participating schools can only offer a suggestion as to how relevant their learning 

outcom es m ay be, in general, to ESL pupils in Irish primary schools. Nevertheless, the goal 

o f  A nalysis Phase II was that, by establishing which Benchm ark descriptors were activated 

within the selected lessons, and identifying any aspects o f  these descriptors requiring revision 

or which new descriptors m ay need to be created, useful em pirically-based findings as to the 

appropriateness o f  the Benchm arks could be obtained. Such inform ation could then be 

incorporated into any subsequent revision o f  Benchm arks and/or m aterials based on them. 

The exploration o f  any links between the English language proficiency levels described in the
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Benchmarks and evidence o f particular stages or features o f L2 acquisition which could 

emerge from Analysis II would thus achieve its purpose o f  offering results which could serve 

as pointers towards how ESL learning outcomes may be best described.

Finally, bringing these joint goals together, I hoped that the results obtained in 

Analysis Phase II could have some wider pedagogical implications, since this analysis 

allowed for much closer and comparative examination o f the formal, functional and 

conversational features o f pupils’ L2 use which had been identified in Analysis Phase 1. In 

this way it enabled me not only to look at how the language learning needs o f ESL pupils 

were reflected within an existing ESL curriculum, but also to consider how interactive 

dynamics in the language learning environment may impact on the effectiveness o f L2 

curriculum implementation.

J.J.5 Analysis Phase II -  preparation o f  data

In order to create accurate and sufficiently detailed profiles o f individual pupils’ L2 

acquisition from the selected lessons, the data required a considerable amount o f  preliminary 

work. Firstly, since one o f the objectives o f the quantitative analysis was to be to examine the 

type (not merely the frequency) o f any coded linguistic errors, additional sub-coding was 

required to enhance the formal analysis conducted in Phase II. Sub-codes specifying error- 

type were added to any o f the linguistic elements which had, in Phase I, been marked with an 

asterisk alone. The omission o f single elements was also sub-coded (e.g. /0*PR0persSubj/ 

-  omission o f subject pronoun), although the omission o f multiple elements (marked as 

/0*Mult/) was coded without detailed specification as ambiguity could arise as to the actual 

composition o f such omissions. A guide to the sub-coding o f  linguistic elements is included 

in Appendix 5 and further examples o f the sub-codes used are included in Figure 1 on Page 

246.
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Once the linguistic sub-coding had been com pleted for a given selected lesson, the 

building o f  individual profiles based on that lesson data could begin. A folder was created 

(using M icrosoft W ord) for each pupil included in A nalysis Phase II, containing sub-folders 

corresponding to the lessons selected for him/her. W ithin each lesson-specific sub-folder, a 

pupil ‘data file’ w as then created, com prising only the turns produced by that pupil in that 

selected lesson. Each o f  these ‘data files’ thus served as the basis for the analysis o f  that 

particular pupil’s L2 use in that selected lesson.

Before exam ining the pupil’s actual L2 use within a given lesson, however, I first 

took a look at the Benchm ark descriptors activated in that lesson and any additional 

suggestions offered in Analysis Phase 1 with regard to their adjustm ent or expansion. For 

each selected lesson, this m eant scanning the data file(s) for the pupil(s) included in Analysis 

Phase II, and recording all Benchm ark descriptors identified in the initial functional analysis 

within a ‘Benchm ark record file’. Three such files (one for each school) were created to 

indicate which specific Benchm arks were activated in each selected lesson for each o f  the 10 

English language support groups included in Analysis Phase II. This information was stored 

on a lesson-by-lesson basis, rather than in a pupil specific manner, as the activation o f 

Benchm arks was probably m ore related to the overall lesson them e (as decided by the 

teacher), than to independent pupil choice. In addition, all coded approxim ations to 

Benchm ark descriptors were recorded in a separate ‘Benchm ark adjustm ents’ file, together 

with recom m endations, based on evidence from the data, for the revision or expansion o f  

specific descriptors and for the possible inclusion o f  new them es or sub-them es (see 

A ppendix 9 for recom m endations).

Once this overall inform ation from the functional analysis had been logged, the 

preparation o f  the individual pupil profiles could continue. For each selected lesson, the pupil 

data file for a given pupil w as exam ined to identify which com m unicative skills were
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associated with each o f  the transcribed turns. These skills were determ ined with reference to 

the functional (Benchm ark descriptor-linked) coding for each turn. L iteracy-linked turns 

within each pupil-specific data file were moved to a ‘literacy developm ent’ file, created for 

that pupil, for that lesson, and stored in a ‘literacy’ sub-folder for that pupil. These turns 

included actual reading and talk directly related to reading or writing activities. They did not, 

however, include spontaneous talk following on from a literacy activity or indirect reference 

to literacy activities, for instance, talking about hom ework tasks or retelling stories without 

direct reference to the text. The latter were more appropriately linked to  Benchm ark 

descriptors for spoken production, for exam ple that included at proficiency level B1 in Unit 

o f  Work 12 -  ‘Anim als and P lants’ (IILT 2003: 21):

Can retell a story ab ou t animals.

There were two reasons for this segregation o f  literacy-related turns. Firstly, it created

an easily accessible record o f  pupils’ developm ent o f  reading and writing skills over the study 

period, for subsequent description within the individual pupil profiles presented in Appendix 

1 and discussed, in term s o f  cum ulative findings in C hapter 4. G enerally, such data was more 

extensive for older rather than younger children, although evidence o f  literacy developm ent 

was recorded for all 18 pupils included in the Phase II sam ple. Secondly, considering 

spontaneous speech as the best indicator o f  L2 acquisition (as discussed in Section 3.2.2), the 

segregation o f  literacy-related turns ensured that data directly linked to text which was not 

originally produced by the participating pupils was elim inated from the analysis o f  pupil

generated oral production.

Similarly, any ‘o ra l’-focussed turns which were no more than direct repetitions o f  a 

previous turn (generally one produced by another speaker, often the teacher) w ithout any 

attem pt at recasting or elaboration, were removed from the files in preparation for analysis o f  

actual L2 acquisition. This was because these turns usually appeared to be m erely ‘parroting’ 

rather than attem pts by the pupil to make m eaningful discourse using his/her L2. Accepting,
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however, that naturally occurring speech (even that produced by native-speakers o f a 

language) will contain a certain amount o f repetition, within-tum repetitions o f  the speaker’s 

own utterances were included in Analysis Phase II.

Other turn-types were also eliminated from pupils’ ‘analysable turn’ files at this stage. 

These included minimal confirmations o f previously-given information, typically 

unelaborated ‘yes’ or ‘no’ reinforcement o f an earlier utterance, which added no new 

meaning to the discourse. Minimal statements o f acceptance and agreement or o f  rejection 

(involving, e.g., the use o f  ‘yes’ or ‘no’) were included however, since these constituted 

meaningful use o f pupils’ L2. The codes used for conversation analysis proved invaluable in 

identifying which turns were to be excluded, such as the superfluous confirmations and the 

repetitions mentioned above. Turns which could not be accurately classified, i.e. wholly 

ambiguous or extremely incomplete turns (e.g. a partial utterance o f a single word) were 

removed as well since these could not be properly analysed.

In preparing pupils’ oral data for final analysis, attention was also paid to the 

functional codes ascribed to each turn. To fulfil the objectives o f the research, it was 

necessary to consider how each analysable pupil turn was coded for its apparent language 

proficiency level. Here I was guided by the categorisation o f  turns in accordance with 

Common Reference Levels o f language proficiency (Al ,  A2 and Bl )  covered by the 

Benchmarks, as derived from the CEFR (see discussion in Section 1.2.4). This information 

was included in each Benchmark-linked functional code. For example, if a turn was coded: 

BM: U5/A2/Splnt/1// it linked to a proficiency level A2 descriptor for spoken interaction 

within Unit o f Work 5 -  ‘People who help us’ (lILT 2003: 14). By segregating the remaining 

oral-focussed data for each pupil on the basis o f these Benchmark-linked codes, I was then 

able to create proficiency-level-specific files o f  spontaneous speech for each pupil included in 

Analysis Phase II, for each selected lesson in which he/she participated.
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Obviously, turns which were impossible to link or approximate to particular 

Benchmark descriptors had to be excluded from these files. These included the above- 

mentioned wholly ambiguous turns (coded BM: X//: descriptor unknown due to ambiguity), 

they also included any turns which fell clearly beyond the remit o f the Benchmarks in their 

present form, and could only be linked to suggestions for new or amended descriptors. The 

exclusion o f the latter, however, did not entail any prejudicing o f the analysis in favour o f the 

existing Benchmarks since (a) it was carried out after all these suggestions had been recorded 

for critical consideration in the ‘Benchmarks adjustment files’ and (b) in most cases it was 

possible to link turns to Benchmark descriptors, either through direct correspondence, or by 

approximation (with suggestions for revision added as appropriate). It is worth noting at this 

point that the transcribed data generally suggested that most o f the emerging ‘new’ thematic 

suggestions which I noted in scanning through the pupil ‘data’ files could be regarded as sub

themes o f the existing Units o f Work. It appeared that, in any revision o f the Benchmarks, 

these could be best represented by more explicit reference within existing themes, rather than 

by creating new thematic units. As a result, I found that the vast majority o f the oral- 

focussed turns could be coded (either by direct linkage or by approximation, possibly with 

additional suggestions) according to one o f the Benchmark proficiency levels, and were thus 

available for final analysis in Phase II.

It is worth noting here that spoken responses to listening-related activities were 

primarily coded with a speaking-related descriptor, since oral production was the ‘hard 

evidence’ provided by the data. These turns were then linked to an appropriate listening- 

related descriptor, since comprehension abilities could only be inferred from pupils’ spoken 

output. In such cases the primary (speaking-related) code determined at what proficiency 

level the turn would be classified for analysis. Any other dually coded turns were literacy
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related and. as described above, had already been separated from the data to be analysed for 

indicators o f  L2 acquisition.

Once the data for a particular pupil within a given selected lesson was organised 

according to the above procedures (resulting in proficiency-specific oral language files, with 

separate literacy files if  appropriate) a breakdow n o f  pupil turns for that lesson was recorded 

in a ‘skills’ file com piled for each pupil included in A nalysis Phase II. The ‘skills’ file was 

used to give a num eric overview o f  each selected lesson, recording: the num ber o f  transcribed 

turns, literacy-related turns, actual reading turns, literacy-related talk turns, and additional 

references to  listening, reading and w riting (inferred from secondary links, and references to 

non-transcribed material such as non-verbal response to listening). The num ber o f ‘analysable 

tu rns’, extracted from the original pupil ‘data’ file, by way o f  the preparation process outlined 

above, was also recorded in the ‘skills’ file. These ‘analysable tu rns’ constituted the main 

focus o f  Analysis Phase II.

3.3.6 Analysis Phase II -  quantita/ive procedures

O nce I had isolated all instances o f  m eaningful, intelligible, pupil-generated spontaneous 

speech as ‘analysable turns’ capable o f  revealing evidence o f  a particular ESL pupil’s L2 

acquisition within a selected lesson, and arranged these in accordance with their coded 

Benchm ark proficiency level to facilitate com parison between L2 developm ent and L2 

curriculum , my actual Phase II analysis could begin. This analytical cycle involved mixed 

m ethods o f  analysis -  both quantitative statistical procedures and qualitative detailed 

description, which were com bined to produce the findings presented, for each individual 

pupil in Volum e II o f  this thesis and, cum ulatively in C hapter 4 to follow. The Phase II 

quantitative analysis focussed on the derivation o f  inform ation regarding pupils’ L2 

gram m atical developm ent over the research period, as indicated by the frequency o f
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occurrence and accuracy o f  certain linguistic elem ents coded in the formal strand o f  Analysis 

Phase I and subsequently sub-coded in preparation for the second stage o f  analysis.

To do this, it was first necessary to select a set o f  indicators o f  L2 gramm atical 

developm ent which were both relevant to the data, and feasible to analyse. Since most o f  the 

ESL pupils sam pled in Analysis Phase 11 were in their first year o f  English language support, 

it was necessary to focus on som e o f  the earliest possible indicators o f  developing L2 

gram m ar, but also to include indicators which were likely to em erge over tim e as pupils’ 

English language proficiency increased. It was necessary to include a representative range o f 

linguistic elem ents, but also w orthw hile to select elem ents which m ight challenge different 

learners in different ways, particularly considering variations in pupils’ LI background.

Six possible indicators o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent w ere chosen for quantitative 

analysis: nouns, verbs, personal pronouns, articles, prepositions, and auxiliaries. Each 

protlciency-linked ‘analysable tu rn’ file, for each pupil, for each selected lesson included in 

Analysis Phase II, was searched for instances o f  each o f  these six indicators (based on the 

codes and sub-codes applied to all linguistic elem ents within each turn) using the M icrosoft 

Word ‘search and find’ function. Using the SPSS program , I was then able to log the results 

obtained from these searches for each pupil. I entered these in individual pupil-specific 

databases, each representing one o f  the six gram m atical indicators studied. The database for a 

specific pupil for any given indicator recorded the frequency (token count) o f  its occurrence, 

across all form s o f  the indicator used by that pupil over the study period (e.g. in the case o f  

nouns these included: singular, plural, and possessive forms). Target-like and non-target like 

use o f  the indicator was differentiated across its various forms, with total error counts for 

each form (e.g. inappropriate use o f  singular nouns) then broken down into classified sub

counts for particular error types (e.g. use o f  a singular noun when a plural noun is required). 

Om issions o f  the indicator were also recorded, and where appropriate classified in greater
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depth (e.g. om issions o f  personal pronouns were sub-categorised as either om ission o f  either 

subject or object pronouns).

As each ‘analysable tu rn ’ file consisted o f  turns associated with a specific Benchm ark 

proficiency level, the database entries for any given indicator were also, initially, proficiency- 

level linked (e.g. the counts for AI level singular nouns and A2 level singular nouns were 

recorded in separate database colum ns). However, once all the entries had been m ade for the 

indicator over the series o f  selected lessons for a particular pupil, totals relating to the 

frequency and accuracy o f  the indicator’s use could be obtained for each lesson as a whole, 

using the SPSS ‘com pute’ function. These totals, now independent o f  Benchm ark-related 

proficiency classification, could then provide an overall impression o f  the pupil’s acquisition 

o f  that particular gram m atical indicator across each selected lesson over the study period. 

Basic descriptive statistics, such as rate o f  accuracy or rate o f  om ission could also be 

calculated (again using the ‘com pute’ function in SPSS) either at a specific proficiency level 

or at an overall level. These illustrated more clearly the developm ent o f  a given indicator, as 

experienced by a particular pupil, over the study period. Such inform ation could be 

graphically displayed for discussion and com parison with findings obtained for other pupils 

in relation to the same indicator.

As well as the six gram m atical indicators m entioned above, two further statistical 

analyses using the SPSS program  were carried out on the data. The first o f  these also related 

to L2 gram m atical developm ent -  an analysis o f  pupils’ verb-to-noun ratio for each selected 

lesson. I chose this as a basic m eans o f  gauging the L2 structural developm ent o f  pupil- 

produced turns over the study period. G iven the volum e o f  data included in Analysis Phase II, 

it would have been very difficult and tim e-consum ing to m easure utterance length in order 

that, for instance, mean length o f  utterance (M LU) could be calculated for each pupil, for 

each selected lesson. The appropriateness o f  this m easure am ong children over the age o f  five
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years is also questionable (Lakshmanan 2009; 386). Instead, I felt that deriving a simple 

indicator o f linguistic complexity, by comparing the use o f  verbals (verb-forms, with the 

exception o f  verbal adjectives and verbal nouns), with the use o f nominals (including all 

nouns, pronouns and proper names) could offer a more accurate and feasible means o f 

illustrating L2 structural competence. This ratio seemed a suitable measure to use in this 

study, given its focus on the early stages o f L2 acquisition, when it is likely that nominals 

will predominate over verbals; the latter coming into more frequent use with increasing 

proficiency. Again this ratio could be calculated for specific proficiency levels, or for overall 

analysable pupil production in each lesson.

The final SPSS-based statistical analysis concentrated on the prevalence o f three 

interactional features with the analysable production o f ESL pupils sampled in Phase II. 

Again, this involved a degree o f  decision-making since (as is apparent from the analysed 

data) a considerable range o f interaction-related codes were used in the conversation analysis 

conducted in Phase I. However, from these, I identified three typical examples o f classroom 

talk as being both practical and appropriate to investigate, using the CA codes attached to 

each analysable turn. These were: ‘answers’ (coded: ‘Ans’), in which the speaker responded 

to another participant in the interaction; ‘tellings’ (coded: ‘TEL’), in which the speaker 

initiated new information; and ‘topic elaborations’ (coded: ‘TOPEL’) in which the speaker 

offered additional information to an ongoing conversation sequence originally initiated either 

by him/her or by another. Completions (coded: ‘TELcomp’, and ‘TOPELcomp’) were also 

sub-classified for both ‘telling’ and ‘topic elaboration’; these could indicate either interrupted 

turns or turns which were supported, e.g. by suggestion or partial completion, and were 

generally shorter than full tellings or elaborations. Generally, however, it appeared that these 

were not particularly numerous, and that most turns coded as ‘TEL’ or ‘TOPEL’ represented 

completed (although not always linguistically correct) turns at talk. The prevalence o f these
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three indicators (answers, telling and elaborations) was thus recorded for each proficiency- 

linked pupil file, and then totalled for each selected lesson.

Two further indicators o f  the interactive dynamic o f  the lesson were included in my 

quantitative analysis o f  the interactive characteristics o f pupils’ transcribed classroom talk. 

These were counts for: (a) the number o f pupil to teacher turns and (b) the number pupil to 

pupil turns, as recorded for each proficiency-linked file, for each pupil, each lesson, from 

which lesson totals could then be calculated. While it would be unreasonable to presume that 

such quantification o f  specific sequence elements and patterns could provide a definitive 

account o f the complex phenomenon o f human interaction in any given context, I felt that this 

limited attempt at quantitative analysis was nonetheless worthwhile as it could offer some, 

possibly generalisable, statistical support for any conclusions drawn from qualitative 

descriptions o f  the interactive environments within the selected lessons.

Finally, an additional quantitative procedure was included in Analysis Phase II, the 

scope o f which was somewhat broader than the predominantly grammar-focussed analyses 

carried out using the SPSS program. It was an attempt to quantify the evidence o f L2 lexical 

development displayed by each pupil, in each selected lesson. This involved running a lexis- 

processing program, ‘ Wordlist’ , which belongs to the software package ‘ Wordsmith Tools’ , 

on each o f the ‘analysable files’ . Care had to be taken, however, when using the Wordlist 

program as it only accepted lexically comprehensible transcribed data converted to ‘plain 

text’ form. A ll codes had to be deleted as the program could be distorted by non-alphabetic 

characters; punctuation markers such as apostrophes also had to be removed and contractions 

had to be individually highlighted (minus apostrophes) w ithin the data. However, once the 

data was appropriately prepared, the Wordlist program could create lists o f each lexical type 

produced by the pupil within a given file or set o f files, and also record frequency o f use for 

each o f these identified lexemes. Using this tool, it was possible to compile proficiency-
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linked wordlists and total w ordlists for each ESL pupil sam pled, for each selected lesson. The 

information provided by these w ordlists could then be used to offer not only detailed 

qualitative evidence, but also som e basic statistical overview s o f  ESL pupils’ L2 lexical 

developm ent over the study period (see Section 4.4 to follow).

J.J. 7 Analysis Phase II  -  qualitative procedures

As well as the quantitative analyses outlined above, qualitatively-oriented procedures were 

conducted on the analysable data. For a more detailed exam ination o f  L2 structural 

developm ent, beyond the rudim entary indication o f  turn com plexity offered by the verb-noun 

ratio (see Section 3.3.6), the developm ent o f  specific structural features -  questions, negative 

forms and clause linkage -  was tracked for each pupil, for each selected lesson, over the 

study period. In Analysis Phase II, this sim ply involved identifying (using the M icrosoft 

Word ‘search and find’ function) and storing all unique instances o f  such structures, in 

chronological order, in structure-specific tiles. In the context o f  the present study, this data 

lent itself m ost readily to qualitative description, as presented in the pupil profiles included in 

Appendix 1 and sum m arised in Section 4.3. A subsequent, more detailed investigation o f 

specific linguistic features even within this data-set could with some further categorisation 

and evaluation o f  structure-types, apply more quantitative procedures to the data analysed 

qualitatively here, for further inform ation regarding particular aspects o f  participating pupils’ 

structural developm ent. In term s o f  tim e and practical considerations, however, my analysis 

o f  the three additional structural features (questions, negative formation, and clause linkage) 

has been purely qualitative.

Finally, for each ESL pupil included in Analysis Phase II, notes were com piled to 

accom pany each selected lesson. These sum m arised some o f  the most salient issues arising 

from the quantitative analysis o f  L2 gramm atical developm ent, highlighting particular 

linguistic challenges faced by a particular pupil in a given lesson, but also adding qualitative
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detail to the statistical analyses (e.g. which actual past tense verbs or prepositions were used 

by the pupil). In this way, the notes often brought aspects o f L2 lexical and grammatical 

development into jo in t focus, rather than restricting them to separate quantitative analyses. 

The ‘notes’ file  also allowed for comments on features o f  L2 acquisition beyond the scope o f 

the quantitative analysis; issues in relation to literacy development, phonological 

characteristics and possible L I influence, could all be ear-marked as points for consideration 

in the descriptive sections o f  the pupil profiles presented in Appendix 1. From the profile 

descriptions, it was then possible for me to discuss these issues cumulatively across the 

participant group, and to provide qualitative summaries for the quantitatively analysed L2 

indicators (see Sections 4.3 and 4.4).

The combination o f qualitative and quantitative procedures applied in Analysis Phase 

II, was chosen since it appeared both appropriate to the data obtained from my research 

project and capable o f  enhancing any results obtained from it. Domyei stresses this 

“ complementary”  strength o f mixed methods analysis in recommending its consideration as a 

research option (2007: 313). As Greene and Caracelli point out, mixed method approaches 

have significant informative potential, since they can be “ a means for exploring differences; a 

forum for dialogue; or an opportunity to better understand ways o f  seeing, knowing, and 

valuing”  (2003: 103, cit. DSrnyei 2007: 313). In the present study, I believe that the 

quantitative procedures outlined above have the capacity to add statistical weight to any 

observations stemming from in-depth qualitative investigation o f the data, and may facilitate 

the more focussed comparison o f  individual pupils’ L2 acquisition over the study period. 

Conversely, the capacity for detail and sensitivity to individual cases inherent in qualitative 

analysis, allows it to explain and exemplify any apparent statistical trends, to highlight 

exceptions and to offer context-based insights into any conclusions drawn.
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3.4 Deriving results from mixed methods analysis

3.4.1 Creating individual ‘pupilprofiles’

In Sections 3.2 and 3.3 above, I have attem pted to outline the cycles o f  analysis carried out on 

data transcribed for each o f  the 18 participating ESL pupils whose L2 developm ent over the 

period o f  my longitudinal study is the focus o f  this research. Throughout this process, from 

the initial transcription o f  the recorded lessons, through the three-strand coding which I 

carried out in A nalysis Phase I, to the qualitative and quantitative procedures 1 applied to the 

coded data for selected lessons involving the 18 participants in A nalysis Phase II, my 

investigation moved from overall description to a more specific probing o f  particular features 

o f  individual pupils’ L2 acquisition and how this may relate to the learning outcom es 

expressed by the Benchm arks. By gradually narrowing the analytical lens in this cyclical 

manner, 1 hoped that any findings em erging from my analysis would be as true as possible to 

the evidence o f  L2 acquisition yielded by the sam ples o f  participating pupils’ actual L2 use 

collected in this study. To this end, I allow ed the data to determ ine to a large extent the 

methodological and analytical decisions discussed in Section 3.3. This, I believed, was the 

most appropriate way to obtain as clear and as authentic an impression o f  each pupil’s 

English L2 developm ent as could be derived from selected recordings o f  their L2 use over a 

limited tim e span, and to com pare this evidence o f  L2 acquisition with their individual 

engagem ent with the Benchm ark descriptors. Figure 1 (see over) indicates how the analysis 

o f  data progressed, from initial transcription, to the three-strand coding (form al, functional 

and interactional) o f  Analysis Phase I, to the more detailed linguistic coding o f  Analysis 

Phase II.
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Figure 1: Sample of transcript and coding

ORIGINAL TRANSCRIPTION
Pupils 7 and 8, tw o 8 year-old 
boys, from India and 
Lithuania respectively (see 
Appendix 1, Sections 1.12 and 
1.13 fo r profiles) engage in a 
'restaurant' role play, with 
some correction (repair) 
provided the teacher.
(School 1, Group 5, Lesson 7 -  
20*^ May 2008).

P7: yeah .. what do you want, (through mic.).
T: now, instead of what do you want, do you know what's better to  say, 

what would you like.
P7; what do-do you like, (through mic.)
P8: I'm like -1 don't like -1 would like em a burger.
P7: what- what burger, plain burger, burger?
P8: no.
P7: cheeseburger?
P8: yes.
P7: OK.

ANALYSIS PHASE 1 CODING*
In the first section of the role- 
play the Pupils 7 and 8 make 
and respond to requests 
typical of a restaurant setting 
(linking /approximating to 
Benchmark descriptor for 
Unit 3, Level A2, spoken 
interaction: Can discuss a 
menu and select what he/she 
would like { \ \n  2003:12).

In the second section, the 
interaction becomes a 
simpler series o f food-related 
suggestions (approximating 
to  descriptor Unit 3, A l, 
spoken interaction: Can 
request basic items o f food in 
0 shop (lILT 2003:12).

P7: yeah .. what do you want, (through mic.) BM: U3/A2/Splnt/2% // 
LA: INTmin/-/Q/AUXdo#/PROpers/V// CA: l.p-p':Sa;Ac(EL)&NEL/Pau/} 
{2.p-p':Fb:Q(OS)#//(!j
T: now, instead of what do you want, do you know what's better to say, 
what would you like. CA:t-p:REP:Rej(Q)/SUG(COR)//
P7: what do-do you like, (through mic.) BM: U3/A2/Splnt/2%//
LA: Q/AUXdo*~/AUXdo* /PROpers/V// CA: p-p':REP(Fb):Q(OS)&COR#//(!) 
P8: I'm like -1 don't like -1 would like em a burger. BM: U3/A2/Splnt/2// 
LA: PROpers/AUXbe* /V~/PROpers/AUXdoNeg* 
/V/PROpers/AUXmod/V/nv/DETart/N// CA: p'-p:Sb:REQ&CORself//
P7: what- what burger, plain burger, burger? BM: U3/A2/Splnt/2% // LA: 
Q ~ /Q /N /0 * /A /N ~ /N // CA: p-p':Post:TOPQ(OS)/SUG(l)+//(!)
P8: no. BM: U 3/A l/Splnt/1% // LA: INTminNeg// CA: p'- 
p:Post:Rej(SUG)(l)//
P7: cheeseburger? BM: U 3/A l/S p lnt/1% // LA: # /N / /  CA: p- 
p':Post:SUG(2)//
P8: yes. BM: U 3/A l/Sp lnt/1% // LA: INTmin// CA: p'- 
p:Post:Ac(SUG)(2)//
P7: OK. BM: U 3/A l/Splnt/1% // LA; INTmin// CA: p-p':Post;Ac(REQ)//

ANALYSIS PHASE II CODING*
Linguistic sub-codes specify 
errors, fo r example, instances 
of incorrect auxiliary choice 
(modal 'would' required) or 
article omission.

P7: yeah .. what do you want, (through mic.) BM: U3/A2/Splnt/2% // 
LA; /INTmin/-/Q/AUXdo#/PROpers/V// CA; l.p-p';SCT:Ac(EL)&NEL/Pau/} 
{2.p-p':Fb:Q(IS)#//(!)
T: now, instead of what do you want, do you know what's better to  say, 
what would you like. CA:t-p:REP:Rej(Q)/SliG(COR)//
P7: what do-do you like, (through mic.) BM: U3/A2/Splnt/2%//
LA: /Q/AUXdo*ICmodR~/AUXdo*ICmodR/PROpers/V// CA; p- 
p':REP(Fb):Q(IS)&COR#//(!)
P8: I’m like -1 don’t like -1 would like em a burger. BM: U3/A2/Splnt/2// 
LA:/PROpers/AUXbe*ICmodR/V~/PROpers/AUXdoNeg*ICmodR/V~/ 
PROpers/AUXmod/V/nv/DETart/N// CA: p'-p:Sb:REQ&CORself//
P7: what- what burger, plain burger, burger? BM; U3/A2/Splnt/2% // LA: 
/Q ~/Q /N /0*D ETart/A /N ~ /N // CA: p-p':Post;TOPQ(IS)/SUG(l)+//(!)
P8: no. BM: U 3/A l/Sp lnt/1% // LA: /INTminNeg// CA: p'- 
p:Post:Rej(SUG)(l)//
P7: cheeseburger? BM: U 3/A l/S p ln t/1% //LA :/#nob /N // CA: p- 
p':Post:SUG(2)//
P8: yes. BM: U 3/A l/Sp lnt/1% // LA; /IN Tm in // CA: p'- 
p:Post:Ac(SUG)(2)//
P7: OK. BM: U 3/A l/Sp lnt/1% // LA; /IN Tm in // CA: p-p':Post:Ac(REQ)//

* See Appendix 5 fo r  fu ll list o f codes -  coding based on norms fo r  native-speaker child interaction.
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Applying mixed methods o f analysis to the Phase II data, I was able to create 

individual ‘ profiles’ for each o f  the 18 participating ESL pupils. Each o f these profiles 

presented evidence in relation to a specific pupil’ s L2 acquisition (derived from investigation 

o f  a range o f linguistic features within his/her oral L2 use over the study period). It also 

indicated his/her apparent progression in English language proficiency with reference to the 

Benchmarks’ interpretation o f the Common Reference Levels o f  the CEFR, examined data in 

relation to the pupil’s L2 literacy development, and considered various internal and external 

factors which may have influenced that pupil’ s English language learning within the analysed 

lessons. Considering these profiles together, it was then possible to derive overall findings in 

relation to the nature o f any emerging relation between the 18 ESL pupils’ English language 

acquisition and the Benchmark learning outcomes. These results w ill be presented and 

discussed in Chapter 4. A graphical summary o f the methodological processes involved in 

my research, from initial data collection to the obtaining o f  overall results, is provided as a 

flowchart in Figure 2 (see over). Further details regarding the specific focus o f the pupil 

profiles w ill then be discussed in the follow ing sections. As the 18 profiles were similarly 

structured, each o f these sections w ill outline a particular aspect o f this profile template 

explaining, as appropriate, the analytical procedures involved in investigating specific 

features o f  participating pupils’ L2 development and how their analysed L2 use may relate to 

the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks.
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Figure 2: Summary of methodological procedures

RESEARCH
PROJECT

Audio-recording of English language support lessons 
Collection of sample of pupils' writing
(3 schools; 11 lesson groups; 154 recorded lessons; 29 participating pupils)

TRANSCRIPTION Transcription of audio-recorded lessons

ANALYSIS 
PHASE II

ANALYSIS 
PHASE II

Coding of 135 transcribed lessons for 10 of 11 lesson groups (25 pupils)* 
Pupil turns coded for:

•  Benchmark links
•  Linguistic elements
•  Interactional features

Identification of Benchmark descriptors activated; suggestion of adjustments

Selection of lessons for more detailed analysis (80 lessons)
Sub-coding of selected lessons for 18 ESL pupils in participant group for:

•  Features of linguistic errors and omissions 
Preparation of files for individual analysis of 18 ESL pupils' recorded L2 use

Mixed methods 
analysis of oral- 
focussed data 
(from pupils' 
recorded L2 use)

Qualitative analysis 
of literacy-related 
data (from 
recordings and 
sample of writing)

Qualitative analysis
— ----- ~>»----------------------------------

Mixed methods
of some possible analysis of some
internal influences possible external
on L2 acquisition influences on L2
(observation-based) acquisition

OBTAINING
OVERALL
RESULTS

Creation of individual pupil profiles describing the English L2 development of 
each of the 18 ESL pupils over the course of the study

Cumulative analysis of;
•  Evidence of pupils' L2 acquisition based on mixed methods analysis 

of oral-focussed data
•  Evidence of pupils' L2 literacy development based on qualitative 

analysis of literacy-related data
Overall consideration of possible influences on pupils' L2 acquisition (as 
feasible within context of research) including:

•  Internal factors: age, home language, personality and language 
learning style (qualitative analysis)

•  External factors: interaction patterns in the English language support 
classroom (mixed methods analysis)

Comparison of empirical analysis of evidence of the 18 participating ESL 
pupils' acquisition of English L2 over the study period to the language 
learning outcomes described by the Benchmarks, taking into account the 
possible influence of internal and external factors on L2 acquisition

*  O ne g ro u p  co m p ris in g  so le ly  sp ea k ers  o f  N ig e r ia n  English w as  exc lu d ed  f r o m  analys is  (see  S ec tion  3 .2 .1 )
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3.4.2 Pupil profiles: personal details

Each profile began with a short introduction to the participating ESL pupil in question. This 

prelim inary section included inform ation regarding: the pupil’s school and English language 

support group, his/her age at the end o f  involvem ent in my research project, the month o f 

com m encem ent o f  his/her English language support allocation, and his/her hom e language, as 

known to the teacher. These details for each o f  the 18 pupils for whom profiles were created 

are available in Table 5 in Section 3.1.4. The introduction to each pupil’s profile also stated 

the num ber o f  lessons recorded for that pupil and the num ber o f  these which were selected for 

inclusion in A nalysis Phase II, upon which the findings em erging from his/her profile were 

based. Again, this inform ation has already been presented in Table 9 in Section 3.3.2. In 

addition, however, this introductory section indicated the extent o f  the Phase II analysis for 

each o f  the 18 ESL pupils in term s o f  the total num ber o f  turns which could be regarded as 

instances o f  spontaneous spoken L2 use and were, as such, analysable as potential evidence 

o f  L2 developm ent. For each pupil, this figure was obtained from his/her ‘sk ills’ file which 

tabulated the num ber o f  turns associated with his/her oral-focussed and literacy-related L2 

use within each o f  the selected lessons (as explained in Section 3.3.5); in this regard, it 

represented the total num ber o f  his/her L2 oral-focussed turns included in Analysis Phase II. 

