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Preface

As we begin the 11th volume of Theory and Practice of Second Language 
Acquisition (TAPSLA), it  is  with great pride that we reflect on the journal’s 
journey and its well-established presence in  the field of  Second Language 
Acquisition research. Over the past decade, TAPSLA has evolved into a  re-
spected and thriving journal, recognized for its commitment to  advancing 
both theoretical and practical insights into the complex processes of  language 
learning and teaching.

From its inception, TAPSLA has served as a  platform for scholars from 
across the globe, reflecting a  truly international authorship. Each volume has 
contributed to  a  diverse and interdisciplinary body of  knowledge, drawing 
together research from cognitive, sociocultural, pedagogical, and technologi-
cal perspectives. These contributions have enriched the field of  SLA, making 
TAPSLA a grounded and authoritative voice among journals dedicated to  this 
area of  research.

The contents of  previous volumes, all available in  open access via the 
University of Silesia in Katowice platform, have explored a wide range of  top-
ics—from the role of  technology in  language education, through the cognitive 
processes underlying language acquisition, to  sociolinguistic factors shaping 
learners’ experiences. Our mission has always been to  bridge theory and 
practice, bringing together rigorous research with practical implications for 
educators and learners alike.

The present volume (11/1) continues this tradition. The papers featured 
in  this issue delve into pressing topics relevant to  contemporary language 
learning environments. These include the impact of  motivation and interac-
tion in online language classes, a theme that resonates deeply given the global 
shift towards digital education during the COVID-19 pandemic. The issue also 
addresses foreign language anxiety, a pervasive factor affecting learners’ flu-
ency, and explores the imagined L2 selves of  students as they navigate their 
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linguistic identities. In  addition, themes such as pronunciation teaching, vo-
cabulary acquisition, and the role of learning styles are examined in various 
educational contexts. The volume also features meta-analyses of instructional 
methods, offering valuable insights for both researchers and practitioners.

As always, this issue reflects the diversity of  approaches, languages, and 
contexts that characterize SLA research today. We are particularly pleased 
to  see contributions from authors representing different educational systems 
and cultural perspectives, highlighting the universal and multifaceted nature 
of  second language acquisition.

We extend our sincere gratitude to all the contributors, reviewers, and read-
ers who continue to  support TAPSLA.  Your dedication has made the journal 
a vibrant and influential part of  the global SLA community. We look forward 
to  many more years of  collaboration, innovation, and discovery in  the field 
of  second language research.

Sincerely, 

Editors-in-Chief

Jolanta Latkowska
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9478-7689 

Adam Wojtaszek
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0308-4337

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9478-7689
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0308-4337


Theory and Practice of  Second Language Acquisition 
vol. 11 (1), 2025, pp. 1/24

https://doi.org/10.31261/TAPSLA.16026

Bruno Costa		   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3168-5108 
School of  Arts and Humanities, Centre of  Linguistics 
University of  Lisbon, Portugal

Jorge Pinto		   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5583-880X 
School of  Arts and Humanities, Centre of  Linguistics 
University of  Lisbon, Portugal

Who Cares If  the Teacher Has a Cat? 
The Impact of Affect and Interaction  

upon Motivation in Online Portuguese L2 Classes  
during the COVID-19 Pandemic1 

A b s t r a c t

This study examined the motivational impact of  affect/interaction in  emergency remote 
teaching (ERT) Portuguese L2 classes. Participants were two groups of  students from 13 
countries living in  Portugal (N  =  16). A  mixed-method paradigm was adopted, consist-
ing of  a  closed questionnaire, class observations, and semi-structured interviews. Results 
showed a  generally positive impact of  the practices adopted by both teachers. Comparatively, 
the group whose teacher evidenced a  stronger affect-based strategy presented better results 
in measures related to motivation to  learn Portuguese (MLP), perception of  the teacher/classes 
(PTC), perception of  individual capacities (PIC) and test anxiety, regardless of  learners be-
ing more critical of  the lack of  socialization and reticent about sharing personal information. 
However, the group whose teacher favored interactive tasks showed greater engagement and 
enjoyment/flow. Statistical tests revealed a  significant positive correlation between PTC and 
MLP, and a  negative correlation between these two and test anxiety. It  is  proposed that the 
combination of  affect and interaction can compensate for the demotivating effect of  lack 
of  face-to-face contact in  ERT L2 classes.

Keywords: emotions, motivation, interactions, engagement, ERT L2 teaching, COVID-19

1 	The authors acknowledge the financial support provided by the Portuguese National Sci-
ence Foundation (FCT) to the Centre of Linguistics of the University of Lisbon (reference 
UIDB/00214/2020).
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The unruly spread of  the SARS-COVID-19 virus had an overwhelming 
impact on people’s routines in  every corner of  the world. The short-notice 
closure of  school buildings severely constrained education in  most countries, 
forcing teachers to  adapt their course plans, materials, and teaching strategies 
to  a  digital format with which many had been unfamiliar until then. Students 
were also challenged by a new virtual reality for which many were physically 
and emotionally unprepared. This new educational model has been referred 
to as emergency remote teaching (ERT), owing to the particularities that distin-
guish it  from other online formats (Hodges et al., 2020). In such a context, L2 
classes were no exception to  the toll that this shift has taken on both teachers 
and students. 

Lately, the role played by emotion/affect in learning has been brought to the 
foreground of  educational research (Pekrun, 2006; Rodrigo-Ruiz, 2016) and 
studies on the acquisition of an L2 (Altarriba & Canary, 2004; Dewaele, 2011; 
Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014, 2016; Fraschini & Tao, 2021). Research in  this 
area has recently started to look into achievement emotions experienced by L2 
learners in  the classroom, such as foreign language enjoyment (FLE), foreign 
language anxiety (FLA), classroom test anxiety (CTA), foreign language bore-
dom (FLB), and, more recently, flow. 

FLE has been defined as a “complex emotion, capturing interacting dimen-
sions of  challenge and perceived ability that can reflect the human drive for 
success in  the face of  difficult tasks” (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016, p. 216). 
Horwitz and colleagues (1986, p. 128) defined FLA as a  “distinct complex 
of  self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to  classroom lan-
guage learning, arising from the uniqueness of  the language learning process.” 
CTA has been defined as “a type of performance anxiety stemming from a fear 
of failure in a  test situation” (Zheng, 2010, p. 38). FLB refers to a state of  low 
physical and cognitive arousal experienced in L2 classes, associated with some 
negative perceptions of the time not flowing, dragging on, and disengaging be-
haviors, like withdrawal and distraction (Li et al., 2021). Finally, flow is closely 
linked to  the intensity and duration of  FLE in  an L2 classroom (Dewaele & 
MacIntyre, 2022), but excels it  in the sense that it creates a distinguished state 
in which “a learner’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior reflect effortless and har-
monious coordination in challenging situations that offer both risk and reward” 
(Dewaele & MacIntyre, p. 20).

Teachers’ emotions, attitudes, and classroom practices strongly impact the 
way learners participate in  the educational process (Dörnyei, 2001; Arnold-
Morgan & Fonseca-Mora, 2007; Dewaele, 2011). How they approach learners 
and class activities influences students’ emotions, engagement, self-confidence, 
and motivation (Arnold-Morgan & Fonseca-Mora, 2007; Garret & Young, 
2009; Dörnyei, 2009; Dewaele, 2011). The goal of  this study is  to examine the 
impact of  two different strategies used by teachers in  ERT classes conducted 
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with Portuguese L2 multicultural groups―one emphasizing learners’ interac-
tions and another underpinned by the sharing of affect/emotion―upon a cohort 
of achievement emotions (i.e., FLA, CTA, FLE, flow, FLB), as well as on other 
learner-centered factors (i.e., self-esteem, motivation, perception of the teachers 
and the classroom and engagement).

Teachers’ Impact of Different Variables in  the Classroom

 Several studies have analysed how teachers’ emotions, attitudes, and 
strategies influence different variables in  L2 classes. Teacher friendliness 
has been found to  predict FLE (Dewaele, Magdalena, & Saito, 2019). While 
FLA is  more linked to  learners’ internal variables, FLE is  more predicted by 
teachers’ characteristics. Thus, more positive attitudes towards the teacher are 
a strong predictor of FLE (Dewaele, 2023). Dewaele and MacIntyre (2022) also 
suggest that flow is more closely related to FLE than to FLA and that teachers’ 
feedback can bring about flow, which can also be induced when they boost 
L2 enjoyment in  class. Finally, Li and Dewaele (2020) highlight that learners’ 
attitudes towards the teachers and the activities performed in  class are two 
important predictors of  FLB. 

Recognizing that the teacher-learner relationship remains an under-exam-
ined factor in  motivation, Moskowitz et al. (2022) investigated this variable 
more closely. The findings confirmed the impact of  both the interpersonal 
teacher-learner relationships and teachers’ behaviors and attitudes upon learn-
ers’ motivation towards the L2. Particularly, participants revealed an apprecia-
tion for their teachers’ taking interest in  their personal lives and bonding with 
them, paralleled with criticism of  teachers’ distant and intimidating behavior, 
which has been reported as anxiety-provoking, underscoring the complex nature 
of  emotions in  L2 learning. 

With the outbreak of COVID-19, a new context for the investigation of these 
variables has emerged. In  the context of  L2 studies, the emotional impact 
of  ERT has been investigated by scholars like Resnik and Dewaele (2021), 
Dewaele, Albakistani, and Ahmed (2022a, 2022b), and Wang and Jiang (2022), 
to mention just a  few. Two variables that appear to be central in most studies 
are the role played by teachers’ and learners’ emotions and by social interac-
tions in this “disembodied” (Resnik & Dewaele, 2021, p. 21) context of learning. 
Findings have been somewhat inconclusive so far. 
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Achievement Emotions in  the Context of L2 ERT Classes  
during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Resnik and Dewaele (2021) studied tertiary-level EFL learners in  ERT 
classes in  Europe and reported a  general decrease in  both positive and nega-
tive emotions, proposing that ERT classes dull learners’ emotions. Regarding 
FLE, a  decline in  the personal and social subscales was highlighted, whereas 
teacher appreciation remained more stable. The authors found a  significant 
variation in  the sources of  FLE when comparing ERT to  face-to-face classes. 
Participants referred to  their teachers as being supportive, but increased bore-
dom was reported owing to learners’ social detachment and lower engagement, 
curbing the development of a sense of collectivity. The lower levels of anxiety 
were assumed to  be a  consequence of  students interacting less and using the 
language less often. In  general, levels of  FLE outweighed those of  FLA, and 
the moderate link between these two measures found in  regular classes disap-
peared in  ERT.

Dewaele, Albakistani, and Ahmed (2022a) carried out a  mixed-method 
study with EFL Arab learners, investigating positive and negative views con-
cerning both in-person and online classes. Positive views regarding in-person 
classes included the feeling of  being more socially satisfying and more likely 
to  generate positive emotions, while in  ERT the flexibility and the feeling 
of confidence awarded by this format were underscored. The negative aspects 
of ERT classes consisted of technical issues in the use of the internet, lack of so-
cial interaction !and immediate feedback from teachers, absence of  the pleas-
ant atmosphere of  in-person classes, and negative emotions related to physical 
separation. In  face-to-face classes, the only negative aspect informed was that 
classes were more time-consuming. The authors concluded that both positive 
and negative emotions can co-occur in  online classes, as is  true of  in-person 
sessions, and that the lower levels of FLA found in ERT could be a consequence 
of FLE neutralizing the deleterious effects of anxiety. In a different study, the 
authors found that learners in ERT classes experienced less flow than in  regu-
lar classes and that the sources of  flow differed considerably, being reduced 
to attitude towards teachers in ERT (Dewaele, Albakistani, & Ahmed, 2022b). 

Resnik, Knechtelsdorfer, and Dewaele (2022) conducted a more granulated 
study on the measures of FLA in ERT classes with tertiary-level EFL students. 
Statistical analysis of the quantitative data revealed a considerable drop in levels 
of  FLA. However, the qualitative data gathered from interviews showed that 
FLA is a complex phenomenon and that some aspects of online classes can be 
more anxiety-provoking than others. Not only did anxiety-provoking aspects 
of  FLA in  ERT outnumber those indicated in  in-person classes, but also the 
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sources of  anxiety varied significantly in  the two contexts. In  ERT classes, 
the use of technology, online exams, uncertainty about class/task requirements, 
turn-taking difficulties, shortage of  feedback, and increased workload were 
among the main anxiety factors reported. The authors concluded that teach-
ers need to  ensure that learners are provided with plenty of  interaction with 
teachers and peers, which is  crucial for learners to  get to  know one another, 
build connections, and form social bonds, as well as for diminishing class 
embarrassment. FLB also increased in  ERT classes, as participants reported 
experiencing distraction, disengagement, frustration, and social disconnection. 
Similarly, Li and Dewaele (2020) found that participants learning EFL in a uni-
versity course in China in ERT mode experienced considerably more FLB than 
in  face-to-face classes. 

Looking more closely into FLE in  ERT classes, Wang and Jiang’s (2022) 
study with Chinese L2 learners revealed that participants experienced high 
levels of FLE in their classes. It was found that FLE private and FLE teachers 
presented higher measures than FLE atmosphere. FLE private was associated 
with students perceiving their progress in  the L2, learning new things in class, 
as well as using Chinese in their classroom interactions. FLE teacher was linked 
to  teachers’ supportive behavior, as well as their diversified instructional ap-
proaches. Group activities engaging teachers, peers and learners positively pre-
dicted FLE, as participants referred to getting a feeling of belonging from such 
tasks. Teacher-related variables were found to  contribute significantly to  FLE.

Two studies took a qualitative-only approach to L2 learning in ERT. Elmas 
and Öztüfekçi (2021) examined L2 learning demotivation from the prism 
of Engeström’s (1999, 2009) activity theory (AT) in a case study. The findings 
confirmed that demotivation was strongly linked to  negative aspects of  the 
institutionalized teaching/learning context, such as the methods used and the 
tasks assigned to participants. Wilson and Lengeling (2021) studied university 
students’ reflective journal entries during the shift to virtual language classes. 
The challenges mentioned by learners related to  technological obstacles, but 
also the lack of interaction. Emotions were described as a “rollercoaster,” with 
highs and lows. Overall, learners’ anxiety was surmounted by their motivation 
to learn the L2, and participants’ reflections unveiled their resilience along the 
process. 

The relationship between learners’ perceived social support and their en-
gagement in  ERT L2 classes was tested by Luan et al. (2020). Learners’ per-
ceived social support predicted behavioral engagement, which, in  turn, predict-
ed cognitive, emotional, and social engagement. The findings confirmed that 
peer support plays a significant role in behavioral engagement. Likewise, Mihai 
et al. (2022) sought to  investigate factors that determine learners’ engagement 
in  ERT L2 classes, targeting moderately engaged vs. highly engaged learners. 
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The study confirms that highly motivated students are less anxious and more 
engaged and that teaching methods play an important role, especially by pro-
moting interaction, which, in  turn, leads to  a  sense of  community, belonging, 
friendliness, and safety. 

The Study

Methodology

Objectives and Research Questions 

The purpose of  this study is  to  check which of  the two strategies used by 
two different teachers in  their respective Portuguese L2 groups in  ERT mode 
was more effective in  terms of  motivating their learners: one that is  strongly 
based on affect or one that is  mostly underpinned by tasks that explore class-
room interaction. The following research questions have been formulated:

RQ1: How does an affect-based teaching strategy impact learners’ motiva-
tion in  ERT Portuguese L2 classes?

RQ2: How does an interaction-intensive teaching strategy impact learners’ 
motivation in  ERT Portuguese L2 classes?

RQ3: Which variables are impacted by each of  these strategies?

Participants

Participants were two groups of adult learners (eight per group) of Portuguese 
L2 (level B1.2) classes in the University of Lisbon, from 13 different countries. 
The teachers were two female, European Portuguese L1 speakers. Classes were 
held on Zoom, twice a week, during the whole semester. 

Study Design and Instruments 

To  answer our research questions, a  mixed-method approach was adopted, 
combining qualitative and quantitative methods. The data analyzed herein were 
collected through the following instruments: (a) a closed questionnaire consist-
ing of a small version of the AMTB (Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993), to measure 
participants’ attitudes and motivation to learn Portuguese at the beginning and 
at the end of  the course; (b) a  class observation grid (Appendix A) adapted 
from Guilloteaux and Dörnyei’s (2008) scheme to measure participants’ behav-
ioral engagement in online classes (attention, participation, and volunteering for 
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teacher-fronted activity); (c) a  class observation journal where relevant informa-
tion about the class dynamics, especially learners’ behaviors, attitudes, interac-
tions, teachers’ attitudes, emotions and strategies and the reactions they elicited 
from the students, and the general classroom atmosphere, was registered; and (c) 
interviews with students, focusing on affective and motivational aspects of  the 
classes. A  thorough content analysis was then carried out on these data, and 
themes were identified both inductively and deductively. A  final triangulation 
of  all data was conducted.

For the purposes of  the present study, four main variables in  the question-
naire were emphasized, namely: (i) learners’ perceptions of individual capacities 
(PIC), which is a measure combining self-esteem and language anxiety; (ii) test 
anxiety (CTA); (iii) attitude and intensity of  motivation to  learn Portuguese 
(MLP); and (iv) perceptions of the teacher and the classes (PTC). The items de-
veloped to measure PIC, which was not originally included in the AMTB, have 
been formulated based on Zheng (2010) and Deci and Ryan (1995). Statistical 
tests were run on the quantitative data, using the software SPSS. As the samples 
were rather small for parametric tests, we first decided to run a paired samples 
Wilcoxon test on each category, comparing the results from the first and the 
second questionnaire. Spearman’s rank coefficient was calculated to verify the 
statistical dependence between the ranking of  these four variables.

Findings 

The AMTB Questionnaire 

To  analyze the results of  the questionnaire, the 32 items were rearranged 
according to  the eight categories they belong to  and, following Zheng (2010), 
a numeric scale was designed for the answers, so that “I  totally disagree” = 1, 

“I partly disagree” = 2, “I partly agree” = 3, and “I totally agree” = 4. The items 
that correspond to  the categories PIC and CTA (self-esteem, language anxi-
ety, and test anxiety) received inverted values, as the statements were written 
positively (e.g., “Before I  take a Portuguese test, I  feel confident and at ease”). 

First and foremost, it must be said that both Group 1 and Group 2 revealed 
highly motivated and rather similar profiles at the end of the course, displaying 
the same order in  the ranking of  all four variables (Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1

Ranking of  Means at the End of  the Course in  Group 1 (N  =  8)

Figure 2

Ranking of  Means at the End of  the Course in  Group 2 (N  =  8)

The comparison of the mean in Questionnaire 1 (Q1) and in Questionnaire 2 
(Q2) revealed that some variables behaved differently in Group 1 and in Group 
2: in  the former, there was a  decrease in  MLP (–0.22) and PTC (–0.3), and 
an increase in  CTA (+0.21) and PIC (+0.21), denoting a  drop in  participants’ 
self-esteem and a  surge in  their language/test anxiety. In  the latter, there was 
a decrease in PTC (–0.37) and MLP (–0.16), as well as in PIC (–0.16) and CTA 
(–0.13), revealing, conversely, an increase in  learners’ self-esteem and less FL 
anxiety (see Table 1 and Figure 3).