In total, 7455 turns constituting instances o f  spontaneous L2 use were analysed to investigate 

the English L2 acquisition o f  each o f  the 18 pupils involved in Analysis Phase II. The num ber 

o f  analysed turns per pupil is shown in Table 11 (see over). These turns w ere subjected to 

rigorous m ixed m ethods analysis focussing on their gram m atical and lexical characteristics, 

as will be described in Sections 3.4.4 and 3.4.5 to follow. For each pupil, the results o f  this 

analysis were presented in his/her profile as indicators o f  his/her L2 gram m atical and L2 

lexical developm ent over the study period. Additional literacy-related turns were analysed 

separately for each pupil, using qualitative analytical m ethods, with the resulting findings
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reported in a subsequent section o f  his/her profile focussing on his/her L2 literacy 

developm ent across the selected lessons.

Table 11: Total number o f  analysed spoken turns included in Analysis Phase II

PUPIL NO . SELECTED LESSONS^ N O . ANALYSED SPOKEN 
TURNS^

Pupil 1 11 1188
Pupil 2 11 653
Pupil 3 10 217
Pupil 4 10 385
Pupil 6 6 466
Pupil 7 8 563
Pupil 8 7 628
Pupil 9 4 434
Pupil 12 7 227
Pupil 13 6 155
Pupil 14 8 556
Pupil 15 7 276
Pupil 16 7 425
Pupil 17 8 316
Pupil 20 8 111
Pupil 25 8 220
Pupil 27 8 376
Pupil 28 8 259
TOTAL* 80 7455

1. See Appendix 6 for details o f selected lessons, including impact o f  group changes and absentees on selection process
2. The number o f analysed spoken turns varied among pupils, due not only to the extent o f their participation in this study but also 

the interactional dynamics o f each group and the individual characteristics o f each participant. This is discussed in for each pupil 
in the individual 'pupil profiles' in Volume II.

3.4.3 Overview o f  L2 proficiency

As the aim o f  my research was to exam ine the nature o f  any relation betw een the learning 

outcom es described by the Benchm arks and actual L2 acquisition am ong ESL pupils, as 

gauged from their recorded L2 use in the English language support classroom , the first 

analytical procedure 1 carried out on the oral-focussed data included in A nalysis Phase II was 

to investigate the linkage between each pupil’s analysed spoken turns and the Benchm ark 

proficiency levels for each o f  the selected lessons. This was presented in graphical form in 

each o f  the 18 profiles, to show, based on the Benchm ark-linked codes applied in the Phase I 

functional analysis, the distribution o f  each pupil’s analysed spoken turns in term s o f  their
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activation o t Benchmari^ descriptors expressing English L2 proficiency associated with the 

Com m on Reference Levels A l,  A2 and B l. For each pupil a stacked colum n bar chart, 

showing the proportion o f  his/her analysed spoken turns associated with proficiency levels 

A l, A2 and Bl in each o f  the selected lessons, was created to  give a clear initial impression 

o t how  the pupil’s English L2 proficiency appeared to progress over the study period with 

respect to his/her ability to m eet criteria expressed in the Benchm ark descriptors. This could 

then be com pared to the subsequent linguistic analysis o f  the pupil’s analysed spoken turns, 

in order to assess w hether and, if  so, how well, this Benchm ark-linked indication o f  L2 

proficiency related to his/her actual acquisition o f  English, based on evidence provided by 

analysing specific indicators o f  L2 developm ent with his/her adm issible spoken turns across 

the selected lessons.

Furtherm ore, the individual information regarding apparent English L2 proficiency 

developm ent obtained for the 18 pupils included in Analysis Phase II could, when linked to 

the duration o f  each pupil’s English language support within each o f  the selected lessons, be 

brought together to exam ine any overall proficiency patterns across the approxim ately two- 

year span o f  English language support represented by ESL pupils involved in this study. In 

this way, it could dem onstrate how L2 proficiency, as indicated by the linkage o f  pupils’ 

actual L2 use to specific Benchm ark descriptors, is likely to progress across the allocation o f 

English language support. Such a cum ulative overview  o f  English L2 proficiency 

developm ent am ong the 18 participants in A nalysis Phase II over tim e will be presented in 

Section 4.2. Bringing the profiles together in this way m ade it possible to com pare detailed, 

individually-related findings to obtain overall results regarding Benchm ark-linked 

proficiency developm ent. This was essential to my research aims, since such information 

could then be credibly com pared to any overall findings regarding L2 acquisition am ong the 

ESL pupils involved in my study.
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3.4.4 Evidence o f L2 acquisition: Grammatical indicators

For each o f  the profiles, once the pupil’s L2 proficiency over the selected lessons had been 

determ ined through analysis o f  the Benchm ark links associated with each o f  his/her 

analysable spoken turns, it was then necessary to subject these turns to thorough linguistic 

analysis. This linguistic analysis concentrated on tw o aspects o f  L2 acquisition: gramm atical 

and lexical developm ent. This was in accordance with the aim s m y research, but it was also 

due to the extent o f  my database and the necessarily broad nature o f  the transcription o f  the 

recorded lesson (see Section 3.1.6). However, despite this focus on gram m ar and lexis, 

aspects o f  pupils’ L2 phonological and orthographic developm ent were nevertheless 

considered in the 18 profiles, particularly in relation to L2 literacy developm ent and the 

possibility o f  crosslinguistic influence (as will be discussed in Sections 3.4.6 and 3.4.7 to 

follow).

Regarding the analysis o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent, the individual findings 

presented in each pupil profile focused on the ten formal indicators o f  L2 acquisition which 

were identified in Sections 3.3.6 and 3.3.7. As explained above, these indicators were chosen 

as being the m ost informative, appropriate, and feasible indicators o f  L2 gramm atical 

developm ent, considering both the characteristics o f  my data and my research aims. In term s 

o f  m ethodology, as outlined in Sections 3.3.6 and 3.3.7, I conducted rigorous quantitative 

analysis on seven o f  these indicators, while all ten were subject to detailed qualitative 

analysis for each pupil. A sum m ary o f  the m ethods applied and the presentation o f  findings 

for each indicator in each pupil profile is provided in Table 12 (see over):
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Table 12: Overview o f analytical methods with respect to L2 grammatical indicators

INDICATOR OF L2 

ACQUISITION
ANALYTICAL M ET H O D  A N D  REPRESENTATION

Q UANTATITVE

ANALYSIS

QUALITATIVE

ANALYSIS

GRAPHICAL

REPRESENTATION
1 Nouns YES YES YES: f req u e n c y  /  

accuracy  /  t im e
2 Verbs YES YES YES: f r eq u e n c y  /  

accuracy  /  t im e
3 P ronouns YES YES YES: f r eq u e n c y  /  

a c c u r a c y / t i m e
4 Articles YES YES YES: f req u e n c y  /  

a c c u r a c y / t i m e
5 Preposi t ions YES YES YES: f req u e n c y  /  

a c c u r a c y /  t im e
6 Auxiliaries YES YES YES: f req u e n c y  /  t im e

7 Verb-to -N oun ratio YES YES YES: r a t io /  t im e

8 Negative fo rm at ion NO YES NO

9 Quest ion  fo rm at io n NO YES NO

10 Clause linkage NO YES NO

The quantitative analysis o f  the seven indicators outlined in Section 3.3.6 above was 

therefore supported by qualitative description, including actual exam ples o f  language use, 

within each pupil profile. For example, in discussing evidence o f  a given pupil’s verb 

developm ent, consideration would be given not only to quantitatively-derived findings, 

relating to overall verb token-count and total verb accuracy rate within selected lessons, as 

well as proportional inform ation regarding errors and om issions, but also to qualitative details 

such as the actual past tense verbs used by that pupil (noting regular and irregular forms), 

supplem ented by the inclusion o f  transcribed turns illustrating his/her verb use at various 

points across the study period (as mentioned in Section 3.3.6). The rem aining three 

qualitatively-described indicators were also discussed with reference to actual exam ples o f  

pupil’s L2 use to dem onstrate the developm ent o f  the analysed features.

R egarding the graphical representation o f  quantitative results, the SPSS ‘graph’ 

function was used to construct, for five o f  the seven indicators, dual-axes line graphs
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illustrating frequency o f  use (token count) and accuracy o f  use (derived using the SPSS 

‘com pute’ function as outlined in Section 3.3.6) across the selected lessons. In representing 

auxiliaries, a sim ple line graph indicating frequency o f  use (token count) across the selected 

lessons was created using the SPSS ‘graph’ function. Accuracy o f  use was not represented 

graphically  for auxiliaries as -  given the range o f  possible auxiliaries which could be 

produced by pupils a t different stages o f  English L2 developm ent -  I felt that plotting an 

overall accuracy rate would not be the m ost appropriate way o f  indicating this aspect o f  

auxiliary developm ent. Instead, for each pupil, I identified and tabulated instances o f  

appropriate auxiliary use within each o f  the selected lessons to give a more com prehensive 

im pression o f  which auxiliaries pupils appeared capable o f  using correctly across the study 

period. Since the verb-to-noun ratio (explained in Section 3.3.6) was designed as a 

proportional indicator o f  structural developm ent, it was sufficient to sim ply plot this ratio 

against time in order to present possible variations in the com plexity o f  the structures 

produced by the 18 pupils in the selected lessons (again using the SPSS ‘graph’ function).

As with the individual findings in relation to pupils’ Benchm ark-linked levels o f  

English L2 proficiency, it was possible, to bring together the findings presented for L2 

gram m atical developm ent in the pupil profiles in order to com pare overall evidence o f  L2 

acquisition to the proficiency-referenced learning outcom es described by the Benchmarks. 

The process o f  deriving cum ulative results which could be com pared to the Benchm arks for 

each o f  the L2 gram m atical indicators will be described and its overall findings presented in 

Section 4.3. Again, however, the m ethodological approach I adopted, focussing closely on L2 

gram m atical developm ent o f  each pupil before finally draw ing together findings for all 18 

participants, proved capable o f  yielding very inform ative results which, w hile individually 

revealing could also be generalised to serve as convincing evidence o f  L2 acquisition for 

com parison with the Benchm arks.
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3.4.5 Evidence o f  L2 acquisition: Lexical indicators

Intorm ation regarding the L2 lexical developm ent o f  each participating pupil was also 

presented in each profile. This was derived by applying the ‘W ordlist’ lexical analysis 

program to each pupil’s analysed spoken turns across the selected lessons, as described in 

Section 3.3.6. Again, some basic quantitative procedures, notably recording each pupil’s 

num ber o f  ‘W ordlist entries’ for each o f  his/her selected lessons, were carried out on this 

data, although the analysis o f  pupils’ L2 lexical developm ent was generally more qualitative 

in its focus. There were two reasons for this. Firstly, lexical data was more likely to be 

influenced by individual factors (e.g. topics o f  personal interest) and classroom  factors (e.g. 

topics covered in the lessons), resulting in the potential for greater diversity than in L2 

gramm atical developm ent, which research suggests is likely to follow identifiable sequences 

(see Section 2.2.2). Therefore, while sim ilarities were certainly observable in the evidence o f  

L2 lexical developm ent em erging from the data for the 18 pupils included in Analysis Phase 

II, it seemed more appropriate to analyse pupils’ production o f  L2 lexis by way o f  detailed 

description which could be com pared both to the Benchm ark them es at an individual level in 

each o f  the pupil profiles. Secondly, due to lim itations inherent in applying the ‘W ordlist’ 

program (part o f  a corpus linguistics software package, ‘W ordsmith T ools’ which was 

originally designed for the analysis o f  adult, native-speaker created, written text), it was not 

feasible to analyse participants’ spoken turns to any greater statistical depth than the ‘num ber 

o f  W ordlist entries’. In order to do so, a considerable degree o f  additional preparation o f  the 

data would have been required (beyond the removal o f  codes and auxiliaries m entioned in 

Section 3.3.6) to clarify all the num erous issues o f  sem antic am biguity which may have 

em erged in any narrow er quantification o f  decontextualised lexis extracted from the 

transcribed L2 use o f  young ESL pupils.
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However, in order to provide a more detailed qualitative description o f  pupils’ L2 

lexical developm ent, additional areas o f  analysis were added to the overview  (illustrated with 

exam ples) o f  each pupil’s sem antic range over the study period presented in his/her profile. 

This additional lexical analysis focussed on the em ergence o f  distinct verb lexem es which 

could be identified from the W ordlists created for each pupil, for each selected lesson. These 

w ere tabulated for each pupil across the selected lessons so as to dem onstrate both how many 

distinct verb lexem es he/she produced in his/her analysed spoken turns and w hat actual verbs 

(based on evidence from the selected lessons) formed part o f  his/her vocabulary over the 

study period. Finally, the presence o f  other lexico-gram m atical indicators o f  L2 acquisition, 

such as adverbs, possession m arkers and connectives could also be extracted from the 

W ordlists for each pupil for each lesson. The em ergence o f  these function words, which for 

practical reasons lay outside the focus o f  the analysis o f  L2 gram m atical indicators, was 

described, for each pupil, in his/her profile section on L2 lexical developm ent. This 

qualitative description however, added a further layer o f  detail both to understanding pupils’ 

lexical and gram m atical developm ent over the study period, underlining the fact that L2 

acquisition m ust be considered as a holistic com bination o f  all its aspects rather than solely 

within strict gram m atical, lexical or phonological param eters.

As with the findings obtained in the investigation o f  specific gram m atical indicators, 

however, the inform ation in relation to  L2 lexical developm ent derived from each pupil’s 

analysed spoken turns and presented in his/her profile could be brought together for the 

cum ulative analysis described in Section 4.4. The resulting overall findings em erging from 

this final analysis could then be com pared, again using mixed methods, to the semantic fields 

suggested by the Benchm arks and the L2 vocabulary developm ent anticipated in their 

descriptors.
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3.4.6 L2 Literacy development

As em phasised throughout, my research focussed on evidence o f  L2 acquisition obtainable 

from the spontaneous oral production, across the selected lessons, o f  the 18 ESL pupils 

included in A nalysis Phase II o f  my study. However, in the context o f  prim ary education in 

Ireland, the ability o f  ESL pupils to acquire literacy skills in English is an extrem ely 

im portant aspect o f  their L2 developm ent. In Section 3.3.5 I explained that participating 

pupils’ literacy-linked turns were rem oved from the files containing the oral-focussed turns 

(which were to be quantitatively and qualitatively analysed for indicators o f  L2 acquisition) 

and stored within separate ‘literacy’ files for each o f  the selected lessons. By exam ining 

these tiles for each pupil over the study period, it was then possible to describe the evidence 

they provided o f  L2 literacy developm ent. This evidence was presented and discussed in 

each pupil profile. Literacy-related turns (identified by prim ary or secondary Benchmark 

links to the skills o f  ‘reading’ or ‘w riting’, as outlined in Section 3.2.3) were typically 

associated with classroom activities such as; reading aloud from a reader, usually with some 

prior practice at home; com pleting w orksheets involving both reading and writing skills 

sim ilar to literacy tasks associated with pupils’ m ainstream  education although often 

som ew hat sim pler in term s o f  their linguistic challenge; and activities focussing on writing at, 

or slightly below, the level o f  pupils’ native-speaking peers. Fewer w riting-focussed activities 

em erged from the data collection, with most literacy-related tasks concentrating on L2 

reading skills or activities com bining reading with short written responses.

Although som e L2 literacy analysis was carried out for all 18 participants involved in 

Phase II, the extent o f  this analysis varied, largely due to age. In general, slightly older pupils 

(those from Class upwards) took part in more and a w ider range o f  literacy-related 

activities, while the younger participants (pupils in Infant classes) tended, in the recorded 

English language support lessons, to concentrate on oral-focussed activities. Regarding
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m ethodology, the analysis o f  L2 literacy developm ent presented in each pupil profile was 

entirely qualitative, as was deem ed appropriate to the data, to my research aim s and to tim e 

considerations. These descriptions outlined each pup il’s L2 literacy abilities in term s o f  the 

evidence o f  reading and w riting skills provided within each selected lesson. They also 

related this evidence to previously presented findings regarding the pup il’s L2 gram m atical 

and lexical developm ent, and to the literacy-related expectations which he/she was likely to 

face in the mainstream  classroom . The latter issue was considered im portant since the 

requirem ent that young L2 learners in immersion education keep up with native-speakers o f  

the language o f  instruction often proves a very challenging yet unavoidable criterion, not only 

for their acquisition o f  L2 literacy skills, but for their general academ ic success in an L2- 

dom inant educational environm ent.

In addition, I found that the reading aloud activities recorded in the selected lessons 

provided useful evidence in relation to pupils’ L2 phonological developm ent, while the 

sam ple o f  w riting I collected could inform as to pupils’ L2 orthographic skills. Where 

relevant, 1 com m ented on these aspects o f  L2 linguistic developm ent which were not covered 

by the analysis o f  L2 acquisition indicators outlined in Sections 3.4.4 and 3.4.5 above. The 

qualitative descriptions o f  each pupil’s L2 literacy developm ent therefore acted as an 

inform ative com plem ent to the mixed m ethods analysis o f  specific features o f  L2 acquisition 

provided within his/her profile. These individual descriptions o f  L2 literacy developm ent 

over the study period could then be considered together in order to summarise, for the 

participant group as a whole, my observations in relation to the acquisition o f  English literacy 

skills am ong ESL pupils o f  varying ages and linguistic or cognitive stages. This summary 

will be presented in Section 4.5.
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3.4.7 Consideration o f  possible internal influences on pupils' L2 development

The final tw o sections o f  each pupil profile focussed on factors which may have influenced

pupils’ L2 developm ent over the study period. Firstly 1 exam ined possible internal 

influences, i.e. issues o f  an individual specific nature. These included: age, hom e language, 

and issues relating to personality or learning style. Obviously, given my research purpose 

and design and also the tim e constraints on my study, it was not feasible to gather the 

substantial am ount o f  additional information needed to investigate the possible influence o f  

any o f  these variables in great depth. The com m ents I have m ade regarding each o f  these 

possible influences in the pupil profiles are based therefore solely upon observation o f  the 18 

participating pupils in the recorded lessons and inform ation I received over the course o f  the 

research period from their English language support teachers. N evertheless, while each 

variable would have deserved m uch more extensive study in order to  ascertain its impact on 

these pupils’ L2 developm ent, the observations I have m ade at least give som e indication as 

to which factors may have been significant and suggest som e o f  their possible im plications 

for the 18 pupils’ English L2 acquisition. The extent to which I could com m ent on each o f 

these factors was, however, variable. W hile concrete inform ation was available in relation to 

pupils’ age, this was som etim es not the case with regard to their hom e language (as 

mentioned in Section 3.1.4). Also, the degree to which 1 could exam ine possible home 

language influence was highly dependent upon my own know ledge o f  the languages the 18 

pupils m ay have used at home which, in m ost cases, was very limited. In term s o f  personality 

or learning style issues, these could only be estim ated from my observation o f  the pupils’ 

participation in the recorded English language support lessons. W hile som e o f  their 

personality traits and learning preferences certainly em erged in my regular school visits, my 

brief experience with these children, which did not involve any observation o f  their 

engagem ent in, for exam ple, mainstream  classroom activities or playground interaction.
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could only produce a very basic im pression o f  such characteristics. N evertheless it was 

im portant to  consider these likely internal influences, even if  this w as only possible to a very 

limited extent, in creating individual profiles for each o f  these pupils. Based on the profiles, 1 

was then able to sum m arise the potential impact o f  these influences on ESL pupils’ L2 

acquisition in Section 4.6.

J. 4.8 Consideration o f  possible external influences on pupils  ’  L2 development

The final section o f  each profile exam ined the possible effect o f  external, classroom -related

influences on each pupil’s L2 developm ent. It m ust be rem em bered, however, as pointed out

in Section 2.4.7, that the interactional dynam ic o f  the English language support classroom

was only one source o f  possible external influence on ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition, and that

other factors, for exam ple interaction patterns in the m ainstream  classroom  and w ider social

issues, m ay also im pact on their English language developm ent. Classroom  discourse patterns

in the recorded lessons nevertheless deserve attention. As m entioned earlier (see Sections

2.1.2 and 2.4.3), the interactional dynam ic within the small group setting o f  English language

support lessons is one o f  the few variables that actually lies within the control o f  the teacher,

in contrast to other, m ore diverse factors such as ESL pupils’ age, linguistic background,

social and econom ic status, and previous educational experience. For this reason I felt that it

was worth exam ining the possible role o f  interactional influence in this environm ent o f

focussed L2 instruction. In particular, I was interested in investigating w hether any relation

could be seen with regard to certain interactional patterns and English L2 proficiency

developm ent am ong the 18 participating pupils. This was prim arily because these patterns

could affect the capacity o f  my data to serve as evidence o f  L2 acquisition (for exam ple if  the

recorded classroom  talk in a particular lesson seemed to restrict pupils’ L2 use, their recorded

spoken turns m ay not best represent their actual stage o f  L2 acquisition at that point in their

English L2 d ev e lo p m en t). However, if  it were observable from my data that certain patterns
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o f  classroom  interaction seemed to enable pupils to use their L2 to their fullest possible 

extent, my research could have further pedagogical significance since identifying such 

patterns could be useful to teachers as an aspect to be considered in creating an environm ent 

m ost conducive to L2 acquisition.

Obviously, it was not possible, given my research aim s and tim e constraints, to 

exam ine every interactional feature identified (using the CA codes applied in Analysis Phase 

I) for each o f  the lessons selected for exam ination in Analysis Phase II. For that reason, as 

explained in Section 3.3.6, I concentrated on the presence o f  three frequently used turn-types 

(answers, tellings and elaborations) which could be easily extracted for more detailed mixed 

m ethods analysis to give an impression o f  the extent to which pupils engaged in responding, 

initiative-taking and conversation-sustaining talk in the selected lessons. In this regard these 

three turn-types could provide a relatively clear indication o f  the proportion o f  ‘active ' 

(tellings and elaborations) to ‘responsive’ (answers) discourse engaged in by each o f  the 18 

pupils. It is worth noting that som e o f  the strands o f  the analysis (for exam ple the analysis o f  

question formation) included earlier in the profiles (see Section 3.4.4) could also add to an 

understanding o f  classroom  interaction patterns beyond that em erging from the results o f  this, 

more specific, conversation analysis.

Exam ination o f  the three sequential features identified above involved the totalling o f  

each turn type recorded in the analysed spoken turns, for each pupil, for each selected lesson. 

This was presented in each profile in the form o f  a stacked bar-chart which allow ed the clear 

graphical com parison o f  the pupil’s ‘ac tive’ and ‘responsive’ tendencies over the study 

period. This could also be com pared to the bar-chart representing English L2 proficiency 

developm ent across the selected lessons which had been presented tow ards the beginning o f  

the pupil’s profile (as explained in Section 3.4.3). Thus, it w as possible to investigate and 

discuss any apparent correlation between proficiency developm ent and patterns o f  classroom
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interaction for each pupil. However, this discussion had to also consider other possible 

influences on the interactional patterns apparent from the limited impression offered by this 

analysis o f  three specific discourse features -  for example, observations regarding the pupil’s 

personality which could also have rendered him /her more ‘ac tive’ or m ore ‘responsive’ in 

classroom  talk. A ccepting that to investigate the com plexity o f  any relation between 

classroom  interaction and L2 acquisition was beyond the scope o f  the present study, the 

findings in relation to the three features analysed offered a w orthwhile indication as to 

w hether such a correlation existed and, if  so, allowed for some speculation as to its nature. 

These findings, although rather tentative could then be brought together to produce (again 

using m ixed m ethods) an overview  o f  interactional trends within the group o f  participating 

ESL pupils. They could then serve as a basis for discussion, together with an aw areness o f  the 

possible individual issues involved, how classroom interaction patterns may have influenced 

pupils’ L2 acquisition in this study and what this m ay mean for L2 pedagogy.

Finally, in the profiles, I took a b rie f look at one further aspect o f  classroom  

interaction -  interlocutor identity. For each o f  the 18 pupils, I calculated across the selected 

lessons the total num ber o f  teacher-directed turns or independent part-tum s recorded, and the 

total num ber o f  pupil-directed turns or part-tum s. Any turns which appeared to be 

am biguous in term s o f  interlocutor identity or which seemed to be self-directed speech were 

excluded from this analysis. Again, the results for each pupil presented in the profiles could 

then be analysed cum ulatively in order to ascertain any general patterns in relation to 

interlocutor identity across the range o f  English language support environm ents included in 

the present study. The overall findings regarding patterns o f  interaction, in term s o f  both its 

sequence-related and its interlocutor-related characteristics will be presented in Section 4.7.
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3.5 Summary

In trying to fulfil my research aim s -  to investigate any relation between the English L2 

curriculum  criteria expressed by the Benchm arks and the em pirical evidence o f  L2 

developm ent to be found in everyday L2 use by ESL pupils in the English language support 

classroom  -  I have had to consider seriously the m ethodology em ployed in both my 

collection and in the subsequent analysis o f  data. I have attem pted, in this chapter, to 

describe in some depth the nature o f  the m ethodological choices this involved, and to 

exam ine the possible im plications o f  these choices for the findings o f  my study w hich will be 

discussed in C hapter 4 to follow. Throughout, I have tried to follow a grounded research 

approach, exploring my data in a way that I hope has allowed it to yield as much information 

as is practically feasible. This ethically-bound, data-driven approach obviously has inherent 

limitations which I have acknowledged in evaluating the m ethods I applied in this study. 

However, considering the purpose o f  my research, I believe that the m ethodology 1 have 

followed is the one most appropriate to my data and the one most capable o f  revealing 

substantial concrete evidence o f  L2 acquisition which can then be com pared to the 

Benchm ark learning outcomes.

The use o f  both qualitative and quantitative analytical procedures in this regard has 

been an im portant feature o f  my research, as I have found that using such m ixed m ethods has 

enabled me not only to describe in detail the likely L2 developm ent o f  each individual ESL 

pupil over the study period, but to com pare the findings obtained for all 18 participants 

included in the phases o f  analysis. For this reason, I have presented as clearly and in as much 

depth as possible each stage o f  my data collection, each cycle o f  coding and analysis, as well 

as the organisation o f  the derivation and interpretation o f  results for the participating ESL 

pupils. I would recom m end at this point, that the reader exam ine the 18 ‘pupil profiles’ 

included in A ppendix 1, in order to see how each o f  the ESL pupils who participated in my
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study progressed in term s o f  L2 developm ent, based on m y m ixed m ethods analysis o f  

indicators o f  L2 acquisition extracted from my data, and how this progression appeared to 

relate to the B enchm ark-linked im pression o f  their English L2 proficiency derived from my 

analysis o f  their spontaneous oral L2 use. As outlined in Section 3.4 above, however, these 

profiles also present findings regarding each pupil’s L2 literacy developm ent and consider the 

im pact o f  some possible internal and external factors on their English L2 acquisition. 1 

therefore believe they provide a useful and rounded illustration o f  each o f  the 18 ESL pupils’ 

overall L2 developm ent during the study period. In this respect the profiles each serve as 

inform ative ‘m ini’ case studies o f  the individual L2 acquisition o f  ESL pupils o f  different 

ages, educational stages, linguistic backgrounds and durations o f  English language support in 

Irish prim ary schools and the likely nature o f  any relation em erging between their English L2 

developm ent and the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks.

Reading the profiles should, in itself, answer my research question by revealing, on a 

pupil-by-pupil basis w hether the Benchm ark learning outcom es seem an appropriate 

description o f  participants’ English L2 developm ent based on em pirical evidence o f  L2 

acquisition obtained from my study. However, a m ore coherent and possibly more 

convincing response to this question can be derived by bringing the findings presented in 

each pupil profile together and subjecting them  to a series o f  additional analytical procedures 

-  again applying both qualitative and quantitative m ethods -  in order to obtain cum ulative 

results. The derivation and presentation o f  these overall results is the focus o f  C hapter 4 to 

follow.
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

4.1 Deriving overall results

4.1.1 Bringing together findings fo r  18 ESL pupils

The grounded approach to data collection and analysis described in C hapter 3 led me to 

respond to my research question as to whether, and if  so in w hat way, the learning outcom es 

described by the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks relate to em pirical evidence o f  

L2 acquisition am ong ESL pupils at Irish primary schools. 1 did this, firstly on an individual 

basis for each o f  the ESL pupils participating in my study; this resulted in the production o f  

the 18 ‘pupil profiles’ presented in Appendix 1. As outlined in Section 3.4, I tried in these 

profiles to present detailed findings in relation to the English L2 acquisition o f  each 

individual pupil over the study period and how this linked to the Benchm ark proficiency 

descriptors. These findings could then be com pared across all 18 participating ESL pupils to 

obtain generalisable results.

Llowever, in order to derive overall results from these 18 profiles, with respect to both 

the features o f  L2 acquisition they exam ine and the relation o f  any em erging patterns in the 

L2 developm ent to the learning outcom es described by the Benchm arks, certain theoretical 

and m ethodological challenges m ust be addressed. I have outlined som e o f  these challenges 

below, explaining my response to each o f  them  and its practical im plications for this fmal 

stage o f  my research.

4.1.2 Theoretical considerations

In term s o f  theory, the main challenges posed regarding the derivation o f  overall results 

centred on the following questions:
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1. Can a sample o f  18 pupils adequately represent overall English L2 acquisition 

patterns ofESL pupils at primary school in Ireland?

As 1 pointed out in Section 3.3.4, no sam ple can ever claim  to fully represent the 

population from which it was drawn. Also, the com position my sam ple was entirely 

governed by the ESL classes within the schools who agreed to take part in my project and by 

the parents who consented to their children’s involvem ent. Fortunately, however, the 18 ESL 

pupils participating in Analysis Phase II cam e from a relatively w ide range o f  linguistic and 

national backgrounds (at least 10 likely L is , see Section 3.1.4). T heir age span (4 to 10 

years) was also, as pointed out in Section 3.1.4, representative o f  the overall population o f  

children receiving English language support in Irish prim ary schools at the tim e this study 

was conducted. By 2007, the greater proportion o f  children from m igrant backgrounds were 

starting school, along with their native-English-speaking peers, at Junior Infants level (aged 4 

to 5 years, often Irish-born), rather than as new ly-arrived older pupils. Therefore, the fact 

that, across the three schools involved, m any o f  the participants in my study belonged to 

m ainstream  Infant classes seem ed to be representative o f  the national trend. Nevertheless, 

w hile a sam ple o f  18 is quite large for a longitudinal study o f  child L2 acquisition, to claim 

that my study, which exam ined participants’ L2 use over a selected series o f  lessons, can do 

any more than suggest some o f  the characteristics o f  L2 developm ent am ong the estim ated 

18,000 pupils at prim ary schools for whom  neither English nor Irish is a first language (Til: 

2007) would be unrealistic.

2. Can investigation o f a selected set o f features indicating L2 acquisition allow overall 

conclusions to be drawn as to each participant’s patterns o f  L2 development over the 

study period?

W hile there were practical lim itations on the duration o f  my study and the extent o f  

data analysable in Phase II (as discussed in Section 3.3.2), the fact that it was possible to
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exam ine ten gram m atical indicators o f  L2 acquisition to a reasonable extent for each pupil 

(seven o f  these using m ixed m ethods, and a further three through qualitative analysis), and 

also to examine their L2 lexical developm ent in some depth, resulted in the creation o f  quite 

com prehensive profiles o f  linguistic developm ent to be draw n for each participating pupil. 

Furtherm ore, the selection o f  indicators o f  L2 acquisition for analysis was data-driven in that 

1 focused on features o f  L2 gram m atical developm ent which seemed most pertinent within 

the recorded transcripts. The program used for the lexical analysis (W ordsm ith Tools) also 

offered a further perspective on additional gram m atical indicators in term s at least o f  their 

em ergence or lexicalisation over time. The qualitative analysis o f  participants’ literacy 

developm ent and consideration o f  possible evidence o f  hom e language influence also allowed 

for some investigation o f  aspects o f  L2 acquisition outside the main focus o f  my study, for 

example, L2 phonological developm ent.

3. Can the results obtained for pupils from  different backgrounds, in different English

language support groups be legitimately compared?

As pointed out in response to question (1) above, it seemed appropriate and 

advantageous that my sam ple included pupils o f  different ages and from a wide range o f  

different hom e language and national backgrounds. The diversity o f  the sam ple was typical o f  

English language support classes in Irish prim ary schools and reflected the representation o f  

‘new com er’ children in education in Ireland today (see M cG orm an and Sugrue 2007; Little 

and Lyons 2009). W hile the pupil profiles included in Volum e II o f  my thesis suggest that 

proficiency-linked patterns o f  L2 developm ent did em erge from the data analysed for each 

individual pupil, and that these could be com pared am ong participants (since the sam e 

analytical fram ework was applied to each pupil), the possible internal influences on their L2 

acquisition and the classroom -related factors discussed in each profile m ust nonetheless be 

considered in deriving any overall findings. In Section 4.6 to follow, I will therefore exam ine
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separately the L2 proficiency developm ent o f  both younger and slightly older children (those 

under 7 years and those aged 7 or older; see Section 2.1.2 for justification o f  this distinction) 

to investigate whether, and if  so how, age m ay have im pacted on the partic ipants’ English L2 

acquisition over the study period. In addition, I will com m ent on the possible extent o f  cross- 

linguistic influence, and factors relating to personality or learning style based on com parison 

o f  the observations made for each pupil. I will also m ake some attem pt to assess the potential 

influence o f  classroom  interactional patterns, w hich, the findings presented in pupil profiles 

suggest, seemed quite sim ilar across the lesson groups and from school to  school. As 

m entioned in Section 3.2.4, w ider external factors such as pupils’ socio-econom ic status or 

their level o f  social integration within the m ainstream  educational environm ent were beyond 

the scope o f  this study.

4. Are the two strands o f  the form-function analysis undertaken in this study sufficiently 

independent to obtain valid overall results as to the nature o f any form/function 

relation between the selected indicators o f  L2 acquisition and the Benchmark 

proficiency-scaled descriptors?

Ensuring independence between the tw o main strands o f  my analysis -  its formal or 

linguistic strand and its functional or Benchm ark-descriptor linked strand -  w as one o f  my 

key concerns throughout both the analytical phases described in Sections 3.2 and 3.3. Certain 

features built into the analytical process have, however, helped in this regard. Firstly, the 

analysis was iterative, carried out in two distinct phases several m onths apart. This, I believe, 

has allowed for m aximum accuracy and consistency in coding, particularly in relation to the 

linkage o f  pupil turns to Benchm ark descriptors, which is essentially a qualitative decision to 

be m ade by the individual researcher. The recursive, more fm ely-tuned cycle o f  analysis 

conducted in Phase II allowed, therefore, for greater intra-rater agreem ent within this 

decision-m aking process than would have been possible had the data been analysed in a
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single phase. This, hopefully, ensured that the more subjective functional coding was the 

best possible fit for pupils’ recorded L2 use, and that its degree o f  accuracy was on a par with 

the m ore objective formal coding system used to capture analysable elem ents o f  their 

linguistic production.

In term s o f  presenting results within the pupil profiles, the graphs showing the 

distribution o f  turns associated with the Benchm ark proficiency levels (presented in 

A ppendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.2) were separated from the frequency and accuracy results 

obtained for the ten L2 gram m atical indicators (see Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.3) and from 

the investigation o f  L2 lexical developm ent over the selected lessons (see A ppendix 1, 

Sections 1.2-19.4). Nevertheless, this m eans o f  presentation allowed for substantial 

descriptive com parison between these proficiency-linked and L2 acquisition-related findings 

for each pupil, it is important to note that the seven formal features which were analysed 

quantitatively in each pupil profile (nouns, verbs, personal pronouns, articles, prepositions, 

auxiliaries and verb-to-noun ratio), were isolated com pletely from the turns within which 

they were produced in order to derive statistics in relation to their total frequency and 

accuracy o f  use within each selected lesson (see Section 3.3.6 for an outline o f  this process; 

individual results are presented in the graphs included in A ppendix I, Sections 1.2-19.3). 

This further increased the independence o f  the results obtained from the Benchm ark-linked 

functional codes associated with the pupil turns in which they originally appeared. The same 

extraction process also applied to the analysis o f  lexis, which likewise proceeded on a whole- 

lesson basis (using totals obtained from all analysed spoken turn files for each selected 

lesson). Thus, independent results could be obtained as to how pupils’ L2 acquisition, based 

on the indicators investigated, progressed over the study period, and how their recorded L2 

proficiency level varied over selected lessons.
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The qualitative description o f  pupils’ L2 grammatical and lexical development 

supplemented this analysis by allowing the features examined to be placed back w ith in their 

context o f use (transcribed turns) to investigate in greater depth specific characteristics o f 

pupil production in the selected lessons (e.g. giving examples o f  errors) and to consider why 

any patterns associated with the findings in relation to pupils’ acquisition o f L2 English and 

their recorded L2 proficiency may have occurred. In addition, the observations regarding 

internal factors likely to affect pupils’ L2 development and the investigation o f possible 

interaction-related influences mentioned in response to question (3) above, offered further 

information to explain the results obtained for both recorded L2 proficiency and for 

grammatical and lexical evidence o f L2 acquisition for each pupil.

This process o f distinct but comparable analysis seemed the most appropriate means 

by which to create detailed profiles outlining the development o f  participating pupils’ L2 

proficiency (based on the Benchmark descriptors) and their acquisition o f  English L2 (based 

on the grammatical and lexical indicators) over the study period. In this final stage o f the 

analysis, it would therefore be pertinent, and possibly adequate, to describe qualitatively the 

overall trends emerging from the 18 pupil profiles in relation to both these variables. Even a 

cursory glance at the statistical results obtained for each pupil (comparing the graphs for 

proficiency development included in Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.2 with the graphs for L2 

grammatical indicators presented in Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.3) suggests that increasing 

levels o f L2 proficiency -  expressed in terms o f the Benchmark proficiency levels A l ,  A2 

and B1 -  and development in the participating pupils’ English L2 acquisition are indeed 

associated with the progression o f  English language support over time. However, for a more 

substantial overview o f  results, it is necessary to examine thoroughly the specific nature and 

possible strength o f  the relation (evident at an individual level in the pupil profiles) between 

these independently analysed variables. Again, a combination o f quantitative and qualitative
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procedures appears to offer the most rigorous and informative means o f bringing the findings 

from the 18 profiles together and offering an empirically based answer to my research 

question which, in relation to the data collected in this study, can be simplified as: Do the 

English Language Proficiency Benchmarks reflect this sample o f  ESL pupils’ acquisition o f  

English L2 as derivedfrom evidence over the study period, and i f  so, how?

4.1.3 Methodological considerations

1. How to bring together results fo r  all evidence o f  English L2 acquisition obtained in

this study?

As the methodological decisions taken in creating the 18 pupil profiles, with regard to 

the choice o f indicators o f L2 acquisition, were very much informed by the actual data, 1 felt 

that the overview o f results included in this chapter should share this approach, allowing also 

for clear comparison o f these ultimate findings to the individual profiles from which they 

were derived. For this reason, 1 have adopted a similar format in the presentation o f overall 

results to follow in Sections 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4 to that which I used in presenting the pupil 

profiles (see Volume II); focusing first on overall recorded L2 proficiency, then cumulatively 

analysing the 10 grammatical indicators included in the profiles and, subsequently, evidence 

relating to overall lexical range. Both qualitative and quantitative analysis will be undertaken 

to determine: the overall proficiency-linked distribution o f recorded turns in relation to the 

duration o f  the 18 participating ESL pupils’ English language support; overall evidence o f L2 

grammatical development at progressive stages o f English L2 proficiency, based on the 

proficiency levels linked to pupils’ L2 use across the selected lessons; and L2 lexical 

development among the participant group, again with reference to data-derived information 

as to their L2 proficiency. The analysis o f  L2 grammatical development for seven o f the ten 

analysed indicators will be both quantitative (based on mean frequency and accuracy at 

progressive levels o f English L2 proficiency) and qualitative (through descriptive
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sum m aries); the rem aining three gram m atical features will be qualitatively described with 

respect to Benchm ark-linked proficiency indicators. The overall L2 lexical analysis will 

likewise em ploy m ixed m ethods. A qualitative overview  o f  the evidence available regarding 

pupils’ L2 literacy developm ent will also be provided. Finally, the internal and interaction- 

related factors which m ay have influenced pupils’ English language acquisition over the 

study period will be sum m arised, with quantitative support where appropriate (e.g. in relation 

to age and specific interaction patterns).

Regarding the overall quantitative analysis o f  Benchm ark-linked proficiency 

developm ent and evidence o f  L2 acquisition presented in Sections 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4, I have 

included all o f  the selected lessons analysed in the pupil profiles. As pointed out in m any o f  

the pupil profiles, factors associated with the structure o f  the lesson could influence the 

availability o f  data, and possibly the extent and nature o f  L2 use by the particular pupil 

involved in that lesson. In relation to the former, I have m ade som e attem pt to  account for 

differing degrees o f  data availability, due to variations in lesson length, num ber and 

proficiency o f  group mem bers, and the skill-related focus o f  lesson activities -  oral (admitted 

in the analysis o f  L2 acquisition) or literacy (reserved for subsequent discussion). All 

calculations relating to the frequency o f  use o f  specific elem ents are based on their mean 

frequency per turn, so as to ensure a more accurate com parison o f  pupil data, w hile overall 

accuracy has been derived sim ply from the mean o f  all accuracy ratios for recorded L2 use 

associated with apparent stages o f  developing English L2 proficiency. Regarding the latter, 1 

will consider any possible im plications o f  lesson activities on pupil production in describing 

the developm ent o f  each indicator o f  L2 acquisition, and in the discussion o f  interaction- 

related influences to  follow in Section 4.7.
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2. How can any overall results obtained fo r  indicators o f  L2 acquisition be related to 

findings from the functional analysis (i.e. the recorded Benchmark proficiency levels 

fo r  each analysed turn)?

As well as bringing the information regarding the 18 participants’ L2 acquisition 

indicators together, it is also necessary to devise a means o f comparing this information to 

their recorded English L2 proficiency, and to examine how overall proficiency levels 

associated with the L2 use analysed in this study may relate to the provision o f  English 

language support over time. This raises two methodological issues. Firstly, the measure of 

English L2 proficiency used within the analyses carried out in creating the pupil profiles has 

been the number o f turns associated with the three Common Reference Levels o f the CEFR 

covered by the Benchmarks: A l, A2 and B l, based on the functional analysis o f  pupils’ 

transcribed turns. This proved a very straightforward and clear means o f presenting the 

proficiency levels apparent in each individual pupil’s L2 use over the selected lessons, and 

the proportion o f turns linked to each level within each o f these lessons (as illustrated 

graphically in Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.2). However, it should be remembered that this 

data is evidence o f pupils’ apparent English L2 proficiency, based solely on their recorded 

L2 production within the selected lessons. These selected lessons (approximately 8 per pupil, 

recorded over varying time periods, not exceeding 8 months) could only offer a limited 

impression o f pupils’ actual L2 proficiency over their total (generally 2-year) English 

language support allocation. Recorded L2 proficiency in these lessons also seemed to be 

susceptible to the influence o f non-linguistic factors, for example, as mentioned above, 

classroom activity choice, but possibly even variable affective factors (health, fatigue etc.) 

which could influence pupil participation within any given lesson. However, considering the 

inseparability o f  language learning and language use which underlies the approach to 

language learning implied by the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks following the
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CEFR (as discussed in Chapter 1), relying on pupils’ naturally-occurring L2 use in their 

English language support lessons as the best available indicator o f their L2 proficiency at 

given times in their English L2 development would appear appropriate to the purposes o f  this 

study.

Taking this apparent ESL level, evident from the selected lessons, to serve as an 

adequate measure o f Benchmark-linked proficiency, it is then possible to derive cumulative 

results for overall patterns o f  proficiency progression across the Common Reference Levels 

A l,  A2 and B1 as they are described in the Benchmarks. Obviously, i f  the Benchmarks are 

to be investigated as guidelines for English language support delivered over a two-year 

period, time must also be considered a crucial variable in this regard. However, by 

calibrating the duration o f  English language support associated with each o f the selected 

lessons to pupils’ date o f  commencement o f  support (as accurately as known to the researcher 

-  see Section 3.1.4, also Section 4.2 to follow), a means o f tracking developing L2 

proficiency over time emerges.

Secondly, to answer the research question, a robust method o f  comparing evidence o f 

pupils’ L2 acquisition to their apparent Benchmark-linked L2 proficiency level is required. 

This leads to the further question as to how the results for English L2 proficiency for each 

individual pupil, obtained from each selected lesson (presented in Appendix 1, Sections 1.2- 

19.2) can be best compared w ith the results relating to the frequency, accuracy and range o f 

the L2 grammatical and lexical indicators, presented across the 18 profiles (see Appendix 1, 

Sections 1.2-19.3 and 1.2-19.4). As pointed out in relation to the frequency o f L2 

grammatical indicators above, some adjustment o f the raw data used in the pupil profiles 

must be carried out i f  such comparison is to be achieved, based on overall results derived 

from all 18 profiles. For this reason, I defined ‘ proficiency proportion bands’ to express the 

ratio o f turns at a given pupil’ s highest recorded proficiency o f L2 use in a particular lesson

[274]



to the total num ber o f  analysable turns he/she produced in that lesson. For exam ple, if  a pupil 

produced a total o f  50 turns within a lesson, 42 o f  which were linked to level A1 Benchm ark 

descriptors, and 8 o f  which were linked to level A2, his/her proficiency proportion for that 

lesson would be 0.16 A2. Separate ‘bands’ covered the three proficiency levels and were 

divided at intervals o f  0.1: from ‘AI only’, followed by 0.01-01 A2, 0.11-0.2 A2 etc., up to 

0.91-1.0 B l. It must be em phasised that these indicators o f  proficiency do not represent any 

kind o f  ‘absolute’ proficiency score (akin to  a test score); they m erely describe the extent to 

which pupils used English at their m axim um  apparent level o f  proficiency within each o f  the 

selected lessons, as limited and vulnerable to non-language-related influences as this 

indicator m ay be. N evertheless, using these bands as a guide to proficiency provided a 

feasible and useful m eans o f  com paring evidence o f  L2 acquisition to the Com m on Reference 

Levels A l, A2 and B l.

4.2 Overview of English L2 proficiency

Having acknow ledged and tried to address the challenges inherent in deriving overall results 

from a rich and diverse database o f  child L2 acquisition, I will apply the m ethodology 

outlined in Section 4.1.3 above, to present the findings o f  my study. 1 will focus firstly on 

how the apparent English L2 proficiency recorded for each pupil in each o f  the selected 

lessons com pared to pupils’ duration o f  English language support associated with each o f 

these lessons. The results o f  this com parison are presented in Figure 3 (see over).
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Figure 3: Proficiency levels associated with analysed turns across the recorded duration of pupils' English language support*
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Figure 3 presents pupils’ recorded English L2 proficiency in terms o f  the total number o f 

turns linked to the Common Reference Levels ( A l ,  A2 and B l )  covered by the English 

Language Proficiency Benchmarks over an approximately two year period o f English 

language support. The data has been grouped in terms o f the month o f English language 

support associated with each o f  the selected lessons, assuming a ten month school year (July 

and August excluded as the summer vacation period in Irish primary schools). Data relating 

to month I thus represents that collected for pupils in their first month o f  English language 

support (i.e. from 0 to 28, 30 or 31 days o f support, depending on the length o f the calendar 

month). Accordingly, turns recorded for month 1 to month 10 were those produced by pupils 

in their first year o f  English language support, while turns recorded for months 11 to 20 were 

produced by pupils in their second year o f English language support (turns for a 2 1 month o f 

English language support were recorded for Pupils 27 and 28).

However, it must be pointed out that certain assumptions were made in relation to the 

calculation o f this duration. Firstly, for comparative purposes, it was assumed that English 

language support began at the beginning o f the first month o f its allocation, since the 

information regarding its duration was provided by teachers in terms o f  month o f 

commencement (see Section 3.1.4, Table 3). This could be confirmed for most pupils 

entering the English language support programme in September 2007, subject to practices in 

the actual school (e.g. in School 1, pupils enrolling in September had a one month settling in 

period before withdrawal classes started in October), and also for Pupils 6, 9 and 25 who 

were all in their second year o f an English language support allocation which had started in 

September 2006. However, the exact date o f commencement o f English language support 

was not possible to obtain for pupils who arrived mid-year (Pupils 1, 7, 8, 27 and 28). For 

the compilation o f Figure 3, English language support for these five pupils was dated from 

the beginning o f the month o f their enrolment at primary school in Ireland. While this may
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have led to a slight over-estim ation o f  their English language support allocation, it was not 

felt likely to distort any overall patterns characterising L2 proficiency across tim e which 

em erged from the study.

From Figure 3, it is im m ediately apparent that, based on the analysed data, turns 

linked to A 1-level Benchm arks are dom inant during the first year o f  English language 

support. However, over this first year, the proportion o f  A 2-level turns produced by pupils 

increased quite steadily. The ratio o f  A 2-linked turns continued to  increase into the second 

year o f  English language support; however, from month 12 onw ards, evidence o f  B1 

proficiency em erged within the analysed turns. The proportion o f  81 turns generally 

increased in subsequent m onths, with B1 becoming the dom inant proficiency level apparent 

in the data from month 18 onw ards -  close to the end o f  the typical tw o-year allocation o f 

English language support. It should, however, be noted that the m ajority (13) o f  the 18 

participating ESL pupils in this study were in their first year o f  English language support, 

hence the greater volum e o f  data available for Year 1 than for Y ear 2.^* The actual 

proportions o f  turns associated with the three proficiency levels over the English language 

support duration covered by the analysed data is shown in Table 13 (see over).

See Section 3.1.2 regarding the random selection o f  schools. Further research would be welcom e in relation to 
L2 proficiency patterns among ESL pupil in their second year o f  English language support.
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Table 13: Proportion oj turns at proficiency levels Al, A2 and B1 over support duration

MONTH OF 
SUPPORT

TOTAL ANALYSED 
TURNS

PROPORTION OF 
AlTURNS

PROPORTION OF 
A2 TURNS

PROPORTION OF 
B1TURNS

1 12 0.92 0.08 0.00
2 403 0.94 0.06 0.00
3 601 0.82 0.18 0.00
4 683 0.83 0.17 0.00
5 954 0.81 0.19 0.00
6 760 0.83 0.17 0.00
7 242 0.81 0.19 0.00
8 894 0.76 0.24 0.00
9 973 0.71 0.29 0.00
10 180 0.57 0.43 0.00
11 81 0.48 0.52 0.00
12 133 0.73 0.23 0.04
13 228 0.56 0.38 0.06
14 187 0.69 0.31 0.00
15 253 0.52 0.33 0.15
16 52 0.40 0.21 0.39
17 225 0.44 0.48 0.08
18 141 0.04 0.11 0.85
19 94 0.36 0.17 0.47
20 142 0.32 0.28 0.40
21 217 0.25 0.06 0.69

It is clear both from Figure 3 and Table 13 that considerably more evidence o f 

proficiency was available for pupils in their first year o f  English language support than in 

their second, due to the make-up o f the sample o f participants in Analysis Phase II. This may 

mean that the data for first-year ESL pupils provides a somewhat more reliable indication of 

likely patterns o f proficiency development. However, the trends apparent within the data 

available for second-year pupils also demonstrate increases in English L2 proficiency over 

time (albeit with slight fluctuations, possibly influenced by the lesser quantity o f data for 

these pupils and lesson-related factors). This suggests that, on the whole, Figure 3 is a 

reasonable indicator o f developing L2 proficiency among ESL pupils in Irish primary 

schools. The progression o f proficiency from AI-dominant to B1-dominant L2 use within 

participating pupils’ analysed turns, also suggests that the Benchmarks offer an accurate
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description o f  the developing English L2 proficiency to be expected over a tw o-year 

allocation o f  English language support.

It should also be rem em bered that, as pointed out in Section 4.1.3 above, the 

proficiency-linking o f  analysed turns offers a m easure o f  apparent proficiency based on 

pupils’ recorded L2 use. In reality, L2 use regularly includes learners producing turns 

som ewhat below their m axim um  proficiency level at a given point in their learning, often due 

to interactional factors which m ay be linked to classroom  practice, as was noted in som e o f  

the pupil profiles (see, for exam ple, com m ents regarding Pupils 12 and 28 in A ppendix 1, 

Sections 1.6 and 1.18). The fact that, despite this potential for distortion, such clear evidence 

o f  progression in English L2 proficiency em erges from the linking o f  participating pupils’ 

turns to the proficiency-referenced Benchmark descriptors suggests that that they are an 

appropriate guide to L2 use, at least in relation to oral skills (literacy skills will be discussed 

in Section 4.5). Considering L2 use and learning as inseparable, and accepting that the best 

evidence o f  learners’ L2 acquisition may be found in the developm ent o f  their L2 oral skills, 

the relation between ESL pupils’ acquisition o f  L2 English and the learning outcom es 

described by the Benchm arks therefore appears, on the basis o f  the data obtained from this 

study, to be strong.

4.3 Relation between evidence of L2 acquisition and the Benchmarks -  

grammatical indicators

4.3.1 Overall findings for analysed grammatical indicators

The results o f  investigation into the distribution o f  pupils’ proficiency-linked spoken turns 

presented in Section 4.2.1 above suggest that the proficiency levels associated with the 

B enchm ark descriptors accurately express the progression o f  English L2 proficiency over a 2- 

year period o f  English language support. However, the relation between pupils’ analysed L2 

use and the Benchm ark descriptors must be exam ined in greater depth for any firm
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conclusions to be drawn regarding the capacity o f the Benchmarks to reflect evidence o f 

actual L2 acquisition. In this section and Section 4.4 to follow, 1 will examine the relation 

between the cumulative evidence o f  L2 acquisition derived from the participating pupils’ 

7455 analysed spoken turns, and the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks. I will focus 

particularly on the relation between pupils’ L2 production and the Common Reference Levels 

A l, A2 and B l, since these are fundamental to the description o f language learning provided 

by the Benchmarks. In relation to evidence obtained from my analysis o f L2 grammatical 

development among a sample o f  ESL pupils, my main question will be: Do the proficiency 

levels outlined by the Benchmarks correlate to any perceptible patterns o f  English L2 

acquisition emerging from  the empirical data provided by my study?

While this investigation is relevant to the Benchmarks in their entirety, it is probably 

most directly aimed at their core statements regarding the likely progression o f ESL learning 

included their Part 1: the ‘Global Benchmarks o f communicative proficiency’ and ‘Global 

Scales o f Underlying Linguistic Competence’ (lILT 2003: 6-8), since these inform all their 

subsequent theme-specific scales. Later, however, in the examination o f participating pupils’ 

overall L2 lexical development (see Section 4.4), I will look more closely at the semantically 

defined ‘Units o f Work’, which comprise Part II o f  the Benchmarks (IILT 2003: 9-22). 

Throughout both these analyses (of grammar and lexis), I will concentrate on the recorded 

development o f pupils’ L2 oral skills as optimal indicators o f their English L2 acquisition.

Regarding grammatical indicators, methodological questions immediately arise 

concerning how it is possible to bring together the data presented in the individual pupil 

profiles (see Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.3) and to compare this to the Benchmark 

proficiency levels. In Section 4.1.3 above, I tried to address some o f  the issues involved, 

suggesting that the use o f ‘proficiency bands’ to describe a pupil’s analysed L2 use within a 

given lesson according to the proportion o f turns he/she produced at the highest proficiency
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level he/she attained in that lesson (an exam ple proficiency level ratio was calculated in 

Section 4.1.3). G rouping lessons in which pupils dem onstrated sim ilar levels o f  proficiency 

(based on proportions o f  their L2 use linked to specific Benchm ark levels) allow ed for direct 

statistical com parison to the cum ulative data regarding the frequency and accuracy o f  the 7 

gram m atical indicators o f  L2 acquisition which w ere quantitatively analysed in the pupil 

profiles.

For each o f  the selected lessons, I calculated the proportion o f  turns produced at the 

pupil’s highest proficiency level within the lesson, and then classified the linguistic data 

available for that pupil, for that lesson, in term s o f  the proficiency band to which it belonged. 

Using the SPSS program, I then calculated for the quantitatively analysed L2 acquisition 

indicators statistical means for frequency and (w here relevant) accuracy o f  use, within each 

proficiency band. As m entioned in Section 4.1.3, rather than using the raw scores for 

frequency (as in the pupil profiles), 1 calculated the mean o f  a frequency ratio (tokens per 

turn) to ensure greater com parability o f  data recorded in a w ide variety o f  lesson contexts.

The distribution o f  selected lessons and pupil involvem ent within each o f  the 

proficiency bands covered is shown in Table 14 (see over). As was the case in the 

investigation o f  recorded proficiency carried out in Section 4.2.1, it is clear that m ore data 

was available for the bands indicating L2 use associated predom inantly with lower 

proficiency levels (proficiency proportion per lesson <0.5 A2). Again, shortage o f  data may 

have im pacted som ewhat on overall results, particularly within higher level bands, which 

may have been represented by only one pupil or, m ore occasionally, only one lesson, making 

the data associated with these bands more susceptible to the impact o f  individual or 

interactional influences.

W hile these bands were independent o f  tim e, the chronological investigation o f  

English L2 proficiency presented in Section 4.2.1 and the lesson-linked proficiency graphs in
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pupil profiles (see Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.2) suggest that increasingly proficient L2 use 

was recorded over time. Any apparent anomalies in Table 14 are therefore most likely due to 

lesson-related factors, for example Pupil I2 ’s language use could be classified within the 

band 0.51-0.6 A2 during his third selected lesson in which he took a very active part, but 

dropped thereafter, not exceeding 0.2 A2 for the remainder o f  the study, possibly due to his 

lack o f interactional opportunities within a large lesson group. Likewise, Pupil 28’s analysed 

spoken turns were classified within band 0.21-0.3 A2 in her first selected lesson, a lesson 

which was primarily literacy focussed, including only a limited and very simple speaking 

activity, whereas throughout subsequent lessons her L2 use was associated with bands 

indicating her proportion o f Bl turns was over 0.5.

Table 14: Recorded pro ficiency hands for all analysed turns in all selected lessons

Proportion of turns at 
highest proficiency level

Number of selected  
lessons

Pupils involved

A1 only 21 2, 3, 4, 7 ,1 3 ,1 7 , 20
0.01-0.1 A2 26 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17
0.11-0.2 A2 22 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 12, 13, 1 4 ,15 ,16
0.21-0.3 A2 21 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 13, 14, 16, 28
0.31-0.4 A2 16 1, 6, 8 ,14 , 15, 16
0.41-0.5 A2 6 2, 8, 9, 15, 16
0.51-0.6 A2 7 1, 9, 12,15, 25
0.61-0.7 A2 1 15
0.71-0.8 A2 0
0.81-0.9 A2 0
0.91-1.0 A2 0
0.01-0.1 Bl 1 25
0.11-0.2 Bl 2 27
0.21-0.3 Bl 1 25
0.31-0.4 Bl 1 27
0.41-0.5 Bl 3 25
0.51-0.6 Bl 4 25, 27, 28
0.61-0.7 Bl 2 25, 27
0.71-0.8 Bl 2 27
0.81-0.9 Bl 1 28
0.91-1.0 Bl 5 28
TOTAL NOs. SELECTED 
LESSONS /  PUPILS

80 18
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Using the means calculated for the frequency and accuracy ratios obtained for each o f 

the seven quantitatively analysed grammatical indicators, for each pupil, for each lesson, and 

the proportion o f turns produced by pupils at their highest recorded proficiency within each 

lesson, it then was possible to compare evidence o f L2 acquisition to L2 use associated with 

specific Benchmark proficiency levels. The results o f this comparison are presented 

graphically in Figure 4 (see over) and Figure 5 (on Page 300). As in the pupil profiles, I w ill 

discuss the apparent overall development o f each linguistic element investigated by way o f 

mixed method analysis, I w ill then analyse qualitatively the three additional features o f 

syntactic development included in this study (the formation o f negatives and questions, and 

the linking o f clauses) with reference to the proficiency-related findings.

[284]



Figure 4: Mean use (per turn) and accuracy of L2 acquisition indicators across L2 proficiency ratios
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fij Noun development

Figure 4 shows an initially gradual but generally consistent increase in m ean noun use per 

analysed turn (mean token frequency) with the evidence o f  increasing English L2 

proficiency. Nouns were a notable feature in the participating pupils’ analysed production 

from the earliest stages o f  their L2 developm ent; for lessons associated only with A 1-linked 

L2 use, mean noun use per turn was 0.66, reflecting the tendency tow ards short noun-based 

turns evident in the profiles for pupils at the beginning o f  their English language support 

allocation. As pupils’ recorded turns becom e proportionately more associated with A2, the 

extent o f  their noun use per turn fluctuated som ewhat, from a m ean o f  0.5 nouns per recorded 

turn within proficiency band 0 .01 -0 .11 A2 to a mean o f  0.71 when this proficiency ratio 

suggests predom inantly A 2-linked production (band 0.51-0.6 A2). One reason for this 

apparent fluctuation m ay be that, as pupils produced m ore turns associated with an A2 level 

o f  proficiency, their com m unication became less dependent upon noun use. Overall, 

however, it would appear that noun production increased with growing evidence o f  A2 

proficiency. When pupils dem onstrated a capacity for L2 use which can be linked to B l, 

their mean noun-use per analysed turn appears rose m ore dram atically, peaking at a mean o f  

1.68 nouns per turn when the ratio o f  their recorded turns classifiable at B l w as between 0.91 

and 1.0. This is likely to have been influenced by a widening L2 lexicon, as noted in the 

profiles for Pupils 25, 27 and 28, whose analysed turns were frequently linked to level Bl 

Benchm ark descriptors.