Who Cares If  the Teacher Has a Cat?…� TAPSLA.16026 p. 9/24

Table 1

Group 1’s and Group 2’s Variation of  Means from the Beginning to  the End 
of  the Course

  GROUP 1 GROUP 2

Variable Increase Decrease Increase Decrease

PERCEPTION OF INDIVIDUAL 
CAPACITIES (PIC)*

+0.16 –0.09

COGNITIVE TEST ANXIETY 
(CTA)*

+0.21 –0.13

MOTIVATION TO LEARN 
PORTUGUESE (MLP) 

–0.22 –0.16

PERCEPTION OF THE 
TEACHER AND THE CLASSES 
(PTC)

–0.3 –0.37

Note. *These measures are reversed, so an increase represents a  negative result in  learners’ self-esteem, FL classroom 
anxiety and test anxiety, whereas a  decrease represents a  positive result in  these variables.

Spearman’s rank coefficient results showed both in Group 1 and in Group 2 
a significant positive correlation between PIC and CTA (Corr = 0.554, α < 0.05) 
and a non-significant negative correlation between PIC and PTC (Corr = 0.489, 
α  >  0.05) and MLP (Corr  =  –0.505, α  >  0.05). A  significant negative correla-
tion was found between CTA and PTC (Corr  =  –0.635, α  <  0.05) and MLP 
(Corr  =  –0.571, α  <  0.05). Finally, a  significant positive correlation between 
PTC and MLP was found (corr =  0.591, α < 0.05). 

The Class Observation Grid 

The analysis of the learners’ attention, participation, and volunteering shows 
the ebb and flow of  behavioral engagement in  both groups along the classes 
observed throughout the school term. Figures 4, 5, and 6 reveal that, as a gen-
eral pattern, learners in Group 1 demonstrated greater behavioral engagement 
than those in  Group 2. Each variable, however, presented a  specific behavior 
that deserves an analysis of  its own, as follows.

Starting with the learners’ attention (Figure 3), it was observed that both groups 
start the course at a significantly high level (6), which, from class 2 onwards, drops 
brusquely, reaching its lowest value (2) in class 3 (Group 1) and class 4 (Group 2). 
From this point on, it stabilizes at this level in Group 2 and, in Group 1, increases 
again, to stabilize at 4 from class 5 to class 6. After a drop to level 2 in class 5, 
there is  a  peak to  level 6 in  class 7, where it  remains. Hence, in  terms of  at-
tention, Group 1 displays a  more dynamic pattern, whereas Group 2 seems 
to  have a  constant downward tendency. 



TAPSLA.16026 p. 10/24� Bruno Costa, Jorge Pinto 

Figure 3

Variation of “Attention” in Group 1 and in Group 2 along Class Observations

Concerning the learners’ participation in class (Figure 4), once again a more 
dynamic pattern in  Group 1 combined with an uncurbed downward tendency 
in Group 2 is observed. Both groups start at a high level of participation at 6, 
then experience a  fall from the second class onwards, landing at 2 in Group 1 
in Class 3 and Group 2 in Class 4. Then, it goes back up in Group 1, stabiliz-
ing at 4 in  classes 4 and 5, and reaching a  new peak at 6, where it  remains 
from class 6 onwards. In Group 2, however, after stabilizing at 2 in  classes 4 
and 5, it  drops brusquely to  0, where it  remains.

Figure 4 

Variation of  “Participation” in  Group 1 and in  Group 2 along Class 
Observations
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Finally, regarding the learners’ behavior of volunteering readily for teacher-
fronted activities (Figure 5), the overall pattern observed in  the two groups 
seems equally dynamic, although a  greater downward tendency can still be 
noticed in Group 2 and a prevailing upward pattern is  seen in Group 1. Thus, 
in Group 1, there is a clear upward tendency, with students gradually volunteer-
ing more in  the classes, after a  short period of  less spontaneous participation, 
while in Group 2 this behavior continuously deteriorates, only to go back to the 
initial level in  the last observed class. Hence, Group 2 starts and ends at the 
same point in terms of volunteering, which is a rather low level when compared 
to Group 1. The latter not only starts at a  higher level but ends at its peak.

Figure 5 

Variation of  “Volunteering” in  Group 1 and in  Group 2 along Class 
Observations

In the next section, some qualitative data collected during the class observa-
tions shall be described and analyzed, attempting to  explain the results found 
both in  the questionnaire and in  the class observation grid. 

Class Observation Journal

The content analysis of  the journal used during the class observations 
has yielded two main categories, that is “teacher” and “learners.” In  the first 
category, the following subcategories were identified: “relationship with learn-
ers,” “promoting learners’ self-esteem/motivation,” and “strategies, activities, 
materials, and topics.” In  the second category, learners’ reactions to  these 
subcategories were registered. 
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Teachers

Relationship with Learners. Compared to  T1, T2 showed a  much more af-
fectionate attitude and relationship with her group, remarkably during the ini-
tial and final moments of  the class, while greeting them and saying goodbye 
warmly. She was quite comfortable sharing with her group private information 
and made references to  learners’ real experiences shared in  class. When she 
heard a meow coming from one of  the computer cameras, she said, empatheti-
cally: “Oh, I  had not noticed that someone else had a  cat at home, too!” She 
also generally expressed tolerance and respect, fostering learners’ autonomy 
and individuality. Occasionally, however, her answers to students’ questions or 
remarks were less warm or welcoming, displaying an expression of impatience 
or frustration, especially when something in  class did not play out as she had 
expected due to  technological constraints. 

In  general, T1 only greeted students after they had greeted her, as they 
joined the virtual room for class. By and large, positive non-verbal communica-
tive behaviors were predominantly observed (smiling, expressing a welcoming 
and friendly attitude, and laughing in  class). However, occasionally she let on 
a relatively dull expression, showing her tiredness by laying her head upon her 
hand while teaching. At other times, she seemed upset by wrinkling her brow 
when a  student asked questions. 

Promoting Learners’ Self-esteem/Motivation. Predominantly, positive encour-
agement to learners’ self-esteem by T1 was observed, among other things in the 
form of the delivery of positive feedback, remarking, for example: “It has never 
been so easy to  assign an oral task to  a  group! It’s been really great! Thank 
you!” Yet, occasional negative feedback was noticed, as was the case when 
T1 remarked to  a  student, who was taking too long to  finish the assignment:  
“This task is  so easy!” In  terms of  motivating learners, there was a  great 
number of  incentives for integrative motivation, illustrated by T1 bringing up 
cultural aspects of  the L2. Motivating learners through cooperation was also 
a  recurrent strategy, above all by encouraging their interaction in oral debates 
and classroom discussions. 

T2 also frequently encouraged learners’ self-esteem, mainly through careful 
positive individual comments on their performance after a  presentation, some-
thing which was not seen in  T1. However, T2 did not eschew negative com-
ments. When learners’ performance in  an assignment was poor, for example, 
she told them that next time they should listen more carefully and more times 
to  the audio. As for fostering learners’ motivation, great emphasis was given 
to encouraging integrative motivation, by a comprehensive account of historical 
and cultural events in Portugal.
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Strategies, Activities, Materials, and Topics. T1 favored a  strategy based on 
oral debates and classroom discussions, presenting daily expressions and other 
language structures in a contextualized way. The materials used in class were 
taken originally from real sources, such as blogs and newspaper articles. The 
topics covered issues that were mostly related to  the routines and experiences 
of  the learners, but also to  the Portuguese culture. 

T2’s strategy was strongly based on having learners deliver individual oral 
presentations having texts or films previously assigned as prompts. Great em-
phasis was given to Portuguese culture and history. There were some successful 
experiences with the use of technology in class, but sometimes it went sideways, 
especially concerning the use of  some materials adapted to be used online, as 
the teacher herself was relatively unacquainted with the digital environment. 
Another commonly observed practice was to  discuss the course plan with the 
group (sometimes for several minutes), giving them the chance to  collectively 
decide on the course plan and deadlines for the assignments. 

Learners

Learners’ Reactions. A  great deal of  interaction was observed between learn-
ers and T1 and among learners themselves, most of  which happened during 
oral tasks that were based on a  topic extracted from a  previously read text. 
A considerable amount of personal information and emotion was shared during 
these discussions, most of  which involved issues related to  learners’ identity. 
Group 1’s multiculturality was highly explored, yielding lively debates about 
customs and cultural specificities. Some episodes of  frustration and relative 
distress were also identified, nonetheless. 

In  Group 2, a  significant amount of  interaction was seen between the stu-
dents and T2 in  varied moments of  the class, but considerably less communi-
cation was seen among the students themselves. Learners shared a  great deal 
of  personal information with the teacher, though. Still, occasionally, learners 
were unresponsive to T2’s encouragement for them to volunteer their answers. 
There was also a  particular episode in  which a  sheer atmosphere of  boredom 
and lack of  interest was noticed. This happened in  a  class in  which T2 took 
up an excessive amount of  time to  discuss the course plan with the students. 
T2 and some students were seen on the verge of  a  fallout, as exemplified by 
student A204’s remarks that she had already answered ten emails, asking T2 
if they could go back to  class. 

Interviews. The interviews focused on an array of  topics related to  learners’ 
perceptions of  the strategies and attitudes of  the teachers, as well as on cer-
tain elements located in  the classroom context. For the purposes of  this study, 
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two main topics stand out: “perceptions of  the class,” and “perceptions of  the 
relationship with the teacher.” The former includes aspects such as activities, 
participation, and interaction, among others, and the latter comprises percep-
tions of  the teacher’s attitudes and the sharing of  personal information and 
emotions in  class. 

Perceptions about the Class. Participants in  Group 1 were particularly fond 
of  the oral debates, cited as the most motivating activity and an opportunity 
for learners to  get to  know each other better, getting around the constraints 
imposed by the ERT mode: “I had motivation when we delivered presentations 
and discussed, we had a class in which we presented our region or something 
about our country” (A106). Participants considered topics related to the culture 
of  the L2 and their own cultural identities as particularly motivating, but the 
fact that not all students had the chance to speak proportionally combined with 
the amount of  time used in  these discussions earned severe criticism from 
some respondents. 

Group 2’s answers revealed a  different profile, as learners reported a  par-
ticular appreciation for activities that focused on grammar and vocabulary. The 
oral presentations were generally referred to as demotivating, as they lasted for 
too long, and “each person speaks individually and then it is too long for them 
to be able to  speak again” (A206). Student A104 claimed that what she found 
least motivating was “those oral presentations in  general, especially in  front 
of a computer, I  think they are super selfish because each student minds their 
own business and disregards what is  going on,” highlighting that these tasks 
could have been more motivating if they had engaged the class as a  group, 
exploring some tools that the digital platforms provide for interaction, such as 

“breakout rooms.”
In  fact, almost all participants highlighted the lack of  interaction as some-

thing negative. Student A207, for instance, stressed that what he found least 
positive was the context because, as he admitted: “We didn’t notice many 
debates, we mostly just read.” Student A204 added that “it was a pity not get-
ting to  know the other students better, not having had more discussions with 
them.” In this group, the most enjoyable aspect of the course was often related 
not to  the practice, but to  the outcome of  the tasks, when students realized 
their progress: “The strongest points of  the course were the writing activities 
and the oral presentations. I  benefited a  lot from these practices. I  feel that 
I have improved my writing skills and I feel much more confident in speaking 
Portuguese” (A201).

Perceptions about the Teachers. When asked whether they notice when their 
teacher greets them before they do, participants in Group 1 provided threefold 
answers: one-third claimed that they do not notice and do not care if they do; 
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one-third informed that they do notice, but do not really care; and another one-
third stated that they do notice, and that they would have appreciated it  that 
T1 had greeted them before. As for smiling, the unanimity of the interviewees 
informed that they notice when teachers smile, rating it as an important aspect 
of teacher-learner communication. A negative aspect regarding T1’s attitude was 
that she sometimes judged students’ opinions when she should limit herself 
to  teaching the language: “Unfortunately, whenever we spoke, she judged our 
way of  thinking, and did not stick to  correcting our Portuguese […] the class 
is not about my opinion!” (A102). Another negative point attributed to T1 was 
some impatience when learners asked her questions.

In Group 2, most of  the interviewees reported that they notice when teach-
ers smile, and a  close minority claimed that they do not notice or care about 
that. When it  comes to  greetings, most of  Group 2’s students claimed that 
they notice and feel good about teachers greeting them first. An aspect that 
was highly criticized was T2’s lack of expertise with the technology, resulting 
in  poorly adapted materials for ERT classes. Likewise, T2’s frequent com-
plaints when something went sideways were stressed by some students. As for 
the fact that T2 adopted a  strategy of  discussing the program with the group, 
it was remarked that “she spent too much time discussing the activities and the 

‘why’ of  the tasks” (A206). A  positive aspect that was reported was the way 
she presented some topics to  the group. Thus, student A205 remarked: “What 
I  enjoyed the most in  the course was the class when she told us the history 
of the April 25th Revolution in Portugal […] we barely spoke in that class, but 
I  think it was a good class because I noticed she was well, she was emotional 
and willing to  share.” 

Concerning the exchange of  personal information between teachers and 
learners in class, Group 1 showed a  relatively more open stance than Group 2 
in  both directions. Most students acknowledged the importance of  teachers 
sharing information about their lives, as this ushers in a  friendly environment 
and contributes to  topics of mutual interest. As for the importance of students 
sharing personal information with their teachers, most respondents stated that, 
if it  is  restricted to  basic information and is  relevant for the class, it  can be 
helpful, highlighting, again, its contribution to  the choice of  topics. Others, 
still, acknowledged that this could help to  set a  connection between pupils 
and teachers.

Group 2’s responses marked a  less acknowledgeable position regarding the 
importance of  teachers sharing personal information with their students and 
vice-versa. Student A204 was assertive in  this respect: “For me, that has noth-
ing to do with the class!”, adding that “teachers should be, remain, ‘teachers’… 
whether or not they have kids, or cats, who cares?”. As for sharing their per-
sonal information with teachers, the bulk of the students restricted its relevance 
to  the topic of  the class and general information about them.
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Regarding the exchange of  emotions, a  more equitable pattern was found 
between both Groups, in both directions. Hence, in Group 1, most respondents 
were at least partly receptive to emotional exchanges, while others highlighted 
the importance of being professional: “It’s a job, and we all have our moments, 
but I  think that when you get to  work, all that’s happened before should be 
left at the door, both for students and for teachers” (A106). In  Group 2, the 
human side of  teachers was stressed: “Yes, I want the teacher to  feel comfort-
able, to know that she can share. They’re people too, so, to an extent, it  is  (ok 
for them to  share)” (A206). A  red flag was raised to  sharing negative emo-
tions, and in Group 2 there was an explicit reference to T2’s frustrations when 
something went wrong. 

Discussion

The Impact of Emotion: Motivation to Learn Portuguese (MLP), Perceptions 
of  the Teacher and Classes (PTC), and Perceptions of Individual Capacities 
(PIC) 

As observed in  the results of  the AMBT questionnaire, both groups exhib-
ited a  highly motivational result at the end of  the course. It  is  suggested that, 
to  a  large extent, this is  because both teachers shared a  lot of  emotions and 
engaged in real communication with their learners. What is more: both positive 
and negative emotions were shared, with an overall positive impact in  the end. 
This contrasts with data presented in  studies like Resnik and Dewaele (2021), 
where ERT classes were reported as showing significantly less emotion than 
traditional classes. 

In  the present study, both teachers acted as facilitators (Rogers, 1983), 
which does not imply a  fear of  expressing one’s feelings and emotions (good 
or bad) but prescribes an awareness of  how to  communicate them to  learners 
(Rogers, 1983, in Zimring, 1994, p. 4). That is exactly what the data show: they 
generally expressed positive emotions, but did not avert expressing tiredness, 
difficulties, or frustrations in  a  genuine and transparent way. This meets the 
conclusion advanced by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014, 2016), that is, it  seems 
more advisable to find the correct ratio between positive and negative emotions 
than to  concentrate on eliminating the latter from the classroom. 

Participants in  both groups reported less motivation (MLP) and less ap-
preciation for their respective teachers and classes (PTC) by the end of  the 
course. As seen, despite T1’s and T2’s generally friendly and positive approach 
to students in class, they both exhibited some negative attitudes and experienced 
some hardships which explain the decrease in  the measures of MLP and PTC. 
The way T1 responded to some of the students’ questions was a bit distant and 
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sometimes revealed some impatience, as the interviews confirm, with students 
reporting feeling judged on their opinions rather than on the language. Her 
overall impersonal attitude in  the early moments of  the class is another aspect 
that did not go unnoticed: all students in  T1 reported noticing and consider-
ing it  important that teachers smile in class. As for T2, it was noticed that the 
amount of time spent on discussing the course plan and the recurrent problems 
faced with the online format took a definite toll on learners. The statistical tests 
confirm the correlation between PTC and MLP in both groups, giving further 
empirical validity to  the data. 

Figure 6

The Impact of Affect in T1’s and T2’s Attitudes upon PTC, MLP, PIC and CTA

The better results exhibited by Group 2 (↑PIC) are assumed to  stem from 
the more affectionate attitude T2 maintained in  class, balancing the overall 
negative perception students had of  the class and exerting a positive effect on 
learners’ self-esteem, classroom anxiety, and test anxiety. Conversely, T1’s less 
affectionate attitude is  assumed to  account for the lower measures Group  1 
exhibited in  PTC, MLP, PIC, and test anxiety. This conclusion finds support 
in  Rubio-Alcalá (2017), who claims that teachers can reduce learners’ self-
esteem when they express an attitude of  intolerance, do not give them enough 
time to answer a question, and are incautious of their feedback and corrections, 
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among other things. Figure 6 below shows the impact of the different attitudes 
adopted by T1 and T2 in  their respective groups.

Hence, the findings reported in  previous studies in  face-to-face contexts 
showing that teacher variables are more closely linked to  enjoyment than 
to  anxiety (Dewaele & Ferrer, 2022) are not entirely licensed in  the present 
study. At least to some extent, learners’ self-esteem and anxiety were affected 
by teachers’ different attitudes in  each group. The qualitative data support 
this conclusion, which is  further corroborated by the statistical tests revealing 
a  significant negative correlation between test anxiety (CTA) and PTC and 
MLP. Zare and Risiati (2012) inform of  an association between test anxiety 
and the two variables in  PIC (self-esteem and classroom anxiety), endorsing 
the conclusions from the present results.

The Impact of  Interaction: Engagement, FLE, Flow, and FLB 

As seen, a great deal of interaction was reported in both groups. In Group 1, 
both a ‘teacher-student’ and a ‘peer-peer’ type were identified, based on debates 
which led to greater interaction, while in Group 2 the individual presentations 
led to  mostly ‘teacher-student’ interaction. Group 1 excelled against Group 2 
in  all components of  learners’ behavioral engagement (attention, participation, 
and volunteering). Thus, it is proposed that promoting debates in the classroom 
yields greater engagement than individual presentations. This is also suggested 
to lead to more episodes of flow, as was observed in a class in Group 1 in which 
learners failed to notice that T1 had lost her internet connection, continuing the 
debate without her. In Group 2, conversely, an opposite pattern was identified, 
that is, while one student was delivering their presentation, other students would 
mind their own business, answering emails and the like. 