Across the proficiency bands, noun use appeared to be relatively accurate (accuracy

rate generally over 90%  throughout). However, slight dips in mean accuracy are apparent

within lessons in which analysed turns were beginning to be associated with B l (bands 0.01-

0.3 B l). W hile such fluctuations may be m ore noticeable due to shortage o f  data (see Table

14), they m ay also have been influenced by m ore proficient pupils’ engagem ent with

increasingly specific lexis -  for example, Pupil 25 ’s confusion o f  the nam es for baby anim als
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(e.g. ‘foal’ and ‘faw n’) when her analysed turns could be classified within the proficiency 

band 0.21-0.3 B l. Noun om ission rates (calculated using the SPSS program  though not 

graphically illustrated) were alm ost negligible, with a m ean om ission rate o f  5% o f  actual 

noun production or less recorded across all proficiency ratio bands. A qualitative overview  o f  

pupils’ noun production across the proficiency ratio bands, based on the descriptions o f  noun 

developm ent included in the pupil profiles (Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.3(i)) is provided in 

Table 15 below. It should be noted that pupils’ noun use is likely to have been affected by 

lesson-related factors as well as their stage o f  L2 acquisition in any o f  the selected lessons.

Table 15: Overview o f  noun use

M ax im u m  p r o p o r t io n  o f  
t u r n s  a t  h ig h e s t  re c o rd e d  

p ro f ic ien c y  leve l

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of noun use

A1 only 2 0 Noun production with very limited lexical range, but rising across study period. Accuracy rate 
generally over 80%, dipping slightly in la ter lessons in which m ore nouns a ttem pted . Infrequent 
successful a ttem p ts a t pluralisation. Errors generally of lexical choice, but som e use of singular 
form s in plural contexts.

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Noun production rising over study period although lexical range limited throughout. Accuracy rate 
generally over 80%. Infrequent successful a ttem p ts  a t pluralisation. Som e successful a ttem p ts at 
pluralisation from o u tse t of study although, overall, plural form s infrequent. Errors generally of 
lexical choice, occasional use of singular form s in plural contexts.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Noun production across w idening lexical range (extent influenced by lesson-related factors). 
Accuracy ra te  generally over 80%. Some successful a ttem p ts a t pluralisation. Errors generally of 
lexical choice; use of singular forms in plural contexts and omission of possessive m arkers also 
recorded.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7,13 Noun production across widening lexical range (influenced by lesson-related factors). Accuracy 
ra te  generally betw een  80% and 90%, w ith evidence of increasing accuracy tow ards end of study. 
Some successful a ttem p ts a t pluralisation, isolated instance of possessive marking. Errors 
generally of lexical choice, but use of singular form s in plural contexts, over-generalisation of '-s' 
ending to  irregular plurals (e.g. 'p eop les ') and omission of possessive m arkers also recorded.

0.31-0.4 A2 6 ,14 Rising noun use across range of lexical fields. Accuracy ra te  generally over 80%, often over 90%. 
Some successful pluralisation (as required within th e  selected lessons), although errors involving 
use of singular forms in plural context and overgeneralisation of '-s' for irregular plurals persist. 
Lexical choice generally main e rro r source, omission of possessive m arker also recorded.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8,16 Rising noun use across range of lexical fields. Accuracy ra te  over 80%, often over 90%. Rising 
proportion of accurately pluralised nouns (as required by lesson). Isolated, but generally accurate 
a ttem p ts  a t marking possession. Errors generally of lexical choice although pluralisation issues, 
including overgeneralised irregular plurals p e rs is t

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9,12 Rising noun use across range of lexical fields. Accuracy ra te  generally 80-90%, new lexis accounting 
for m ost inaccuracies. Pluralisation often accurate, but inappropriate use of singular nouns in 
plural contexts still apparent. Isolated, but successful a ttem p ts a t possessive marking recorded.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Noun use across range of lexical fields (subject to  lesson-related factors). Accuracy ra te  generally 
over 90%, errors usually due to  lexical choice. Pluralisation generally appropria te  to  context.

0.61-0.7 Bl 25 Noun use across wide range of lexical fields (subject to  lesson-related factors). Accuracy rate 
generally over 90%. Pluralisation a lm ost always successful, appropriate marking of possession also 
recorded. M ost errors lexical.

0.71-0.8 Bl 27 Noun use across wide range of lexical fields (subject to  lesson-related factors). Accuracy ra te  over 
80% throughout, rising to  over 90% tow ards end of study. Pluralisation generally sucessful, 
apporpria te  marking o f possession also recorded. Errors generally lexical, occasion 
overgeneralisation of irregular plurals and omission or possesive markers.

0.91-1.0 Bl 28 Noun use across wide range of lexical fields. Accuracy ra tes over 95% throughout. Generally 
sucessful pluralisation and marking of possession. Infrequent errors, m ost lexical o r due to 
overgeneralistion of irregular plurals.
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(ii) Verb development

Pupils’ overall m ean verb use per analysed turn also appeared to increase with evidence o f  

developing English L2 proficiency (as shown in Figure 4). From a mean o f  0.23 verbs per 

analysed turn am ong pupils whose L2 use within a given lesson can be associated only with 

level A I, it rose steadily across lessons in which proportionately m ore pupil turns can be 

linked to A2 descriptors, reaching a mean o f  1.03 verbs per turn within the proficiency ratio 

band 0.51-0.6 A2 (the slight fall recorded within the subsequent band m ay be explicable by 

the fact that this band was informed by only one lesson, see Table 13). A cross lessons 

presenting evidence o f  L2 use associated with B l, the mean verb use increased more 

noticeably (albeit with slight fluctuations possibly due to  data availability) to a m aximum 

mean o f  2.10 verbs per turn recorded for lessons in which the ratio o f  turns linked to Bl 

Benchm ark descriptors is 0.81-0.9.

Overall mean verb accuracy was generally in the region 80-90%  accurate; although 

this rate was usually closer to 80% with m inor fluctuations across the proficiency ratio bands. 

Slightly higher mean accuracy rates (occasionally over 90% ) did how ever seem to be 

associated with L2 use in lessons in which evidence o f  increasing English L2 proficiency, 

particularly level B l-linked  production is recorded. Figure 4 also shows som e indication o f  a 

more consistently upward trend in m ean verb accuracy as pupil turns becam e more 

predom inantly associated with Benchm ark descriptors for B 1.

Verb om ission rates were considerable (62%  o f  actual verb use) in lessons in which

pupils’ analysed spoken turns were associated only with A1 Benchm ark descriptors. W hile

these rates were probably affected by the fact that actual verb use in these lessons was itself

very low, they nevertheless reflect the tendency o f  pupils in the earliest stages o f  English L2

developm ent to produce very short, generally noun-based turns, using only a lim ited range o f

verbs, quite often in a set-phrase m anner (as pointed out in the pupil profiles). However,

om ission rates fell quickly (to a mean o f  5% or less), w ithin lessons in which an increasing
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proportion o f  A2-linked turns was recorded; and verbs were very rarely om itted when pupils 

displayed a capacity for B l level production. A qualitative sum m ary o f  pupils’ verb 

developm ent, based on the profiles included in A ppendix I (Sections 1.2-l9 .3(ii)) is provided 

in Table 16 below.

Table 16: Overview o f  verb use

M ax im u m  
p r o p o r t io n  o f  tu r n s  
a t  h ig h e s t  r e c o rd e d  

p ro f ic ien c y  leve l

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of verb use

A1 only 20 Very limited verb use, rising slightly tow ards end of study. Accuracy ra te  generally over 70%. Verbs generally in 
uninflected stem  form, use of person form of copula 'to  be ' also recorded. No apparen t generative a ttem p ts  at 
marking ten se  or aspect {although se t phrase use of 'finished'). Errors generally involving application of uninflected 
stem  w here inflection required.

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Very limited verb use, rising tow ards end of study. Accuracy rate generally over 80%. Non-inflected stem  verb and 
3̂ *̂  person copula 'Is' accounting for m ost verb production. Very occasional, not always accurate use of progressive 
forms (e.g. 'ea ting ') and Irregular past ten se  (e.g. 'm ade'). Errors generally omission of 3̂** person '-s ' ending in 
presen t tense . Verbs often  lexically incorrect or simply om itted.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Very limited verb use, but rising tow ards end of study. Accuracy ra te  initially high, falling to  under 70% in later 
lessons as m ore verbs produced. Initially verb production involved uninflected stem  verbs and copula 'to  be' 
(generally 'Is'). In second half of study, occasional a ttem p ts a t  progressive verb form s (e.g. 'taking') and irregular 
past (e.g. 'w en t', 'saw ', 'broke'). Such a ttem p ts  not always successful, w idespread error, particularly in th e  over-use 
of non-inflected verbs recorded.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7, 13 Initially limited but increasing verb use. Accuracy rates fluctuating, often in th e  region 70-80%.Verb use diversifying 
over study period from unlnflected stem  and copula verbs in presen t ten se  contexts, to  Include initially progressive 
and, generally later, past forms (usually irregular), Isolated constructive use of past participle (e.g. 'broken ') 
recorded. W idespread errors Involving over-use of unlnflected form s or inappropriate Inflection.

0.31-0.4 A2 6, 14 Widening range of verb use. Accuracy level fluctuating from 50% to  over 90%. Majority of verbs uninflected stem  
forms or copula 'to  be ' in presen t ten se  contexts. A ttem pts a t progressive forms and, generally later past tense  
verbs (usually Irregular, occasionally regular e.g. 'pushed '). Occasional production of p ast participles and use of 
present participle as verbal noun. Errors include omission of '-s' ending In present ten se  and Inappropriate use of 
progressive or past forms.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8, 16 W idening range of verb use. Accuracy ra te  generally over 80%, although subject to  fluctuation. Uninflected stem  
verbs and copula 'to  be ' dom inant in verb production although diversification evident across study to  Include 
appropriately used progressive form s and, generally later, past verb forms (irregular and, less frequently regular), 
past participles (e.g. In passive constructions and as verbal adjectives). Errors include omission of 3̂** person '-s' in 
present tense , use of p resen t ten se  verb form s in past ten se  contexts, confusion of simple and progressive aspect.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9 , 12 Widening range of verb use. Accuracy ra te  fluctuating from 50% to  over 80%, som e evidence of increasing accuracy 
tow ards end of study. Verb use still commonly involving uninflected stem  forms and copula 'to  be ’ in p resen t ten se  
contexts. Verb diversification apparen t, however, in use of progressive and, generally later, past ten se  forms 
(generally irregular, although also regular), with past participles and verbal nouns also produced. Errors include 
omission of 3̂ *̂ person '-s ' in p resen t tense , use o f p resen t ten se  verb form s in past ten se  contexts, confusion of 
simple and progressive a sp e a .

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Widening range of verb use. Accuracy ra te  generally over 80%, with som e fluctuation. Verb use often Involving 
present ten se  form s - including Inflected In 3̂** person, and copula "to be '. Verb use also including progressive and 
past ten se  forms (generally Irregular), past participles and verbal nouns. Errors generally involving use of present 
ten se  verb forms in past ten se  contexts, occasional confusion of simple and progressive aspect also recorded.

0.61-0.7 Bl 25 Considerable and diverse range of verb use. Accuracy rates generally over 80%, although w ith som e fluctuation. 
Verb use including p resen t ten se  form s (generally unlnflected stem  verbs and copula 'to  be'), progressive forms and 
past ten se  verbs (irregular and regular), and past participles. Errors such as omission of 3 '“̂ person '-s ' in present 
tense , over-generallsatlon of '-ed ' ending to  irregular past ten se  verbs (e.g. 'h ided ') and aspect confusion also 
recorded.

0.71-0.8 Bl 27 Considerable and increasing verb use. Accuracy rate generally over 80%, with som e fluctuation. Diverse range of 
verb form s produced: simple p resen t ten se  verbs, including copula 'to  be ', progressive forms, past ten se  (Irregular 
and regular), past participles (passive voice /verbal adjectives) and verbal nouns. Errors Including omission of 3̂  
person '-s ' in p resen t tense , over-generallsation of past ten se  '-ed ' ending to  irregular verbs (e.g. 'buyed '), som e 
confusion of simple past and past participle contexts.

0.91-1.0 Bl 28 Considerable and diverse verb use. Accuracy rate generally over 80% rising to  over 90% tow ards end of study. Wide 
range of verbs appropriately produced Including: simple present, progressive aspect, and simple past forms, past 
participles (occasionally as verbal adjectives) and verbal nouns. Infrequent errors (e.g. p resen t forms in past 
contexts or over-generalisatlon o f '-ed ' ending in past tense).

[289]



(Hi) Pronoun development

The qualitative description o f  general pronoun developm ent provided in each o f  the pupil 

profiles suggests that pronoun use diversifies with increasing English L2 proficiency; from a 

very basic range o f  pronouns (typically personal and dem onstrative pronouns, as well as 

num bers), to m ore extensive pronoun use (including use o f  possessive, reflexive, quantifying, 

substitute, indefinite and relative pronouns). In this study, 1 have focused on pupils’ 

production o f  personal pronouns. These were chosen for analysis because they em erged as 

the most frequently used pronouns within pupils’ analysed turns; they also represented a 

linguistic elem ent which was likely to vary in its application between English and pupils’ 

home languages (m any o f  which were PRO-drop languages).

As Figure 4 indicates, personal pronoun use appears to rise with increasing evidence 

o f  English L2 proficiency. When pupils’ turns within a given lesson were classifiable solely 

at Benchm ark level A I, the m ean personal pronoun use per turn was a mere 0.13. A 

consistent rise was recorded up to proficiency band ratio 0.51-0.6 A2, when mean personal 

pronoun use per turn reached 0.78. Across lessons associated with increasing proportions o f 

B I-linked turns, personal pronoun use generally rose, with a maxim um  m ean o f  1.91 

recorded for lessons in which a ratio o f  0.61-0.7 o f  analysed pupil turns were associated with 

B1 Benchm ark descriptors. W hile mean personal pronoun use fluctuated som ewhat (possibly 

influenced by a reduced availability o f  data), it attained and rem ained at a rate o f  over 1.25 

personal pronouns per analysed turn once the ratio o f  pupil turns linked to B l in any specific 

lesson exceeded 0.4.

The mean accuracy o f  personal pronoun use also exhibited a general increase with 

apparent proficiency developm ent. Lowest (80%  accurate) when all pupil turns within a 

given lesson were classifiable at level AI only, it rose with some fluctuation across lessons in 

which proportionately more pupil turns could be linked to A2 Benchm ark descriptors.
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reaching total accuracy within the proficiency ratio band 0.61-0.7 A2. Mean accuracy 

remained over 90%  (often 100%) through lessons in which analysed pupil turns became 

associated with proficiency level B l.

Regarding pronoun om ission, while mean om ission rates were generally under 10% o f  

recorded personal pronoun use, they appeared som ew hat higher within lessons in which 

pupils’ analysed L2 use was associated with A1 or A2 level (m axim um  mean om ission rate: 

12% o f  personal pronoun use, within proficiency ratio band 0.41-0.5 A2). In lessons in 

which at least som e o f  pupils’ analysed turns were linked to  level B l Benchm ark descriptors, 

personal pronoun om ission was less frequent (mean om ission rate generally at or below 5% 

o f  personal pronoun use).

Table 17 gives a qualitative overview o f  pupils’ personal pronoun use across the study 

period, linked to the proficiency ratio bands associated with the Benchm ark links recorded for 

each o f  the participants. It should be rem em bered though, that lesson related-factors had the 

potential to influence pupils’ personal pronoun use within any o f  the selected lessons. It also 

appeared (as outlined in the pupil profiles, see A ppendix I, Sections 1.2-19.3(iii)) that 

characteristics o f  pupils’ home languages could affect their acquisition o f  English pronouns 

to some extent.
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Table 17; Overview o f  pronoun use

M axim um  
p ro p o rtio n  o f  tu rn s  
a t  h ighest reco rd ed  

proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of pronoun use

A1 only 20 P ronoun use  only beginning to  em erg e  in first half of study. Early p ronoun  use  lim ited to  
occasional p roduction  o f personal p ronouns, follow ed by d em o n stra tiv es an d  th e  su b stitu te  
p ronoun  'o n e '. Accuracy o f personal p ronoun  use  generally  over 80%, although  erro rs  involving 
use  of singular p ronouns in plural con tex ts o r to  indicate possession . In frequen t om ission of 
personal p ronouns (within con tex t o f in freq u en t use).

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Limited p ronoun  use -  personal and  d em o n s tra tiv e  p ronouns, num bers; iso lated  instances of 
possessive ( 'm ine'), su b s titu te  p ronoun  and  quan tifie rs (e.g. 'all'). Accuracy o f personal pronoun 
use fluctuating  considerably (20-100%) th ro u g h o u t se lec ted  lessons; e rro rs  o ften  involving th e  
use  of o b jec t pronouns in subject-requiring  co n tex ts  (e.g. 'm e ' f o r '!'). Som e om ission of personal 
p ronouns, generally  sub jec t p ronouns.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Initially p ro n o u n  use  lim ited to  personal and  d em o n s tra tiv e  p ronouns, la te r diversifying to  
include num bers, su b stitu te  'o n e ', quan tifie rs and  possessives ( 'm ine'). Accuracy of personal 
p ronoun  use  generally over 90%, although  occasional su b je c t/o b jec t confusion. Som e om ission 
o f personal p ronouns, generally  sub ject pronouns.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7,13 Initially p ronoun  use lim ited to  personal and  d em o n s tra tiv e  pronouns, la te r diversifying to  
include num bers, su b stitu te  'o n e ', indefin ites (e.g. 'everybody), and  iso lated  instances of 
reflexives ( 'm yself)  and th e  relative p ronoun  'w ho '. Accuracy of personal p ronoun  use  varying, 
a lthough  generally  over 80%. Errors generally  o f su b je c t/o b jec t confusion, a lthough  use of 
singular ra th e r  th an  plural form  also recorded . Rate o f personal p ronoun  om ission fluctuating, 
o ften  qu ite  high -  subject p ronouns generally  om itted .

0.31-0.4 A2 6, 14 W idening range of p ronouns used: personal p ronouns, dem onstra tiv es , quantifiers, num bers; 
diversifying la te r  to  include: su b s titu te  p ronoun , indefin ites, and  possessives ('m ine '). Accuracy of 
personal p ronoun  use o ften  over 90%, a lthough  som e erro rs  of case and g e n d e r recorded . 
O m ission of personal p ronouns relatively in freq u en t, sub jec t p ronouns generally  om itted .

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8 ,16 W idening range of p ronouns used: personal p ronouns, dem onstra tiv es , quantifiers, num bers; 
diversifying la te r to  include: su b s titu te  p ronoun , indefin ites, reflexives ( 'm yself)  and relativising 
p ronouns (e.g. 'th a t ') . Accuracy of personal p ronoun  use  generally  over 80%, o ften  over 90%. 
Som e e rro rs  recorded  such as singular/p lural confusion  and  non-requ ired  personal p ronoun  use. 
Om ission of personal pronouns relatively in freq u en t, om ission ra te  falling over course  of study; 
generally  sub jec t pronouns om itted .

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9 ,12 W idening range of p ronouns used: personal p ronouns, dem o n stra tiv es , quantifiers, num bers; 
diversifying la te r to  include: su b s titu te  p ronoun , indefin ites, possessives, reflexives and 
relativising p ronouns (e.g. 'w ho '). Accuracy ra te  for personal p ronoun  use  generally  over 80%, 
som etim es over 90%, although fluctuations also reco rded . Errors of case an d  g en d er ap p aren t, 
occasional over use of personal pronouns. Om ission o f personal p ronouns generally  in frequen t 
(om ission ra te s  higher to w ard s  beginning of study), sub ject p ronouns m o re  likely to  be o m itted  
th an  o b jec t pronouns.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 W idening range of p ronouns used: personal p ronouns, dem onstra tiv es , quantifiers, num bers, 
indefinites; diversifying la te r to  include: su b s titu te  p ronoun  and  possessives (e.g. 'yours'). 
Accuracy ra te  for personal p ronouns generally  over 90%, w ith occasional fluctuation . Errors 
generally  o f g ender choice. Om ission of personal p ronouns in frequen t (e ither sub jec t or object 
p ronouns).

0.61-0.7 B1 25 W ide and  diversifying range of p ron o u n s used  th ro u g h o u t study: personal pronouns, 
d em onstra tiv es , quantifiers, num bers, su b s titu te  p ronoun , indefinites, possessives, and 
reflexives. Accuracy ra te  over 90% th ro u g h o u t. Very occasional e rro r  e.g. g en d er confusion. 
Om ission of personal p ronouns in freq u en t (e ither sub jec t o r ob jec t pronouns).

0.71-0.8 B1 27 W ide range of pronouns used  th ro u g h o u t study: personal p ronouns, dem onstra tiv es , quantifiers, 
n um bers, su b stitu te  pronoun , indefin ites, possessives, reflexives and  relative pronouns. Accuracy 
ra te  over 90% th roughou t. Omission of personal p ronouns very  infrequent.

0.91-1.0 B1 28 W ide range o f pronouns used  th ro u g h o u t s tudy  including: personal p ronouns, dem onstra tives, 
quan tifiers, num bers, su b s titu te  p ronoun , indefin ites, reflexives and relative pronouns. Accuracy 
ra te  over 90% th roughou t. Omission of personal p ronouns very  in frequen t. |
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(iv) Article development

Pupils’ use o f  articles, as indicated in Figure 4, appeared to be very infrequent in lessons in 

which their analysed turns were linked only to A1 Benchm ark descriptors (mean use: 0.09 

articles per analysed turn). Article production appeared generally to rise throughout lessons in 

which m ore analysed turns were associated with level A2 proficiency although, overall, their 

use appeared to remain limited (reaching a mean o f  0.32 in proficiency ratio band 0.51-0.6 

A2). It was only when pupils appeared capable o f  some degree o f  level B l proficiency that 

considerable, if  fluctuating, increases in mean article use were recorded; up to a m aximum 

mean o f  1.18 articles per turn in lessons in which the ratio o f  analysed spoken turns classified 

at level Bl was between 0.91 and 1.0.

The accuracy o f  article use showed a general rise with evidence o f  developing English 

L2 proficiency, subject to som e fluctuation. From a mean o f  ju s t 59%  accurate in lessons 

associated solely with A1 Benchm ark descriptors, accuracy rates generally rose across 

lessons in which an increasing proportion o f  analysed turns could be linked to A2-level 

descriptors, up to 100% in the band 0.61- 0.7 A2. In lessons for which some proportion o f  

pupils’ L2 production could be associated with proficiency level B l,  mean article accuracy 

rates were usually over 90%, although this rate occasionally fell (to as low as 81%).

Article om ission rates appeared considerably higher am ong lessons in w hich pup ils’

analysed turns were associated with an A1 or A2 level o f  proficiency. M ean om ission rates -

calculated as a ratio o f  article om ission to actual article use -  were to an extent affected by

pupils’ rates o f  article production. However, the frequency o f  article om ission across the A1

and A2 proficiency ratio bands (m ean om ission rates varied from a m inim um  o f  24%  o f

article use to, in som e bands, actually exceed mean article production) contrasted with the

lower rates o f  om ission (m ean ranging from 2%  to 14% o f  article use) recorded am ong

lessons in which som e pupil turns could be linked to B l Benchm ark descriptors. Table 18

(see over) provides a qualitative sum m ary o f  pupils’ article use. It is worth noting that article

[293]



production was a variable which appeared to be quite sensitive to characteristics o f  pupils’ 

home language, nam ely the presence or absence o f  articles in the L 1.

Table 18: Overview o f  article use

Maximum 
proportion of turns 
at highest recorded 

proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of article use

A1 only 20 Initially no articles used. Very limited, often inaccurate article use later in 
study. Articles frequently omitted.

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Very limited article use, rising slightly towards end of study. Accuracy rate 
generally under 50%, errors generally involving non-required article use, 
also 'a '/ ’an' confusion. Article omission rate high, often exceeding rate of 
article use.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Very limited article use. Accuracy rate fluctuating (0-100%), although 
slightly more accurate towards end of study. Errors include use of 'the ' for 
'a ' and non-required article use. Article omission rate high, often exceeding 
rate of article use.

0.21-0.3 A2 3 , 1, 13 Very limited article use, rising somewhat towards end of study. Fluctuating 
accuracy rate (0-100%), generally over 60% accurate. Errors generally of 
non-required use or over-use of the definite article. Article omission rate 
high, although possibly influenced by LI background of pupil.

0.31-0.4 A2 6 ,1 4 Increasing article use. Accuracy fluctuating (60-100%), rising towards end of 
study. Errors generally of non-required use; over-use of the definite article, 
and use of 'a ' before vowels also recorded. Article omission rate high, 
declining slightly towards end of study.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8 , 1 6 Increasing article use. Accuracy generally over 70%, with substantial 
fluctuation, rising towards end of study. Errors generally of non-required 
use; over-use of the definite article (also in place of possessive determiner), 
and use of 'a ' before vowels recorded. Article omission rate high among 
most pupils, although towards end of study.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9 ,1 2 Increasing article use (among most pupils). Accuracy generally over 60%, 
with fluctuation, rising towards end of study. Errors generally of non- 
required use; over-use of the definite article (also in place of possessive 
determiner), and use of 'a ' before vowels recorded. Articles frequently 
omitted (particularly by pupil with non-article LI), but omission rates falling 
over study period.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Increasing article use. Accuracy generally increasing up to  and over 80%, 
but subject to  substantial fluctuation (0-100% accurate). Errors generally of 
non-required use. Omission rates initially very high, dropping considerably 
across study period.

0.61-0.7 B1 25 Substantial and increasing article use. Accuracy generally over 80%. Errors 
generally of non-required use; over-use of the  definite article and use of 'a ' 
before vowels also recorded. Very low omission rate.

0.71-0.8 B1 27 Substantial and increasing article use. Accuracy generally over 90%. Errors 
generally of non-required use; over-use of the definite article and use of 'a ' 
before vowels also recorded. Generally, very low omission rate.

0.91-1.0 B1 28 Substantial and increasing article use. Accuracy generally over 90%. Errors 
generally of non-required use; over-use of the definite article and use of 'a ' 
before vowels also recorded. Very low omission rate.
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(v) Preposition development

Pupils’ production o f  prepositions appeared to be very limited in turns associated with A l 

linked Benchm arks only (m ean preposition use per turn: 0.02). As higher proportions o f  A2- 

linked turns em erged in pupils’ analysed L2 use, mean preposition use increased (reaching a 

mean o f  0.28 prepositions per turn within proficiency ratio band 0.51-0.6 A2). Preposition 

use rose m ore sharply, and in general more consistently, in lessons which included level B l-  

linked turns. M axim um  preposition use, indicated by a mean o f  1.15 prepositions per turn 

was recorded within the proficiency ratio band 0.81-0.9 B 1.

The results displayed in Figure 4 suggest that the accuracy o f  pupils’ preposition use 

fluctuated, across all three L2 proficiency levels, with mean accuracy rates generally between 

70% to 90%. Mean accuracy o f  preposition use was only occasionally over 90%, although it 

was more likely to reach this level in lessons associated with a certain proportion o f  B l-  

linked turns. The drop in m ean accuracy to 50%  associated with proficiency ratio band 0.61- 

0.7 A2 may, how ever be explained by the fact that this band included only one lesson and 

represented the L2 use o f  a single participant (Pupil 15, Lesson 5, see profile in A ppendix 1, 

Section 1.9). In this lesson, the pupil’s use o f  prepositions was limited and quite inaccurate -  

possibly influenced by features o f  his home language (Serbian). Mean preposition om ission 

rates (up to 25%  o f  preposition use) were perceptibly higher am ong lessons com prising only 

A l - or A 2-linked turns. W hen pupils’ analysed turns included L2 use associated with a B1 

level o f  proficiency, mean om ission rates were no higher than 8% o f  corresponding 

preposition use, and as low as 0%  within several B1-linked proficiency ratio bands.

Table 19 gives a qualitative overview  o f  pupils’ preposition use across the study 

period. As noted in relation to articles in sub-section (iv) above, preposition use was one o f  

the L2 gram m atical indicators which appeared quite susceptible to cross-linguistic influence, 

as discussed with regard to specific pupils in the profiles included in Appendix 1.
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Table 19: Overview o f  preposition use

Maximum 
proportion of turns 
at highest recorded 

proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of preposition use

A1 only 20 Single instance of preposition use: 'at' in final lesson, within phrase: 'look 
at'

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Very limited preposition use, initially in set phrases (e.g. 'tidy up'), 
generally to indicate place or motion (e.g. 'in', 'out'). Generally accurate, 
although some omission of prepositions.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Very limited preposition use (emerging prepositions e.g.; 'in', 'with', 'to', 
'on', 'for'). Generally accurate although some errors in use of 'in' and 'on'. 
Occasional omission of prepositions.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7 ,1 3 Very limited preposition use (emerging prepositions e.g.; 'in', 'on', 'with', 
'o f, 'for', 'to'). Accuracy rates generally over 70%, although some 
fluctuation. Errors generally involving confusion of prepositions, 
particularly 'in' and 'on'. Some omission of prepositions.

0.31-0.4 A2 6 ,1 4 Increasing and more diverse preposition use (e.g. 'behind', 'over', 'from'). 
Accuracy rates variable, generally over 60%, rising over course of study. 
Errors generally of preposition choice particularly use of 'in' rather than 
'on', 'to', 'into' or 'at'. Omission infrequent.

0.41-0.5 A2 2. 8, 16 Increasing and more diverse preposition use (e.g. 'beside', 'under'). 
Accuracy rate fluctuating, often over 80%, although occasionally much 
lower. Errors generally of preposition choice particularly the inappropriate 
use of 'in' and the over use of 'at' and 'for'. Omission infrequent.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9 ,1 2 Increasing and more diverse preposition use. Accuracy rate often over 
80%, although fluctuating considerably. Errors generally of preposition 
choice, particularly, inappropriate use of 'in' and 'on' to indicate motion, 
and confusion of 'for' and 'to'. Some omission of prepositions.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Increasing and more diverse preposition use. Accuracy rate fluctuating 
(under 40-100%), although rising towards end of study. Errors generally of 
preposition choice particularly the inappropriate use of 'in' (for 'on', 'to' or 
'into'), possibly Ll-influenced. Omission infrequent.

0.61-0.7 B1 25 Diverse and frequent use of prepositions. Accuracy rate generally over 
80%, with some fluctuation. Errors generally of preposition choice 
particularly the inappropriate use of 'in' (for 'on' and 'at'). Omission very 
infrequent.

0.71-0.8 B1 27 Diverse and frequent use of prepositions. Accuracy rate generally over 
80%, with some fluctuation. Errors generally of preposition choice 
particularly the inappropriate use of 'in' (for 'on', 'to' or 'at'), and 'to'/'for' 
confusion. Omission very infrequent.

0.91-1.0 B1 28 Diverse and frequent use of prepositions. Accuracy rate generally over 
90%, with some fluctuation. Occasional errors preposition choice 
particularly the inappropriate use of 'in' and 'on'. Omission very 
infrequent.
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(vi) Auxiliary development

Auxiliary use in lessons in which pupils’ production could be linked only to A1 level 

Benchm ark descriptors was very infrequent (mean auxiliary use per turn: 0.01). It rose 

gradually as more A2-linked turns em erged in pupils’ analysed L2 use (reaching a mean o f  

0.3 auxiliaries per turn within the proficiency ratio band 0.51-0.6 A2), but it was not until 

turns associated with B1 were produced that auxiliary use began to increase considerably. It 

then rose, though not always consistently, to  a m aximum mean o f  0.89 auxiliaries per turn in 

lessons in which the 8 1 -linked turns accounted for between 0.71 and 0.8 o f  analysed 

production.

Regarding the accuracy and diversity o f  pupils’ auxiliary use and its relation to 

developing L2 proficiency; it is probably m ore useful to refer to the individual profiles 

included in A ppendix 1, which offer a detailed analysis and description o f  pupils’ auxiliary 

production, than to attem pt to generalise. However, more extensive and generally more 

accurate auxiliary use was evident in the analysed spoken turns for Pupils 25, 27 and 28 -  

turns which were frequently associated with 81 descriptors -  in com parison to those 

associated with pupils whose proficiency linked only to  levels AI and A2. This suggests that 

increasing proficiency im pacted also on the range and accuracy o f  auxiliary production.