Participants’ FLE during their interactions also seemed to predict their en-
gagement, confirming the findings of studies focusing on traditional L2 classes 
(Aubrey, King, & Almukhaild, 2020; Phung, 2017) and ERT classes (Mihai 
et  al., 2022). Aubrey, King, and Almukhaild (2020) found greater engagement 
ensued in  tasks that represented diminished anxiety and increased enjoyment, 
such as those that yielded exciting discussions. This seems to be exactly what 
happened in  Group 1, where students were interactive and collaborative, illus-
trating what Phung (2017) defined as social engagement. Also confirmed was 
the impact of  social support on engagement reported by Luan et al. (2020), 
leading to  a  sense of  community, belonging, friendliness, and safety (Mihai 
et  al., 2022). That was specifically stressed in  some of  the answers found 
in  this study: in  Group 1, such interactions were recalled with joy, pointing 
to  FLE social; in  Group 2, the lack of  it  was referred to  with lament, with 
students experiencing mostly FLE private, associated with a feeling of making 
progress in  the L2.
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It  seems that teachers’ impact on learners’ enjoyment (FLE teacher) was 
incidental, through the choice of topics that seemed personally relevant and that 
validated learners’ experiences and the support needed for engaging in  such 
tasks. Participants appreciated the sense of  engaging in  meaningful commu-
nication (Phung, 2017), sharing and hearing about each other’s cultures and 
the customs of  their countries, confirming that, with multicultural groups, the 
topic “culture” seems naturally suitable (Aubrey, Kim, & Almukhaild, 2020; 
Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2022). 

In Group 2, some students specifically criticized the lack of social contact 
in distal classes, which was not verified in Group 1, where plenty of interaction 
was afforded. This echoes the findings of  Elmas and Öztüfekçi (2021), who 
concluded that demotivation in  ERT classes is  strongly linked to  the methods 
used and the tasks assigned to  participants. Similarly, Wilson and Lengeling 
(2021) found that learners’ disengagement in  class can be associated with 
technological obstacles and the lack of  interaction. Dewaele, Albakistani, and 
Ahmed (2022a) reported that physical distance also curbed the chance to build 
meaningful relationships with classmates and the teacher, as seen in  Group  2. 
Yet, the authors highlight that ERT classes could provide opportunities for 
relationship-building. We propose that the processes experienced in  Group 1 
illustrate the latter, making up for the lack of physical contact in ERT classes. 
Figure 7 illustrates the processes ensuing from the different interaction patterns 
in  the two groups. 

In  short, the analysis of  the patterns of  interaction and their impact on 
each group has shown that engagement, FLE, flow, and FLB are closely linked 
to task and strategy choices. In classes where learners have a chance to interact 
and receive social support from teachers and peers, more engagement, FLE 
social, and the experience of  flow are expected to  ensue. Conversely, mostly 
FLE private, less engagement, and more FLB are predicted in  environments 
that lack ‘peer-peer’ interaction. 

Some pedagogical implications for online teaching are that teachers invest 
in  tasks that encourage learners to  embark on personally meaningful and 
emotionally engaging interactions. They should also provide enough social and 
academic support. Lack of interaction prevents the development of social cohe-
sion and teacher-learner connection. Finally, it  is  proposed that students who 
do not engage as much in meaningful exchanges with their teachers and peers 
may become less sensitive to  the benefits of  relatedness, and, consequently, 
unable to account for the emotional and cognitive value of simple things, such 
as the discovery of  a  particular appreciation for cats shared by their teachers.
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Figure 7 

The Impact of  the Pattern of  Interaction upon FLE, Engagement, Flow and 
FLB in  Group 1 and in  Group 2

Conclusions 

In  short, the findings in  this study can be thus synthesized: the more 
affectionate way that T2 related to  her group yielded better results in  terms 
of  motivation to  learn Portuguese, self-esteem, anxiety, and test anxiety. The 
interactions-intensive practice set in  train by T1, in  turn, resulted in  more 
engagement, FLE social, and occasional experiences of  flow. Boredom was 
predicted by activities that did not allow for interaction to  unfold, as was the 
case with the long individual oral presentations in Group 2. 

Pedagogically, it  is  worth keeping in  mind that any conclusion regarding 
what predicts learners’ emotional responses in  L2 classes must be interpreted 
with a grain of salt, regardless of the format of the classes. It seems more advis-
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able that, instead of focusing on one strategy or another, teachers try to combine 
different practices in their classes, to account for the different emotional profiles 
of  their groups. Martins, Silva, and Pinto (2022) make a  statement for a  new 
approach to  language teaching known as a  “post-method” (Kumaravadivelu, 
1996, 2006), consisting of  multiple approaches that complement each other, 
attending to  all dimensions of  the learner. We believe that the combination 
of  genuine and meaningful interactions (e.g., plentiful pair work and group 
work using breakout rooms and whole class interactions in  engaging themes) 
with emotional and affective support from teachers (e.g., delivering positive and 
individualized feedback, discussing the challenges experienced throughout the 
course) is  one way of  leading online classes on the right track.

Limitations of  the Study

These findings have encountered some limitations, however: a  first short-
coming has to  do with the fact that the qualitative data used for analyzing 
FLE and FLA could have been complemented with validated quantitative in-
struments, such as the scales used in Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014). Another 
limitation relates to  the small number of  participants in  this study, which pre-
vents a broad generalization of these findings, though the diversified qualitative 
and quantitative data analyzed do provide strong validity to  the conclusions 
advanced herein.
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A p p e n d i x  A

Extract from the Classroom Observation Grid for Assessing 
Learners’ Motivated Behavior in Online Classes

Variable Description 1–2 times 3–4 times 5 or + times

Attention Students appear to  be paying at-
tention. They are not displaying any 
inattentive or disruptive behavior: 
they keep their cameras on during 
most of  the class; they do not turn 
their heads to  gaze out on their sur-
roundings or to  speak to  someone 
near them; their eyes are staring at 
the computer screen as the teacher 
or their colleagues speak or as 
materials are being screenshared; 
they offer appropriate non-verbal 
responses, by nodding their heads, 
for example.

Participation Students are actively taking part 
in  classroom interaction or working 
on assigned activity

Volunteering 
for teacher-
fronted activ-
ity

At least one third of  the students 
are volunteering without the teacher 
having to  coax them in  any way.

Source: adapted from the MOLT Classroom Observation Scheme (Guilloteaux & Dörnyei, 2008, p. 62).
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Foreign language anxiety is  a  widely studied emotion in  the second lan-
guage acquisition literature. Converging research shows lower levels of  FLA 
to  be strongly associated with higher levels of  second language performance 
as defined by course grades (Bekleyen, 2009; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994b) 
essay writing (Woodrow, 2011), and listening tests (Zhang, 2013). The majority 
of FLA research has focused on students learning a foreign language in a class-
room in  their home country (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991; Zhang, 2013), or 
students studying abroad with the purpose of learning the language of the host 
country (Dewey, Belnap, & Steffen, 2018; Liu, 2018; Thompson & Lee, 2014), 
but there is limited research examining the impact of FLA on students studying 
abroad long term undertaking a  degree in  their target language.

For international students from non-English speaking backgrounds under-
taking a degree in an English-speaking country, English is not only used as the 
medium of  study but is  also necessary for the students to  be able to  express 
themselves, understand and cooperate with people on a  daily basis, effec-
tively navigate personal problems, and be self-determining on their own behalf 
(Sawir et  al., 2012; Tran & Pham, 2016). International students with higher 
English abilities are more likely to  have higher levels of  academic achieve-
ment (Mamiseishvilli, 2012; Martirosyan, Hwang, & Wanjohi 2015; Neumann, 
Padden, & McDonough, 2019), lower levels of homesickness (Poyrazli & Lopez, 
2007), and a greater sense of wellbeing (Basow & Gaugler, 2017). For interna-
tional students who must communicate using their target language both in and 
outside of  the classroom for an extended length of  time, FLA may greatly 
impact their experience abroad and influence the degree to  which they are 
able to successfully navigate not only their academics, but also everyday life. 
This study examines the impact of  FLA on the English oral fluency of  in-
ternational students undertaking a  degree in  the UK in  order to  elucidate the 
effects it  may have on students’ ability to  communicate.

Literature Review

Foreign language anxiety (FLA) is  a  situation-specific anxiety referring 
to worry, nervousness, and apprehension when communicating in one’s second 
language (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986). FLA has been shown to  have 
deleterious effects on language communication, as the speaker focuses on rea-
sons for being anxious and is distracted from the main task at hand (Kormos, 
2006). International students who experience FLA may use avoidance to cope 
with anxiety and segregate themselves to socialize and form groups with fellow 
nationals, which limits opportunities to  practice the language (Brown, 2008; 
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Sawir  et  al., 2012). Despite meeting university language requirements, interna-
tional students often report high levels of anxiety about their English communi-
cation abilities while studying in the UK (Brown, 2008; Sawir et al., 2012). As 
individuals experiencing FLA are more likely to have lower grades (Bekleyen, 
2009; Ganschow & Sparks, 1996), take longer to complete tests (MacIntyre & 
Gardner, 1994b), and avoid attempting personal or difficult messages in  their 
second language (Horwitz et  al., 1986), international students undertaking 
a  degree may struggle when completing coursework, exams, dissertations, or 
conducting meetings and discussions with classmates or supervisors.

As fear of  negative evaluation is  one of  the main components of  FLA 
(Horwitz et al., 1986), and students typically feel the most anxiety when speak-
ing with strangers or speaking in front of others (Bekleyen, 2009; Birney et al., 
2020; Dewaele, 2007), international students are likely to  experience high lev-
els of anxiety when required to partake in classroom activities and speak in front 
of classmates. Furthermore, research has suggested that non-native speakers  
tend to  experience anxiety and fear of  being ridiculed particularly by native 
speakers, even in an online environment (Lin, 2022; Russel, 2020). International 
students have also reported that feeling anxiety while speaking to  locals leads 
them to pause mid-sentence, having to rephrase, or ask others to repeat sentences 
(Brown, 2008). International students undertaking a  degree in  the UK will not 
only have to  use English in  front of  other learners, but also in  front of  native 
English speakers both in and outside of  the classroom, increasing the likelihood 
of  experiencing high levels of  FLA in  a  variety of  situations, and in  turn expe-
rience barriers to oral communication and navigation of daily life. 

Anxiety can impede one’s ability to clearly communicate their ideas, as task 
irrelevant thoughts and ruminations about reasons for anxiety compete with 
thoughts relevant to  the task demands (Kormos, 2006; Trebtis, 2014). When 
producing speech, the speaker is required to simultaneously plan their message 
and map their thoughts onto the appropriate language. This may be relatively 
automatic in  one’s mother tongue but require more effort in  a  non-native lan-
guage (Kormos, 2006). Mutual communication requires quick listening com-
prehension and a  relatively immediate response, so there are potentially high 
demands on international students who are asked to  speak, answer questions, 
provide opinions, or participate in  discussions in  class when English is  not 
their native language. These contexts may place students in  a  situation under 
pressure with limited opportunity to allocate extra time for comprehension and 
response. Strategies such as allocating more time to the task, reviewing material, 
and articulatory rehearsal, though effective and practical in  reading or writing 
contexts (Bekleyen, 2009; Eysenck et  al., 2007), may not be available in  situ-
ations such as attending lectures, participating in discussions during seminars, 
or communication in daily life. Instead, anxiety may lead to  the individual re-
sorting to time-gaining mechanisms during speech such as pausing or repeating 
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a message (Castillejo, 2019; Gots, 2013). Furthermore, in Castillo’s (2019) study, 
anxious participants paused even more frequently than low-proficiency learners 
during an oral exam, emphasizing the fact that anxiety may disadvantage even 
high-proficiency learners’ ability to speak fluently. This highlights the potential 
that FLA may have on the speakers’ ability to  smoothly communicate their 
intended message regardless of  their actual language knowledge.

In  the same light, international students who are required to  use English 
in  the classroom and speak in  front of  the class may struggle due to  their 
experiences with FLA. For example, when required to discuss classroom mate-
rial and provide answers or opinions to questions in  front of others, a  student 
with high FLA juggles thoughts related to  their reasons for anxiety and these 
thoughts may impede their ability to focus their attention on listening to others 
or preparing for a  response, hindering their ability to  smoothly communicate. 
These students eventually may decide to  avoid participating and communicat-
ing in English all together (Brown, 2008; Sawir et al., 2012). For those who do 
persevere and participate, these struggles may manifest in the form of utterance 
disfluencies during speech. Utterance fluency refers to  oral features that can 
be measured and focuses on how fluid one’s speech is (Skehan, 2003; Tavakoli, 
2005). This includes the extent to  which the speech is  interrupted, as well as 
the number of self-corrections and repetitions in speech. In addition to pausing 
(Castillejo, 2019), international students may have difficulty with word-finding 
while distracted by task-irrelevant thoughts, and therefore show a higher number 
of self-repairs when speaking (Zuniga & Simard, 2022). Utterance disfluencies 
such as these may act as coping mechanisms for speakers to  bide time until 
they are able to  retrieve the correct grammar or vocabulary required to  com-
plete their message.

Thus far, much of the FLA literature focuses on general outcome variables 
such as grades or tests (Bekleyen, 2009; Cheng, Horwitz, & Shallert, 1999; 
MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994b; Linck & Weiss, 2015; Liu, 2018; Saito, Horwitz, 
& Garza, 1999; Verhagen & Leseman, 2016), and there is  limited research ex-
amining the impact of FLA on utterance fluency (Bielak, 2022, Castillejo, 2019, 
2021), particularly among individuals who are immersed in the target language 
rather than inside the language classroom. Examining measurable fluency out-
comes may provide a  clearer picture as to  how the effects of  FLA manifest 
in speech. Furthermore, examining utterance fluencies in an ecologically valid 
context similar to  situations international students typically experience may 
elucidate the way FLA impacts oral fluency in  real life communication. 

In addition, in order to understand how FLA impacts students’ oral fluency 
in a real-life setting, it is important that the methodology used to investigate the 
impact of FLA is similar to what students would experience in an educational 
environment. Much of  the previous research on FLA has used cross-sectional 
(Bekleyen, 2009; Bielak, 2022; Castillejo, 2019; Liu, 2018) or reflective inter-
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view (Brown, 2008; Gregersen, Meza, & MacIntyre, 2014; Sawir et  al., 2012) 
methods, which although provide a strong rationale for establishing the negative 
effects of FLA, they do not reveal the distinct ways FLA can impact students 
on a day-to-day basis. Some studies have, however, used experimental methods, 
such as the study by Rai et al. (2001), which showed how FLA can negatively 
impact reading comprehension by leading participants to  require more time 
to  process material. Furthermore, other studies have attempted to  use ecologi-
cally valid settings to  investigate how students’ experience FLA while doing 
a  presentation in  the classroom (Gregersen, Meza, & MacIntyre, 2014). 

Gregersen, Meza, and MacIntyre’s (2014) study investigated the impact 
of  anxiety on presentation performances among students learning Spanish. 
These performances were videorecorded, and the participants were able to  re-
watch the videos and indicate their levels of  anxiety as the presentation went 
on, highlighting how students experience FLA during typical classroom assign-
ments. The results showed that those with high FLA continued to  be anxious 
throughout the entire presentation, while those with low FLA had decreasing 
anxiety over time, suggesting that those with high FLA struggle to cope with 
their anxiety during performance. However, it  is  unclear how this struggle 
influenced actual speech and utterance fluency during the presentation, and 
whether their performance had indeed been negatively affected. Considering the 
results of the aforementioned study combined with research strongly suggesting 
that FLA impacts performance in  terms of  grades and tests (Bekleyen, 2009; 
Ganschow & Sparks, 1996; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994b), because international 
students are also required to communicate while living abroad, understanding 
how oral performance is affected by FLA and the negative impacts it can have 
on student classroom participation is  vital.

The current study intends to  combine both measurable fluency outcomes 
with ecologically valid settings to  investigate how FLA impacts international 
students’ ability to communicate their ideas within a classroom or small group 
setting, specifically when speaking in  front of  others. The study will use ex-
perimental methods to investigate the impact of FLA on utterance fluency in an 
online seminar style situation. As oral communication in English is unavoidable 
for international students undertaking a degree and living in the UK, examining 
the impact of FLA on utterance fluency variables may shed light on the impact 
FLA has on real-life communication events and how it  may impact students’ 
experience participating in  classroom activities abroad.
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Current Study

The aim of this study was to investigate the effect of FLA on international 
students’ English oral fluency when they are required to speak in  front of oth-
ers as is often the case in a  classroom situation. The study used experimental 
methods to  examine the impact of  international students’ FLA on utterance 
fluency variables when speaking in  front of  native speakers through the 
use of  an audience in  an online Zoom call. As the COVID-19 pandemic led 
to  a  widespread increase of  technology and online education (Burns, 2020; 
Moorhouse, 2023), and considering that students report experiencing FLA and 
fear of negative evaluation among native speakers (Lin, 2022) even in an online 
environment (Russel, 2020), speaking to  others through Zoom can be consid-
ered an ecologically valid method of  examining oral communication. Being 
aware of  the impact of  the COVID-19 pandemic and the possible ways it may 
have affected the international student participants, this study will not be an 
accurate reflection of typical international students studying in higher education 
but provide a  unique understanding of  the enduring impact the pandemic and 
societal situation has had on the international students experiencing it. In  an 
attempt to  fill a gap in  research by examining the impact of FLA on the oral 
fluency of  international students undertaking a  degree abroad, the following 
research questions were raised:
1.	 How does foreign language anxiety affect international students’ utterance 

fluency during a  speaking task?
2.	 How does the presence of  native English speakers impact international stu-

dent anxiety and utterance fluency during a  speaking task?
Regarding the first research question, it was expected that the participants 

with higher levels of anxiety would be correlated with a higher percentage of ut-
terance disfluencies during speech, suggesting that anxiety leads to  difficulty 
focusing on the task at hand and the use of  time-gaining mechanisms. As for 
the second research question, it  was expected that the participants required 
to  speak in  front of  native English speakers would experience higher levels 
of  anxiety, and in  turn produce a  higher percentage of  utterance disfluencies 
in their speech compared to the participants who did not have a native English 
speaker audience.
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Methods

In order to address the research questions, this project took an experimental 
between-participants design to  examine differences in  international students’ 
English utterance fluency while partaking in an oral communication task among 
while either allocated to  an experimental group, which contained an audience 
of four confederate listeners, or a control group without an audience. The exper-
iment took place entirely online. The participants were recruited through online 
social media platforms and university mailing lists. They were offered a  £10 
voucher for participation. The participants for this study were international 
students currently attending higher education at a  university in  the UK.  They 
were also required to have learned English as a second or additional language 
and not have had previous education in  another English-speaking country.

A total of 72 undergraduate (N = 10) and postgraduate (N = 62) international 
students from multiple universities across the United Kingdom participated in 
this study. The participants were from 34 different countries, including China 
(N  =  14), Hong Kong (N  =  6), India (N  =  5) Pakistan (N  =  4), Italy (N  =  3), 
Iran (N  =  3), Chile (N  =  3), Malaysia (N  =  2), Germany (N  =  2), Romania 
(N = 2), Indonesia (N = 2), Bangladesh (N = 2), Peru (N = 2), Colombia (N = 2), 
Brazil (N = 2), Denmark (N = 1), Russia (N = 1), Uruguay (N = 1), Costa Rica 
(N  =  1), Japan (N  =  1), Thailand (N  =  1), Slovakia (N  =  1), Kenya (N  =  1), 
Norway (N  =  1), Ethiopia (N  =  1), Lithuania (N  =  1), Taiwan (N  =  1), Poland 
(N = 1), Greece (N = 1), Mexico (N = 1), Saudi Arabia (N = 1), Spain (N = 1), 
and Egypt (N  =  1). Among these participants, there were 25 different native 
language backgrounds, including Chinese (N  =  22), Spanish (N  =  11), Hindi 
(N  =  5), Urdu (N  =  4) Italian (N  =  3), Romanian (N  =  2), German (N  =  2), 
Persian (N = 2), Indonesian (N = 2), Arabic (N = 2), Bengali (N = 2), Portuguese 
(N  =  2), Japanese (N  =  1), Norwegian (N  =  1), Farsi (N  =  1), Russian (N  =  1), 
Greek (N = 1), Lithuanian (N = 1), Malay (N = 1), Thai (N = 1), Danish (N = 1), 
Slovak (N = 1), Afaan Oromo (N = 1), Polish (N = 1), and Kiswahiki (N = 1). 
A full account of the demographic information about the participants can be 
found in Table 1 and Table 2.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics

Variable Min Max Mean SD

Age 19 43 27.29 4.80

Age of  acquisition 2 29 7.64 4.26

Self-rated English proficiency 2 7 4.68 1.46
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Table 2

Descriptive Frequencies 

Variable Frequency Percent

Gender

 Female 52 72.2

 Male 20 27.8

Year in  Uni

 Undergrad 1st 3 4.2

 Undergrad 2nd 3 4.2

 Undergrad 3rd 2 2.8

 Undergrad 4th 2 2.8

 Master’s 34 47.2

 PhD 1st 12 16.7

 PhD 2nd 9 12.5

 PhD 3rd 4 5.6

 PhD 4th 3 4.2

Length in  UK

 0–6 months 12 16.7

 7–11 months 29 40.3

 1–2 years 18 25.0

 2–3 years 3 4.2

 3–4 years 8 11.1

 5+ years 2 2.8

Percentage of  English used per day

 0% 0 0

 10% 5 6.7

 20% 5 6.7

 30% 5 6.7
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Variable Frequency Percent

 40% 5 6.7

 50% 16 21.3

 60% 7 9.3

 70% 9 12.0

 80% 8 10.7

 90% 11 14.7

 100% 1 1.3

Measures

General Demographics

A general demographics questionnaire (See Appendix A) asked the partici-
pants about their current age, gender, first language, age at which they began 
learning English, name of  university currently attending, year in  university, 
length of time living in the UK, whether they had a history of speech disorders, 
and self-reported English proficiency. The respondents were asked to rate their 
English reading, writing, speaking, and listening proficiency on a  seven-point 
Likert scale ranging from “poor” to  “native like,” a  scale used in  other stud-
ies investigating variables related to  English proficiency (Kim & Cha, 2017; 
Thompson & Lee, 2014).

Anxiety

There were three separate measures used to address the participants’ anxiety.  
The first two were questionnaires, one focusing on foreign language 
anxiety within the classroom, and the second one focused on foreign lan-
guage anxiety outside of  the classroom in  day-to-day life. As research has 
shown that those communicating in a  foreign language may experience anxi-
ety both in and out of  the classroom (Brown, 2008; Sawir et  al., 2012), both 
measures were used in  combination to  get a  grasp of  international students’ 
experience of foreign language anxiety. The final measure of anxiety was used 
as a manipulation check to make sure the experimental condition of  the study 
did indeed induce anxiety compared to  the control condition.

Table 2 continued
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Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale. The Foreign Language 
Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS; Horwitz et al. 1986; See Appendix B) was 
used to assess the participants’ foreign language anxiety in  the classroom and 
adapted to suit international students partaking in classes with English as a me-
dium rather than learning English. The questions on the FLCAS are answered 
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 
There are 33 items in  total, with a minimum of 33 and maximum of 231. The 
questions ask the respondents about their feelings of  nervousness, worry, and 
anxiety in  a  classroom where they are using English, or situations where the 
use of English is  necessary. 

Foreign Language Anxiety in  Formal Contexts Scale. To  investigate 
foreign language anxiety in  situations where international students must com-
municate in  English outside of  the classroom, the Foreign Language Anxiety 
in  Formal Contexts Scale (FLAFS) was used (Gargalianou et  al., 2016; See 
Appendix C). These items reflect anxiety used in  general contexts outside 
of the language classroom and can be applicable to multiple contexts where the 
foreign language must be used, including business settings, or communicating 
with friends. There are ten items in  the scale, with two items measuring each 
the degree of anxiety, extent of understanding, fear of making mistakes, feeling 
of competence, and divergence from general communication apprehension. The 
items are on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to  strongly 
agree. The minimum score is  ten while the maximum score is  70.

Anxiety Check. To  check the effectiveness of  the experimental condition 
of  this study, a  single item measure of  anxiety was used. This item was pre-
sented after the participants were provided the instructions for the speaking 
task and directly before they were asked to partake in the task. They were then 
asked, “How anxious do you feel about the speaking task?” The participants 
were instructed to indicate their current level of anxiety on a scale from 1 (not 
at all) to 100 (extremely). The purpose of using a quick, one question anxiety 
check was to  avoid any interference, alteration of  anxiety levels, or distrac-
tion from to lengthy questionnaires, as manipulation checks which distract the 
participant from the experimental manipulation may affect the results of  the 
experiment (Hauser, Ellsworth, & Gonzales, 2018).

Speaking Task

In  an attempt to  enhance the ecological validity of  this study, the par-
ticipants completing this task were asked a  question in  order to  elicit free 
speech in  the form of  a  monologue under conditions similar to  situations 
in  which students are asked to  provide an answer to  a  question in  a  seminar. 
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Monologues are useful as they avoid the variability of  the interactions and 
the influence that the interlocutor introduces to  the task (Segalowitz, 2016). 
Therefore, to avoid confounding variables from an interlocutor, interview style 
speaking tasks used by some researchers analyzing fluency (Cadena-Aguilar, 
Ortega-Cuellar, &  Cadena-Aguilar, 2019; Gagne, French, & Hummell, 2022; 
Georgiadou & Roehr-Brakin, 2017) were avoided. Instead, the respondents were 
asked a question without visual prompts requiring spontaneous speech, as may 
be the case while participating in  seminar activities. The question, “From the 
perspective of  an international student, what advice would you give to  future 
international students planning to  study in  the UK for a degree in higher edu-
cation in  your department?” was chosen as it  was relevant to  the university 
experience and was something that each international student could answer 
regardless of  their background. During the time this study was conducted, stu-
dents were familiar with online video platforms and the use of breakout rooms 
for participating in  small group discussions due to  the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Beason-Abmayr, Caprette, & Gopalan, 2021; Burns, 2020; Moorhouse, 2023). 

Control Condition. In  the control condition, the participants were merely pro-
vided with the question they were required to  answer. The experimenter was 
the only other person in  the Zoom call when the participant performed the 
speaking task. This condition was intended to allow the participants to perform 
the task naturally without any additional anxiety-inducing stressors. 

Experimental Condition. The participants allocated to  the experimental condi-
tion were told that there would be an audience listening to  their response as 
they completed the speaking task in the Zoom call. For those in this condition, 
in  addition to  the researcher, there were three fake Zoom profiles created as 
the audience. The experimenter used multiple devices to  log in  to  these three 
accounts and join the Zoom call for the speaking task. These fake listeners 
had profile photos taken from free stock image websites, and names were cre-
ated for them that reflected common names of British native English speakers, 
such as Emma, Joe, and Sam (See Figure 1). This was intended to  induce 
anxiety among the participants, as speaking to  or performing in  front of  oth-
ers, especially with strangers or native speakers, has been said to be the most 
anxiety provoking aspect of  second language communication (Dewaele, 2007; 
Bekleyen, 2009; Lin, 2022).
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Figure 1 

Control and Experimental Conditions from the Participants’ view on Zoom

Design and Procedure

The study was conducted entirely online through Qualtrics (Qualtrics, Provo, 
UT; https://www.qualtrics.com). It was conducted in  two parts, which included 
the series of  questionnaires, including the demographic and anxiety question-
naires, and an online speaking task through Zoom. The participants first 
completed the questionnaires. After completion, they were directed to  a  link 
which opened a calendar page where they were able to book a time to partake 
in  the second part of  the study, the speaking task. Ten minutes before their 
scheduled time, the participants received a  link to a Qualtrics page explaining 
what would happen during the speaking task. The respondents were allocated 
to  either the control or experimental group and read about whether they had 
an audience before completing anxiety check measure. Upon completion, they 
were directly sent to  the Zoom call.

Once the participants entered the Zoom call, they were asked to  keep 
their cameras off, but microphones on in  order to  protect their anonymity. 
Furthermore, the lack of  camera use reflected typical behavior of  students 
during the pandemic and would avoid additional anxieties due to  concern 
about physical location or appearance, or weak internet connection (Castelli & 
Sarvary, 2020). When the participants were in  the Zoom call, they were then 
reminded of  the question they were required to  answer. As oral performance 
may be affected by the amount of  planning allocated (O’Loughlin, 1995), the 
respondents were given two minutes to  plan their answer before they were 
required to  speak (Tavakoli, 2011; Trebtis, 2016). Planning and thinking time 

https://www.qualtrics.com
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were also expected to  reflect real-life situations during seminars. The content 
of the seminar and overview of what will be discussed is often provided before 
the actual seminars take place, giving students time to  consider the subject 
matter before partaking in  any activities. The two-minute planning time was 
provided as a substitute for this. When providing their answer, the participants 
were asked to  speak for at least two minutes. Once the preparation time was 
over, the researcher then asked permission to  begin the recording. After the 
recording started, the participants were asked to  provide their response. 
This recording was then downloaded and transcribed for analysis. Once the 
participants completed the speaking task, they were debriefed and able to end 
the call and exit the experiment.

Tools for Transcription

The recordings of the narrative tasks were transcribed through Codes for the 
Human Analysis of  Transcripts (CHAT) and analyzed through Computerized 
Language Analysis (CLAN) both of  which are free downloadable software 
programs used for language analyses developed by (MacWinney, 2000). These 
softwares were used to  assess the participants’ speech sample for utterance flu-
ency measures, including breakdown and repair fluencies. Breakdown fluencies 
indicate a  lack of  delay in  speech and include filled or silent pauses. Repair 
fluencies include non-communicative words such as self-repetitions and self-
corrections. These disfluencies have been shown to be valid indicators of assess-
ing language fluency and have been widely used in  fluency literature (Bosker 
et  al., 2012; Castillejo, 2019; Cucciarini, Strik, & Boves, 2000; Kessler, 2010; 
Segalowitz, 2010, 2016; Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005; Zuniga & Simard, 2022).

Results

Quantitative analyses were conducted through IBM SPSS 29 to explore the 
demographic variables in  the participant population and examine the relation-
ships among the variables of  interest in  this study. First, an exploration of  the 
demographic variables was conducted using correlation analyses. Then, dif-
ferences in  demographic variables and anxiety between participants in  terms 
of  their language background were examined using one-way ANOVA. For the 
main analyses, correlation analyses were conducted to  examine relationships 
among the variables of  interest, and t-tests were used to  compare differences 
between the experimental and control groups.
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Exploration of Participant Demographic Variables

Before beginning the main analysis, to  investigate the general relationship 
between international student anxiety and their experience using English as 
an additional language, an analysis of  the relationship between the FLAFS, 
FLCAS, and demographic variables was conducted. First, correlations between 
both anxiety measures and participant age, age of  acquisition, percentage 
of English use per day, self-rated English proficiency, year in university, length 
living in  the UK, and the anxiety check were explored. Correlations between 
participant age, age of acquisition, and the anxiety check were conducted using 
Pearson’s correlation. However, as percentage of English use per day, self-rated 
English proficiency, year in university, and length living in  the UK were ordi-
nal variables, Spearman’s Rho was a more appropriate analysis for conducting 
correlations for these variables.

Demographic Variables and the Foreign Language Anxiety in  Formal 
Contexts Scale

A Pearson’s correlation showed the FLAFS to be significantly correlated with 
participant age of acquisition (r = .324, p = .006), and the anxiety check measure 
(r = .534, p < .001). However, the FLAFS had no significant relationship with 
participant age (r = .084, p = .485). A Spearman’s Rho correlation conducted for 
the ordinal variables showed a significant correlation with percentage of English 
use per day (rho = –.301, p = .010), self-rated English proficiency (rho = –.628, 
p < .001). There was no significant correlation between the FLAFS and year 
in university (rho = .143, p = .231), nor length the participant has lived in the 
UK (rho = –.038, p = .754). Those participants who scored higher in  anxiety 
were more likely to  have learned English later in  life, use English less often 
per day, and rate themselves as having lower English proficiency. Those with 
high anxiety were also more likely to  have higher anxiety about completing 
the speaking task as indicated on the anxiety check measure.

Demographic Variables and the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale

A Pearson’s correlation indicated a significant correlation between the 
FLCAS and participant age of acquisition (r = .373, p = .001), and the anxiety 
check measure (r = .627, p < .001). The relationship between the FLCAS and 
participant age was non-significant (r = .130, p = .275). A Spearman’s Rho 
correlation showed a significant relationship between percentage of English used 
per day (rho = –.394, p < .001), and self-rated English proficiency (rho = –.719, 
p < .001). The FLCAS was not significantly correlated with the participants’ 
year in university (rho = .223, p = .060) nor the length they have lived in the 
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UK (rho = –.005, p = .967). Similar to  the results of  the FLCAS, those with 
high anxiety were more likely to have learned English later in life, use English 
less often per day, rate themselves as having lower English proficiency, and 
have higher anxiety before completing the speaking task.

Demographic Variables and the Utterance Fluency

A Pearson’s correlation showed no significant correlations between the partici-
pants’ percentage of utterance disfluencies in their speech samples, and participant  
age of acquisition (r = .218, p = .066), age (r = .145, p = .244), and the anxiety 
check measure (r = .173, p = .170). A Spearman’s Rho correlation showed no 
significant relationships with length living in the UK (rho = .045, p = .704), but 
did, however, show significant correlations with year in university (rho =  .288, 
p  =  .014), percentage of English used per day (rho  =  –.342, p  =  .003), and 
self-rated English proficiency (rho = –.440, p  <  .001). This indicates that the 
participants current age, age which they began learning English, the length they 
lived in  the UK, nor their indication of  how anxious they felt before the task 
has no relationship to  the percentage of disfluencies during the speaking task. 
On the other hand, those participants who spoke a higher percentage of English 
per day, and those who self-rated their English proficiency higher had fewer 
disfluencies in  speech. In  addition, the respondents who were further along 
in  their university career also had a  higher percentage of  disfluencies during 
the speaking task.

Foreign Language Anxiety and Utterance Disfluency by Participant 
Nationality

Considering the wide variety of  nationalities and language backgrounds 
reported by the participants in  this study, an exploration of  how these differ-
ences in  background related to  scores on the FLAFS, FLCAS, and utterance 
fluency outcomes were examined using a series of one-way ANOVAs. The lan-
guage groups were separated into four groups by continent: East Asia (N = 25), 
Europe (N = 16), and Central and South America (N = 11) West Asia and Africa 
(N  =  20) (See Table 3 for a list of the countries in each group). 
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Table 3

Participant Nationality by Continent

East Asia Europe Central & South 
America

West Asia & Africa

Chinese
Hong Kong
Malaysia
Indonesia
Japan
Thailand
Taiwan

Italy
Germany
Romania
Denmark
Russia
Slovakia
Slovenia
Norway
Lithuania
Poland
Spain

Chile
Peru
Colombia
Brazil
Uruguay
Costa Rica
Mexico

India
Pakistan
Iran
Bangladesh
Kenya
Ethiopia
Bengali
Farsi
Saudi Arabia
Egypt

Due to  the group sizes being unequal, a  Welch’s ANOVA was conducted 
to  examine differences in  means between the participants from East Asia, 
Europe, Central and South America, and West Asia and Africa. There were 
no significant effects found between the participants’ regional nationality and 
their scores on the FLAFS (F(2,69) = 1.957, p = .149), FLCAS (F(2,69) = 1.163, 
p  =  .319), nor was there a significant effect found in terms of regional na-
tionality and percentage of utterance disfluencies during the speaking task 
(F(2,69)  =  .108, p  =  .897). This indicates that regardless of  where the partici-
pants came from, there was no difference in  their foreign language anxiety 
scores nor in  their performance on the speaking task.

Research Question 1: How does foreign language anxiety affect interna-
tional students’ utterance fluency during a  speaking task?

To  answer the first research question examining the impact of  FLA on 
utterance fluency, correlational analyses were conducted between the anxi-
ety questionnaires and the utterance fluency variables examined within the 
international students’ speech samples to  determine whether general feelings 
of anxiety affected utterance fluency during speech. Due to the relatively short 
speech sample per participant, utterance fluency measures were combined into 
the percentage of  total utterance disfluencies per speech sample, which includ-
ed word repetitions, phrase repetitions, word revisions, phrase revisions, word 
fragments, and filled pauses.

The correlational analysis shows that participant scores on the FLCAS were 
correlated with total percentage of  utterance disfluencies (r  =  .260, p  =  .029) 
in the speech sample during the speaking task, indicating that those with higher 
classroom anxiety scores were more likely to  have a  higher number of  utter-
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ance disfluencies while speaking. Similarly, participant scores on the FLAFS 
were also correlated with total percentage of  utterance disfluencies (r  =  .255, 
p = .033) indicating that those with high FLA in general contexts were also more 
likely to have a higher percentage of  total utterance disfluencies. Descriptives 
of  both the FLCAS and FLAFS can be found in  Table 4. Furthermore, those 
who experienced high FLA in  the classroom as measured by the FLCAS also 
experienced high FLA outside of  the classroom, as measured by the FLAFS 
(r =  .921, p < .001), indicating that FLA is  indeed not limited to  the language 
classroom but pervades throughout the participants’ daily lives. In  addition, 
both the FLCAS (r = .525, p < .001), and the FLAFS (r = .620, p < .001), were 
correlated with the anxiety check measure, indicating that those with typically 
high FLA are more likely to  find participating in  an oral speaking task more 
anxiety provoking.

Table 4

Descriptive Statistics of  the Scores on the FLCAS and FLAFS

Variable Mean SD Min Max

FLCAS 39.6 13.1 39 145

FLAFS 91.8 26.8 13 68

Research Question 2: How does the presence of native English speak-
ers impact international student anxiety and utterance fluency during 
a  speaking task?