Table 20 offers a qualitative overview  o f  pupils’ auxiliary use. Analysis o f  the 

selected lessons, detailed in the individual profiles (see Appendix 1) suggests that 

participants’ auxiliary production could also have been subject to the influence o f  classroom  

interaction patterns (e.g. the opportunities provided for pupils to ask questions) and, possibly, 

to L I-related  influences (e.g. the expression o f  tense or aspect in pupils’ hom e language).
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Table 20: Overview o f  auxiliary use

M axim um  
p ro p o rtio n  o f  tu rn s  
a t  h ighest reco rd ed  

proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of auxiliary use

A1 only 20 Single instance  o f auxiliary use reco rded  -  in accu ra te  use o f progressive 'b e ' in con tex t 
requiring  sim ple p re sen t te n s e  ( 'rab b it is jum p ').

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Very in frequen t, generally  inaccu ra te  auxiliary use. Single instance  of ap p ro p ria te  use 
o f progressive 'b e '.  Errors include syntactically  inap p ro p ria te  'd o ' and n on-requ ired  
'b e '.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Very lim ited auxiliary use, o ften  inaccu ra te . A ppropriate  auxiliaries used; progressive 
'b e ', m odal 'c a n ', w ith  very isolated a tte m p ts  a t  'h av e ' and  'going to '.  F requen t 
om ission of auxiliaries.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7 ,13 Limited auxiliary use, increasing over study period , b u t o ften  inaccurate . A ppropriately 
u sed  auxiliaries include: 'b e ' (occasional use of pas t form  em erging later), 'd o ' 
(occasional u se  pas t form  em erging la ter), m odal 'c a n '; iso lated  instances o f auxiliaries 
'h av e ', 'w ill' and  'going to ' em erging to w ard s  th e  en d  of th e  study. Errors generally  
involving non -req u ired  use  o f auxiliary 'b e '.  Om ission freq u e n t.

0.31-0.4 A2 6, 14 Increasing auxiliary use, a lthough o ften  inaccu ra te . A ppropriately  used  auxiliaries 
include: 'b e ', 'd o ' (occasional u se  p as t form  em erg ing  la ter), m odals 'can ' an d  'have to '; 
iso lated  in stances of auxiliaries 'h av e ', 'w ill' and  'going to ' em erging la te r  in study. 
Errors involving use  o f p re sen t te n se  auxiliaries in pas t te n se  con tex ts , use of auxiliary 
'd o ' in co n tex ts  requiring th e  p erfec t te n se  m arker 'h av e ', and inaccu ra te  syntactic 
p lacem en t reco rded . Om ission freq u e n t.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8 ,16 Increasing auxiliary use, w ith  fluctuating  accuracy. A ppropriately  used auxiliaries 
include: 'b e ' (occasional use  o f p as t form  em erg ing  la ter), 'd o ' (occasional use  past form  
em erging la ter), m odals 'c a n ' and  'have  to ';  iso lated  instances o f auxiliaries 'h av e ', 'will', 
'going to ',  an d  th e  m odals 'w ould ' and  could ' em erg ing  la te r in study. Errors generally  
involved n o n-requ ired  use  of 'b e ',  and  use  of p re se n t auxiliaries in p as t te n s e  contexts. 
C onsiderable om ission, ra te  decreasing  to w ard s  end  of study.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9 , 12 Increasing auxiliary use, w ith  fluctuating  accuracy. A ppropriately used auxiliaries 
include: 'b e ' (occasional use  o f pas t form  em erging  later), 'd o ' (occasional use  past form 
em erg ing  later), m odals 'can ' and  'have  to ';  iso lated  instances of auxiliaries 'h av e ', 'will', 
'going to ' em erg ing  la te r in study. Errors generally  involved non-requ ired  use o f 'b e ', 
u se  of 'b e ' in co n tex ts  requiring 'd o '; non-inflection of 'd o ' in 3"* person  p resen t form  
also  recorded . C onsiderable om ission.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 G enerally increasing auxiliary use, w ith  fluctuating  accuracy. A ppropriately used  
auxiliaries include: 'b e ', 'd o ' (occasional use  p as t form  em erging la ter), m odal 'can '; 
iso lated  in stances o f auxiliaries 'will' and  'going to ' em erging  la te r  in study. Errors 
generally  involved n on-requ ired  u se  of 'b e ';  u se  of 'c a n ' in con tex ts requiring 'cou ld ' 
a lso  recorded . C onsiderable om ission.

0.61-0.7 B1 25 F requen t and  d iverse use o f auxiliaries, generally  accu ra te . A ppropriately used 
auxiliaries include: 'b e ' (p resen t and  p as t form s), 'd o ' (p resen t and p as t form s), th e  
fu tu re  re fe ren ts  'will' and  'going to ',  m odals 'c a n ', 'h ave  to ',  and  'cou ld '; occasional use 
of th e  m odal 'm igh t' and  th e  p re sen t perfec t te n s e  indicator 'h av e ' also recorded . 
Errors in frequen t, generally  relating  to  te n s e  o r choice o f conditionality  m arker. 
Occasional om ission.

0.71-0.8 B1 27 F requent and  d iverse use of auxiliaries, generally  accu ra te . A ppropriately used  
auxiliaries include: 'b e ' (p resen t and p as t form s), 'd o ' (p resen t and p as t form s), th e  
fu tu re  re fe ren ts  'will' and  'going to ',  m odals 'c a n ', 'h ave  to ',  and  'cou ld '. Errors 
in frequen t, generally  relating  to  te n se , syntax o r choice o f conditionality  m arker. 
Occasional om ission.

0.91-1.0 B1 28 F requent and  d iverse use o f auxiliaries, generally  accu ra te . A ppropriately used 
auxiliaries include: 'b e ' (p resen t and past form s), 'd o ' (p resen t and p as t form s), th e  
fu tu re  re fe ren ts  'will' and  'going to ',  m odals 'c a n ', 'h av e  to ',  'cou ld ' and 'w ould '; 
occasional use o f th e  m odals 'm u s t ' and  'm igh t' and  th e  p re sen t p erfec t te n se  indicator 
'h a v e ' also  reco rd ed . Errors in frequen t, generally  relating  to  te n se  o r choice of 
conditionality  m arker. In freq u en t om ission.
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(vii) Structural complexity

As discussed in Section 3.3.6 the ratio o f  nom inal to verbal elem ents calculated for each pupil 

for each selected lesson w as used as a prelim inary guide to the structural com plexity o f  their 

utterance. The distribution o f  m ean verb-to-noun ratios associated with L2 use across the 

proficiency level bands is shown in Figure 5. This graph suggests that overall verb-to-noun 

ratio initially rose as evidence em erged o f  increasing English L2 proficiency. A sharp rise is 

apparent between the mean ratios recorded for pupils whose analysed spoken turns were 

linked only to AI level Benchm arks (mean verb-to-noun ratio 0.12), and those for pupil 

production within lessons in which A 2-linked turns represented 0 .1 1 to  0.2 o f  analysed L2 

use (m ean verb-to-noun ratio 0.48). This corresponds with the evidence, presented in sub

sections (i) and (ii) above, o f  heavily noun-based production and minim al use o f  verbs which 

was characteristic o f  analysed turns linked to an A 1 level o f  proficiency. A feature o f  

increasing A2-linked language use appeared, judging from both Figures 4 and 5, to be 

developm ents in verb production which may have brought the mean verb-to-noun ratios 

associated with evidence o f  A2 proficiency to within the recorded region o f  0.4 to 0.59.

W hen analysed pupil production showed evidence o f  B1 proficiency, however, the

verb-to-noun ratio fluctuated considerably. This may have been due to reduced availability

o f  data and lesson-related factors. However, it is also likely that the more extensive use o f

both nouns and verbs per turn, highlighted in sub-sections (i) and (ii), in 8 1 -linked

proficiency ratio bands could have balanced each other out to som e extent. The m axim um

mean verb-to-noun ratio was recorded when 0.81 to 0.9 o f  all analysed turns were linked to

81 descriptors. This finding should, however, be regarded together with the fact that both

mean use o f  nouns and pronouns and m ean use o f  verbs in bands associated with evidence o f

81 proficiency was generally over 1.0 token per analysed turn. It would thus appear that the

sim ple calculation o f  pupils’ verb-to-noun ratio may have been less able to capture fully

developm ents in their L2 structural com plexity at this level. C om bining results, however, the
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ability o f  pupils whose turns could be linked to B1 Benchmark descriptors to produce a mean 

o f  >1.0 nouns, pronouns, and verbs per turn indicated more extensive L2 use per turn, either 

through multi-clause turns or greater single-clause complexity w ithin their analysed turns. 

Further indicators o f  structural complexity are evident in the discussion o f  negative and 

question formation, and clause linkage to fo llow  in sub-sections (v iii)-(x).

Figure 5: Mean verb-to-noun ratio across pupils' recorded proficiency ratios

MEAN VERB-TO-NOUN RATH) ACROSS PROPORTIONS OF TURNS AT PUPILS' 
HIGHEST RECORDED PROFICIENCY

>  040-

PROPORHON OF TURNS AT PUPILS' HIGHEST RECORDED 
PROFICIENCY LEVEL

A qualitative summary o f  pupils’ verb-to-noun ratio across progressive proficiency ratio 

bands is provided in Table 21 (see over).



Table 21: Overview o f  verh-to-noun ratio

Maximum 
proportion of turns 
at highest recorded 

proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of verb-to-noun ratio

A1 only 20 Predominantly nominal-based production, verb-to-noun ratio rising 
towards end of study.

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Predominantly nominal-based production, verb-to-noun ratio rising 
towards end of study.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Predominantly nominal-based production, verb-to-noun ratio rising 
towards end of study.

0.21-0.3 A2 3 ,1, 13 Predominantly nominal-based production, verb-to-noun ratio rising 
towards end of study. Ratio may be influenced by lesson-related 
factors (opportunities to create turns more complex than simple noun 
phrase responses).

0.31-0.4 A2 6,14 Verb-to-noun ratio generally in region 0.4-0.6, fluctuating, with some 
evidence of gradual increase, across study. Ratio may be influenced by 
lesson-related factors.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8 ,1 6 Verb-to-noun ratio generally in region 0.4-0.6, fluctuating, with some 
evidence of gradual increase, across study. Ratio may be influenced by 
lesson-related factors.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9, 12 Verb-to-noun ratio generally in region 0.4-0.6, fluctuating, with some 
evidence of gradual increase, across study. Ratio may be influenced by 
lesson-related factors.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Verb-to-noun ratio generally in region G.4-0.6, fluctuating, with some 
evidence of gradual increase, across study. Ratio may be Influenced by 
lesson-related factors.

0.61-0.7 B1 25 Verb-to-noun ratio reasonably stable (generally in region 0.4-0.6). 
Turns becoming structurally more diverse, may require more sensitive 
indicator of complexity. Lesson-related factors may still impact on 
ratio.

0.71-0.8 B1 27 Verb-to-noun ratio reasonably stable (generally in region 0.4-0.6). 
Turns becoming structurally more diverse, may require more sensitive 
indicator of complexity. Lesson-related factors may still impact on 
ratio.

0.91-1.0 B1 28 Verb-to-noun ratio reasonably stable (generally in region G.4-0.6). 
Turns becoming structurally more diverse, may require more sensitive 
indicator of complexity. Lesson-related factors may still impact on 
ratio.

(viii) Negative form ation

While the formation o f negative structures was analysed by qualitative means only, the

individual pupil profiles indicated that pupils’ control o f L2 negation developed over the 

course o f the study. The profiles also suggested that certain features o f negative development 

could be linked to particular stages o f English L2 proficiency. For a clearer indication o f 

overall patterns o f negative structure development among all 18 participating ESL pupils, it
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was necessary to bring the descriptions offered by the pupil profiles together so as to com pare 

the negative forms they used to their recorded L2 proficiency across the study. As with the 

qualitative sum m aries for the seven gram m atical indicators discussed in sub-sections (i) to 

(vii) above, I did this by linking the description o f  negative form ation patterns for each pupil 

(included in the individual profiles, see A ppendix 1, Sections I.2-19.3(viii)) to that pupil’s 

highest-recorded Benchm ark level, based on extent o f  the pupils’ L2 use across the 

proficiency ratio bands indicated in Table 13.

It was then possible to sum m arise features associated with the developm ent o f  

negative structures am ong all 18 participating pupils with reference to the highest proficiency 

ratio band within which lessons for each pupil were classified. An overall description o f  these 

features is presented in Table 22 (see over). It is worth noting that in all the descriptive 

overview s included for analysed L2 acquisition indicators (both in this section and Section 

4.4.1 to follow), the band-referenced sum m aries link to pupils’ maxim um  attainm ent o f  L2 

proficiency evident from my recorded data. W hile this was highest level o f  achievem ent was 

generally associated with lessons later in the study, I have tried in these sum m aries to outline 

pupils’ production o f  the feature in question right across the research period.

From Table 22, it is apparent that, for pupils whose turns were linked solely to A l-  

level turns, the negative m arker ‘no’ was dom inant and often inaccurately used, with the 

m arker ‘no t’ only beginning to em erge am ong pupils who, over the study period, showed 

som e A2-linked English L2 proficiency. As pupil production becam e more associated with 

A2 level proficiency, their use o f  ‘no t’ becam e more accurate, although over-use o f  ‘no ’ or 

double negation could lead to inaccuracies. Use o f  the contracted form o f  ‘not’ (particularly 

with the auxiliaries ‘do ’ and ‘can ’) developed, although auxiliaries were frequently om itted 

from structures requiring ‘no t’. As higher proportions o f  A 2-linked turns were recorded in 

pupils’ analysed production, additional negative m arkers such as ‘never’ and ‘nothing’
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em erged. When pupils’ L2 use becam e more associated with proficiency level B l, their use 

o f  ‘no t’ in full and contracted form across a wide range o f  auxiliaries becam e generally 

accurate, with m arkers such as ‘never’ also recorded in their analysed turns.

Table 22: Overview o f  negative formation

Maximum proportion 
of tu rn s a t highest 
proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of negative formation

A1 only 20 Negative m arker 'no ', often inaccurately used.
0.01-0.1 A2 17 Negative m arker 'no ', often inaccurately used, one Instance of 

apporiately used 'not'.
0.11-0.2 A2 4 Intially negative m arker 'no ', although 'no t' emerging - inaccurate 

use of 'no ' persisting throughout.
0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7 ,1 3 Initially use of 'no ' as negative marker, 'no t' emerging later, 

contractions e.g. 'd o n 't ' and 'can 't ' d evelop ing -a lthough  auxiliaries 
may be om itted in structures requiring 'not'.

0.31-0.4 A2 6, 14 Use of 'n o t' generally accurate (some inaccurate use of 'no ' early in 
study period), wider range of contractions e.g. 'd idn 't', some 
omission of auxiliaries in negative structures.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8 ,1 6 Use of 'n o t' generally accurate (occasional inaccurate use of 'no ' and 
double negation early in study period), contractions produced but 
auxiliaries som etim es om itted, use of 'never' as negative marker.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9, 12 Use of 'no t' as negative m arker generally accurate (although som e 
inaccurate use of 'no ' early in study period), range of contractions 
but auxiliaries som etim es om itted.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Accurate use of 'n o t' in full and contracted form.

0.61-0.7 Bl 25 Accurate use of 'n o t' in full form and across a wide range of 
contactions.

0.71-0.8 Bl 27 Accurate use of 'n o t' in full form and across a wide range of 
contactions.

0.91-1.0 Bl 28 Accurate use of 'n o t' in full form and across a wide range of 
contactions, use of 'never', som e minor ten se  related issues still 
apparen t in negative structures (e.g.'didn't fell').

(ix) Question formation

Using the same approach to that outlined in sub-section (viii) above regarding the derivation

o f  cum ulative results for negative formation, 1 com piled a sum m ary o f  the 18 partic ipants’ 

question developm ent by linking the descriptions provided by each o f  the pupil profiles to the 

highest proficiency ratio band with which their analysed L2 use was associated (shown in 

Table 23, see over). As with the presentation o f  negative formation, since the individual
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profiles indicated that pupils’ L2 questioning abilities developed over the study period, I have 

tried to reflect this progression in the summary.

Table 23: Overview o f  question formation

M axim um  proportion  
o f tu rn s  a t  h ighest 

proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of question formation

A1 only 20 Basic 'w h-'questions.

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Basic 'w h-'questions, phonologically inflected sta tem ents, no inversion.

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Initially basic 'w h-' questions, a ttem p ts a t inversion em erging later but 
infrequent and inaccurate, a ttem pts at indirect questions generally 
syntactically inaccurate.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7 ,1 3 Initially basic 'w h-' questions and phonologically inflected sta tem ents, 
a ttem pts a t inversion em erging later, but infrequent and inaccurate, 
a ttem pts at indirect questions often syntactically inaccurate, very isolated 
attem pts a t using a question word as a relativiser.

0.31-0.4 A2 6 ,1 4 Basic 'w h-' questions and a ttem p ts  a t inversion throughout, often 
inaccurate how ever with omission of auxiliaries after question word, 
a ttem pts a t indirect questions th roughout although often syntactically 
inaccurate, em ergence of question-w ord relativisers.

0.41-0.5 A2 1 , 8 ,1 6 Basic 'w h-' questions and a ttem p ts a t inversion throughout, although 
frequent omission of required auxiliaries, a ttem pts at indirect questions 
throughout but often syntactically inaccurate, use of question-word 
relativisers recorded.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9, 12 Basic 'w h-' questions and a ttem p ts  a t inversion throughout although 
frequent omission of required auxiliaries, a ttem pts at indirect questions 
throughout but often syntactically inaccurate, wider range of question- 
word relativisers.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Basic 'w h-' questions and a ttem p ts  a t inversion th ro u g h o u t, quite 
accurate, a ttem pts at indirect questions often syntactically inaccurate, use 
of question-w ord relativisers.

0.61-0.7 B1 25 Basic 'w h-' and inverted questions generally accurate throughout, indirect 
questions used but with som e syntactic inaccuracy, a ttem p ts  at question 
form ation in reported  speech but som e inaccuracies, w ider range of 
question-w ord rela tiv isers.

0.71-0.8 B1 21 Basic 'w h-' and inverted questions generally accurate throughout, indirect 
questions used but with som e syntactic inaccuracy, w ider range of 
question-word relativisers.

0.91-1.0 B1 28 Basic 'w h-' and inverted questions generally accurate throughout, indirect 
questions used but with som e syntactic inaccuracy, a ttem p ts  at question 
form ation in reported  speech although generally articulated as direct 
speech dialogue, w ider range of question-w ord relativisers.

Table 23 indicates that when pupil production was associated solely with A1 production, or a 

very limited degree o f  A2-linked L2 use (ratio: 0.01-0.1 A2), question structures w ere usually
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sim ple ‘w h-’ word questions, for exam ple ‘what is that?’. At this level o f  L2 proficiency 

questioning was otherw ise expressed by mere phonologically inflection o f  affirm ative 

statem ents. Am ong pupils for whom a higher proportion o f  turns linked to A2, question 

form ation began to em erge using the copular verb ‘to be’ or auxiliaries, particularly ‘d o ’ and 

‘can ’. For pupils whose m aximum proficiency band ratio w as in the region 0.11-0.3 A2, 

these structures were relatively sim ple and possibly quite formulaic, for exam ple ‘do you like 

X?. As pupils produced more A2-linked turns, however, a w ider range o f  inverted questions 

was recorded, for exam ple, ‘can I have?’, ‘did you read?’. N evertheless, pupils whose 

highest proficiency level appeared to be A2 were frequently inaccurate in their attem pts to 

produce inverted questions particularly those involving the use o f  a ‘w h-’ word (required 

auxiliaries were often omitted). As pupils produced more A 2-linked analysed turns, attem pts 

at indirect questions, generally o f  the form ‘I know /don 't know how ( to ) ....’ em erged. Again 

however, many o f  these were inaccurate with frequent syntactic errors recorded. The 

em ergence o f  question words (e.g. ‘w ho’ and ‘w hen’) as relativisers, was also noted; 

particularly as the proportion o f  A2-linked turns rose am ong pupils’ analysed production.

As pupils’ L2 use became m ore associated with proficiency level B I, their production 

o f  inverted and indirect questions becam e generally accurate, and their use o f  question words 

as relativisers becam e quite frequent. M inor issues, however, rem ained in relation to the 

formation o f  m ore com plex questions, for exam ple the conversion o f  direct speech questions 

into reported speech forms.

(x) Clause linkage

As with the overview s o f  negative and question formation, outlined in sub-sections (viii) and 

(ix) above, a sum m ary o f  pupils’ developing linkage o f  clauses (beyond the use o f  basic 

conjunctives, typically ‘and’) could be derived from the individual profiles and com pared, for 

each pupil, to the m axim um  extent o f  L2 use at the highest proficiency level to which their
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analysed turns were linked. The results o f this comparison are shown in Table 24 below, 

again accepting that the summaries o f clause linkage presented indicate pupils’ L2 use across 

the study, not just in lessons associated with their maximum proficiency ratio band.

Table 24: Overview o f  clause linkage

Maximum proportion of 
tu rns a t highest recorded 

proficiency level

Pupil
No.(s)

Features of clause linkage

A1 only 20 X

0.01-0.1 A2 17 X

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Isolated use of 'because'.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7 ,13 Occasional use of 'because '. Isolated use of 'if , relativisers for 
clause linkage and a ttem p t a t 'th a t ' clause, tow ards end of study.

0.31-0.4 A2 6. 14 Occasional use of 'b e c a u se ', 'i f  and relativisers for clause linkage, 
generally tow ards end of study.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8 ,1 6 Use of 'because ' and occasional use of relatvisers throughout, use 
of 'i f  emerging tow ards end of study.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9 ,12 Use of 'because ' and som e use of relativisers throughout, 'i f  
em erging tow ards end  of study, isolated a ttem p t a t 'th a t' clause.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Use of 'because ' and relativisers, 'i f  emerging tow ards end of 
study.

0.61-0.7 B1 25 Use of 'because ', 'i f  and frequent use of range of relativisers 
th ro u g h o u t.

0.71-0.8 B1 27 Use of 'because ', 'i f  and frequent use of range of relativisers 
throughout.

0.91-1.0 B1 28 Use of 'because ', 'i f  and frequent use of range of relativisers 
throughout, accurate use of 'th a t' clause tow ards end of study.

From Table 24, it appears that pupils whose analysed production was associated

solely with Benchmark level A I, or included a very small proportion o f  A2-linked turns 

(ratio 0.01-0.1 A2), did not attempt clause linkage beyond the use o f  simple conjunctives. As 

more turns associated with A2 were recorded, the occasional use o f the subjunctive ‘because’ 

and the isolated use o f ‘i f  was recorded. The use o f relativisers and infrequent attempts at 

‘that’ clauses also featured among pupils’ A2-linked turns, particularly as their L2 use 

became more associated with this level o f proficiency. Pupils for whom turns associated with 

B1 were recorded seemed to be quite capable o f using the subjunctives ‘because’ and ‘i f ,  and 

a range or relativisers within more complex utterances; the production o f accurate ‘that’ 

clauses was also recorded towards the end o f  the study.

[306]



4.3.2 Overall relation between grammatical indicators and Benchmark descriptors

The cum ulative analysis o f  specific features o f  L2 m orpho-syntactic developm ent, outlined in

Section 4.3.1 above, is sum m arised in Figure 6 (see over). It indicates clear gram m atical 

progression in the analysed spontaneous oral production o f  participants in this study as their 

L2 use became m ore associated with higher Benchm ark proficiency levels. The developm ent 

o f  the features highlighted, informed further by pupil-specific aspects o f  their use (e.g. 

indications o f  system atic errors at particular points in an individual pupil’s English L2 

acquisition, as presented in his/her profile), seems to correspond with the progression 

suggested in the B enchm arks’ ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic C om petence -  

Gram matical accuracy’ (see Table 25 below).

Table 25: Global scale for grammatical accuracy (IILT 2003: 8)

A 1 BREAKTHROUGH A 2 WAYSTAGE B1 THRESHOLD

G ram m atica l
accu racy

Can use a very limited num ber of 
gram m atical s tructures and simple 
sen tence  pa tte rns th a t h e /sh e  has 
learnt by repeated  use {e.g.. My 
nam e i s ...)

Can use simple grammatical 
s truc tu res th a t have been learnt and 
practised in class. Makes frequent 
basic m istakes with tenses, 
prepositions and personal pronouns, 
though w hen h e /sh e  is speaking or 
writing about a familiar topic the  
m eaning is generally clear.

Can com m unicate with reasonable 
accuracy on familiar topics (those 
being studied or occurring 
frequently  during th e  school day). 
M eaning Is clear despite errors. 
Unfamiliar situations o r topics 
p resen t a challenge, however, 
particularly w hen th e  connection 
to  familiar pa tte rns is not obvious.
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Figure 6: Summary of quantitative and qualitative results regarding the relation between grammatical indicators of L2 acquisition and the 
Benchmark proficiency levels

Increasing use of quantitative ly analysed indicators: nouns, verbs, personal pronouns, articles, prepositions, auxiliaries, 
Increasing accuracy of indicator use, subject to  fluctuation as production rate increases. Structural connplexity 
developing from  noun-based production the in early stages of L2 developm ent. Developm ent in range and accuracy of 
syntactical indicators analysed by qualitative methods only; negative and question form ation, clause linkage.

GRAMMATICAL
INDICATOR

Al-LINKED L2 USE 
(Max ratio 1.0 A l)

A2-LINKED L2 USE EMERGING 
(Max ratio 0.01-0.3 A2)

A2-LINKED L2 USE INCREASING 
(Max ratio 0.31-0.7 A2)

Bl-LINKED L2 USE INCREASING 
(Max ratio 0.61-1.0 Bl)

Noun use Limited range of nouns, infrequent 
pluralisation. Typical errors: lexis, non- 
pluralisatlon.

Increasing noun production. Some 
pluralisation, isolated attempts at 
possessive marking. Typical errors: lexis, 
pluralisation, non-marking of possession.

Increasing and more accurate noun use. 
Greater accuracy in pluralisation, 
occasional marking of possession. 
Typical errors: lexis, over-generalisation 
of irregular plurals, non-marking of 
possession.

Wide range of generally accurate noun 
use. Generally successful pluralisation 
and marking of possession. Typical 
errors (infrequent): lexis, over
generalisation of irregular plurals, non
marking of possession.

Verb use Limited, often inaccurate verb use - 
non-inflected stem verbs and copula 
(present tense: 'to be') only. Typical 
errors: no inflection in required 
contexts.

Limited, but increasing, verb use. 
Generally non-inflected stem verbs and 
copula in present tense. Attempts at 
progressive ('-ing') form, and irregular 
past tense, isolated production of past 
participle. Typical errors: non-inflection 
(3'̂ '‘p '-s'), tense and aspect choice.

Increasing verb use, accuracy increasing 
subject to fluctuation. Production 
generally of non-inflected verbs and 
copula, but progressive and past forms 
emerging (usually irregular, some 
regular). Occasional appropriate use of 
present and past participles.
Typical errors: non-inflection {S'^P '-s'), 
tense and aspect choice.

Wide range of more accurate verb use. 
Generally appropriate production of 
present and past tense forms (irregular 
and regular). Generally accurate 
marking of aspect and use of 
participles. Typical errors (infrequent): 
occasional over-generalisation of 
regular ('-ed') ending to irregular past 
forms, slight confusion of past/perfect 
forms.

Pronoun use Limited pronoun use. Personal 
pronouns infrequently but generally 
accurately used, infrequent omission 
(although obligatory contexts limited). 
Typical errors: pluralisation, use of 
personal pronouns for possession.

Limited range of pronouns, but some 
diversification across study. Accuracy of 
personal pronoun use subject to 
fluctuation, w/ith relatively frequent 
omission. Typical errors: case, also 
number and gender.

Increasingly diverse pronoun use. 
Personal pronoun use becoming more 
accurate, w/ith infrequent omission. 
Typical errors: case, number, gender.

Wide range of pronouns used. 
Personal pronoun use generally 
accurate w/ith very infrequent 
omission. Typical errors (infrequent): 
gender confusion.



Article use Very lim ited article use, often 
inaccurate, w ith  frequent omission, 
Typical errors: non-required article use, 
inappropriate article choice.

Limited article use, w ith fluctuating 
accuracy and frequent omission. Typical 
errors: non-required article use, 
inappropriate article choice, use of 'a' 
before vowel.

Increasing article use, accuracy 
fluctuating. Considerable omission, 
although becoming less frequent. Typical 
errors: non-required article use, 
inappropriate article choice, use of 'a' 
before vowel.

Substantial, generally accurate article 
use w ith  low rate of omission. Typical 
errors (infrequent): non-required 
article use, inappropriate article choice, 
use of 'a' before vowel.

Preposition use Very lim ited preposition use (e.g. 
w ith in lexical phrase).

Very lim ited preposition use, generally 
accurate but w ith some omission. Typical 
errors: inappropriate preposition choice 
(e.g. 'in ' fo r 'on').

Increasing and more diverse preposition 
use. Accuracy increasing, subject to  
fluctuation, omission generally 
infrequent. Typical errors: inappropriate 
preposition choice (e.g. 'in ' fo r 'on', 'to ', 
'in to '; 'fo r '/ 'to ' confusion).

Frequent use of diverse range of 
prepositions. Generally accurate use, 
w ith  infrequent omission. Typical 
errors (infrequent): inappropriate 
preposition choice (e.g. 'in ' fo r 'on', 
'to ', 'in to '; 'fo r '/ 'to ' confusion).

Auxiliary use Very lim ited and inaccurate auxiliary 
use. Typical errors: non-required use of 
auxiliary 'be'

Very lim ited, often inaccurate auxiliary 
use - typically: 'be', 'do', 'can' in present 
tense contexts - w ith frequent omission. 
Typical errors: non-required use of 
auxiliary 'be', syntactic placement of 
auxiliaries.

Increasing use of auxiliaries - typically: 
'be', 'do', (present and past tense 
contexts) 'can' and 'have t o ' ; 
occasionally 'w ill', 'going to ' and 'have'; 
w ith isolated attempts at 'could', 'would'. 
Accuracy fluctuating, w ith omission also 
considerable. Typical errors: non- 
required use of 'be', inappropriate 
auxiliary choice (e.g. 'be' fo r 'do'; 'do' for 
'have'; 'can' for 'could').

Frequent use of diverse range of 
auxiliaries: in present and past tense 
contexts; fo r future reference; 
expressing ability, obligation, 
probability and conditionality (e.g. 
'must', 'm ight', 'would', 'could'). 
Generally accurate use, omission 
becoming infrequent.
Typical errors (infrequent): tense, 
syntax, choice of conditional modal.

Verb-to-noun
ratio

Predominantly nominal-based 
production.

Predominantly nominal-based 
production, but increasing use of verbal 
forms.

Verb-to-noun ratio generally increasing, 
subject to  possible influence of lesson- 
related factors.

Verb-to-noun ratio reasonably stable, 
may require more sensitive measure of 
structural complexity.

Negative
formation

Negative marker 'no' used in all 
contexts -  often Inaccurate.

Negative marker 'no' often inaccurately 
used. 'Not' emerging as negative marker, 
also used in contraction w ith auxiliaries.

Negative marker 'not' increasingly used 
as appropriate (full and contracted form), 
less frequent inaccurate use of 'no'. 
Emergence of 'never' as negative marker.

Generally accurate use of 'no t' across 
wide range of contexts. Negative 
markers 'no' and 'never' also 
accurately used. Infrequent errors e.g. 
double negation.

Question
formation

Basic 'w h-' questions (e.g. 'where is 
X?'), infrequently used.

Basic 'wh-' questions, attempts at 
inversion generally inaccurate. Isolated 
attempts at indirect questions 
syntactically inaccurate; isolated use of 
question-word as relativiser.

Basic 'wh-' questions, but more frequent 
attempts at inversion, although often 
inaccurate (syntax issues, omission of 
auxiliaries). Occasional attempts at 
indirect questions (often inaccurate) and 
use of question-words as relativisers.