To  address the second research question, a  series of  correlational analyses 
and t-tests were conducted between the variables of interest. First, an examina-
tion of  whether participant scores on the anxiety check measure was related 
to the total percentage of utterance disfluencies in the speech samples was con-
ducted. A correlation analysis showed a non-significant relationship between the 
anxiety check measure and the total percentage of utterance fluencies (r = .202, 
p  =  .093), indicating that the anxiety the participants felt going into the task 
did not relate to  the utterance disfluencies they produced during the speaking 
task. Next, an independent sample t-test was conducted between the anxiety 
check and the experimental conditions to  investigate whether the participants 
speaking in  front of  an audience were more anxious about the speaking task 
than those without an audience. The t-test showed no difference in the anxiety 
check (t (69) = .059, p = .477), between the control and the experimental condi-
tions (see Table 5 for descriptives of both conditions) indicating that there was 
no difference in  anxiety during the speaking task regardless of  whether there 
was a  native-speaker audience.
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Table 5

Descriptive Statistics of  the Scores on the Anxiety Check Measure Separated 
by Experimental Condition 

Variable Mean SD Min Max

Control 42.0 27.5 0 82

Experimental 41.6 29.8 0 91

A  second independent samples t-test was conducted between the total per-
centage of utterance disfluencies and the experimental condition to  investigate 
whether those speaking in  front of  a  native-speaker audience produced more 
disfluencies in  their speech sample. The analysis showed no difference in  the 
percentage of utterance disfluencies (t (68) = .212, p = .137), between the control 
and the experimental conditions, indicating that the presence of an audience had 
no impact on the percentage of  utterance disfluencies in  participants’ speech 
samples. Descriptives of  the total percentage of  utterance disfluency scores 
among both conditions can be found in  Table 6.

Table 6

Descriptive Statistics of  the Total Percentage of  Utterance Disfluencies by 
Experimental Condition

Variable Mean SD Min Max

Control 7.8 4.3 1.95 18.5

Experimental 9.6 8.2 2.0 49

Discussion

The aim of the current study was to examine the effects of FLA on English 
utterance fluency among international students in  the UK who have learned 
English as an additional language. Research has shown that FLA is  strongly 
associated with second language proficiency (Ardasheva et al., 2018; Bekleyen, 
2009; Woodrow, 2011; Zhang, 2013), especially in  the oral domain (Bielak, 
2022; Castillejo, 2019). The first research question attempted to  examine how 
FLA affects international students’ utterance fluency during a  speaking task 
in order to identify the real-life effects of FLA on the way learners speak. It was 
expected that the participants who scored higher on the FLA measures would 
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have more utterance disfluencies in  their speech sample during the speaking 
task. This hypothesis was supported. Both scores on the FLCAS and FLAFS 
were correlated with a  higher percentage of  utterance disfluencies during 
speech, suggesting that FLA impedes the fluency of the speaker. This is in line 
with other research that has found a  relationship between anxiety and oral flu-
ency (Bielak, 2022; Castillejo, 2019; Trebtis, 2014). As anxiety impedes retrieval, 
this can lead to “freezing up” moments, where the speaker requires more time 
to select the appropriate vocabulary due to the ease of access to target language 
knowledge being reduced (Zheng, 2008). These moments in  turn lead anxious 
individuals to cope by using time-gaining mechanisms which may impede the 
fluency of  their speech (Castillejo, 2019; Gotz, 2013). The results of  the study 
suggest that international students undertaking a degree in the UK who experi-
ence high FLA may also produce more utterance disfluencies in  their speech 
when partaking in  classroom discussions and activities, as well as during life 
outside of the classroom. This may make it difficult for students to clearly com-
municate their ideas, be understood by others, fully engage in discussions, and 
navigate activities required in  daily life (Brown, 2008; Isaacs & Trofimovich, 
2012; Sawir et  al., 2012).

The second research question attempted to  further examine the relation-
ship between FLA and utterance fluency and investigate how this relationship 
is  affected by the presence of native speaker listeners. As research has shown 
speaking with strangers and in front of others is particularly anxiety-provoking 
(Bekleyen, 2009; Dewaele, 2007), it was expected that those in the experimental 
condition with native speakers in the audience would experience higher anxiety 
and therefore more disfluencies in  their speech. Surprisingly, this hypothesis 
was not supported. Although those with higher anxiety scores on the FLFAS 
and FLCAS were more likely to feel anxious about the speaking task, the anxi-
ety check for the speaking task had no relationship to  the experimental condi-
tion nor the total percentage of  utterance disfluencies. This was unexpected 
considering the results of previous literature reporting feelings of pressure and 
high anxiety among learners when they are required to speak in front of native 
speakers (Lin, 2022; Sato, 2007). It is possible that although research has found 
learners to  be anxious in  online situations (Russel, 2020) the lack of  camera 
use in the current study may not have made the native speaker listeners salient 
enough to  affect the participants’ anxiety and lead to  differences in  fluency.

Interestingly, despite random allocation to  the experimental conditions, the 
descriptive statistics showed that there were participants in  the control condi-
tion who scored particularly highly on the anxiety check measure, indicating 
that some participants may have felt extremely anxious about the mere prospect 
of  the requirement to  speak. However, the anxiety check measure was not 
related to  participants’ total percentage of  utterance disfluencies during the 
speaking task, meaning that the way the respondents felt going into the task 
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did not necessarily affect the outcome. It  is possible that for some participants, 
high anxiety was only felt at the beginning of  the task, but waned as time 
went by, similar to  the results of  the study by MacIntyre and Gardner (1994a). 
In  their study examining induced anxiety through the use of  video cameras, 
the highest level of anxiety was reported by participants immediately after the 
introduction of  the camera, and it  was at this point when they had reduced 
performance. Furthermore, in  a  similar study by Gregersen, MacIntyre, and 
Meza (2014), participants were videorecorded while giving a  speech and were 
asked to review the video and rate their moment-to-moment anxiety throughout. 
The results indicated that although all participants felt high anxiety at some 
point, those who were typically low in anxiety had a reduction in anxiety over 
the course of  their speech, while conversely, those typically high in  anxiety 
experienced an increase in  anxiety over time. Likewise, in  the current study, 
although all participants may have felt anxious upon having to  complete the 
speaking task on Zoom, those typically high in FLA may have experienced in-
creases over time, while those with typically lower FLA may have had reduced 
anxiety as they continued speaking. Therefore, for international students who 
struggle with typically high FLA, feelings of anxiety during their interactions 
with others may not decrease as the interaction continues and they may suffer 
from increased anxiety as they continue speaking, which may further impede 
utterance fluency. On the other hand, international students with typically low 
FLA may experience high anxiety at the beginning of  a  conversation but are 
able to  cope with the anxiety as the conversation goes on.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are a  several limitations to  the current study. The first limitation 
is  regarding the anxiety check measure used as a manipulation check between 
the experiment and control conditions. Hauser, Ellsworth, and Gonzalez (2018) 
suggest that manipulation checks may change the experience of the participant 
and have an effect on the independent variable. Manipulation checks may cause 
participants to  be wary, distract participants, or lead them to  guess what the 
researcher is  expecting. The timing of  the manipulation check in  this study 
may not have directly related to the anxiety the participants actually felt in the 
anxiety task. It  is possible that despite the respondents reporting anxiety upon 
entering the speaking task, the effect of anxiety may have been temporary and 
did not last throughout the task. It  may have been beneficial to  have another 
anxiety check after the speaking task to  see whether the participants’ feelings 
of  anxiety held through to  the end of  the experiment, or a  series of  anxiety 
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checks throughout. As manipulation checks may interfere with participant fo-
cus on the main task and interfere with the actual experimental manipulation 
(Hauser, Ellsworth, & Gonzales, 2018), rather than directly asking participants 
how they are feeling during the task, future research may also benefit from 
implementing alternative methods of  assessing anxiety throughout the task, 
such as the use of reflective interviews or physiological measures. Physiological 
measures would allow for the possibility to track participants’ biological indices 
of anxiety throughout the task, and reflective interviews may provide informa-
tion regarding whether they subjectively felt anxiety along with their reasons 
for experiencing anxiety from the initiation of  speech until the end.

Another limitation is  related to  the experimental condition itself. Although 
research has shown that interacting with native English speakers via technol-
ogy may cause heightened anxiety among language learners (Kessler, 2010; 
Lee, 2004), the constraints of  the experiment may have prevented this. In  the 
current study, video cameras were not used for the confederate accounts nor 
by the participants. This may have given them the opportunity to  cope with 
their anxiety, as they were not actually seeing and interacting with the native 
English speakers. Despite the lack of  camera use being typical for students 
who attended online classes during the pandemic (Castelli & Sarvary, 2020) 
the anonymity provided by the lack of  camera use may have been beneficial 
to  those who struggle with anxiety. Studies have reported that some students 
with high language anxiety choose to enroll in online courses due to the ability 
to  secure anonymity (Pichette, 2009). Students with high FLA may be better 
able to cope during online engagement, as they have more time to formulate re-
sponses in the L2 compared to face-to-face contexts (Garcia-Castro & O’Reilly, 
2022). Furthermore, studies comparing the severity of social anxiety in online 
and real-life interactions have found decreased social anxiety in  the online en-
vironment (Yen, Chen, & Wang, 2012). In the current study, as the participants 
were asked to  answer a  question with no verbal interruptions, responses, or 
follow-up questions from the researcher or confederates, the participants in this 
study may not have felt pressure to  generate their response, especially consid-
ering they had the option of  using up to  two minutes to  prepare their answer. 

In addition to not being identified through video cameras, the respondents 
also did not have any identifiable information connecting them to the speaking 
task and had their profile names changed to  a  participant ID number, which 
may have further given them the security of anonymity (Shepherd & Edelmann, 
2005; Weidman et  al., 2012). This sense of  anonymity may have taken away 
from the participants fear of  being negatively evaluated by others, a  major 
component of  foreign language anxiety (Horwitz et  al., 1986; Lin, 2022).
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Conclusion

Despite these limitations, the results of  this study provide noteworthy in-
sights into the effects of FLA on the utterance fluency of international students 
who have participated in online education in the UK during the pandemic and 
provide a valuable contribution to the literature. This study fills a gap in litera-
ture by being one of  the few studies to use experimental methods to examine 
how different online settings affect international students’ ability to  smoothly 
communicate in  English, and to  measure how the effects of  FLA manifest 
during communication. Students who struggle with FLA may have difficulty 
clearly expressing their ideas, and this study provided evidence that FLA may 
not only affect students in general terms such as course grades (Bekleyen, 2009; 
Cheng, Horwitz, & Shallert, 1999; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1994b) but may also 
affect individuals attempting to  communicate their ideas verbally, even in  an 
online setting. The study also suggests that the presence of native speakers may 
not always exacerbate anxiety as found in previous literature (Lin, 2022; Russel, 
2020). It  is possible that if the salience of the individuals listening are reduced 
or unable to be seen by the speaker, they may not negatively affect the speakers’ 
ability to  communicate. This indicates that online settings where students are 
not required to use cameras may be beneficial for international students using 
English as an additional language and may lead to a higher likelihood of them 
feeling less pressure and better able to  communicate smoothly.

The exploration of  the background variables of  the participants in  this 
study suggests that FLA may negatively affect international students regardless 
of their nationality background. These negative effects may become particularly 
apparent when a  student has been called upon to  answer a question, has been 
asked to partake in a group discussion, or present in front of others. It may re-
quire patience on the listener side as the speaker requires extra time to retrieve 
necessary vocabulary and grammar for their message. This highlights the need 
for consideration on the part of  educators that any delays an anxious interna-
tional student makes when required to provide an answer or add their opinions 
to  a  discussion may not necessarily be due to  a  lack of  knowledge, but rather 
a delay in being able to retrieve the language needed to respond. This may be 
especially true during oral exams, or assessments where a  student is  required 
to orally communicate in a second language, especially in  the presence of oth-
ers. Considering that in the current study, students who used a higher percentage 
of English per day had lower FLA and fewer disfluencies during the speaking 
task, it  may be beneficial for educators to  encourage students to  use English 
more often and provide opportunities for students to  practice their language 
abilities in  low pressure situations where they do not feel judged.
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The results of  the current study show that FLA can indeed affect interna-
tional student communication in an online setting, but it  is possible that these 
negative effects may be more pronounced in  a  physical classroom. Providing 
students with sufficient time to speak and creating an environment with a lack 
of pressure to respond rapidly may help international students to cope with their 
anxious thoughts and fully participate in  classroom activities.
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A p p e n d i x  A

Demographics Questionnaire

1.	 Gender
2.	 □ Male  □ Female  □ Prefer not to  say  □ Other
3.	 Age
4.	 Nationality
5.	 What is  your current year in  university? 
6.	 □ First year  □ Second year  □ Third year  □ Fourth year  □ Master’s PhD 
7.	 How old were you when you first began learning English?
8.	 What language(s) did you speak at home growing up?
9.	 How long total have you lived in  an English-speaking country?
10.	What percentage of  time do you use English on a  daily basis?
11.	□ 0% □ 10% □ 20% □ 30% □ 40% □ 50% □ 60% □ 70% □ 80% □ 90% □ 100%
12.	Please rate your English proficiency on these four aspects. 
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A p p e n d i x  B

Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale  
(FLCAS; Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986)

Answer the following questions related to  your experience and feelings 
of anxiety in foreign language communication on a 7-point Likert scale ranging 
from “strongly agree” to  “strongly disagree.”

1.	 I  never feel quite sure of  myself when I  am speaking English in  class. 
2.	 I  don’t worry about making mistakes while speaking English in  class. 
3.	 I  tremble when I  know that I’m going to  be called on and have to  speak 

in English. 
4.	 It  frightens me when I  don’t understand what the teacher is  saying 

in English. 
5.	 It wouldn’t bother me at all to  take more classes in English. 
6.	 During classes in  which the subject is  taught in  English, I  find myself 

thinking about things that have nothing to  do with the unit. 
7.	 I  keep thinking that the other students are better at English than I  am. 
8.	 I  am usually at ease when I  have to  use English for tests in  class. 
9.	 I  start to panic when I have to speak English in class without preparation. 

10.	 I worry about the consequences of  failing my classes due to  my English. 
11.	 I  don’t understand why some people get so upset over having to  use 

English in  class. 
12.	 In  classes where I  must use English, I  can get so nervous I  forget things 

I  know. 
13.	 It  embarrasses me to volunteer answers using English in  class. 
14.	 I would not be nervous speaking English with native speakers. 
15.	 I  get upset when I  don’t understand what the teacher is  correcting. 
16.	 Even if I  am well prepared for a  class taught in  English, I  feel anxious 

about it. 
17.	 I  often feel like not going to  my classes where the subject is  taught 

in English. 
18.	 I  feel confident when I  speak English in  class. 
19.	 I am afraid that lecturers are ready to correct every English mistake I make. 
20.	 I can feel my heart pounding when I’m going to be called on in class and 

be forced to  use English. 
21.	The more I  study for a  test in which I will have to use English, the more 

confused I  get. 
22.	 I  don’t feel pressure to  prepare very well for classes taught in  English. 



The Impact of Foreign Language Anxiety…� TAPSLA.16033 p. 29/30

23.	 I  always feel that the other students speak English better than I  do. 
24.	 I feel very self-conscious about speaking English in front of other students. 
25.	 Classes that are taught in  English move so quickly I  worry about getting 

left behind. 
26.	 I  feel more tense and nervous in  classes taught in English than in  classes 

taught in  my native language. 
27.	 I  get nervous and confused when I  am speaking English in  class. 
28.	When I’m on my way to  classes taught in  English, I  feel very sure and 

relaxed. 
29.	 I  get nervous when I  don’t understand every word the language teacher 

says in English. 
30.	 I  feel overwhelmed by the number of  rules you have to  learn to  speak 

English.
31.	 I am afraid that the other students will laugh at me when I speak English. 
32.	 I would probably feel comfortable around native speakers of English. 
33.	 I  get nervous when the language teacher asks questions that I  haven’t 

prepared for in  advance. 

Appendix B continued
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A p p e n d i x  C

Adapted Measure of Foreign Language Anxiety in Formal 
Contexts Scale (FLA-FS) – English Version

To  answer the following questions, imagine you are participating in  an 
important meeting/discussion that takes place in English. To communicate with 
the rest of  the participants, you have to use English. Now, please evaluate the 
following items on a scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.”

1.	 I  feel overwhelmed by the number of  rules you have to  learn to  speak 
English. 

2.	 I  can feel my heart pounding when I’m going to  be called on in  a  meet-
ing in English. 

3.	 I  am afraid that many people will laugh at me when I  speak English. 
4.	 I  get nervous and confused when I  am speaking English. 
5.	 I get nervous when I don’t understand every word people who have power 

over me say to  me in English. 
6.	 I get nervous when persons who have power on me ask questions in English 

which I  haven’t prepared in  advance. 
7.	When interacting in English, I  can get so nervous I  forget things I  know. 
8.	 I am afraid that people above me are ready to correct every mistake I make 

when speaking English.
9.	 I  don’t worry about making mistakes when I  interact in English. 

10.	 I  keep thinking that many other people are better in English than I  am.
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of  who they are and how they relate to  the social world” (p.  410), it  can be 
argued that language learners should have a  more complex understanding 
of  who they are and how they identify themselves as language users. The 
exploration of  identity has a  long tradition in  language education (see, e.g., 
Norton, 2006; Douglas Fir Group, 2016), with self-concept playing an important 
role in a variety of processes that are essential in  language education research, 
such as motivation, investment in  learning, agency, autonomy, self-esteem 
and self-efficacy, to name only a  few (e.g., Huang & Benson, 2013; Darvin & 
Norton, 2015; De Costa & Norton, 2016). A substantial proportion of language 
identity research focuses on language learners and their teachers, yet relatively 
few studies have been conducted that investigate the identities of  university 
students majoring in  foreign languages. Assuming that language users indeed 
think and feel differently when expressing themselves in  different languages, 
the language identities of  students majoring in  foreign languages is an intrigu-
ing area of  research.

Thus, university students who chose foreign languages as their major con-
stitute an interesting group of  L2 learners. Studying a  language major could 
mean much more than the mere study of  a  language system itself; philology 
programmes in Poland, which typically involve 3–5 years of study, offer a full 
immersion in  the language, literature and culture of  the subject. It  might be 
assumed that the university students would exhibit high levels of language and 
cultural awareness, which might consequently result in  complex and dynamic 
language identities. This aspect of  identity research has yet to  be fully ad-
dressed, and the study presented in  this paper aims at bridging this gap. 

The main objective of  the text is  to, firstly, briefly discuss the existing re-
search on language identity in general terms, and the concept of an imagined L2 
self in particular, and secondly, to explore the language identities of students ma-
joring in three different languages: English, German and Swedish. The way their 
imagined L1/L2 self is perceived and manifested is  the focal point of  the study.

The Concept of  Identity in Language Education –  
Literature Review

Identity may be defined as a  reflection of  “how people understand their 
relationship to  the world, how that relationship is  constructed across time and 
space, and how people understand their possibilities for the future” (Norton, 
1997, p.  410). In other words, identity represents the struggle of making sense 
of  who we are with relation to  each other (Darvin & Norton, 2014). In  the 
context of  language education, the concept of  identity is  deeply embedded 
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within the sociocultural perspective and, more specifically the Social Identity 
Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Within this framework social identity is formed 
by a group of  individuals who share many common traits and qualities in  the 
cognitive, behavioural, and affective domains. Thus, it  is  assumed that iden-
tity is  a  sociocultural construct that allows for creating and defining “the 
individual’s place in  society” (Tajfel & Turner, 1986, p.  283). The subjectivity 
of  identity within this relation is bidirectional – a person can be both “subject 
of  […] and subject to  a  set of  relationships” (Norton, 2013, p.  4). Thus, a  con-
stant tension is observed between who one sees oneself as and how one is seen 
by others, as identity is both relational and comparative (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
Additionally, within the framework of  the post-structuralist and transmodern 
paradigm, identity is seen as dynamic, diverse, context-dependent, complex and 
sometimes also contradictory (Darvin & Norton, 2014, p.  57). 