Basic 'wh-' questions, but frequent and 
often successful attempts at inversion. 
Indirect and reported-speech questions 
also produced and question-words 
used as relativisers. Some syntactic 
errors persist.

Clause linkage Clause linkage lim ited to the very 
infrequent use of simple connectives 
('and').

Clause linkage generally through use of 
simple connectives. Occasional use of 
subjunctive 'because'; isolated attempts 
at 'if ' and the complementizer 'that'.

Increasing use of 'because', occasional 
use of subjunctive 'if '; emergence of 
relativisers.

Frequent and generally accurate use of 
subjunctives ('because', 'if') and a 
range of relatisers; complementiser 
'tha t' also used.



The evidence o f  ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition provided by the ten indicators discussed in 

Section 4.3.1 (i) to (x) and in the individual pupil profiles (see Appendix I, Sections 1.2- 

19.3), also suggests progression in the language functions that pupils could perform as their 

L2 proficiency increased. The development o f  functions requiring greater structural 

complexity (e.g. question formation or clause linkage) appeared to be associated with L2 use 

linked to higher Benchmark proficiency levels (A2 and B l)  in the participants’ analysed 

spoken turns. This functional progression, supported by developing L2 grammatical 

competence, also seemed to reflect that anticipated by the ‘Global Benchmarks o f  

Communicative Proficiency’ included in Part I o f  the Benchmarks (lILT 2003: 7). Since this 

study focussed predominantly on the development o f  ESL pupils’ L2 oral skills, this analysis 

relates most closely to the global scales provided for spoken interaction and spoken 

production (see Table 26 below).

Table 26: Global scales fo r  spoken interaction and spoken production (IlLT 2003: 7)

A1 BREAKTHROUGH A2 WAYSTAGE BITHRESHOLD
Spoken
Interaction

Can greet, say please and thank 
you, and ask for d irections to 
ano ther place in th e  school.
Can respond non-verbally to  basic 
directions to  a place in th e  school 
w hen th e  o th e r person 
supplem ents speech with signs or 
gestures.
Can give simple answ ers to  basic 
questions w hen given tim e to  reply 
and the  o th e r person is prepared 
to  help.
Can make basic requests in the 
classroom  orplayground (e.g., for 
the  loan of a pencil) andrespond 
appropriately to  th e  basic requests 
of others.

Can ask for a tten tion  in class.
Can greet, take leave, request and 
thank appropriately.
Can respond with confidence to  
familiar questions clearly expressed 
abou t family, friends, schoolwork, 
hobbies, holidays, etc., bu t is not 
always able to  keep th e  conversation 
going.
Can generally sustain a conversational 
exchange with a peer in th e  classroom 
w hen carrying out a collaborative 
learning activity (making or drawing 
som ething, preparing a role-play, 
presenting a puppet show, etc.).
Can express personal feelings in a 
simple way.

Can speak with fluency about 
familiar topics such 
as school, family, daily routine, likes 
and dislikes.
Can engage with o th e r pupils in 
discussing a topic of common 
in terest (songs, football, pop stars, 
etc.) or in preparing a collaborative 
classroom  activity.
Can keep a conversation going, 
though h e /sh e  may have some 
difficulty making him /herself 
understood from  tim e to  time.
Can rep ea t w hat has been  said and 
convey th e  inform ation to  ano ther 
person.

Spoken
Production

Can use simple phrases and 
sentences to  describe w here 
h e /sh e  lives and people he /she  
knows, especially family mem bers.

Can use a series of phrases and 
sentences to  describe in simple term s 
h is /her family, daily routines and 
activities, and plans for th e  im m ediate 
o r m ore d istan t fu ture  (e.g., out-of
school activities, holiday plans).

Can retell a story th a t has been read 
in class.
Can retell the  plot of a film he/she 
has seen  or a book he /sh e  has read 
and describe h is /her reactions.
Can describe a special event 
/celebration  in th e  family (religious 
festival, birthday, new  baby, etc.). 
Can give an account of an 
experience or even t (travel, an 
accident, an  incident th a t occurred, 
etc.).
Can briefly give explanations and 
reasons for opinions and plans.
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H owever, since the use o f  listening as w ell as speaking sk ills is inherent in the descriptors for 

spoken interaction, which accounted for most o f  the skill-based links in the analysed data 

(due also to the highly interactive nature o f  any com m unication with, often very young, 

children) the results obtained from the analysed oral data m ay legitim ately be presumed to be 

relatable to the developm ent o f  L2 listening abilities. A ccordingly, the pupil-specific and 

analysis o f  L2 acquisition indicators outlined in the pupil profiles and the cum ulative analysis 

presented in Section 4 .3 .1 , offers indirect evidence in support o f  the progression o f  skills 

suggested in the global scale for listening (see Table 27  below ).

Table 27: Global scale fo r  listening, (IILT 2003: 6)

A 1 BREAKTHROUGH A2 WAYSTAGE B1 THRESHOLD

L istening Can recognize and understand 
basic w ords and phrases 
concerning him /herself, family and 
school.
Can understand simple questions 
and instructions w hen teachers and 
o ther pupils speak very slowly 
and clearly.

Can recognize and understand 
frequently used words relating to  
him /herseif and family, classroom 
activities and routines, school 
instructions and procedures, friends 
and play.
Can understand a routine instruction 
given outside school (e.g., by a traffic 
warden).
Can understand w hat is said in a 
familiar context such as buying 
som ething in a shop (e.g., price).
Can follow a t a general level topics 
covered in th e  m ainstream  class 
provided key concepts and vocabulary 
have been  studied in advance and th e re  
is appropria te  visual support.
Can follow and understand a story if it is 
read slowly and clearly with visual 
support such as facial expression, 
gesture and pictures.

Can understand th e  main points of 
topics th a t are p resented  clearly in 
th e  m ainstream  classroom.
Can understand th e  main points of 
stories th a t are read aloud in the  
m ainstream  classroom  
Can understand a large part of a 
short film on a familiar topic 
provided th a t it is age-appropriate. 
Can understand detailed 
instructions given in all school 
contexts (classroom, gym, 
playground, etc.).
Can follow classroom  talk betw een 
tw o  or m ore native speakers, only 
occasionally needing to  request 
clarification.

Further lexis-based evidence relating to the developm ent o f  L2 grammatical com petence and

oral skills w ill be presented in Section 4 .4  below , w hile literacy-linked skills w ill be 

discussed in Section 4.5 to follow .
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4.4 Relation between evidence of L2 acquisition and the Benchmarks -  

lexical indicators

Attempting to summarise L2 lexical development across a diverse sample o f  ESL pupils o f 

different ages, o f different backgrounds and previous cultural and educational experiences, 

attending different schools and belonging to different lesson groups, is a task fraught with 

difficulty and the risk o f  possible distortion. However, as a cursory look at the descriptions o f 

the semantic fields recorded for each participant in the individual pupil profiles confirms (see 

Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.4), similarities in terms o f the topics covered within pupils' 

analysed spoken turns clearly emerged. Admittedly this may have been influenced to some 

extent by the fact that for many o f  the lesson groups, the themes included in the 13 ‘Units o f 

Work’ in Part II o f  the Benchmarks were used by some o f the teachers involved as a guide to 

their lesson planning. This was certainly the case in Schools 1 and 2, in which the teachers 

consciously used the Benchmarks to plan their English language support classes. However, 

even in these schools, teachers applied the Benchmarks in a very flexible manner (as the 

Benchmarks themselves anticipate, IILT 2003:4), taking into consideration the individual 

needs o f the children involved in each lesson group and the learning criteria associated with 

activities in which they were engaged within the mainstream classroom. Furthermore, in 

School 3, English language support was not designed with any direct reference to the 

Benchmarks (although accompanying resources such as My First English Book, IILT 2005, 

were used). The fact then that the semantic themes covered by the participants within 

different schools and lesson groups were quite consistent, similar and easily identifiable with 

the themes outlined in the ‘Units o f Work’, without any uniform ‘enforcement’ o f the 

Benchmarks as strict, mono-interpretational criteria for English language support, suggests 

that these thematic units do indeed embrace topics o f  everyday social and learning relevance 

to young ESL learners in the early years o f L2-immersion education in Ireland. Also,
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although the them es sum m arized in the ‘Units o f  W ork’ were designed to take account o f  the 

views o f  Irish primary school teachers and the specific learning requirem ents o f  the 

mainstream  Primary School Curriculum  (NCCA 1999), they are expressed in quite general 

term s. This allows them  to be used with children at different stages o f  m ainstream  education 

in the Irish context, but it also renders them  applicable to young learners in L2-medium 

education in other countries.

The qualitative descriptions o f  L2 lexical developm ent obtained from analysis o f  the 

W ordlist files for each selected lesson, incorporating all analysed spoken turns produced by 

participants in this study, confirm  that the ‘Units o f  W ork’ are a good guide to the sem antic 

engagem ent and likely L2 lexical range o f  young ESL learners. That is not to say, however, 

that the ‘Units o f  W ork’ explicitly cover all the topics and associated L2 lexis analysed for 

the 18 participating pupils. As explained in Section 3.2.3, Analysis Phase I involved the 

functional coding o f  pupils’ recorded turns. This m eant deciding which Benchm ark descriptor 

may link most appropriately to each individual turn, requiring me to make coding decisions 

in term s o f  sem antic them e as well as language skill and proficiency. I noted any turns which, 

for them atic reasons, could not be associated with a particular Benchm ark descriptor and 

included suggestions for possible the expansion o f  the Benchmark topics my coding o f  these 

turns. I also coded further recom m endations in relation to turns which could be approxim ated 

to a Benchmark descriptor but which suggested that more explicit reference to a particular 

topic m ay be required (either w ithin an existing ‘Unit o f  W ork’, or as a new them e). These 

additional them atic associations were then recorded for each lesson group before the more 

focussed investigation o f  Benchm ark-linked turns began in Analysis Phase II. C onsidering 

all turns analysed for the participating pupils in Analysis Phase I, across the three schools 

involved in my research, the main additional links possibly deserving m ore explicit reference 

in the Benchm arks included: body, health and actions; toys, gam es and leisure activities;
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home and household features; num bers and m athem atical term s; m usic, songs and rhym es; 

characters, fantasy and stories; physical features o f  the natural w orld and universe. W hile it 

would be unreasonable and potentially restrictive to expect the Benchm arks to describe the 

entire range o f  them es which ESL pupils m ay wish to engage with, and m any o f  the topics 

highlighted above are already implied in the current ‘Units o f  W ork’ (e.g. ‘body, health and 

actions’ as part o f  Unit 1: ‘M y se lf) , som e extension o f  the Benchm arks to mention these 

additional areas m ay further help teachers to plan the delivery o f  English language support. 

Regarding m ore specific approxim ations to individual Benchm ark descriptors, more detailed 

suggestions for possible revision based on the actual L2 production o f  pupils involved in this 

study are outlined at a descriptor-based level in A ppendix 9.

Accepting, then, that Part II o f  the Benchm arks describes L2 use across most o f  the 

sem antic areas com m only encountered by ESL pupils at prim ary school in Ireland, greater 

attention as to  how they can express L2 lexical developm ent within these them es is now 

required. Again, given the infinite diversity o f  lexis which m ay be associated with any 

particular topic, determ ining actual L2 lexical developm ent is very challenging and, in a 

longitudinal study like this one, probably im possible to quantify. However, som e indicators 

obtained from the findings presented in the pupil profiles can at least give an impression o f 

participants’ use o f  L2 lexis over the study period, which may be com parable to the learning 

outcom es associated with L2 lexical com petence outlined in the Benchmarks.

The exam ples o f  lexical production associated with particular sem antic fields included 

in the 18 pupil profiles (see A ppendix 1, Secfions 1.2-19.4) provide a prelim inary indication 

o f  the extent to which, lexically, pupils were able to com m unicate m eaning in relation to the 

topics referred to  in their analysed spoken turns. Even a glance at the L2 lexis produced by 

pupils in the very early stages o f  English L2 developm ent (e.g. Pupils 13, 17 and 20) and that 

produced by pupils nearing the end o f  their second year o f  English language support (e.g.
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Pupils 25, 27 and 28), suggests a m arked increase in L2 lexical com petence as L2 acquisition 

progresses. However, a more inform ative com parison o f  pupils’ lexical developm ent may be 

obtained by bringing together the data available for each pupil in relation to the num ber o f 

individual W ordlist entries recorded for him /her in each o f  the selected lessons. As 

m entioned in Section 3.3.6, the data derived using the W ordlist program in Analysis Phase II 

has been used as an indicator o f  pupils’ lexical range. In this regard 1 had to consider a range 

o f  m ethodological issues discussed in C hapter 3 relating to, for example, the broad 

transcription o f  the oral data, the potential for am biguity in language use by children, and the 

capacity o f  the W ordlist program to process the data I had coded. I decided it would be 

excessively tim e-consum ing and probably unfeasible to derive an overall lexeme count for 

each lesson. However, I found that the results I obtained for the total num ber o f  W ordlist 

entries, offered a sufficient guide to the num ber o f  w ord-form s featuring in each pupil’s 

analysed turns for each lesson selected. This inform ation could then serve for further 

cum ulative analysis o f  L2 lexical developm ent am ong the 18 ESL pupils involved in my 

study.

Using a sim ilar system to that devised to com pare partic ipants’ production o f  the 

gram m atical indicators o f  English L2 acquisition discussed in Section 4.3.1, i.e. bringing 

together information associated with lessons in which pupils exhibited a sim ilar degree o f  L2 

proficiency (using the ‘proficiency ratio bands’ to indicate the proportion o f  analysed turns at 

pupils’ m aximum recorded proficiency within a given lesson), I was able to com pare pupils’ 

W ordlist entry results. For each o f  the proficiency bands defined in Section 4.2.2, a mean 

was obtained for W ordlist entries per analysed turn (based on the W ordlist results for specific 

pupils within lessons in which pupils dem onstrated a sim ilar proportion o f  turns at their 

highest proficiency level). M eans across the proficiency bands, from lessons com prising
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analysed spoken turns associated with A1 only to those in which 0.91-1.0 o f  analysed turns 

could be associated with B l, were then plotted to produce the graph shown in Figure 7 below. 

Figure 7: Mean Wordlist entries per analysed turn across L2 proficiency ratios

MEAN WORDLIST ErfTRIES (PER TURN) ACROSS PROPORTIONS OF TURNS 
AT PUPILS' HIGHEST RECORDED PROflCENCY

PROPORTION OF TURNS AT PU PfLS' HIGHEST RECORDED 
PROFICIENCY LEVEL

Figure 7 indicates a clear rise in the mean num ber o f  W ordlist entries per analysed turn 

produced by pupils at the progressive stages o f  English L2 proficiency suggested by an 

increasing proportion o f  analysed L2 use associated with higher proficiency levels. Fewer 

than 1.3 W ordlist entries per turn were recorded when the ratio o f  pupils’ analysed spoken 

turns was 0.3 A2-linked or less. However, as pupils dem onstrated evidence o f  Bl 

proficiency, this indicator o f  L2 lexical production increased to a mean which was 

consistently and often considerably more than 2 W ordlist entries per analysed turn (reaching 

a maxim um  o f  4.42 when a ratio o f  between 0.9 and 1.0 o f  analysed spoken turns were 

classifiable as B l) . This rising trend is all the more striking given the huge potential for 

distortion in any attem pt to analyse naturally occurring L2 lexis. Despite the w ide range o f  L2 

lexical requirem ents associated with specific classroom  topics and tasks, as well as issues 

regarding the relative shortage o f  data associated with higher proficiency levels (particularly 

level B l, as discussed in Section 4.2.2), L2 lexical developm ent is clearly evident as English 

L2 proficiency increases. C onsidering the data obtained regarding pupils’ W ordlist entries to



be an appropriate and robust m easure o f  their lexical range, it thus seem s that the progression 

o f  ‘vocabulary control’ described in the ‘Global Scales o f  Underlying Linguistic 

C om petence’ in Part I o f  the Benchm arks corresponds well with the em pirical evidence 

obtained from this study (see Table 28 below)

Table 28: Global scale for vocabulary control flILT 2003: 8)

A1 BREAKTHROUGH A2 WAYSTAGE B1 THRESHOLD
V ocabu lary
c o n tro l

Can recognize, understand and use 
a limited range of basic vocabulary 
which has been  used repeatedly in 
class o r has been specifically 
taught.

Can recognize, understand and use a 
range of vocabulary associated with 
concrete everyday needs or learning 
experiences (e.g., topics o r routines 
th a t have been introduced and 
practised in class).

Can recognize, understand and use 
a range of vocabulary related to 
familiar classroom them es, school 
routines and activities. Errors still 
occur w hen th e  pupil a ttem p ts to 
express m ore complex Ideas or 
handle unfamiliar topics.

More detailed evidence in relation to a specific aspect o f  lexical developm ent, the 

em ergence o f  verb lexemes, exam ined in the individual pupil profiles (see Appendix 1, 

Sections 1.2-19.4), has also been com pared for all participants in a sim ilar manner. Mean 

values for distinct verb lexeme per analysed turn within each selected lesson were calculated 

in order to com pensate for differences in lesson length and other classroom  factors which 

could affect individual L2 production (e.g. size o f  lesson group). Mean verb lexem e per turn 

associated with lessons in which pupils’ analysed spoken turns could then be linked to 

identifiable proportions o f  L2 use at their highest proficiency level in those lessons, and 

illustrated graphically as an indication o f  how L2 lexical diversification varied with evidence 

o f  grow ing L2 proficiency, as shown in Figure 8 (see over). Verb lexem es were chosen as an 

indicator o f  L2 lexical diversity because, while relatively num erous as content lexis in pupils’ 

analysed spoken turns, they appeared to be slightly less influenced by classroom  factors (e.g. 

topic and activity choice within a particular lesson) than the other main linguistic category o f  

content lexis -  nouns. For this reason, verb lexem es may have been a slightly more 

appropriate as an indicator o f  L2 acquisition as, throughout the study, verb use by participants 

appeared to be generally that o f  acquired L2 lexis. Pupils’ noun use often included early 

attem pts at em erging L2 lexis -  possibly words encountered for the first tim e in the course o f
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the selected lesson (e.g. through naming activities supported by scaffolding and visual cues). 

Figure 8; Mean verb lexemes per analysed turn across 12 proficiency ratios

MEAN VERB LEXEME (PER TURN) ACROSS PROPORTIONS OF TURNS AT 
PUPa^S- HIGHEST RECORDED PROFICIENCY

PROPORTJON OF TURNS AT PUPILS' HIGHEST RECORDED 
PROFICIENCY LEVEL

Figure 8 shows a general rise in verb lexeme diversity as the proportion o f analysed turns at 

pupils’ highest recorded level o f proficiency in any selected lesson increased. Mean verb 

lexemes per analysed turn reached a peak o f 0.83 when proficiency ratio for analysed oral 

production was in the region 0.91 to 0.1 B l.  While some fluctuations were recorded -  for 

example, the slight drops associated with a proficiency ratio band in which a ratio o f 0.61-0.7 

o f  turns were linked to A2 descriptors, and a band in which 0.21-0.3 o f turns were at level B l 

-  these seemed to reflect shortage o f data and lesson-related factors, not to demonstrate any 

definite pattern o f L2 acquisition (both these bands were represented by one pupil and one 

lesson only).

I then made a closer investigation o f the overall number o f distinct verb lexemes 

produced by individual pupils over the study period as a whole. This offered the best 

available evidence o f pupils’ stage o f actual verb acquisition to be compared with indicators 

o f  their maximum English L2 proficiency (based on their highest ratio o f turns at the highest 

proficiency level they attained over the course o f  their study). Table 29 (see over) shows the



total number o f distinct verb lexemes used by pupils across the course o f  the research period.

Table 29: Overall number o f  verb lexemes used by pupils across study

Maximunn proportion of 
turns at highest recorded 

proficiency level

Pupils
involved

Total no. 
verb lexemes

Total no. 
turns

Overall verb 
lexemes/turn

A l only 20 8 111 0.072
0.01-0.1 A2 17 22 316 0.070
0.11-0.2 A2 4 33 385 0.086
0.21-0.3 A2 3 27 217 0.124

7 45 563 0.080
13 19 155 0.123

0.31-0.4 A2 6 44 466 0.094
14 52 556 0.094

0.41-0.5 A2 2 42 653 0.064
8 55 628 0.088
16 56 425 0.132

0.51-0.6 A2 1 77 1188 0.069
9 60 434 0.138
12 38 227 0.167

0.61-0.7 A2 15 53 276 0.192
0.61-0.7 Bl 25 55 220 0.250
0.71-0.8 Bl 27 77 376 0.205
0.91-1.0 Bl 28 90 259 0.347

While it is clear that lesson length and availability o data per pupil influenced verb

lexeme records to some extent, it nonetheless seems that pupils’ verb lexicon expanded as

their overall proficiency in English L2 increased, judging both from the raw scores for 

recorded verb lexemes and from the ratio o f verb lexemes to total number o f analysed turns. 

Full details o f the actual verb lexis used by pupils can be found in Appendix 8, in which there 

is a stark contrast between the very limited 8 verb repertoire o f a pupil whose proficiency 

could be linked only to Level A1 Benchmark descriptors over the course o f the study (Pupil 

20: ‘finish’, ‘be’, ‘look’, ‘get’, ‘have’, ‘jum p’, ‘like’, ‘wait’), and the repertoire o f a pupil 

whose analysed production was predominantly associated with Level B1 descriptors (Pupil 

28, whose verb use included: ‘collect’, ‘explore’, ‘measure’, ‘refuse’). Again, it would 

appear that the expansion in lexical range across proficiency levels A l, A2 and B l, outlined
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in the B enchm arks’ global scale for vocabulary control (see Table 28) is supported by the 

em pirical results obtained from this study.

The W ordlist data files for each pupil, for each selected lesson also highlighted som e 

further exam ples o f  ‘function’ or gram m atically encoded lexis within participants’ analysed 

L2 use. These have been sum m arised in Table 30 below, in accordance with the m axim um  

proficiency ratio band attained by specific pupils over the study period:

Table 30: Overview o f additional lexico-grammatical features revealed in Wordlist data

Maximum 
proportion of turns 
a t highest recorded 

proficiency level

Pupil(s)
involved

Lexico-grammatical indicators

A1 only 20 Isolated use of adverbs, basic location markers (e.g. 'here'); occasional 
possessive determiners towards end of study (e.g. 'my', 'your').

0.01-0.1 A2 17 Use of basic adverbs as location markers (e.g. 'here', 'there'); occasional use 
of possession markers (e.g. 'my', 'mine'); use of conjunction 'and'

0.11-0.2 A2 4 Use of basic adverbs as location markers, later to  mark frequency (e.g. 
'again') or as modifiers (e.g. 'very'); isolated, inaccurate use of comparative 
adjectives; use of conjunctions 'and', occasionally 'but', isolated instances of 
subjunctive 'because'.

0.21-0.3 A2 3, 7 ,1 3 Use of growling range of adverbs to  mark location, time or for modification 
(e.g. 'som ew here', 'now', 'really'); use of personally relevant possessive 
determiners (e.g. 'my', 'your'); use of conjunctions 'and', occasionally 'but' 
and 'or', later in study; isolated instances of subjunctive 'because'.

0.31-0.4 A2 6 ,1 4 Use of increasing range of adverbs (e.g. 'n e a rl/ ,  'altogether'); use of wider 
range of possession markers (e.g. 'his') towards end of study; use of 
conjunction 'and', with 'but' and subjunctive 'because' emerging towards 
end of study.

0.41-0.5 A2 2, 8 , 16 Use of range of adverbs (e.g. 'always', already' 'almost'); use of wider range 
of possession markers (e.g. 'theiK); use of conjunctions 'and', later: 'but' and 
'or', with subjunctive 'because' towards end of study.

0.51-0.6 A2 1, 9 ,1 2 Use of range of adverbs (e.g. 'only', 'just'); range of possessive markers (as 
above); comparative adjectives (e.g. 'bigger') used appropriately; use of 
conjunctions 'and', 'but'; subjunctive 'because' emerging later in study.

0.61-0.7 A2 15 Use of ranges of adverbs (e.g. 'sometimes'); use of possessive determiners 
(as above); use of conjunctions 'and', 'bu t' and later subjunctive 'because'.

0.61-0.7 B1 25 Frequent use of wide range of adverbs throughout; use of wide range of 
possession markers (e.g. 'our'); use of comparative and superlative adjectives 
(e.g. 'older', 'biggest'); use of conjunctions 'and', 'but' and subjunctive 
'because' throughout.

0.71-0.8 B1 TJ Frequent use of wide range of adverbs throughout; use of wide range of 
possession markers (e.g. 'our', 'their'); use of comparative and superlative 
adjectives (e.g. 'brighter', 'oldest'); use of conjunctions 'and', 'but', 'or' and 
subjunctive 'because' throughout.

0.91-1.0 B1 2 8 Frequent use of wide range of adverbs throughout, including more specific 
modifiers (e.g. 'especially', 'greedily'); use of full range of possession 
markers; use of comparative and superlative adjectives (e.g. 'better', 'worst'); 
use of conjunctions 'and', 'bu t', 'or” and subjunctive 'because' throughout
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W hile Table 30 gives som e indication as to the additional function lexis produced by 

participants in my research project, it is im portant to rem em ber that a limited study can only 

investigate a sam ple o f  pupils’ actual L2 use as an indicator o f  their L2 lexical developm ent. 

Thus the non-appearance o f  certain features in the selected lessons is not necessarily evidence 

o f  non-acquisition (for example, see notes regarding recorded use o f  conjunctives by Pupil 28 

in A ppendix 1, Section 1.18.4). On the other hand, the appearance o f  such features can 

probably be considered viable evidence o f  acquisition, particularly when they can be 

associated with the analysed L2 use o f  more than one pupil o f  com parable Benchm ark-linked 

L2 proficiency. This apparent L2 lexico-gram m atical developm ent with increasing evidence 

o f  proficiency (as derived from the m aximum extent o f  pupils’ L2 use at their highest 

recorded proficiency level in the selected lessons), again suggests that the Benchm ark 

descriptors reflect L2 lexical and gram m atical developm ent in their outline o f  ‘w hat’ 

com m unicative tasks ESL pupils can progressively accom plish through their L2, and ‘how 

w e ir  linguistically they can perform them.

An overview  o f  evidence o f  pupils’ lexical developm ent is provided in Figure 9 (see 

over). A gain, this illustrates how the patterns associated with participants’ acquisition o f  L2 

lexis appears to correspond with the Benchm ark descriptors for vocabulary control presented 

in Table 28.
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Figure 9: Summary of quantitative and qualitative results regarding the relation between lexical indicators of L2 acquisition and the  
Benchmark proficiency levels

Increasing lexical range (based on quantitative analysis of W ordlist entries), broadening and deepening of 
semantic range (them es, specificity of vocabulary), diversification of verb lexemes produced, w idening range of 
lexico-grammaticai features, w ith  lexical developm ent apparent within these em erging categories.

U J
N )
K>

LEXICAL
INDICATOR

Al-LINKED L2 USE 
(Max ratio 1.0 A l)

A2-LINKED L2 USE EMERGING 
(Max ratio 0.01-0.3 A2)

A2-LINKED L2 USE INCREASING 
(Max ratio 0.31-0.7 A2)

Bl-LINKED L2 USE INCREASING 
(Max ratio 0.61-1.0 Bl)

Verb lexemes Verb use across very lim ited lexical 
range (e.g. 'be', 'have', 'look' 'like').

Verb use lim ited in lexical range, 
although evidence of diversification (e.g. 
'go', 'want', 'eat', 'run' 'write ').

Verb use increasing in lexical range, verbs 
becoming more specific (e.g. 'allow' 
'crunch', 'kick', 'grow', 'paint').

Wide range of verb lexemes used to 
express specific concepts (e.g. 
'become', 'collect', 'tickle', 'celebrate', 
'measure').

Additional
lexico-
grammatlcal
indicators

Isolated use of basic adverbs (e.g. 
'here'); occasional use of possessive 
determiners of immediate relevance 
('my', 'your').

Limited range of adverbs to  mark 
location, tim e and frequency or as 
modifiers (e.g. 'again', 'very'); lim ited use 
of possessive determiners; widening 
range of connectives ('and'; occasionally 
'but', and 'or').

Increasing use of adverbs (e.g. 
'sometimes', 'almost'), widening range of 
possessive determiners (e.g. 'his', 'the ir'); 
connective and subordinating 
conjunctives used; occasional use of 
comparative adjectives (e.g. 'bigger').

Frequent use of diverse range of 
adverbs; wide range of possessive 
determiners used; connective and 
subordinating conjunctions produced; 
comparative and superlative adjectives 
(e.g. 'better, 'worst') used.



4.5 Relation between evidence of L2 acquisition and the Benchmarks -  

L2 literacy development

The data obtained in relation to participants’ L2 literacy skills, presented in the 18 profiles 

(see Appendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.5), provides valuable inform ation for com parison with the 

descriptors for reading and writing included in both the ‘G lobal Benchm arks o f 

Com m unicative Proficiency’ in Part I o f  the Benchm arks and the ‘Units o f  W ork’ in Part II. 

A distinction should, however, be drawn between the developm ent o f  oral and literacy skills 

(see Section 2.5.5 for discussion). W hile norm ally developing children acquire oral skills in 

their am bient language(s) from infancy and without explicit instruction, the developm ent o f  

literacy skills (even in a child’s native language) occurs later and alw ays as a product o f  

intentional learning, when LI oral ability is already well established. Literacy developm ent 

then proceeds gradually over the course o f  schooling, although the outcom es o f  such 

instruction vary w idely am ong individual learners. The situation for ESL pupils entering L2- 

medium primary education is further com plicated by the fact that school-based literacy 

developm ent occurs through a language which is not their L I. Therefore, while the issues 

relating to age and cognitive stage associated with the developm ent o f  native-language 

literacy still apply, ESL pupils face a further, specifically language-related challenge in 

developing literacy skills in the language o f  education.

In this section 1 will sum m arise features o f  L2 literacy developm ent which became 

apparent am ong the ESL pupils participating in my research project, considering the issues 

relating both to language and to age/cognitive stage, which may have im pacted on this 

process. As the individual descriptions o f  literacy developm ent provided in the pupil profiles 

were expressed qualitatively, the following sum m ary will adopt a sim ilar approach. It should 

be stressed, however, that while this is appropriate to m y research aim s, it can only offer a 

very b rie f and general synopsis o f  L2 literacy developm ent am ong this group o f  pupils.
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Much more detailed investigation, even o f  the present data, could be carried out to explore in 

greater depth specific features o f  pupils’ engagem ent with L2 literacy, while for a more 

thorough understanding o f  the challenges facing ESL pupils in relation to literacy 

developm ent in L2-m edium  education, a m uch w ider and m ore representative sam ple o f 

children would have to be studied.

As m ost o f  the literacy-related data was obtained for pupils in Schools 1 and 3 (the 

recorded lessons for School 2 tended, as m entioned in Section 3.1.5, to focus on oral 

activities), the observations below are prim arily derived from participants enrolled in these 

schools. However, any literacy-linked evidence available for School 2 seemed to correspond 

with these findings. Considering then the evidence o f  L2 literacy developm ent available 

within the selected lessons, it is im portant firstly to note that literacy requirem ents varied 

substantially for children o f  different ages/school classes. Generally, the literacy activities 

recorded for participating pupils from Infant C lasses (aged approxim ately 4-6 years) were 

very sim ilar to those which they would engage in, alongside native English-speaking peers, 

within the mainstream  classroom . For pupils who belonged to T ‘ and 2"‘̂ Class (generally 

aged 7-8 years in my sam ple group), recorded literacy activities appeared m ore linguistically 

dem anding -  approaching, although not always equivalent to, the challenge posed by 

m ainstream  classroom  reading or writing tasks. The oldest pupil included in Analysis Phase 

II o f  my study was in the m ainstream  3 ‘̂* C lass (aged 10 years at the end the research period), 

and the literacy activities she participated in were both age-appropriate and considerably 

m ore dem anding than those with which the younger children engaged.