Identity often stands in  close proximity to  the concept of  self, which also 
emphasizes the relational dimension with the other (for an overview of different 
types of  self, see Komorowska, 2019). It  is, however, often argued that there 
is a substantial difference between the two, as identity embraces the continuity 
of who we are across time and space, and self represents a  temporary, embod-
ied sense of  who we are and who we want to  be (Komorowska, 2019, p.  17). 
It  could be, therefore, argued that a  particular expression of  self is  a  manifes-
tation of  the all-embracing identity, which might be in dialogue with different 
types and dimensions of  self.

The importance of  imagination in discussing language identity and its role 
in identity formation has been strongly emphasized by Pavlenko and Blackledge 
(2004). Also, the concept of  imagined identity, as defined by Norton (2013), 
closely corresponds with the concept of imagined community (Anderson, 1991), 
with the latter operating within the symbolic dimension of  group identity and 
group cohesiveness. The impact of  imagined communities on the learning tra-
jectories of  L2 learners has been recently explored in  more depth (Norton & 
Pavlenko, 2019). From this perspective, an imagined L2 self can be understood 
as a realization of being part of an imagined community of L2 users, and this 
manifests itself in  how language learners imagine, perceive and talk about 
themselves as L2 users.

Much emphasis is  placed on the symbolic power of  language use inside 
and outside an L2 classroom (for an overview see Kramsch, 2021). As Claire 
Kramsch (2021) correctly points out, “language educators have an additional 
responsibility to teach something about the symbolic power of language as dis-
course – how it works, how it affects people, how they can harness it  to repre-
sent themselves and the reality that surrounds them, to act upon it, and to create 
future possible selves” (p.  201). The language learning objectives have, thus, 
changed and shifted, from the mere mastery of  the language system, towards 
a more complex understanding of how much power is gained by learning and 
using a  given language.
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This interrelationship between language, power, identity and education has 
also impacted the way the L2 learners’ willingness to  learn is understood and 
defined. Ushioda (2011) critically examines the relevance of integrative motiva-
tion, with reference to  the complexity and ambiguity of  what constitutes the 
target language community. Assuming that language communities are indeed 
imagined communities, the core motivation to  learn a  language is  not to  com-
municate with representatives of a given country or region – the learner’s mo-
tivation is  propelled by the inner need to  become part of  an imagined, global 
community and is  measured by the level of  investment in  which a  student 
wishes to  engage (McKinney & Norton, 2008). In  fact, L2 learning has be-
come more deterritorialised and more context dependent, where learners “invest 
in learning because they know that they will acquire a wider range of symbolic 
and material resources, and these social and economic gains in  turn enhance 
the range of  identities they can claim in  a  particular community” (Darvin & 
Norton, 2014, p.  57).

In this sense, imagined identity is very much dependent on the complex and 
dynamic intricacies of  the imagined language communities. From the perspec-
tive of  L2 education, it  seems important to  seek the answer to  the question 
of how the process of language learning is affected by the liminal and dialogic 
nature of the imagined communities (Norton, 2013, p. 8). It is, thus, of interest 
to explore L2 learners’ manifestation of their imagined identity – their imagined 
L2 self, that is  how they see, perceive and imagine themselves as L2 users.

There is  a  substantial body of  research on language identity, which pre-
dominantly revolves around three key themes: focusing on L2 teachers’ identi-
ties (see, e.g., Duff & Uchida, 1997; Varghese et al., 2005; Menard-Warwick, 
2008; Johnson & Golombek, 2011; Gabryś-Barker, 2012; Mercer et al., 2016), 
exploring the identities of  bi/multilingual minority language speakers (see, 
e.g., Khilkhanova & Khilkhanov, 2004; King & Ganuza, 2005; Mazak, 2012; 
Dołowy-Rybińska, 2016), and investigating migrant children’s transnational 
identities (see, e.g., Darvin & Norton, 2014; Evans & Liu, 2018). When 
it  comes to  the language identities of  university students in  their academic 
contexts, the vast majority of  researchers investigate the writer’s identity for-
mation and expression specifically in  the process of producing academic texts 
(see, e.g., Canagarajah, 2004, 2015; Lehman, 2014; Hryniuk, 2018; Furman & 
Aleksandrzak, 2023). However, there are relatively few research studies on L2 
learners’ imagined identities in formal settings, particularly those of L2 students 
majoring in foreign languages, with the notable exception of Yamamoto (2017) 
and Gabryś-Barker (2019). 

Yamamoto (2017) adopted an ethnographic approach and designed a  narra-
tive inquiry involving a series of interviews, spanning the course of two years, 
which looked for possible dimensions of  the L2 imagined identity. The author 
presents a case study of one participant, a Japanese student majoring in English, 
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who described in detail the complex and dynamic process of identity formation. 
The study shows that the participant’s imagined L2 self evolved during interac-
tions with other members of the imagined community; but more importantly, the 
process also affected her L1 identity (Japanese) – the participant adopted a more 
critical and reserved attitude towards her L1. Additionally, her level of investment 
changed and appeared to be more socially oriented (Yamamoto, 2017). 

Another study that aimed at investigating university students’ L2 identity 
was designed by Gabryś-Barker (2019), who invited 28 multilingual English 
major students to  answer questions and reflect on their language identity. All 
the participants were pre-service teachers and all spoke at least three lan-
guages: Polish (L1), English (L2), and German (L3). The results demonstrate 
that the participants saw their mother tongue as the most emotionally loaded 
and internalized; their second language identity was predominantly connected 
to personal and intellectual growth; finally, their third language was often seen 
as a challenge and their L3 identity as still growing and evolving, without any 
clearly defined qualities.

These two studies offer an interesting insight into how language identities 
are manifested by university students. Nevertheless, there seems to  be a  need 
for more data that might support the tendencies observed. The research project 
introduced and discussed below aims at further exploring the L2 imagined 
selves of  undergraduate students majoring in  foreign languages and bridging 
the research gap.

Research Design

The main research assumption that underpins the present research project 
was that the students majoring in  foreign languages, due to  the fact that they 
are immersed in  the language and culture of  their subject, can be considered 
multilingual or even translingual, as they fluently move in  and out of  differ-
ent codes and meanings. They are also expected to  be more sensitive to  and 
aware of the subtleties of language use. In this sense there is a need to navigate 
a more complex language identity. 

The major aim of  the study was to  learn more about the undergraduate 
students’ imagined L1 and L2 selves, by investigating two dimensions of  their 
complex language identity, that is, the participants’ perspective on and their emo-
tional response to the languages they speak. In other words, the main objective 
was to explore how the students view the languages and how they feel express-
ing themselves in  those languages, as well as how they imagine themselves as 
L1 and L2 users. Secondly, as the study was addressed to  university students 
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majoring in  three different languages, a  secondary aim would be to  look for 
possible differences in  the way they consider a  particular language. 

This study aims at answering the following research questions:

RQ1: How do the university students imagine themselves when using their L1 
and L2s? 

RQ1a: How do the undergraduate students perceive their L1 and L2s? 
RQ1b: How do they feel when speaking those languages?

RQ2: What are the major differences between the imagined selves described 
by the English, German and Swedish major students?

Purposive sampling was used for the purposes of  the study (see Rallis & 
Rossman, 2009). The participants had to  meet specific criteria to  fill in  the 
questionnaire: they had to  be full-time undergraduate students of  foreign lan-
guage programmes at Polish universities, majoring in  either English, German 
or Swedish. A  link to  a  questionnaire was sent to  three major universities 
in  Poland. The participation in  the study was voluntary. In  the end, a  total 
of 200 undergraduate students of  foreign languages participated in  the project, 
with 88 students majoring in English, 67 students majoring in German and 45 
students majoring in  Swedish. The participants were approximately the same 
age: the average age was 22 in  the English major group,  21 in  the German 
major group, and 20 in  the Swedish group. In  terms of  the participants’ lan-
guage repertoire, Table 1 illustrates the number of  languages spoken by the 
students. As can be seen, the group of Swedish major students seem to exhibit 
rich language repertoires, with the vast majority of students reported speaking 
three foreign languages or more―in  some cases speaking six languages.

Table 1

The Participants’ Linguistic Repertoire

ENG major students  
(N  =  88)

GER major students 
(N  =  67)

SWE major students 
(N  =  45)

One L2 33% (N  =  29) 12% (N  =  8) 0% (N  =  0)

Two L2s 47% (N  =  41) 63% (N  =  42) 18% (N  =  8)

Three L2s or more 20% (N  =  18) 25% (N  =  17) 82% (N  =  37)

All the participants were enrolled on 3-year BA programmes in  foreign lan-
guages, programmes that are specific to language studies in Poland. A student 
majoring in a foreign language at a Polish university is obliged to attend courses 
that introduce elements of  literature, linguistics, as well as the history and 
culture of  the region, in addition to developing practical language skills. Most 
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of the courses are predominantly conducted in the target language. The foreign 
language students typically write their diploma papers in  the target language, 
exploring different areas of  the language. In  this way, the intention is  that the 
students are immersed in  the language and culture of  the language. 

The data was collected by means of  three almost identical questionnaires, 
designed for English major students (inquiring about Polish and English), for 
German major students (inquiring about Polish and German), and for Swedish 
major students (inquiring about Polish and Swedish). The instrument consisted 
of  two sections: (a) close-ended questions targeting the students’ beliefs about 
their language identity in  general terms, together with selected demographic 
data (a  total of  nine questionnaire items), and (b) four open-ended questions 
focusing on the participants’ perception of  the languages they speak and 
the way they feel about them. The theoretical framework behind the design 
of  the open-ended items was based on the premises outlined in  Pavlenko and 
Blackledge (2004), who emphasized the subjectivity of  the process of  identity 
formation, which is grounded in “an attempt to  self-name, to  self-characterize, 
and to claim social spaces” (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004, p. 19). The design 
of the tool was informed by the research strategies put forward by Block (2010); 
hence, the open and subject-oriented nature of the open-response items offered 
the participants a platform to freely express their own ideas connected to their 
imagined selves (Brown, 2009). For the purposes of  this paper, the analysis 
and findings will relate only to  the students’ answers to  the open-ended items, 
which allowed for the collection of  qualitative data.

Thus, a  qualitative approach was adopted to  consider and analyse the col-
lected data using a thematic analysis. Based on the literature review (Pavlenko 
& Blackledge, 2004; Norton, 2013; Pavlenko, 2013; Darvin & Norton, 2014; 
Norton & Pavlenko, 2019), key identity markers were identified and organized 
into categories. As a  result, a  framework was designed, consisting of  four dis-
tinctive thematic groups:
a)	 linguistic (i.e., those referring to  the students’ knowledge of  language as 

a  complex system);
b)	 pragmatic (i.e., those referring to  language learning and language use);
c)	 affective (i.e., those referring to  the students’ attitudes and emotions);
d)	symbolic (i.e., those referring to concepts such as group identity, community, 

power dynamics and status).
Before the data analysis was undertaken, the respondents’ answers were organ-
ized into categories, informed by the language of their major and the questions 
to  which they responded, and were later transferred into dedicated files. The 
students’ answers were first categorised as positive, negative or neutral. If  an 
answer was more complex or ambiguous, a  note was made next to  the item, 
and a  separate category was created. The final list was subsequently organ-
ized according to  their frequency of occurrence. Finally, each item was coded 
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and assigned to a given theme. The codes that emerged in  the process of data 
analysis were later visually presented in  the squared graphs, where the size 
of  the squares corresponds with the frequency of  appearance of  a  given code. 
Throughout the process of  designing, collecting and analysing the data, the 
guidelines found in  Brown (2009) were followed.

Exploring the Imagined Selves of Undergraduate  
L2 Students in  Poland―Results

English Major Students’ Perception of L1 and L2

When considering the perception of  their L1 and L2, the English major 
students highlighted many specific details in the description of their L1 (Polish), 
including the sound and melody of  the language (see Table 2). The vast ma-
jority of  the students recognized its complexity and emphasized the difficulty 
of learning and speaking the language. In the affective category, positive adjec-
tives dominated, emphasizing its beauty and poetic potential, although there 
were also instances of more critical comments and attitudes. With regard to the 
overall character of  the codes, out of  the total of  188 code occurrences, 51% 
were classified as negative, 27% as positive and 22% as neutral.

Table 2

English Major Students’ Perception of  L1 (PL)

LINGUISTIC PRAGMATIC AFFECTIVE SYMBOLIC

complicated: 22
stiff/hermetic: 5
grammar: 2
diverse: 2
precise: 2
complex: 2
rules/exceptions: 2
codes occurring once: 
descriptive, fast, flowery, 
gender-based

codes relating to  sound:
melodic/rhythmic: 5
crisp:  4
harsh (sound): 3
codes occurring once:
monotonous

difficult/demand-
ing/hard: 53
flexible/creative: 4
expressive: 2
codes occurring 
once: inflexible, 
good to  know

beautiful: 10
poetic: 6
exceptional: 5
interesting: 5
emotional: 4
rich: 3
pride: 3
unusual: 2
unique: 2
conservative: 2
less interesting/boring: 2
serious: 2
distinguished/elegant: 2
codes occurring once:
important, rudimental, 
mundane, poor, inelegant, 
strange, mean, charmful, 
potential, square, senti-
mental

national/national-
ity: 4
mother tongue: 4
codes occurring 
once:
identity, tradition, 
unpopular, less 
useful, natural, 
official
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As regards the perception of the foreign language studied, the English major 
students were even more specific in expressing how they saw the language (see 
Table 3). The symbolic category dominated in  terms of code occurrences―the 
students recognized the global status of  the language and considered its posi-
tive influence. They perceived English to  be an easy language to  learn and 
communicate, which sounds nice and opens doors with respect to  their future. 
They also appreciated its simplicity and their ability to express themselves easily 
in  English. It  could be even stated that in  some cases the students expressed 
more positive attitudes toward the language, as compared to  their L1―out 
of  the total of  192 code occurrences, the general perception of  English was 
undeniably more positive (47%) than negative (5%).

Table 3

English Major Students’ Perception of  L2 (ENG)

LINGUISTIC PRAGMATIC AFFECTIVE SYMBOLIC

simple/less complicated: 
6
complicated: 4
dynamic: 3
unlimited/free: 3
structured/organized: 2
diverse/diversified: 2
codes occurring once: fo-
cused on I, unemotional, 
illogical, humour, imper-
sonal, precise, adaptive

codes relating to  sound:
melodic: 8
pleasant: 6
sounds better/great/
nice: 5
rhythmic: 3
soft: 3
codes occurring once:
delicate

easy/easier: 17 
flexible/creative: 6
difficult/demanding: 5
communicative: 3
almost native: 3
straightforward/direct: 2
learning/knowledge: 2
codes occurring once: 
scientific, intuitive

beautiful: 6
interesting: 6
rich: 4
fluid: 4
dignified/distin-
guished/ elegant: 3
serious/official/
stiff: 2
codes occurring 
once:
fashionable, prag-
matic, expressive, 
concrete, light, 
wonderful, friendly, 
overrated

universal: 17
useful: 10
international/
Lingua Franca: 9
popular: 8
omnipresent: 6
necessary: 5
global: 4
opens the door/
gives possibilities/
future: 4
important: 2
codes occurring 
once:
known 

English Major Students’ Imagined L1 and L2 Selves

Having collected and analysed the answers to  the question about how they 
felt in  a  given language, two profiles of  imagined selves could be identified. 
As it  can be seen in  Figure 11, the students felt predominantly positive when 
speaking their native language, which comes as little surprise. The results, 
however, are more interesting when juxtaposed with the profile of the students’ 
imagined L2 self (see Figure 2).
1	 The size of  the square corresponds with the number of  code occurrences.
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Figure 1

English Major Students’ Imagined L1 Self―A  Profile

Figure 2 

English Major Students’ Imagined L2 Self―A  Profile
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In  their imagined L2 selves, the English major students expressed them-
selves with the use of  more positive and more emotionally loaded adjectives. 
As compared to  the profile of  their L1 imagined self, speaking English made 
them feel smarter and educated, confident and brave, as well as proud. They 
emphasized being fluent―not only free, but also liberated to express how they 
think and feel―as an important element of  their L2 identity. In  the analysis 
of  their responses there were nine instances of positive comparative adjectives, 
such as more, better, smarter, closer, funnier. Their imagined L2 self reflected 
their positive attitude to  the studied language and also corresponded with its 
symbolic dimension, that is, English being the language of  possibilities and 

“open doors.” 

German Major Students’ Perception of L1 and L2

The German major students focused predominantly on the linguistic as-
pects of  their L1 (see Table 4). They offered a  very detailed analysis of  the 
language in terms of its grammar, lexis and phonology. Similarly to the English 
major students, they agreed that Polish is  complicated, difficult to master and 
use to  communicate. Its lower status was also recognized by the participants. 
In general, the students were rather critical about their native language, as out 
of the total of 125 code occurrences, 38% were classified as negative, only 8% 
as positive and 54% as neutral.

Table 4

German Major Students’ Perception of  L1 (PL)

LINGUISTIC PRAGMATIC AFFECTIVE SYMBOLIC

complicated: 28
exceptions: 4
simple: 2 
diverse: 2 
illogical: 2
codes occurring 
once: wordy, complex, 
dynamic, conjunction, 
rich in  vocab, cases, 
specific, unpredictable

codes relating 
to  sound: 
crisp:  3
codes occurring once:
sounds nice, hard 
sounds, sound, loud

difficult: 39
codes occurring 
once:
easy 

interesting: 3
unique: 2 
codes occurring once:
poetic, uninteresting, 
obvious, no sympathy, 
free, unimportant, prob-
lematic, conservative

native: 9
less useful/useless: 2
home: 2 
codes occurring once:
less known, culture, 
traditional, natural, 
developing, historically 
heavy
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When considering the German major students’ perception of  the studied 
language, it could be observed that they were much more positive about German, 
as compared to  Polish (see Table 5), with 22% positive, 61% neutral and 17% 
negative codes. Although they considered it  a difficult language, they pointed 
to  a  number of  positive aspects, admitting it  was logical, well-organized, in-
teresting and even useful. Similarly to  their L1, the students concentrated on 
the linguistic features of  the German language, going into much detail about 
its syntax. Interestingly, despite the fact that the German major students were 
asked about their L1 and L2 (i.e., German) only, they frequently compared 
German to English. 

Table 5

German Major Students’ Perception of  L2 (GER)

LINGUISTIC PRAGMATIC AFFECTIVE SYMBOLIC

logical: 15
order/orderly/organized: 11
concrete/precise: 6
simple: 6
dynamic: 5
rules: 3
schematic: 3
complex: 3
transparent: 3
specific: 3
codes occurring once: 
direct, word formation 

codes relating to  sound: 
heavy (sound): 5
nice sound: 4 
codes occurring once: 
ugly, aggressive sound, 
less melodic

difficult/demanding: 
16
easy/*easier: 11  
[*easier than English]
codes occurring 
once:
business language, 
intuitive, creative, 
learning, almost na-
tive, easier to  make 
a  mistake

interesting: 10
pleasant/nice: 3
strong: 2
beautiful: 2 
complicated: 2
codes occurring once:
original, characteristic, 
character, ugly, rich, 
wonderful, diverse 

useful: 4
opens possibilities/
future: 3
important: 2 
codes occurring 
once:
unpopular, domi-
nated by English, 
part of  great, 
culture, traditional, 
foreign, recogniz-
able

German Major Students’ Imagined L1 and L2 Selves

The imagined L1 selves of  German major students are comparable to  the 
English major students. They reported feeling free, natural, confident and able 
to  express themselves well (see Figure 3). Their imagined L2 self, in  contrast, 
could be described as a mixture of negative and positive feelings. On the one 
hand, the students admitted to  feeling anxious, particularly about making mis-
takes and being accurate, unsure and limited. At the same time, however, they 
felt good, happy, wise and free (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 3 

German Major Students’ Imagined L1 Self―A  Profile

Figure 4

German Major Students’ Imagined L2 Self―A  Profile
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What should be noted here is  that while analysing their responses, there 
were a number of instances where the students expressed having mixed feelings 
when speaking German. For example, they reported to have felt “different, but 
good,” or “less sure, but well.” Six such instances were coded collectively as 
a  form of  ambivalence.

Swedish Major Students’ Perception of L1 and L2

The Swedish major students described their L1 as complicated and difficult, 
yet beautiful and interesting. What should be highlighted is that they considered 
speaking and knowing Polish to be beneficial and conducive to  learning other 
languages. Overall, the characteristics of  the total number of  88 code occur-
rences were spread almost evenly, with 34% of  the codes labelled as positive, 
35% neutral and 31% negative.

Table 6

Swedish Major Students’ Perception of  L1 (PL)

LINGUISTIC PRAGMATIC AFFECTIVE SYMBOLIC

complicated: 13
rich: 6
complex: 5
irregular: 2
codes occurring once: non-
inclusive, descriptive, syn-
thetic, diverse, exceptions

codes relating to  sound:
sounds nice: 2
heavy sounds: 2
sound, monotonous (sound)

difficult: 20
good foundation for 
learning: 3
expressive: 2
codes occurring 
once: 
flexible

beautiful: 8
interesting: 6
different: 2
codes occurring 
once:
pretentious, emo-
tional, unique

familiar/natu-
ral: 3
codes occurring 
once:
traditional, taboo, 
less relevant

In  contrast, their perception of  their L2 could be easily viewed as enthusi-
astic (see Table 7). Swedish was perceived as not only simple and easy to learn, 
but also as interesting and beautiful. Out of  the total of 101 code occurrences, 
24% referred to  sound―how melodic and nice to  the ear the language was. 
The students expressed solely positive feelings about Swedish, as can be seen 
in  the affective category of  the codes. Interestingly, there were four instances 
in which Swedish was compared to other languages (including Polish, English 
and German). It  was apparent that the students felt excited to  be asked about 
Swedish―84% of  the code occurrences were positive, with only 3% negative. 
Compared to  the previous two groups of  students, they seemed the most pas-
sionate about their chosen language.
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Table 7

Swedish Major Students’ Perception of  L2 (SWE)

LINGUISTIC PRAGMATIC AFFECTIVE SYMBOLIC

simple (simpler than Polish 
or German ×3): 9
logical: 7
grammatical: 2
specific: 2
regular: 2
codes occurring once: 
analytical, a  mix of  PL/
ENG/GER

codes relating to  sound:
melodic: 17
sounds interesting: 4
nice for the ear: 3	

easy (to  learn): 11
difficult: 3
codes occurring 
once:
methodic, practical, 
precise, straight-
forward

interesting: 12
nice: 5
beautiful: 3
funny: 3
unique: 3
codes occurring once:
exotic, joyful, rich, 
unusual, the best

universal 
and useful 
(in  Scandinavia): 
2
codes occurring 
once:
self-development, 
nature

Swedish Major Students’ Imagined L1 and L2 Selves

The Swedish major students’ profile of their imagined L1 self (see Figure 5) 
is  very similar to  the profiles of  the German and English major students. 
In general, they felt natural, free, proud and confident in speaking Polish. Yet, 
looking at the profile of  their imagined L2 self (see Figure 6), it  is  clear that 
their excitement observed in the previous section was transferred to this profile. 
They explicitly stated that they felt happy and excited speaking Swedish―pride 
also seemed to be an important component. What is interesting is the fact that 
the Swedish profile represents a mix of the elements present in the English and 
German profiles; for example, the Swedish major students observed that they 
feel more intelligent or wise speaking Swedish (see the L2 imagined self of the 
students of English). Comparing this profile to the German major students, the 
Swedish group admitted to sometimes feeling ambivalent in speaking Swedish 
(e.g., unsure yet open, good yet unsure, unsure but happy) as well as feeling 
anxious about committing mistakes in  their target language.
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Figure 5

Swedish Major Students’ Imagined L1 Self―A  Profile

Figure 6 

Swedish Major Students’ Imagined L2 Self―A  Profile
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Discussion

The research findings offer an interesting insight into the language identity 
and the imagined L1 and L2 selves of undergraduate students of three language 
majors: English, German and Swedish. Addressing the first part of  the first 
research question (RQ1a), which enquired about the students’ perception of their 
languages in  question, it  can be stated that they were aware language users, 
who often referred to  the complex nature of  the language systems and their 
structures. They seemed to  be very sensitive to  the way the languages sound 
(a  total of 88 code occurrences in all three groups) and how the languages are 
used and learned (see the pragmatic category). The English major students gen-
erally considered their L2 to be a universal language which makes international 
communication easier. The German major students saw their L2 as demanding, 
yet logical and well-organised. The Swedish major students perceived their L2 
as simple, easy and interesting. In  the affective category, it  can be observed 
that the students were much more positive about their target languages, as 
compared to their perception of their L1, about which they seemed undoubtedly 
more critical (see Pavlenko, 2013).	

In  terms of  the second part of  the first research question (RQ1b), which 
focused on the participants’ feelings both experienced and expressed in  using 
their L2s, it  could be observed that the students felt, in  general terms, better 
speaking their languages of choice, as compared to their L1 profiles. There were 
many instances of positive comparative adjectives, like better, more intelligent, 
smarter, funnier, happier, in the analysis of the profiles, with the Swedish group 
in  particular feeling enthusiastic about Swedish. In  addition, more students 
mentioned a sense of pride when speaking their L2s; in fact, only the Swedish 
group admitted to  feeling proud in  their L1. 

It  is  interesting that the German major students seemed more emotion-
al about their language of  study, which stands in  contrast with the find-
ings in  Gabryś-Barker (2019). Yet, their emotions describing their experience 
in  speaking their L2 were not always simply positive or negative. Both the 
German and Swedish students exhibited instances of  ambivalence (see Block, 
2010; Darvin & Norton, 2014), where they expressed often contradictory emo-
tions about their target languages. 

Finally, concerning the differences in  the way the students imagined them-
selves in  their foreign languages (see RQ2), based on their L2 profiles, the 
English major students were much more focused on fluency―the possibility 
to express themselves freely and without any limitations; whereas the German 
and Swedish students concentrated more on accuracy and their fear of  mak-
ing mistakes. It would be interesting to  further explore the potential influence 
of  their perception of  the imagined communities (Anderson, 1991) on the way 
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they express their imagined L2 selves. In other words, it  could be argued that 
their language identity might be to  some extent affected by the stereotypical 
images of  the target language communities.

As the symbolic dimension of  the language learners’ L2 identity was 
highlighted (McKinney & Norton, 2008; Kramsch, 2021), it  should also be 
emphasized that the students in  all three categories recognized the higher sta-
tus of  English. The English major students explicitly addressed this issue by 
referring to  English as a  global language, which is  not only popular but also 
necessary. Still, the symbolic status of  English was also recognized by the 
other two groups. Although the German and Swedish students were only asked 
about their L1 and L2 languages, they often compared German and Swedish 
to  English, for example, by observing that German is  dominated by English. 
This might be accounted for by the fact that both German and Swedish major 
students were more multilingual and exhibited more sensitivity to  the differ-
ences between languages and language use, with the Swedish students speaking, 
on average, more than three foreign languages. Despite the fact that English 
occupies the position of a  lingua franca, the participants were also clear about 
the “social and economic gains” (Darvin & Norton, 2014, p. 57) that speaking 
foreign languages other than English could offer.

It  can also be observed that the way the English and German major stu-
dents perceived their languages of  study overlapped with the common stereo-
types about these languages and their L2 users, with English being connected 
to  liberation, freedom and fluency, and German being associated with order, 
logic and accuracy. Only the participants studying Swedish did not attribute 
their language identity with commonly associated stereotypical traits, focusing 
only on the positive aspects of learning and speaking the language. They were, 
among these three groups, definitely the most excited about their L2s.

Concluding Remarks

To  conclude, the students of  foreign language majors in  Poland exhibited 
very positive imagined L2 selves and seemed passionate and excited about their 
languages of choice, even though their study might be challenging and demand-
ing. What is  surprising is  that the students were rather critical about their L1, 
in contrast to their perception of their L2s. However, in general, the participants 
could be considered aware language users, recognizing the symbolic power 
behind the language use. The English and German major students’ imagined 
L2 selves to some extent reflect the common stereotypes of  the languages and 
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L2  users, but it  would be interesting to  explore some of  the threads and pat-
terns that emerged in  the analysis in more detail.

When considering the research findings, there are three major teaching im-
plications that could be drawn from this study. First, since the students exhibited 
highly positive attitudes towards their imagined L2 selves, there is, for example, 
a  need for fostering the students’ intrinsic, integrative motivation and support-
ing their investment in  learning by offering them opportunities to  participate 
more actively in the imagined communities of practice. Second, it is important 
to  further explore to what extent the stereotypes language learners have about 
the languages they study affect their imagined L2 selves. It  would be, thus, 
necessary to  raise the students’ (inter)cultural awareness and challenge the 
stereotypical views of  the languages and the L2 users. Third, considering the 
complexity of  the students’ imagined L2 self profiles, it  might be worthwhile 
to give them platform for expressing and exploring their multilingual identities 
by encouraging language journals or language biographies. 

The present study is, however, not without certain limitations. First of  all, 
it  offers merely a  snapshot of  the issue under discussion―with only a  single 
tool, there was limited amount of  data that could be gathered, which resulted 
in rather simplified profiles and limited contexts. Due to the exploratory nature 
of  the open-ended questions (Brown, 2009), the findings of  the study should 
be treated more as the groundwork for future projects. What is more, the tool 
allowed the students’ spontaneous associations with their languages to be cap-
tured at a specific moment in time―their language biography and prior experi-
ence was not taken into account. Finally, as the collected data captures a static 

“moment” in their complex language identities, it should be borne in mind that 
it  is  necessary to  treat the results as guidelines for future research questions 
in  an ethnographic project. 

Since one of the primary aims of the study was to establish a foundation for 
future studies, some of the issues that emerged from the analysis of the gathered 
material could be further investigated by means of  ethnographic projects or 
narratives, for instance, to  explore the students’ profiles in  context and to  ob-
serve how their language identities evolve over time. In particular, it would be 
interesting to  learn about the role of  the L2 teachers in  the process of shaping 
students’ imagined L2 selves, as well as the correlation between the students’ 
language identity and their L2 motivation. Another intriguing aspect to explore 
would be the cultural dimension that emerged in  the findings―in other words, 
to  what extent the profiles are affected by the stereotypical thinking about 
the imagined communities of  the languages under investigation, and to  what 
extent this simplified image of a target language user is fostered within formal 
education in Poland. Finally, the results should be enriched by collecting data 
about languages from other language families.
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A b s t r a c t

Teaching and research are central aspects of  university scholars’ work. To provide a  high 
quality of  teaching and research, scholars are required to continually learn and develop profes-
sionally. Only recently have some empirical studies that focused on academics’ motivations 
and emotions attempted to  explain key outcomes related to  their research, teaching, and 
professional development. 

This study adopted a  self-determination lens to  explore academics’ motivation to  learn 
foreign languages, an area that has hardly been scrutinized due to  an assumption that aca-
demics are highly motivated. The sample consisted of  593 academics (330 women) from nine 
public and one non-public higher education institutions in  Krakow, Poland. The participants 
also self-rated their level of  proficiency in  English, French, German, Spanish, and Russian. 

The results from the Polish version of  the Language Learning Orientations Scale—in-
trinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, amotivation (LLOS-IEA) (Noels et  al., 2000) showed 
that these university academics were characterized by both intrinsic motivation and the most 
internalized form of  extrinsic motivation (identified regulation). These have been considered 
to  be optimal forms of  motivation with positive outcomes. Statistically significant differences 
were found between scholars’ motivation to  learn languages and age, gender, and job senior-
ity. The analysis performed for English indicated that scholars rated themselves as having 
a  proficient level (C1) in  reading and an independent level (B2) in  writing skills.

Keywords: academics, motivation, self-determination theory, foreign languages 

University scholars are the largest producers of  innovative research and 
contributors to  scientific progress (Stupnisky, BrckaLorenz, & Laird, 2019). 
This scientific advancement leads to  university-industry knowledge transfer, 
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economic activity, and data-based government decision-making (Landry et  al., 
2003; Perkmann et  al., 2013; Weinberg et  al., 2014). Effective academic teach-
ing and research are fundamental components of  informed citizenship, qual-
ity of  higher education, and institutional visibility (Javitz et  al., 2010). Studies 
of  academics’ career goals show that most scholars enter the profession with 
expectations of  contributing new knowledge and research to  society, doing 
intellectually stimulating work, and delivering high-quality teaching (Watt & 
Richardson, 2020). 

Teaching and research are central and time-intensive aspects of  university 
scholars’ work. While teaching primarily focuses on conveying existing knowl-
edge to others, research focuses on creating and documenting new knowledge 
(Daumiller & Dresel, 2020b). Effective teaching is  associated with the quality 
of  student engagement, differences in  student academic achievements, and 
persistence (BrckaLorenz et  al., 2012), whereas effective research is  associ-
ated with international collaboration and/or getting published in  high-impact, 
peer-reviewed journals (Stupnisky, BrckaLorenz, & Laird, 2019; Willetts, 2019). 

Tertiary education, and particularly the scientific domain, is where English 
dominates over other foreign languages (Björkman, 2013). English has become 
the lingua franca of  science (Crystal, 2006). Thus, it  is  the primary language 
to  access scientific information, participate in  discussions, symposia, and 
congresses, or collaborate with other scholars in  the field (Björkman, 2013). 
Demands on academics continue, yet little is  known about their career goals, 
attitudes, or motivations. One examination suggests the reason for this may be 
that academics constitute a smaller labor force than teachers and, therefore, may 
not be studied very much in  general (Daumiller, Stupnisky, & Janke, 2020). 
As scholars comprise a  smaller group of  professionals, a  smaller sample gen-
erates less statistically significant and generalizable results. Another rationale 
for the lack of  research is  the perception that academics are highly motivated; 
given the efforts invested in obtaining the necessary degrees, or the low salary, 
people who persevere to become scholars are assumed to be highly motivated 
(Daumiller, Stupnisky, & Janke, 2020). The third reason is  that researching 
academics’ motivation can be socially intimidating and methodologically chal-
lenging for the researcher. For some, approaching colleagues or their teachers 
and asking how motivated they are to do their job, research, or develop might be 
uncomfortable. Besides, fellow academics may also be too busy or disengaged 
to  participate in  such empirical research. Another challenge relates to  fel-
low scholars’ scientific expertise and researcher concerns that the research 
method may receive criticism, or that colleagues will deduce the aims of the 
research and provide desirable responses (e.g., the Hawthorne effect).

 Only recently, have some empirical studies that focused on the motiva-
tions and emotions of  academics attempted to  explain key outcomes related 
to research, teaching, and professional development (e.g., Stupnisky et al., 2017, 
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2018; Stupnisky, BrckaLorenz, & Laird, 2019; Daumiller & Dresel, 2020a, b). 
A  conclusion drawn from recent research indicates that to  achieve in  research 
and teaching domains, scholars need optimal motivation (e.g., Daumiller & 
Dresel, 2020b; Stupnisky, BrckaLorenz & Laird, 2019; Stupnisky et  al., 2018). 
Given that an exceptionally high level of  fluency in English is  the key to  suc-
cess in the academic world, scholars need to spend considerable time and effort 
to develop competencies in this language (Coleman, 2006; Crystal, 2006; Horn, 
2017; Lopes-Navarro, 2015; Stockemer & Wigginton, 2019). Thus, it  can be 
speculated that scholars who are optimally motivated to learn English (as a for-
eign language) may enjoy participation in  career and knowledge advancement, 
increased mobility, and thus employability. In  turn, successful and motivated 
scholars enhance institutional prestige, attract research and development fund-
ing, and demonstrate high-quality teaching abilities based on state-of-the-art 
scientific knowledge (Macaro, 2018).

Self-determination Theory and Language Learning Motivation

Self-determination theory (SDT) assumes that the propensity to  be curi-
ous about one’s environment and interested in  learning and developing one’s 
knowledge is  inherent in human nature. Individuals, according to SDT, are in-
nately curious creatures who possess a natural love of learning and who desire 
to  internalize knowledge, customs, and values that surround them (Niemiec & 
Ryan, 2009, p.  133). 

Self-determination theory is  a  theory of  human motivation that takes 
an interest in  factors that either facilitate or undermine the assimilative and 
growth-oriented process in people. SDT emphasizes different types and sources 
of  motivation that impact the quality and dynamics of  behavior, and the SDT 
model involves general motivational regulations (orientations) that are auto
nomous, controlled, or amotivated (Noels et al., 2000; Ryan et al., 2019; Ryan 
& Deci, 2017, 2020). SDT has provided a  framework for studying motivation 
in multiple contexts: education, health care, sport and physical activity, psycho-
therapy, virtual environments, or work and organizations (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

The motivation to  learn languages conceptualized through the self-deter-
mination theory lens assumes that there are different types of  motivation re-
lated to how much a  learner engages in  (learning) activity (Noels et al., 2001). 
In  line with SDT, Noels, Lou et  al. (2019, p.  97) defined motivation as “a  set 
of  reasons for learning the language, which provides a  frame of  reference for 
the learner within which she interprets her language learning experience and 
directs her attention and effort.” These researchers further differentiated the 
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reasons for learning the language into three forms: intrinsic, extrinsic, and 
amotivation orientations.