Describing features o f  participants’ L2 literacy developm ent on age/school class basis 

seem s an appropriate way, therefore, o f  sum m arising the specific challenges faced by pupils 

at different educational stages. Starting with pupils in the Junior Infants class (Pupils 3, 4, 

12, 13, 15, 16 and 20), it appeared that, while these very young pupils were generally
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engaged in oral-focussed activities within their English language support lessons, they also 

had the capacity to participate in sim ple em ergent-literacy tasks in a m anner not dissim ilar to 

their m ainstream English-speaking peers. A ctivities they engaged in included: identification 

o f  basic grapho-phonic relations, recognition o f  letter nam es, association o f  rhym ing sounds, 

recognition o f  fam iliar them atically linked w ords (e.g. on flashcards), reading o f  short, 

familiar sentences (e.g. ‘Today is ...’), or sentences from a sim ple class reader, and copying 

fam iliar words or short sentences with pictorial support. These activities were typically 

associated with Level AI Benchm ark descriptors for reading and writing, for exam ple, the 

Unit 3 ( ‘Food and C lothes’) AI descriptor for reading (IILT 2003: 12):

Can recognise and understand the nam es of basic foods.

W hile pupils required considerable support from the teacher when perform ing these 

activities, even those whose analysed spoken turns were associated predom inantly with Level 

A! descriptors showed evidence o f  participation to an extent in keeping with the literacy 

abilities o f  native-English speaking children o f  a sim ilar age.

Only two children in the Senior Infants class were included in Analysis Phase II 

(Pupils 6 and 9) and their participation was som ewhat limited (see A ppendix 1 Sections 1.10 

and 1.19). Both o f  these pupils were in their second year o f  English language support, so 

their introduction to L2 literacy had begun the previous year in the Junior Infants class. 

W hile recorded literacy-related activities for these two pupils w ere not extensive, the reading 

tasks they engaged in suggested that, like the Junior Infant participants discussed above, they 

were able to take part in a range o f  basic literacy-focussed tasks. However, it did seem that 

both Pupils 6 and 9 experienced literacy-related difficulties as these tasks becam e slightly 

more challenging. This was despite the fact that, judging by the Benchm ark descriptors 

associated with their analysed spoken turns, these pupils were m ore proficient than m ost o f  

the Junior Infant pupils in term s o f  oral L2 skills (Pupil 6, m aximum proficiency ratio: 0.31- 

0.4 A2; Pupil 9, maxim um  proficiency ratio: 0.51-0.6 A2). The recognition o f  unfamiliar
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content lexis -  for example, words used to  prim arily to  exem plify rhym ing sounds in 

phonics-based books ( ‘w ig’ or ‘m ug’) -  often seemed difficult for these pupils. Also, the 

reading o f  function lexis, which may not have been fully acquired orally (see A ppendix 1 

Sections 1.10.3 and 1.19.3 for gram m atical indicators o f  these pupils’ L2 acquisition), proved 

particularly challenging. Such difficulties w ere particular evident in their frequent m isreading 

o f  basic ‘sight vocabulary’ (either on flashcards or in sim ple illustrated readers). These 

pupils were m em bers o f  lesson groups which also included participating pupils o f  N igerian 

background, but they clearly found literacy tasks m ore difficult than the o ther group 

m em bers, who had probably spoken English, at least to som e extent, from infancy. This may 

suggest that the early indications o f  ESL literacy progressing apace with literacy developm ent 

am ong native-English speakers do not necessarily mean that an initially sim ilar rate o f  

progress is necessarily sustained. Even in the second year o f  schooling, it appeared that as 

literacy-related tasks moved slightly beyond A1 proficiency, ESL pupils may require a 

substantial am ount o f  support and their efforts may not alw ays be successful. This was 

evident in Pupil 9 ’s reading from age-appropriate readers (see A ppendix 1, Section 1.19.5 for 

discussion). For exam ple, his struggling attem pt to read a short book about a racing car -  he 

needed considerable support from the teacher -  constituted less than successful engagem ent 

in a task linked to the Benchm ark Unit 7 (‘Travel and Transport’) A2 descriptor for reading 

(IIL T 2003: 16):

Can read and understand th e key points in a short text about travelling or transport.

It would be premature to conclude, on the basis o f  limited evidence for only two pupils, that

these difficulties can be associated with all ESL pupils o f  a sim ilar age (even in native

language literacy developm ent individual children experience different degrees o f  challenge,

and see also com m ents in relation to Pupil 25 and 27 below). However, the likelihood exists

that ESL pupils may require continuing L2 literacy support (for the adequate developm ent o f

CALP) even when their L2 oral proficiency (BICS) is sufficient to m eet their social and
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classroom needs (see Section 2.5.2 for discussion o f  the concepts BiCS and CALP, as 

defined by Cum m ins 1979, 2000).

The need for increased support, particularly in relation to L2 literacy, em erges even

more clearly from the experience o f  participating pupils in 1̂* C lass and higher (aged 7 to 10

years by the end o f  the study). I will look at the issues facing these rem aining participants in

two stages. Firstly I will exam ine the literacy-related challenges evident in the data for pupils

in their first year o f  English language support (Pupils 1, 2, 7 and 8), then 1 will exam ine the

evidence available for pupils in their second year o f  support (Pupils 25, 27 and 28). Pupils 1,

2 and 8 were all in the m ainstream  l*‘ Class during the study period, w hile Pupil 7 was in

mainstream 2"‘̂ Class. All four children were relatively new to English language learning at

the beginning o f  their participation in the study and their ratio o f  analysed turns at their

highest proficiency level varied from AI only to 0.51-0.6 A2 over the study period.

Generally, although their L2 oral skills were relatively limited, particularly tow ards the

beginning o f  the study, these pupils could engage in a w ider range o f  literacy-related

activities than the pupils in Infant classes discussed above. A lthough m any o f  the reading

and writing activities they engaged in were still associated with A1 descriptors (e.g. reading

words on flashcards, copying or w riting w ords and short phrases), they were able to attem pt

activities linked to A2 descriptors quite early in their English language support allocation.

For example, reading stories about anim als featuring in class readers, which were generally at

or close to m ainstream  1®‘ Class level, could be associated with the Benchm ark descriptor

included in Unit 12 ( ‘A nim als and P lants’) for A2-level reading (IILT 2003: 21):

Can read and understand very short and sim p le tex ts  ab ou t anim als, provided th ey  contain  a high 

proportion o f  fam iliar w ords and u se  appropriate visual support.

Pupils 2, 7, and 8 all seemed to have som e previous experience o f  (hom e language)

literacy. W hile this som etim es led to m inor cases o f  confusion (see notes regarding grapho- 

phonic relationships for Pupil 8 in A ppendix I, Section 1.13.5), it seemed overall that these
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three pupils progressed more quicicly in their L2 literacy developm ent than either younger 

pupils with a com parable level o f  L2 oral skills or Pupil 1 who did not seem to have any hom e 

language literacy skills. Regarding Pupils 2, 7 and 8, it is likely that their developm ent o f  L2 

literacy skills may have had a positive im pact on their acquisition o f  L2 oral skills (see also 

evidence regarding early L2 acquisition am ong older participants in this study, to follow  in 

Section 4.6.1).

However, the case o f  Pupil 1 (see A ppendix I, Section 1.14.5) highlighted the 

potential for disadvantage am ong even slightly older pupils. He was aged 7 years by the end 

o f  the study but appeared to be w ithout literacy experience prior to  his enrolm ent in School 1, 

either in his hom e language or in English ( c f  the em ergent English-literacy skills o f  

participants in the Infant classes). A lthough he received additional literacy-related support, 

and accepting that some o f  his difficulties may have possibly been m ore reading- than 

language-specific. Pupil I ’s experience reveals how m issing out on form ative education and 

trying to m eet the ‘moving target’ o f  ever-increasing L2-literacy dem ands in an immersion 

situation can leave ESL pupils at serious risk o f  under-achievem ent (see C um m ins 2000: 36). 

Even for the three pupils who m ade significant L2 literacy progress over the study period, the 

literacy requirem ents o f  the m ainstream classroom  posed a form idable challenge. It would 

have been difficult, even in m ainstream I®* Class, for these pupils to engage in L2 literacy 

activities w ithout the considerable level o f  support they received in the sm aller English 

language support groups, while the literacy requirem ents associated with m ainstream  2"‘* 

Class would have been higher still. The evidence o f  early L2 literacy developm ent am ong 

these 7 to 8 year olds therefore suggests the need for sustained English language support until 

ESL pupils are able to engage unassisted in m ainstream  literacy activities, rather than setting 

an enforced tim e limit on such support. This support could, however, be provided in the 

context o f  the mainstream  classroom , with the English language support and m ainstream
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teachers working together to ensure that ESL pupils can engage in literacy-related activities 

alongside their native-English-speaking peers^^.

Finally, the L2 literacy developm ent o f  the rem aining three older pupils in their 

second year o f  English language support (Pupils 25, 27 and 28) indicates progression in 

literacy-related proficiency com parable to their oral skills developm ent. During the study all 

three pupils (Pupil 25 and 27 in 1̂ * Class, and Pupil 28 in 3'̂ ‘̂  C lass) were able to engage in 

age-appropriate L2 literacy activities which generally linked to B1 Benchm ark descriptors for 

reading and writing. It is worth noting, however, that both Pupil 25 and Pupil 27 probably 

benefited from formative literacy activities in the Infant classes (they enrolled at School 3 in 

the Senior Infants class), that Pupil 28 had hom e language literacy skills, and that other 

factors m entioned in their individual profiles (e.g. family support, individual learning style 

and abilities, and mainstream  class size, see A ppendix I, Sections 1.16.5, 1.17.5 and 1.18.5 

for details) may have com bined to assist them  further in the developm ent o f  L2 literacy skills. 

The L2 literacy experience o f  these pupils within the selected lessons indicates that, for 

slightly older pupils, B1 proficiency in both reading and writing is a m inim um  requirem ent 

for ESL pupils to reach their full academ ic potential in the mainstream  classroom . However, 

as pointed out above, flexible approaches to the delivery o f  sustained support within the 

m ainstream  environm ent should be considered.

Regarding the Benchm arks, the descriptive scales for reading and w riting appeared 

from the evidence o f  their linkage to actual literacy-related activities in the selected lessons to 

adequately express L2 literacy-related outcom es. They also seemed able to take account o f 

age-related variation in the literacy requirem ents faced by ESL pupils in the mainstream  

classroom , for example, for pupils in the Infant classes, the descriptors for A1 and A2 reading 

and writing provided an appropriate description o f  activities w hich these children would have

See Section 1.1.1 regarding the flexibility the English language support provision in Irish primary schools, 
while regular w ithdrawal classes are a feature o f this programme, team -teaching in the mainstream classroom is 
an alternative and equally acceptable option.
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to engage in alongside tiieir native-English speaicing peers. For children from Class 

onwards, the increasing L2 literacy demands o f  mainstream education were evident in the Bl 

descriptors for reading and writing. As outlined above, the experience o f  ESL pupils 

participating in my research indicated that these could be linked to age-appropriate learning 

outcomes for these older pupils, and represented suitable and necessary literacy-related 

targets to be achieved within their allocation o f  English language support. The L2 literacy 

development o f  pupils in this study seemed thus to correspond to the progression for reading 

and writing skills summarised in the ‘Global Benchmarks o f  Communicative Proficiency’ 

(presented in Table 31 below).

Table 31: Global scales for reading and writing (IILT 2003: 6-7)

A1 BREAKTHROUGH A 2 WAYSTAGE BlTHRESHOLD

R ead in g Can recognize the  letters of the  
alphabet.
Can recognize and understand 
basic signs and simple notices in 
the  school and on th e  w ay to 
school.
Can recognize and understand 
basic w ords on labels o r posters in 
th e  classroom.
Can identify basic w ords and 
phrases in a new 
piece of text.

Can read and understand very short 
and simple tex ts th a t contain a high 
proportion of previously learnt 
vocabulary on familiar subjects (e.g., 
class texts, familiar stories).
Can use th e  alphabet to  find
particular item s in
lists (e.g., a nam e in a telephone
book).

Can read and understand the  main 
points in tex ts  encountered  In the 
m ainstream  class, provided the  
them atic area  and key vocabulary are 
already familiar.
Can read and understand descriptions 
of events, feelings and wishes.
Can use com prehension questions to 
find specific answ ers in a piece of text. 
Can use key words, diagrams and 
illustrations to  support reading 
com prehension.
Can follow clearly w ritten instructions 
(for carrying out a classroom  task, 
assem bling o r using an object, 
following directions, etc.).

W riting Can copy o r w rite h is/her name. 
Can copy o r w rite w ords and short 
phrases th a t a re being learnt in 
class.
Can copy or w rite labels on a 
picture.
Can copy sho rt sentences from the  
board.
Can spell h is/her nam e and 
address, and the  
nam e of th e  school.

Can en te r newly-learnt term s in a 
personal o r topic-based dictionary, 
possibly including sam ple sentences. 
Can w rite short texts on specific or 
familiar topics (e.g., w hat 1 like to  do 
w hen I'm a t home).
Can w rite a short m essage (e.g., a 
postcard) to  a friend.

Can w rite a diary or news account with
accuracy and coherence
Can w rite a short le tte r describing an
event or a situation
Can write a brief summary of a book
or film Can write an  account of h is/her
feelings o r reactions to  an event or
situation Can write a short dialogue to
be perform ed by puppets

4.6 Possible influences on L2 development -  internal factors

The purpose o f  this chapter is to derive overall findings in relation to the acquisition o f  L2 

English among a diverse sample o f  ESL pupils, based on evidence obtained from their
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recorded L2 use, as a means o f comparing likely features o f L2 development to the language 

learning outcomes described by the Benchmarks. However, in attempting any such 

comparison, it should be remembered that, while patterns o f L2 acquisition may be 

generalised from the results o f this research, each participants’ English language development 

was also likely to have been influenced by various individual, internal factors. The impact o f 

age on the development o f L2 literacy has been mentioned in Section 4.5 above, and is 

discussed in depth for each o f the 18 participants in the pupil profiles (Appendix 1, Sections 

1.2-19.6). However, it is worth looking more closely at the possible affect o f  age on oral L2 

development in order to ascertain to what extent it may have influenced pupils’ L2 

acquisition over the course o f  this study, based on the analysis o f evidence obtained from 

their recorded oral L2 use. The main question in this regard may be expressed thus: Did age 

differences seem to affect pupils ’ overall rate o f  English L2 development, based upon the 

linking o f  their analysed spoken turns to Benchmark proficiency descriptors, and i f  so, how?

An illustration o f overall English L2 proficiency development, based on Benchmark- 

linked oral data, across pupils’ recorded duration o f English language support can be found in 

Figure 3 (in Section 4.2). To look in more detail at how age-related factors may have 

impacted on participants’ L2 development, it is however, necessary to examine this data 

separately for children o f different ages. Using the distinction between ‘early’ and ‘middle’ 

childhood, suggested by Philps, Mackey and Oliver (2008: 5, see Section 2.1.2 for 

discussion), and considering also the age-linked implications regarding school class in Irish 

primary education, I divided the sample into two groups: children under 7 years during the 

study period (pupils in Junior and Senior Infant classes) and children aged between 7 and 10 

years (pupils in l'̂ *, 2"*̂  and 3'̂ '̂  Class). The younger group (under 7 years) comprised 11 

participating pupils, while the remaining 7 belonged to the older group (7 to 10 years). 1 then 

examined how the proficiency-1 inks made for all the analysed spoken turns produced by
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pupils within each group varied in term s o f  their m em bers’ stage o f  English language 

support. The results o f  these tw o investigations are presented in Figures 10 and 11 on Page 

333.

Figures 10 and 11 show for both the younger and older groups evidence o f  increasing 

English L2 proficiency, indicated by a generally rising proportion o f  higher-proficiency 

linked turns over time, in correspondence with the overall findings for the sam ple group as a 

whole presented in Figure 3. However, it would appear that L2 proficiency recorded am ong 

the older group developed at a slightly faster rate than am ong their younger counterparts, 

over a sim ilar period o f  English language support. O lder pupils in their first year o f  English 

language support seemed capable o f  producing a more perceptible proportion o f  A2-linked 

turns during the early m onths o f  English language support. In general, over the first year, the 

ratio o f  turns associated with level A2 proficiency was higher am ong older than younger 

pupils. W hile evidence o f  an increasing proportion o f  A 2-linked turns appeared am ong the 

younger group in the second year o f  English language support, in the older group, this was 

augm ented by the em ergence o f  utterances associated with proficiency level B l within year 

2. In addifion, the older pupils, although few er in num ber, produced m ore analysable spoken 

turns across the study period (3,889 turns), representing 52%  o f  the oral data included in 

A nalysis Phase II, than the younger participants (3,566 turns), accounting for 48%  o f  the 

analysed oral data.

[332]



Figure 10: Proficiency levels associated w ith analysed tu rns across th e  recorded duration of English language support for pupils under 7 years old*
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It is im portant to note, however, that Figures 10 and 11 are ju s t a rough indication as 

to how age m ay im pact on English L2 developm ent am ong a limited sam ple o f  pupils. As the 

graphs show, the quantity o f  data available for pupils, particularly in their second year o f  ESL 

support, may be insufficient to draw firm conclusions. However, the findings obtained in 

relation to age within this study do seem to accord with w ider research findings that (in this 

case even slightly) older children may exhibit a faster rate o f  L2 developm ent than younger 

children in a sim ilar learning environm ent (see Singleton and Ryan 2004; M unoz 2006 and 

Section 2.3.2 for further discussion). However, as pointed out in relation to literacy 

developm ent, in Section 4.5 above, in the context o f  L2-dom inant im mersion education, the 

dem ands upon older children to acquire the language o f  schooling to a much higher level o f  

proficiency, particularly in relation to L2 literacy skills, m ay eclipse any apparent age-related 

advantage. Indeed, as the experience o f  pupils involved in this study suggests, in term s o f  L2 

literacy developm ent, the language requirem ents o f  mainstream  classroom  activities may 

prove more challenging, even for slightly older pupils (from I®' C lass onwards) than for 

younger children (pupils in Infant classes).

O ther possible internal influences are also outlined in the pupil profiles; these include 

observations in relation to pupils’ hom e language background, learning style, and 

personality-linked factors. Since these characteristics were very m uch ‘individual’ to each 

participating pupil, they are probably better discussed as far as is possible in the specific pupil 

profiles (see A ppendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.6). Also, as pointed out in the profiles, 

investigation o f  these potential influences was restricted by my own limited know ledge o f  

pupils’ hom e languages and my role as a non-participant observer, attending only pupils’ 

English language support classes on a (m axim um ) w eekly basis. Nevertheless, som e very 

general conclusions can be draw n from features relating to these variables which em erged in 

the course o f  the study.
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In relation to hom e language influence, it seem s that w hile there was much sim ilarity 

between the patterns o f  L2 developm ental displayed by the sam ple as a whole, across 

progressive stages o f  English L2 proficiency, particular aspects o f  L2 acquisition did appear 

to be affected by features o f  pupils’ LI (see profiles for Pupils 6, 12 and 15; A ppendix 1, 

Sections 4.6.6, 4.9.6 and 4 .11.6 for m ore detailed discussion)^*^. This was m ost prom inent in 

relation to L2 phonological developm ent, which was often profoundly influenced by 

characteristics o f  LI phonology. L2 gram m atical developm ent also seemed prone to cross- 

linguistic influence, particularly in relation to syntactic patterns, verb tense and aspect, as 

well as the use o f  articles (often not a feature o f  pupils’ hom e languages) and prepositions. 

Occasional instances suggesting lexical transfer em erged within the analysed data, but to a 

much lesser extent than either phonological or gram m atical influence. Also, while LI literacy 

skills may have supported older pupils’ L2 literacy developm ent to som e extent (as noted in 

Section 4.5 above), they may also have contributed to language transfer as LI orthographic 

conventions and grapho-phonic relationships were som etim es extended to apply to L2 

reading and writing. L I-literate pupils (for exam ple Pupils 2 and 8) did, however, appear 

capable o f  m aking m etalinguistic links between their tw o languages, and this may have 

helped them  to overcom e potential confusion.

Although it is im possible to gauge the extent o f  home language influence on the 

participants’ English L2 developm ent with com plete accuracy, the sum m ary above suggests 

that it is reasonable to conclude that while pupils appeared to follow sim ilar overall patterns 

o f  L2 acquisition, cross-linguistic influence contributed to specific features o f  their L2 

developm ent. This was further evident in the fact that children from sim ilar LI backgrounds 

exhibited sim ilar transfer-linked traits in their analysed L2 use (in line with research

1 was able to discuss possible home language influence in greater depth for Pupil 6 (a native speaker o f 
Croatian) and Pupils 12 and 15 (both native speakers o f  Serbian); the indications o f  L I-related  influence 
identified in their L2 use were often, as pointed out in the pupil profiles, shared by other participants w ho were 
native speakers o f  Slavic languages.
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discussed in Section 2.3.3). It also seemed that this likely LI influence was m ost prom inent 

in the early stages o f  English L2 developm ent, gradually dim inishing as pupils becam e m ore 

L2 proficient (see profiles for Pupils 25, 27 and 28, A ppendix 1, Sections 1.16.6, 1.17.6 and 

1.18.6). This finding accords with other studies o f  young L2 learners such as A nderson 

(2004). It should also be stressed that, as pointed out in Section 2.3.2, the param eters o f  my 

study allowed me only to com m ent on possible LI influence on ESL pupil’s L2 acquisition 

based on data recorded in their English language support lessons. Therefore, my findings in 

this regard do not reflect participants’ overall plurilingual developm ent w hich w ould require 

much more focussed study o f  children’s language use in a w ider range o f  contexts both at 

school and at home. The data I have obtained merely offer inform ation as to features o f  ESL 

pupils’ L2 acquisition which may vary depending on these children’s differing LI 

backgrounds.

Observations regarding pupils’ learning style and personality were usually very b rief 

and individual-specific. However, some typical characteristics which may have influenced 

pupils’ L2 developm ent are worth m entioning here. In term s o f  learning style, pupils did 

seem to tend either towards a more analytical or holistic style, som e much m ore obviously 

than others. A tendency tow ards quite careful, possibly cautious, often relatively accurate 

speech, served as evidence o f  an analytic approach to learning, whereas com m unication 

oriented, fluent but often inaccurate production suggested a more holistic style. For example, 

the contrast between Pupil 1 (a more holistic learner) and Pupil 2 (a more analytic learner) 

showed how, within the sam e lesson group, children o f  sim ilar ages and stages o f  both 

cognitive and L2 developm ent may exhibit very different learning styles. However, the 

extent to which participants observed learning style m ay have contributed to their overall L2 

acquisition over the study period is im possible to deduce, given the limited opportunities for 

observation afforded by m y research design. N evertheless, com paring my observations to  the
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evidence o f  L2 developm ent derived from my study, it did seem that pupils whose learning 

style appeared m ore analytic may have had slightly more success in relation to L2 literacy 

than those whose style seemed m ore holistic. This is only a very tentative suggestion, 

however, as other factors (e.g. previous literacy experience, general cognitive issues) may 

have com plicated any such link. In any case, language learning style may also be subject to 

change with increasing English L2 proficiency (the three m ost proficient participants. Pupils 

25, 27 and 28, seemed to have a quite analytic approach to their L2 learning) rather than a 

truly independent influence (see Section 2.3.4 for discussion).

Links between learning style and personality m ay also have further contributed to a 

network o f  internal factors affecting participants’ L2 developm ent. Confidence in 

com m unication is one such aspect o f  possible influence. In term s o f  com m unicative 

confidence, participating pupils ranged along a continuum  from the extrem ely talkative to the 

very quiet. W hile it seemed im possible and inappropriate to associate this feature o f 

personality autom atically with any particular patterns o f  L2 developm ent, the m ore talkative 

children certainly seemed quite adept at holding their own in classroom  interaction and 

probably secured m ore opportunities for L2 use than quieter pupils. On the other hand, 

relatively quiet children were often the m ost likely to exhibit analytical tendencies in their 

learning, which suggests that their L2 production m ay have been m ore accurate and possibly 

reflective than that o f  more extravert, ostensibly com m unicative pupils (see research 

sum m arised in Section 2.3.5). Again, these apparent features o f  pupils’ participation offer no 

m ore than a sketchy insight into possible personality-related influence on L2 developm ent, 

but the experience o f  young ESL learners involved in this study suggests that such factors 

deserve further investigation. Cases o f  deceptive proficiency am ong confident 

com m unicators whose effective L2 oral skills may m ask literacy-related problem s, or quiet 

children whose L2 developm ent may be affected by lack o f  confidence could thus be
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addressed perhaps by altering classroom  variables such as activity focus or interaction 

dynam ic.

From a pedagogical perspective, these brief observations in relation to both learning 

style and personality factors and the possible links between them, suggest that consideration 

o f  individual characteristics is essential if  we are to identify and best m eet the needs o f  young 

ESL learners. A wareness o f  age and educational stage, and sensitivity to the features o f 

pupils’ hom e language which may im pact on their L2 developm ent are also essential in 

responding to the particular challenges they face in their English L2 developm ent. The 

existence o f  this range o f  possible internal influences underscores the necessity for ESL 

guidelines which express learning objectives in a m anner capable o f  individual application. 

The em phasis that the Benchm arks should be used to ‘identify individual pathways o f  

learning’, focussing on skill-specific descriptors m ost relevant to the specific learning needs 

o f  any given ESL pupil, therefore suggests an approach to language pedagogy which accepts 

and reflects the diversity o f  young learners.

4.7 Possible influences on L2 development -  interaction-related factors

As discussed in Section 2.4, the possible impact o f  external influences relating to the context 

o f  learning must also be considered when investigating L2 acquisition. Regarding English L2 

developm ent in Irish prim ary schools, these influences range from factors associated with the 

L2 learning environm ent created in pupils’ English language support lesson groups, to 

features o f  the m ainstream  classroom , to w ider social issues affecting the overall integration 

o f  these children into the host country society, which m ay be determ ined by a network o f  

home, school and com m unity influences. In Section 3.2.4, however, I pointed out that, given 

my role as a non-participant observer with access only to participating pupils’ English 

language support lessons, my exam ination o f  possible external factors influencing these
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children’s L2 acquisition would necessarily be limited to the potential effect o f  classroom 

interaction patterns within their ESL lesson groups alone.

W hile this cannot account for any o f  the society-linked variables m entioned above, 

investigating classroom  talk m ay be pedagogically significant, as m anaging the interaction 

dynam ic o f  the language learning environm ent is one o f  the few controllable factors which 

are likely to influence L2 acquisition. Any evidence relating to features o f  interaction which 

may be associated with developing L2 proficiency could, therefore, be useful to teachers 

seeking to  design classroom environm ents which are optim ally conducive to English L2 

developm ent. In addition, although this study is based on research into English language 

support lessons, any findings in relation to interaction patterns are equally relevant to 

classroom  talk involving ESL pupils in the m ainstream  prim ary classroom . Regarding the 

Benchm arks, I will also consider the extent to which the guidelines they provide for English 

language support are able account for possible interaction-linked influences on ESL pupils’ 

L2 acquisition, and exam ine whether, and if  so how, these can serve to prom ote patterns o f 

classroom  talk which may best support learners’ L2 developm ent.

In the individual pupil profiles (see A ppendix 1, Sections 1.2-19.7), and in the 

observations on the possible im pact o f  personality-related factors on participating pupils’ L2 

developm ent over the course o f  my study (sum m arised in Section 4.6 above), indications 

em erged that interactional influences contributed to certain features o f  pupils’ analysed L2 

use. If L2 learning is intrinsically linked to L2 use as the CEFR argues (Council o f  Europe: 

9), the likelihood that classroom interaction patterns m ay influence English L2 developm ent 

required investigation. Given the limitations on my research (scope o f  study and time 

constraints), it was not feasible to conduct an exhaustive analysis o f  all interactional patterns 

em erging within the recorded data and their likely impact on pupils’ L2 acquisition. 

However, as explained in Sections 3.2.5 and 3.2.6, by coding each transcribed turn in term s
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o t criteria derived from Conversation Analysis, I was able to describe pupils’ classroom  talk 

in som e depth and to derive from this quite a clear impression o f  the interactional dynam ic 

within each lesson group. 1 was also able to focus on som e specific patterns o f  interaction, 

for a more detailed look at the likely influence o f  classroom  talk on participating pup ils’ L2 

acquisition over the course o f  the study (the m ethodological choices this involved were 

discussed in Section 3.3.6).

To this end, 1 concentrated on the distribution o f  three particular types o f  turns -  

coded as ‘answ ers’, ‘tellings’ and ‘elaborations’ -  which were readily identifiable in the data 

and constituted a considerable proportion o f  the m eaningful, spontaneous L2 use exam ined in 

Analysis Phase II o f  this study. As pointed out in C hapter 3.3.6, these three turn types 

provided indications o f  pupils’ responsive talk (answers), their initiation o f  new topics 

(telling), and their ability to contribute to classroom  discussion on a self-or other-initiated 

topic (elaborations). The distribution o f  each o f  these tum -types within pupils’ analysed 

spoken turns was then presented graphically and discussed for each participant in the pupil 

profiles (see A ppendix I, Sections 1.2-19.7). The patterns o f  interaction em erging from the 

analysis o f  these three tum -types raised questions regarding the extent to which pupils’ 

English L2 proficiency enabled them to engage in classroom  talk, and the extent to which 

interactional patterns recorded for a given lesson influenced pupils’ L2 use within that lesson. 

As m entioned in the profiles, it did seem that pupils’ L2 use was often linked to an increased 

proportion o f  higher level Benchmark descriptors, in lessons for which more ‘telling ’ and 

‘elaboration’ tum -types, were recorded than ‘answ er’ turns.

W hile it seemed that the relationship between L2 proficiency and interactional 

engagem ent was likely to be m ore com plex than ‘cause and effect’, the analysis o f  the 

recorded tum -types in the context o f  the associated lessons in which they occurred did 

suggest that classroom  factors, particularly choice o f  activities, could affect the nature o f  the
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interaction required o f  participating pupils. Lessons in which L2 learning tasks seemed to 

involve more opportunities for active classroom  talk (as indicated by ‘telling’ and 

‘elaboration’ in pupils’ analysed turns) rather than predom inantly responsive behaviour 

(indicated by ‘answ ers’), were frequently those in which participants’ L2 use could be 

classified in higher proficiency ratio bands. Although this did not preclude the possibility 

that more active L2 use becam e m ore possible as pupils’ overall English L2 developm ent 

increased, it did suggest that learning activities which prom oted the initiation and sustaining 

o f  discussion may encourage pupils to use their L2 to their m axim um  ability, rather than 

sim ply providing m inim al responses. This suggests that designing tasks requiring L2 use 

associated with the upperm ost extent o f  learners’ proficiency level may be pedagogical ly 

beneficial. Thus, the findings presented in the pupil profiles, though only a rough guide to 

possible interactional influence on L2 acquisition based on a limited set o f  indicators, appear 

to correspond with the theory that L2 developm ent is likely to occur when learners are able to 

use their L2 to their maximum extent in a supportive learning environm ent. Such findings 

accord with the concept that socially-m ediated learning can occur within the learner’s ‘zone 

o f  proximal developm ent’ (V ygotsky 1978: 86, see Section 2.4.3) when appropriate 

interactional conditions exist. They also point to the value o f ‘pushed output’ -  encouraging 

learners to actively use language to their highest proficiency level -  in L2 instruction (as 

em phasised by Swain 2000).

Obviously, however, the results presented in the pupil profiles were individual and as 

such prone to the internal influences discussed cum ulatively in Section 4.6 above -  factors 

which were also likely to impact on any relationship between interaction and L2 acquisition. 

In particular, personality-related issues may have affected pupils’ confidence in using their 

L2 within different types o f  task dynam ics; for example, a quieter child m ay have been more 

com fortable and more L2-productive in a pair-w ork task rather than in whole-group activity
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with the sam e linguistic requirem ents. In order to get a clearer im pression o f  any possible 

relationship between interactional behaviour and English L2 proficiency in this study, it was 

therefore necessary to bring the results from the individual pupil profiles together in order to 

determ ine any general interaction-linked patterns.

Figure 12 (see over) presents the overall distribution o f  the turn-types I focussed on as 

interaction indicators in this study. In order to ensure that it provides an illustration easily 

com parable to that included for individual participants in the profiles, this distribution is 

based on the mean (rather than the raw score) for each o f  the turn types recorded in lessons 

associated with sim ilar proficiency ratio bands. W hile this assum es a certain degree o f  

sim ilarity in lesson length from group to group, the purpose o f  Figure 12 is to dem onstrate 

the distribution o f  each turn-type as a proportion o f  the three turn-types analysed at 

progressive indications o f  English L2 developm ent. In this regard, the mean scores 

represented provide a sufficiently detailed indicator o f  the respective ratios o f  the turn-types, 

although shortages in the available data m ay render the m eans calculated for more proficient 

pupils som ew hat susceptible to lesson-specific influences.
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Figure 12: Mean proportions of selected indicators of interaction sequences across L2 proficiency ratios
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If we accept Figure 12 as an adequate representation, it seems that, while the 

proportion o f more active ‘telling’ and ‘elaboration’ type turns appears to rise with evidence 

of increasing English L2 proficiency, the potential exists from even the earliest stages o f L2 

acquisition for L2 use beyond solely responsive discourse. Conversely, although the 

proportion o f ‘answers’ is generally highest when L2 proficiency levels appear from the data 

to be low, response-type turns still feature among the analysed production even of the most 

proficient participants in this study. The actual ratios for responsive ‘answers’ and active 

‘tellings’ and ‘elaborations’ as proportions o f the sum of the three tum-types analysed, for 

each band indicating progressive stages o f English L2 proficiency available in the data, are 

shown in Table 32 below:

Table 32: Overall ratios o f responsive and active turns among sequence-types analysed

M A X IM U M  

PRO PO R TIO N  OF TURNS 
AT HIGHEST RECORDED 

PROFICIENCY LEVEL

TOTAL N O . 

ANSW ERS

TOTAL N O . 

TELLINGS
TOTAL N O. 

ELABORATIONS

RATIO O F 

ANSW ERS A M O N G  
3  ANALYSED 

SEQUENCE-TYPES

RATIO O F TELLINGS 
AND ELABORATIONS 

A M O N G  3  ANALYSED 
SEQUENCE-TYPES

A1 ONLY 151 62 83 0.51 0.49
0.01-0.1 A2 449 120 150 0.62 0.38
0.11-0.2 A2 411 165 196 0.53 0.47
0.21-0.3 A2 378 154 225 0.50 0.50
0.31-0.4 A2 296 170 338 0.37 0.63
0.41-0.5 A2 86 48 125 0.33 0.67
0.51-0.6 A2 101 36 127 0.38 0.62
0.61-0.7 A2 6 7 6 0.32 0.68
0.01-0.1 B1 13 6 10 0.45 0.55
0.11-0.2 B1 32 13 32 0.42 0.58
0.21-0.3 B1 5 10 14 0.17 0.83
0.31-0.4 B1 12 20 45 0.16 0.84
0.41-0.5 B1 13 3 21 0.35 0.65
0.51-0.6 B1 40 12 56 0.37 0.63
0.61-0.7 B1 29 8 52 0.33 0.67
0.71-0.8 B1 13 11 41 0.20 0.80
0.81-0.9 B1 13 3 37 0.25 0.75
0.91-1.0 B1 32 7 165 0.16 0.84

In terms of L2 pedagogy, the data obtained from this study show that, as with infants 

developing their first language(s), young ESL learners, from the very beginning o f their L2
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developm ent need to be involved in pro-active com m unication. Facilitating such active 

com m unication, which, as discussed above, may also be advantageous in term s o f  actual L2 

acquisition, seems to be required from the very earliest stages o f  English language support if  

ESL pupils’ language learning needs are to be adequately met. In contrast, the fluctuating but 

relatively substantial ratio o f  responses -  shown by the CA codes to be generally to teacher- 

posed, ‘know n-answ er’ questions, and apparent even where evidence o f  higher levels o f  L2 

proficiency exists -  raises pedagogical concerns. It m ust be asked w hether the patterns o f  

classroom interaction evident in this study (which are probably quite typical since they were 

recorded across ten English language support groups in three different schools) are those 

most likely to facilitate L2 learning.

W hile the investigation o f  these three turn-types could by no m eans cover all 

conversational features o f  the transcribed pupil discourse identified in Analysis Phase 1, it 

did, as stressed above, focus on som e aspects o f  interaction which were m ost L2-productive 

(short acceptances or rejections, e.g. ‘yes’ / ‘no’ were excluded, for example, from this 

analysis). Questions are the only other substantial category o f  turns which could perhaps 

have been represented in this analysis, but they were excluded for practical, coding-related 

reasons. However, looking at the data relating to question form ation extracted from 

participants’ analysed spoken turns for gram m atical exam ination, it appeared that even pupils 

whose proficiency level could be linked to B1-level Benchm ark descriptors, were m ore likely 

to produce response-type turns rather than to form questions within the selected lessons (for 

example, see notes for Pupil 25 in A ppendix 1, Section 1.16.7). The statistically analysed 

findings and these additional qualitative observations suggest that interactional patterns are 

likely to be linked to  more than L2 proficiency alone, and that classroom  m anagem ent and 

task characteristics can play an im portant role in creating opportunities for increased and 

enriched L2 use which may lead to further L2 learning.
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In this regard, it is worth considering, in conclusion, an additional variable likely to 

im pact on classroom  interaction patterns. In each o f  the individual profiles, the extent to 

which participants addressed the teacher or to another pupil in the group in their analysed 

spoken turns was recorded for each o f  the selected lessons. Across the profiles, including all 

ten analysed lesson groups, it was evident that pupil-teacher discourse predom inated over 

pupil-pupil discourse. The findings from the individual profiles have been brought together 

and illustrated Figure 13 below. The general trend in this graph tow ards a very low ratio o f  

pupil-directed to teacher-directed discourse am ong the turns and (occasionally) part-turns for 

w hich participants’ interlocutor was clearly identifiable (the vast m ajority o f  analysed turns, 

excluding infrequent am biguously-directed turns or instances o f  self-talk). Irrespective o f  

evidence o f  English L2 proficiency it seemed that participants’ rate o f  pupil-directed 

discourse was usually under 10% o f  their rate o f  teacher-directed talk, and often substantially 

lower.

Figure 13: Overall ratio o f pupil-pupil d iscourse to  pupil-teacher discourse

RATIO O f  PUPIL- TO TEACHER43IRECTED SPEEC H  WTTHINIDENTIFIABLY 
PUPIL- OR TEACHER-DIRECTED TURNS (OR PART-TURNS)

♦  c  0«^-

PROPORTION OF TURNS AT PUPILS' HIGHEST RECORDED 
PROFICIENCY LEVEL

It appears, from Figure 13, that interlocutor identity is prim arily an interactional, not a 

language-related variable (no evidence suggesting a link to developing L2 proficiency



em erged in this study). However, considering the discussion above in relation to the creation 

o f  m aximum and optim ally beneficial opportunities for L2 use, which m ay result in actual L2 

learning, the potential for the creation o f  more and possibly richer occasions for L2 use 

through increased pupil-pupil discourse should perhaps be explored. W hile this was beyond 

the scope o f  the present study, it is worth noting that classroom  tasks (for exam ple, role-play 

activities) which were associated with higher levels o f  pupil-pupil discourse did seem to 

result in higher overall L2 output and evidence o f  higher L2 proficiency. The possible 

advantages o f  increased pupil-directed talk in term s o f  L2 learning opportunities seem worth 

considering, not only in the small group environm ent o f  the English language support 

classroom , but also in the much higher pupil-teacher ratio context o f  mainstream  primary 

education.

The indications from my study therefore suggest that interaction patterns m ay im pact 

on ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition, although more research w ould be required for any firm er 

conclusions to be drawn regarding the nature and com plexity o f  any such relationship. The 

pedagogical im plications I have highlighted in response to the evidence provided by my data 

do, however, accord with the task-based approach to language teaching im plied by the 

Benchm arks. The activities suggested by the descriptors in both the ‘Global Benchm arks o f  

C om m unicative Proficiency’ and the them atic ‘Units o f  W ork’ em phasise peer interaction, 

initiating and sustaining conversational exchanges and using language in an active manner, 

with support as required, to the best o f  the learners’ proficiency. This is apparent in the 

exam ple below, an A2-level descriptor for spoken interaction included in Unit 2 -  ‘O ur 

school’ (IILT 2003: 11):

Can generally  susta in  a conversation  w ith an o th er  pupil w h en  w orking co llaboratively  in th e  

classroom  (painting a p icture, m aking a m odel, playing w ith p u p p ets etc .).
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION

5.1 Capacity of study to respond to research question

The results presented in Chapter 4 emerged from a detailed examination o f a sample o f ESL 

pupils’ L2 use recorded in English language support classes in three Irish primary schools 

over one school year. While, as reiterated below, this study can offer only a limited 

impression o f English language development among the 18 participating ESL pupils, it may 

nonetheless provide useful evidence as to features o f  their L2 acquisition. 1 have used this 

evidence to compare the learning outcomes described by the English Language Proficiency 

Benchmarks to actual patterns o f  L2 acquisition among ESL pupils. Through this 

comparison, I have responded to my research question: Do the learning outcomes expressed 

in the Benchmark descriptors reflect actual patterns o f  L2 acquisition apparent among their 

target learners, and i f  so, how, and how well?

As a longitudinal study involving what was probably the maximum feasible number of 

participants for a single researcher to cope with in a limited time frame, my research has 

provided a substantial database which has revealed considerable information about the 

features o f  L2 acquisition emerging among this group o f  learners. However, as pointed out in 

Section 4.1.2, even the most thorough investigation o f  L2 acquisition based on evidence 

provided by an extensive sample o f naturally-occurring L2 production can offer no more than 

an indication o f the likely patterns o f L2 development among all ESL learners receiving 

English language support in Irish primary schools. Although the 18 participants in my study 

were representative in terms o f the linguistic and cultural backgrounds, age and previous 

educational experience o f the population o f ESL learners allocated English language support 

at primary level in Ireland at the time (2007-8), further research, for example, into the L2
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developm ent o f  older ESL pupils or children with different hom e languages to those included 

in this study, would be welcome. Also, the purpose o f  my study was solely to investigate L2 

acquisition patterns am ong ESL pupils in the specific context o f  the English language support 

classroom  in order to assess the adequacy o f  the Benchm arks as guidelines for such support. 

In this respect, it can only provide a limited insight even into the participating pupils’ L2 

acquisition, since investigating their ongoing L2 developm ent in the m ainstream  classroom 

environm ent, either within or beyond this (generally tw o-year) allocation o f  support, fell 

outside the research aim s and the practical scope o f  my project. Additional studies in relation 

to these issues could serve as pertinent com parison to the findings I have presented in 

Chapter 4.

5.2 Evidence of L2 acquisition -  summary of results

N otw ithstanding the limitations pointed out in Section 5.1 above, the present study offers a 

reasonable overview o f  key aspects o f  L2 developm ent am ong ESL pupils receiving English 

language support. In this regard, evidence o f  L2 acquisition patterns em erging from my data 

and analysis can be sum m arised thus:

•  English L2 proficiency developed progressively over the duration o f  participating pupils’ 

English language support, both in term s o f  functional aspects o f  L2 use, i.e. the range and 

com plexity o f  activities children could perform  in their L2, and in term s o f  fonnal 

features o f  L2 developm ent, as determ ined prim arily by detailed analysis o f  gram m atical 

and lexical indicators.

•  The overall progression o f  L2 developm ent em erging am ong the pupils in this sample 

suggested a considerable degree o f  consistency, with sim ilar functional abilities and 

sim ilar evidence o f  L2 acquisition apparent am ong pupils at equivalent stages o f  English 

proficiency. This suggests the description o f  L2 proficiency developm ent is both feasible 

and useful as an approach to L2 learning, teaching and assessm ent.
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• Internal factors may, however, have im pacted on specific features o f  individual pupils’ L2 

acquisition. Age may have affected the rate o f  L2 developm ent to som e extent, with 

som e indication that oral L2 skills developed slightly faster am ong pupils aged seven 

years and older than am ong those under seven. W hile, at a m acro level, overall patterns 

o f  L2 acquisition and L2 functional developm ent appeared sim ilar am ong pupils at 

equivalent stages o f  L2 proficiency, at a m icro level, specific aspects o f  pup ils’ 

acquisition o f  English seemed to be influenced by linguistic characteristics o f  their hom e 

language, particularly in relation to L2 phonological and syntactic developm ent. 

Personality and learning style may also have affected pupils’ preferred m eans o f  L2 

learning. Additional, research would be required in order to assess fully the extent o f  

these potential influences on ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition. In particular, m ore focussed 

study o f  ESL pupils’ L2 developm ent as part o f  their overall linguistic repertoire, 

considering their language use both within and outside the school environm ent would be 

w orthwhile. The findings o f  such research could be useful in inform ing a more 

plurilingual approach to the education o f  children from im m igrant backgrounds, even in 

an apparently L2-dom inant context, revealing the extent o f  ESL pupils’ hom e language 

knowledge and how this may relate to and interact with their developm ent o f  English L2 

and their com petence in any other languages they m ay be learning (e.g. Irish, languages 

included in the M odem  Languages in the Primary School Initiative, o ther languages 

learned within their cultural com m unity etc.).

•  Patterns o f  classroom  interaction appeared to affect the quality and quantity o f  

participating pupils’ L2 use in the English language support lessons selected for analysis, 

with evidence em erging that more active types o f  L2 discourse (rather than m ore passive 

and responsive forms o f  L2 use) m ay be m ore conducive to L2 learning. I f  actual L2 use 

is an indicator o f  L2 learning, it is conceivable that interaction-related factors have the
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potential, over time, to influence ESL pupils’ overall L2 acquisition, possibly in term s o f  

both rate and diversity o f  developm ent. Further research would be necessary to 

investigate the nature o f  the relation between the interactional characteristics o f  classroom  

talk and ESL pupils’ L2 developm ent.

•  Although the main focus o f  this study was on L2 oral developm ent, analysing pupils’ 

spoken L2 use as the best available indicator o f  their L2 acquisition, evidence relating to 

L2 literacy developm ent also em erged. In general, progression in L2 literacy was also 

noted across the duration o f  pupils’ English language support. Individual pupils’ L2 

literacy developm ent was, however, affected by age and m ainstream  curriculum  literacy 

requirem ents. There was also evidence to suggest that previous educational experience 

(including LI literacy) could support the acquisition o f  L2 reading and writing skills. The 

gradually expanding literacy-related demands o f  the mainstream  curriculum  in L2- 

dom inant education em erged, however, as a significant challenge, particularly for the 

slightly older ESL pupils (aged seven years and over) in this study.

5.3 Relation of Benchmark learning outcomes to empirical evidence of 

L2 acquisition

C onsidering the findings in relation to patterns o f  English L2 acquisition am ong ESL pupils

in the sam ple group, sum m arised in Section 5.2 above, the study showed that:

•  The evidence o f  L2 developm ent emerging from participants’ analysed spoken turns 

across the duration o f  English language support, in term s o f  the language functions 

they were able to perform at successive stages o f  L2 proficiency, corresponded well 

with the learning outcom es for oral skills sum m arised in the ‘Global Benchm arks o f  

C om m unicative Proficiency’ and in the them atic ‘Units o f  W ork’.
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•  Although evidence o f  L2 literacy developm ent was m ore limited than that available in 

relation to L2 oral skills, increasing proficiency in pupil perform ance in the recorded 

reading and writing activities also appeared to  reflect the learning outcom es expressed 

by the literacy-related descriptors included in ‘Global Benchm arks o f  C om m unicative 

Proficiency’ and the ‘Units o f  W ork’. These scales describing the developm ent o f  L2 

reading and writing skills also proved sufficiently sensitive to the progression in 

mainstream  classroom  literacy requirem ents across the prim ary school years, and thus 

capable o f  reflecting the developm ental trajectories o f  individual ESL pupils o f  

different ages and cognitive stages.

•  Thorough investigation o f  gram m atical and lexical indicators o f  L2 acquisition 

em erging from pupils’ analysed spoken turns suggested that the descriptors for 

‘vocabulary contro l’ and ‘gram m atical accuracy’ included in the ‘Global Scales o f  

Underlying Linguistic C om petence’ in Part I o f  the Benchm arks could be clearly 

linked to em pirical evidence o f  L2 linguistic developm ent. Further evidence based on 

observation o f  the phonological characteristics o f  pupils’ oral L2 use and the analysis 

o f  recorded literacy-related activities, also suggested that the scales for ‘phonological 

contro l’ and ‘orthographic control’ are also appropriate expressions o f  these aspects 

o f  L2 linguistic developm ent at successive stages o f  English L2 proficiency, although 

m ore specific research would be welcom e in this regard.

•  The sem antic them es covered in the 13 ‘Units o f  W ork’ com prising Part II o f  the 

Benchm arks appeared to reflect the com m unicative and cognitive needs o f  ESL 

pupils, as these them es were recurrent in the data available for pupils o f  different 

ages, in different schools and lesson groups, including learning environm ents in 

which the Benchm arks were not consciously used to plan English language support. 

Extensive linkage o f  pupils’ L2 use to  these them atic descriptors was recorded for
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alm ost all o f  the ‘Units o f  W ork’. This study, however, recom m ends the inclusion o f  

some additional them es or sub-them es in the current units (as outlined in Section 4.4), 

which could link the B enchm arks’ description o f  L2 learning outcom es m ore closely 

to the language learning needs o f  ESL pupils, particularly with regard to the 

objectives o f  the m ainstream  curriculum  (e.g. a more explicit focus on language 

associated with num bers and m athem atics). Some incorporation o f  topics covered in 

existing ‘Units o f  W ork’ (e.g. Units 9 and 13) and further, m inor adjustm ents to 

specific descriptors may also be worthwhile (see A ppendix 9 for suggestions in this 

regard). A revised version o f  the Benchm arks could also be m ore cognisant o f  ESL 

pupils’ plurilingual developm ent. W hile this is recognised in tools derived from or 

guided by the present Benchm arks, such as the Primary ELP (IlLT  2004) and the 

Toolkit for Diverisity (llL T  and SELB 2007), it could be described m ore directly and 

in greater depth in an updated version o f  the Benchmarks.

•  Overall, em pirical evidence o f  L2 acquisition obtained from this study indicates, 

therefore, that the learning outcom es described by the Benchm arks are an accurate 

and appropriate description o f  primary school ESL pupils’ L2 ability at successive 

stages o f  their English L2 developm ent. This dem onstrates that a com m unicative 

curriculum  expressed through ‘can d o ’ descriptors relating to activities involving 

m eaningful L2 use, can provide a guide to language pedagogy which reflects L2 

learning needs and patterns am ong its target learner group, in term s o f  the functions 

which learners can perform using their L2 and the formal features they can produce at 

successive stages o f  L2 developm ent. The fact that in this study the target group 

com prised young learners in L2-im m ersion education further suggests that the 

learning outcom es outlined by the Benchm arks are close indicators o f  L2 acquisition 

since they reflect developing linguistic abilities am ong learners whose L2
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development occurs, for the most part implicitly, in an L2-dominant environment. 

Given sample limitations, however, the findings o f the study are probably strongest in 

relation to A1 and A2 level descriptors, and to oral rather than literacy-related skills. 

More research is therefore required in relation to more proficient and older children; 

particularly into how their L2 use relates to the B1 level and literacy-focussed 

Benchmark descriptors.

• The Benchmarks’ capacity for individual application, which was confirmed by the 

analysis o f individual participants’ L2 use, is important, given the research findings 

that individual factors (LI, age, personality and learning style) may impact on 

particular features o f ESL pupils’ L2 acquisition. It would be useful, either as part o f a 

revised version o f the Benchmarks or as additional guidance to teachers, to highlight 

how each o f  these individual factors may impact upon ESL pupils’ L2 learning and 

thus how to respond appropriately to the combination o f influences experienced by 

each pupil. This pedagogical guidance could include: advice on how to incorporate 

children’s home languages into their classroom learning in a more plurilingual 

approach to education, how to adjust teaching practices to cater for younger and older 

ESL pupils, how best to respond to pupils who may be going through a ‘silent period’ 

o f L2 acquisition and how to ensure that apparent competence in BlCS-related aspects 

o f L2 proficiency does not mask challenges faced by pupils in the development o f  L2 

CALP (some such suggestions are already provided in the handbook Up and Away, 

IILT 2006).

• Finally, considering the possible influence o f classroom interaction patterns on 

learners’ L2 acquisition, the results o f this study indicate that communication-rich 

tasks such as those captured by the Benchmark descriptors may offer optimal 

opportunities for L2 use and potential L2 learning. This seems particularly so when
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ESL pupils are enabled to engage in tasks associated with their highest level o f  

proficiency at a given point in their L2 learning. The Benchm arks provide L2 

learning guidelines that assign a central role to such opportunities. Forms o f  

interaction which em erged from this study as having the capacity to m axim ise 

quantity and quality o f  L2 use are fundamental to the Benchm arks. These include: 

peer interaction, com m unication involving various discourse roles across different 

genres, and sustained L2 use to the m aximum extent o f  the pupil’s ability (with 

scaffolding as appropriate to his/her L2 proficiency level).

5.4 Implications of study

W hile focussing on the L2 acquisition o f  ESL pupils in Irish prim ary schools and the 

Benchm arks as guidelines for the delivery o f  English language support, this research has 

significant pedagogical im plications not only for ESL teaching at prim ary level in Ireland, but 

in the w ider context o f  L2 immersion education involving children from migrant 

backgrounds.

•  In the Irish context, the study dem onstrates that the proficiency-linked series o f  

learning outcom es described by the Benchm arks relate closely to the actual L2 use o f  

ESL pupils at successive stages o f  L2 acquisition, indicating that they are an 

appropriate guide to L2 learning, which can be flexibly applied to m eet pupils’ ESL 

learning needs. As such they have the capacity to inform the delivery o f  English 

language support in term s of; initial diagnostic assessm ent; designing an individually 

appropriate course o f  learning, lesson planning and activity choice; ongoing form ative 

and routine sum m ative assessm ent; com m unicating progress and concerns to 

m ainstream  teachers and parents.

•  The focus o f  the Benchm ark descriptors is prim arily on what com m unicative 

activities learners ‘can do ’ with language, i.e. they are expressed prim arily in
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functional term s. However, qualitative, formal aspects o f  language use are also 

described, particularly in the ‘Global scales o f  underlying com m unicative 

proficiency’. As sum m arised in Section 5.3 above, this study found that the 

Benchm arks’ functionally-oriented descriptors reflected the sam ple partic ipants’ 

developm ent o f  L2 fluency over the research period. It also concluded that their 

‘Global scales o f  underlying com m unicative proficiency’ provided an appropriate 

overall account o f  developing L2 accuracy at successive stages o f  English L2 

acquisition. The study’s findings in relation to  how m ore specific aspects o f  L2 

gram m ar and lexis are likely to develop am ong ESL pupils receiving English 

language support can, however, further inform the Benchm arks and guide pedagogy 

by exem plifying and elucidating particular aspects o f  L2 developm ent.

•  Beyond the Irish context, the finding that functional, com m unication-oriented criteria 

can describe learning outcom es which em pirical research show s to be in accordance 

with actual indicators o f  L2 acquisition by a diverse sam ple o f  learners is important 

for several reasons. Firstly it supports the claim that language use and language 

learning are inextricably linked, since analysis o f  a large database o f  naturally- 

occurring L2 use by a sam ple o f  18 participants was capable o f  producing consistent 

and com parable information in relation to likely indicators o f  L2 acquisition 

(em erging from formal analysis) associated with successive stages o f  English L2 

proficiency (identified through functional analysis). This supports the argum ent that 

L2 use is fundam ental to L2 learning, which underlies the approach to language 

learning, teaching and assessm ent adopted not only by the Benchm arks but also by the 

CEFR from which they are derived. M axim ising and optim ising L2 use through the 

com m unicatively focussed activities suggested by the Benchm arks, w hich describe
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easily realisable classroom  tasks, thus appears an effective m eans o f  prom oting L2 

learning.

•  This study also shows that focussing on functional aspects o f  language does not mean 

that formal linguistic developm ent is neglected, since, for exam ple, structural and 

lexical criteria can be em bedded in descriptors with an overtly com m unicative intent, 

providing opportunities for the developm ent o f  linguistic features associated with L2 

acquisition. By showing that the Benchm arks can define learning outcom es which are 

appropriate to the em erging L2 acquisition o f  young children in the context o f 

immersion education, the present research has w ider im plications. It dem onstrates 

how functional criteria, supplem ented by formal description, can serve to outline 

developing L2 proficiency, in a way which closely reflects the ‘naturalistic’ L2 

developm ent typically associated with children grow ing up in an L2-dom inant 

society. In this regard, it should be rem em bered that L2 learning by ESL pupils at 

Irish prim ary schools in occurs in a social and educational context which is very much 

part o f  the life experience o f  the child, rather than as an artificially imposed adjunct to 

it. Accordingly, the approach adopted by the Benchm arks -  identifying individual 

and dom ain-specific learning needs and describing learning outcom es in term s o f  the 

com m unicative abilities associated with successive stages o f  L2 proficiency -  serves 

as a model for developing L2 curricula for o ther target groups taking account o f  

differences in age, learning environm ent and L2 learning requirem ents or goals. This 

approach m ay also offer a m eans o f  addressing the challenge o f  m eeting the needs o f 

children from m igrant backgrounds facing predom inantly m onolingual L2-im m ersion 

education, as discussed below.

•  From a pedagogical and social perspective, adequately m eeting the language learning 

needs o f  children from im migrant backgrounds engaged in L2-dom inant immersion
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education is more than a language issue. A ppropriate L2 learning supports are 

essential i f  these children are to experience full integration into the society o f  the 

school and w ider com m unity and to fulfil their academ ic potential. W hile structured, 

continuing bilingual program m es which foster both LI and L2 developm ent are the 

m ost desirable option, they are often not feasible. For th is reason, considering the 

proportion o f  children from im m igrant backgrounds in L2-im m ersion education (not 

only in Ireland but worldwide), it is necessary to form ulate detailed and individually- 

sensitive guidelines which respond to the language learning needs and L2 acquisition 

sequences o f  these young learners. My study indicates that the Benchm arks are 

capable o f  doing this, in their ability to reflect actual L2 developm ent, to focus on 

skills associated with both social and academ ic language, to accom m odate differences 

o f  age, linguistic or cultural background, personality and learning style, and to 

prom ote interactional practices which may be m axim ally beneficial to L2 learning. 

Providing and effectively im plem enting such guidelines, thus responds -  at least in 

term s o f  L2 learning -  to the educational rights o f  im m igrant children in L2- 

immersion situations. Beyond this, however, possible revision o f  the Benchm arks 

could, as m entioned in Section 5.3 above, allow for more explicit description and 

recognition o f  children’s home language proficiency. This could inform teachers as to 

their overall language com petence but also serve as the basis for more plurilingual 

program m es o f  education, even within apparently L2-dom inant environm ents in 

which im m igrant children com e from a great diversity o f  linguistic backgrounds.

5.5 Further research

The need for additional research has been highlighted in the above-m entioned conclusions 

em erging from this study. To sum m arise, issues deserving further investigation in sim ilar 

research contexts m ay be identified as:
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•  The developm ent o f  L2 literacy skills am ong ESL pupils at prim ary school in Ireland 

via longitudinal studies involving a greater num ber o f  older children than the present 

research. Such studies could include investigation o f  pupils’ L2 literacy developm ent 

with regard to the Benchmarks, the nature o f  the relationship between L2 oral and L2 

literacy developm ent, and the role o f  LI literacy in L2 reading and writing. The 

experience o f  ESL pupils in Irish prim ary schools could also be com pared to 

international research.

•  The mainstream  classroom  experience o f  ESL pupils in Irish prim ary schools during 

their first two years o f  L2 immersion. Since this study was limited to the context o f  

English language support, it would be interesting to com pare its findings to research 

into ESL pupils’ L2 use in the mainstream  classroom  am ong native-English-speaking 

peers, looking also at any social challenges they m ay face in this environm ent. It 

would also be worth investigating how whole school approaches to ESL teaching may 

prom ote both language learning and integration, as a part o f  a strategy o f  intercultural 

education.

•  The continuing progress o f  ESL pupils engaged in full-tim e m ainstream  education 

after their allocation o f  English language support has expired, again taking into 

account w ider social factors and considering how best to enable ESL pupils to reach 

their full academ ic potential.

•  The linguistic developm ent o f  pupils from im m igrant backgrounds in Irish primary 

schools who are speakers o f  a dialect o f  English which is different to that o f  their 

indigenous peers, to ascertain how the linguistic identity o f  these children m ay be 

appropriately recognised and respected.

•  The linguistic developm ent o f  primary school children from im migrant backgrounds 

in L2-im m ersion contexts in countries other than Ireland, involving other educational
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system s, other approaches to L2 support, and languages o f  schooling other than 

English.

•  The impact o f  factors such as age, hom e language and personality or learning style on 

the L2 acquisition o f  young learners in L2-im m ersion education.

•  The impact o f  patterns o f  classroom  interaction on the L2 acquisition o f  young 

learners, considering in particular how the interactional dynam ic may best facilitate 

their L2 learning.

•  G reater exploitation o f  m ixed m ethods research in the study o f  L2 acquisition am ong 

young learners both as a m eans o f  achieving optim ally inform ative analysis, 

particularly in m ultiple-subject longitudinal studies, and as a tool for effective 

com parison o f  em erging research in this field.

5.6 Final comments

By determ ining features o f  L2 acquisition am ong ESL pupils in Irish prim ary schools, and by 

dem onstrating how the English Language Proficiency Benchm arks provide an appropriate 

description o f  their developing L2 proficiency, this study show s the Benchm arks to be firm 

and highly inform ative guidelines for English language support in Irish primary schools. 

Furtherm ore, my research indicates that, in their sensitivity to the context o f  learning and the 

individual needs o f  ESL pupils, the Benchm arks are capable o f  responding to the specific 

linguistic challenges facing these young learners. Evidence from this study thus confirm s that 

applying the Benchm arks and their associated teaching resources can effectively support ESL 

pupils in their acquisition o f  the English language skills they need for social integration and 

academ ic success in Ireland.

Unfortunately, however, the im plem entation o f  this English language support 

program m e based upon the Benchm arks has suffered serious setbacks due to reduced funding 

since 2008 (see Little and Lyons 2009: 84). It would be a disservice to ESL pupils, and could
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contribute to their long-term disadvantage, if these recent changes impact negatively on the 

delivery o f  English language support. Considering the challenges faced by children from 

immigrant backgrounds in L2-immersion education (highlighted, for example by Cummins 

2000; 2001), it is therefore essential that the Benchmarks continue to be implemented with 

proper resourcing and training. Otherwise, much o f the progress made over the last decade in 

responding to the needs o f ESL pupils in Irish primary schools may be eroded.

On a more positive note, the conclusion o f  this study that the Benchmarks map the L2 

proficiency development o f  young learners in an L2-immersion context in a manner which 

clearly correlates with their patterns o f L2 acquisition is one o f considerable potential in 

relation to the education o f children from immigrant backgrounds. The results o f my research 

show that guidelines derived from the CEFR can serve as an appropriate basis for learning, 

teaching and assessment for children for whom the language o f schooling is other than their 

home language. The model provided by the Benchmarks (see Little 2010 for overview) can 

therefore be expanded on and applied beyond the Irish context to enable young L2 learners to 

more effectively acquire and learn through their second language in the context o f L2- 

dominant education. As stressed in Section 5.5 above, further research is required in this 

area. Nevertheless, the clear relation emerging from this study between the learning outcomes 

described by the English Language Proficiency Benchmarks and empirical evidence o f 

English L2 acquisition among ESL pupils at primary school in Ireland suggests that 

approaches to language learning like the one adopted by the Benchmarks constitute an 

appropriate means o f responding to the linguistic challenges facing young learners in L2- 

immersion education.
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