Table 1

Self-determination Theory Taxonomy of  Foreign Language (FL) Learning 
Motivation Based on the Language Learning Orientations Scale―IEA (Noels 
et  al., 2000) 

AMOTIVATION EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION INTRINSIC MOTIVATION

  EXTERNAL 
REGULATION

INTROJECTED 
REGULATION

IDENTIFIED 
REGULATION

KNOW ACCOMPLISH STIMULATE

feeling of  in-
competence, 
no value 
to  engage 
in  learning

external 
rewards: sal-
ary increase, 
promotion 
prospects, 
meet other 
people’s ex-
pectances 

ego-relevant 
reasons, 
self-pressure 
to  perform 
well feel 
proud, or 
avoid shame 
and guilt 

value 
of  learning 
and using 
the FL, FL 
is  an impor-
tant aspect 
of  develop-
ment and 
identity

pleas-
ure and 
satisfac-
tion from 
learning, 
explor-
ing, and 
under-
standing 
some-
thing 
new

pleasure 
and satisfac-
tion from 
attempts 
to  accom-
plish some-
thing new

experience 
stimulating 
sensations 
of  cog-
nitive 
pleasure

According to self-determination theory, intrinsic motivation to learn is based 
on the experience of enjoyment and vitality that stems from an individual’s “in-
herent tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, to explore, to learn” (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000, p.  70). Thus, language learning could be pleasurable in  and 
of  itself, even if that activity is  not tied to  one’s sense of  self (Noels, Vargas 
Lascano, & Saumure, 2019). According to Vallerand et  al. (1992) intrinsic mo-
tivation might be differentiated into more specific motives such as motivation 
to  know, accomplish, and experience stimulation (see Table 1). 

Learners are intrinsically motivated to  know when they read a  book or 
a  paper for the sheer pleasure they experience while learning or discovering 
something new. Intrinsically motivated individuals approach language learning 
with an inherent interest (Noels, Lou et al., 2019). Intrinsic motivation to know 
thus refers to  “the fact of  performing an activity for pleasure and satisfac-
tion that one experiences while learning, exploring, and trying to  understand 
something new” (Vallerand et  al., 1992, p.  1005). Another type of  intrinsic 
motivation is motivation towards accomplishments. Learners who extend their 
work beyond requirements, achieve a  goal, or surpass themselves might expe-
rience intrinsic motivation towards accomplishments (Noels et  al., 2000). The 
third type of  intrinsic motivation is  intrinsic motivation to  experience stimu-
lation, that is, “the fact of  engaging in  an activity to  experience stimulating 
sensations of  pleasure, fun, and excitement” (Vallerand et  al., 1992, p.  1005). 
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Learners who are characterized by this form of motivation engage in  learning 
to  experience excitement and feelings of  cognitive pleasure (Vallerand et  al., 
1992; Noels et  al., 2000). 

Not all individuals feel intrinsically motivated to engage in  language learn-
ing (Noels, Lou et  al., 2019). Although the feelings about learning languages 
can be similar to  feelings associated with intrinsic motivation that involve 
a  sense of  accomplishment and thriving, some people do not experience feel-
ings of pleasure or joy. Learning a new language can be personally meaningful. 
It  may facilitate the attainment of  important goals, such as improving  one’s 
occupational performance, or ability to  communicate effectively within  
one’s professional context (Noels, Lou et  al., 2019). Such individuals learn 
languages because of  identified reasons. Identified regulation occurs when an 
individual integrates the value of  learning and using the language. At this 
point, individuals invest energy in  learning because of  personally relevant 
reasons; learners feel that fluency in  a  foreign language is  an important as-
pect of  their development and identity (Noels et  al., 2000). The person will 
persist in  learning as long as the goal is  important (Noels et  al., 2001). These 
relatively self-determined regulations can be contrasted with more controlled 
forms, including introjected regulation and external regulation. 

Individuals might learn a  foreign language less because it  is  important or 
valuable and more because they feel they should know a language. Such motives 
arise because the person feels internal pressure, or social circumstances require 
them to  engage in  language learning (Noels, Lou et  al., 2019). It  may be the 
case that an individual self-imposed pressure and compelled themselves to learn 
(Noels et  al., 2000). Such individuals learn languages because of  introjected 
reasons. According to  Noels et  al. (2000), introjected regulation is  controlled 
by ego-relevant reasons such as self-pressure to  perform well, or to  avoid 
shame or guilt for not doing so. Even if the value of  learning the language 
is not evident to a person in their personal lives, they might feel it  is expected 
for an educated person to  know the language. Learning also occurs if indi-
viduals feel the need to  reduce negative feelings (e.g., guilt or shame) (Noels 
et  al., 2000). Yet, some people engage in  learning the language, not because 
of  self-imposed pressures or because it  is  meaningful or congruent with their 
goals and identity, but because of  external factors, for example, rewards such 
as a  salary increase or promotion prospects, or because other people expect 
them to  do so (Noels  et  al., 2000). Such individuals learn languages because 
of  external reasons. Accordingly, external regulation is  the most controlled 
regulation by sources external to  the person. However, once that pressure or 
reward is  removed, the learner might be expected to  stop putting effort into 
language learning (Noels  et  al., 2001). 

These four forms (integrated, identified, introjected, external) of regulations 
fall under the umbrella term of extrinsic motivation. The reasons (or contingen-



TAPSLA.16020 p. 6/21� Katarzyna Morena

cies) may be more or less internalized―motives change along the continuum 
from external regulation to  identified regulation (Noels, Lou et  al., 2019).

Some individuals might see no purpose of  any kind for learning the lan-
guage. This type of  situation is  referred to  as amotivation. In  amotivation, an 
individual may feel incompetent and/or see no value in  engaging in  the activ-
ity (Noels, Lou et  al., 2019). Such learners would be expected to  quit at their 
earliest convenience (Noels et  al., 2001). 

Research conducted in second and foreign language learning using the SDT 
framework has consistently shown that language learners who endorse a  self-
determined orientation are more likely to engage deeply and positively with the 
learning process, and they are more likely to  experience a  positive outcome. 
Compared to  less self-determined learners, they exhibit greater competence, 
confidence, and persistence, better use of  learning strategies, and greater in-
tention to  continue studying the language even after the course is  completed 
(Busse & Walter 2013; Lou & Noels, 2018; Noels et  al., 2001; Pae, 2008; 
Vandergrift, 2005). 

Method

This study adopted a  quantitative research design. The questionnaire con-
sisted of  demographic information, the LLOS-IEA scale, and language-spe-
cific questions based on the Common European Framework of  Reference for 
Languages (2003). A self-assessment grid and detailed descriptors of the levels 
(A1–C2, 2017) were provided for the participants. The questionnaire was dis-
tributed in  paper format and also sent out via email to  the offices of  the ten 
biggest universities in Krakow. The participation was voluntary and anonymous. 
A  total of  616 questionnaires were returned, however, due to  the incomplete-
ness, 21 were removed from the analysis, and the final sample consisted of 593 
respondents (330 females). 

 The participants were academics from nine public and one non-public 
higher education institutions in  Krakow. Participants’ ages ranged from 25 
to 65+. The most numerous group included participants aged 35–44 (N = 289), 
and 25–34 (N = 133), whereas the least numerous group included participants 
65+ (N  =  19). There was a  broad range of  titles and degrees among partic
ipants with the most numerous group being PhDs (N  =  265). The academics 
were employed as teaching staff, research staff, or both. Table 2 shows this data. 
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Table 2

Participants’ Titles, Degrees, and Positions

  N [%]

Titles and degrees 

 Master of  Arts (MA) 37 6.2

 Master of  Science in  Engineering (MSc Eng.) 17 2.8

 Doctor of  Philosophy (PhD) 265 44.6

 Doctor of  Engineering (Dr. Eng.) 145 24.4

 Associate Professor (Assoc. Prof.) 109 18.3

 Professor (Prof.) 15 2.5

 Other, e.g., Medical Doctor (MD) 5 0.8

Positions 

 Teaching staff 41 6.9

 Research staff 35 5.9

 Teaching and research staff 500 84.3

 Other, e.g., research-technical 17 2.8

Note. N  =  593.

Apart from demographic data (age, gender, job seniority, title & degree), the 
respondents filled out the Polish version of the Language Learning Orientations 
Scale―intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, amotivation (LLOS-IEA) 
(Noels et  al., 2000). The Polish adaptation of  the LLOS-IEA was conducted 
by a  group of  two translators independently, who performed the translation 
into Polish. The translators were experienced teachers of the English language; 
one worked mostly with adolescents and the second with adult learners. The 
two translations were compared with the original instrument and evaluated 
(in  terms of wording, discrepancies, and variations) by a  licensed psychologist 
and an academic teacher of foreign languages. Next, the instrument’s translated 
version was blindly translated back into English by two other experienced 
English teachers and compared with the original tool. Two consecutive stud-
ies were conducted to  analyze the internal consistency of  the scale. Study  1  
(N  =  117) and study 2 (N  =  81) showed good internal consistency varying 
between 0.57 and 0.84. Minor wording changes were introduced into the scale 
after study  1  and retested. After study 2, the final version of  LLOS-IEA was 
established. 
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Table 3

The Cronbach Alpha Index of  Internal Consistency for LLOS-IEA Studies 1 
and 2

Subscales Items The Cronbach 
alpha study 2

Remarks The Cronbach  
alpha study 1

Amotivation p1, p8, p15 0.833   0.792

External regulation p2, p6, p16 0.233 After removing 
p2, α  = 0.837

0.570

Introjected regulation p3, p10, p17 0.629   0.713

Identified regulation p4, p11, p18 0.843   0.801

Intrinsic motivation–
knowledge

p5, p12, p19 0.778 After removing 
p19, α  =  0.840

0.827

Intrinsic motivation–
accomplish

p9, p13, p20 0.79   0.842

Intrinsic motivation–
stimulation

p7, p14, p21 0.667   0.796

It  is of note that these results were similar to other studies that adapted LLOS-
IEA (Ardasheva, Tong, & Tretter, 2012; Lou & Noels, 2018; Vandergrift, 2005).

 The LLOS-IEA consists of  seven subscales: amotivation, external regula-
tion, introjected regulation, identified regulation, intrinsic motivation–knowl-
edge, intrinsic motivation–accomplishment, and intrinsic motivation–stimula-
tion, which are arranged on a continuum, that is, less self-determined regulation 
are inversely related to  those more-self-determined regulations. Each subscale 
consists of  three items rated on a 7-point scale. The maximum points on each 
subscale were 21.

Results

The main aim of the study was to determine what type of motivation univer-
sity teachers had to learn foreign languages. The means scores obtained through 
statistical analysis from the LLOS-IEA (Noels et al., 2000) showed the highest 
means for identified regulation (M  =  17.34; SD  =  3.52), followed by similar 
levels of  Introjected Regulation (M  =  13.98; SD  =  4.27) and intrinsic motiva-
tion–knowledge (M = 13.38; SD = 4.88). Next, intrinsic motivation–accomplish-
ment (M =12.82, SD  =  5.00) and intrinsic motivation–stimulation (M  =  11.91; 
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SD = 5.03) followed by external regulation (M = 10.56; SD = 4.41). The lowest 
mean was observed for amotivation (M = 4.40; SD = 2.54). The post hoc test for 
multiple comparisons using Bonferroni correction showed statistically signifi-
cant differences (p < 0.05) between all subscales of  the LLOS-IEA, except for 
Introjected regulation and intrinsic motivation–knowledge. It  suggests that the 
levels of  introjected regulation and intrinsic motivation–knowledge are similar.

Figure 1

Mean Scores for Each of  the Subscales of  the LLOS-IEA 

Note. N  =  534, SD  =  standard deviation. 

Another analysis found statistically significant correlations and differences 
between participants’ motivation to  learn foreign languages and their age, job 
seniority, and gender.

The analysis, using Pearson-product moment correlation found a  statisti-
cally significant negative correlation between participants’ age and external 
regulation (r = –0.28, p < 0.01) and identified regulation (r = –0.098, p < 0.05). 
These were weak correlations but statistically significant. There were no statisti-
cally significant correlations found between age and other types of regulations. 
Similarly to  participants’ age, a  weak but statistically significant negative cor-
relation was found between participants’ job seniority and external regulation 
(r =  –0.27, p < 0.01) and identified regulation (r =  –0.13, p < 0.05). No other 
statistically significant correlations were observed between job seniority and 
other regulations (p > 0.05). 
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Another analysis using the t-test for differences between female and male 
academics and the motivation to  learn foreign languages showed statistically 
significant higher motivation in  the group of  female scholars and introjected 
regulation (t = 2.75; p < 0.01), identified regulation (t = 2.29; p < 0.05), intrin-
sic motivation–knowledge (t  =  3.86; p < 0.001), intrinsic motivation–accom-
plishment (t  =  4.77; p < 0.001) and intrinsic motivation-stimulation (t  =  4.61; 
p < 0.001) than in male academic group. The results can be seen in Figure 2.

Figure 2

Mean Values for Female and Male Academics on the LLOS-IEA Subscales 

Note. N  =  534.

Due to  space limitations, only data analysis for English will be presented. 
Almost all participants declared they knew English (94.7%). The overall level 
of  proficiency in  the English language ranged between B2 and C1, that is, in-
dependent, or proficient users, with reading skills at the highest level of C1 as 
indicated by participants (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3

Self-rated Levels of  Proficiency in  Language Skills in  English

Note. N  =  562.

Self-assessment of  five language skills: writing, reading, listening, spoken 
interaction, and production, showed that academics’ proficiency in  the English 
language ranged between B2 and C1. Almost half of  the sample was actively 
learning a  foreign language at the time of  the study. This study showed that 
many academics rated their skill of  reading in English at the C1 level, known 
as effective operation proficiency. According to  CEFR (2003), a  learner who 
has attained the C1 level can understand a wide range of literary writings, jour-
nals, magazine articles, and specialized academic or professional publications. 
Reading in  English at this level involves a  detailed reading for information/
argument, of lengthy, complex texts encountered in social, professional, or aca-
demic life, and the ability to  identify finer points of detail, including attitudes 
and implied as well as stated opinions. 

As far as the skill of  writing in  the English language is  concerned, most 
scholars in  this study rated it at the B2 level and fewer at the C1 level. In  line 
with CEFR (2003), the B2 level in  writing indicates that a  learner can write 
specific pieces of  writing (e.g., article, chapter, essay, letter) while passing on 
information or providing reasons in  support of  or against a  particular point 
of  view. Whereas the C1 level in  writing suggests that a  learner can form 
a  well-structured, lengthy text about complex subjects, underlining salient is-
sues with good expression and accuracy.

This study also showed that many scholars rated their speaking skills (pro-
duction and interaction) at a B2 level, which indicates that academics can speak 
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about a wide range of subjects related to their field of interest, and expand and 
support ideas with subsidiary points and relevant examples. When delivering 
presentations to  the audience, scholars can give a  clear, systematically devel-
oped speech, highlighting significant points and relevant details and reacting 
to  questions raised by the audience, showing fluency and ease of  expression. 
During an interaction, at this level, a  scholar can interact with the audience 
with a degree of  fluency and spontaneity, which poses no strain for either the 
scholar or the audience (CEFR, 2018).

Discussion

Academics’ Motivation to Learn Foreign Languages

The primary finding of this study was that scholars in this sample were both 
extrinsically motivated by identification (i.e., identified regulation) and introjec-
tion (i.e., introjected regulation), as well as intrinsically motivated (intrinsic mo-
tivation–knowledge). It is of note that people usually hold more than one reason 
(regulation) for engaging in specific behaviors at any one time (Howard, Gagne, 
& Morin, 2020), which means that types of  regulation co-occur, and learning 
language can be energized by more than one type of motivation (Ryan, 2019).

Following the SDT continuum, some scholars displayed introjected orienta-
tion to learn languages, which implies that these individuals engage in behavior 
to  earn self- and other-approval (or avoid disapproval). These scholars feel 
a personal obligation to  learn the language because of  self and/or normatively 
imposed expectations. These people do not feel fully volitional, and their 
behaviors are motivationally unstable and only weakly related to  long-term 
commitment and performance.

Most academics in  this study were, however, motivated to  learn languages 
for identified reasons. These individuals personally endorse and truly identify 
with the value of  learning languages. They recognize it  as something person-
ally important and worthwhile for themselves and their careers (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). In other words, a person learns the language because they decided to do so 
and the activity has value for their chosen goals. As long as the goal is important, 
the learner persists in language learning (Noels et al., 2000). Research has shown 
that identified orientation is a relatively stable regulation and unlikely to change 
over time because it might be related to enduring values for a language learner 
(e.g., pursuing a  personally important goal) (Noels et  al., 2019).

The third type of  motivation most frequently indicated by scholars in  this 
study as the reason for learning foreign languages was intrinsic motivation–
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knowledge. Scholars with this type of motivation engage in  language learning 
because it  has inherent appeal, interest, and satisfaction derived from learn-
ing, exploring new ideas, and developing knowledge (Noels et  al., 2000; Ryan 
et al., 2019). Intrinsic motivation has been associated with higher quality learning 
and performance (Deci et  al., 2017), greater intensity of  effort (Busse & Walter, 
2013), greater self- and linguistic confidence, and low anxiety (Lou & Noels, 2018). 

The combination of  extrinsic orientations (introjected and identified) and 
intrinsic motivation–knowledge suggests that academics learn languages for 
instrumental reasons on the one hand, which might be related to  conducting 
research and publishing in  foreign languages, teaching international students, 
or effectively communicating at conferences abroad. On the other hand, schol-
ars’ intrinsic motivation to  learn languages might be related to developmental 
reasons such as exploring and acquiring knowledge through and about another 
language and deriving satisfaction from learning foreign languages. Extrinsic 
motivation is more common in  the academic context than intrinsic motivation 
(Dresel & Hall, 2013). Extrinsic motivation might positively affect learning and 
achievement behavior, particularly when the learning activity or outcome is ex-
pected to be short-lived (Dresel & Hall, 2013). However, it is worth highlighting 
that intrinsic motivation is a strong determinant of learners’ self-confidence and 
a  reason for life-long learning of  a  second language (Pae, 2008). 

Motivation, Age, Gender, Job Seniority, and English

This study found that younger academics were more externally motivated 
than older scholars. The finding is perhaps not surprising as a foreign language 
for younger scholars is a vehicle to achieve other desired outcomes, for example, 
obtain external funding to conduct research, increase research productivity, and 
publish research findings (Lechuga & Lechuga, 2012). Therefore, for younger 
academics learning the language might be associated with external contingen-
cies such as recognition, that is, research success (Stupnisky, BrckaLorenz, 
& Laird 2019). Conversely, older academics were less externally motivated 
to learn foreign languages. Research has shown that older learners tend to have 
a greater intrinsic goal orientation, and the value and worth of what is  learned 
are more important for them than for their younger counterparts (Wlodkowski 
& Ginsberg, 2017). 

As we age, our motivations to  be recognized for our achievements, and 
to  rack up more and more achievements, tend to  decline, that is, older adults 
tend toward being more intrinsically than extrinsically motivated (Levitin, 2020, 
p. 174). Therefore, younger scholars tend to be more externally motivated, that 
is, achievement and recognition-oriented, than older scholars. In their profession, 
academics also progress through a  series of  career stages (e.g., junior, mid-
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career, senior scholar), which collectively refer to the term seniority. Job senior-
ity differentiated academics in  terms of motivation to  learn foreign languages.

Female scholars were found to differ from male scholars on three subscales 
of  motivation, that is, introjected regulation, identification regulation, and all 
the intrinsic motivation subscales. The biggest differences between females 
and males were noted in  intrinsic motivation–accomplishment and intrinsic 
motivation–stimulation. Female scholars were more intrinsically motivated than 
their male colleagues. These results suggest that for female academics, learning 
languages is associated with pleasant sensations related to the learning activity 
itself, satisfaction from improving performance, trying to  reach new personal 
objectives, and accomplishing tasks (Noels et  al., 2000). 

Female scholars also scored higher than male academics on identified regu-
lation—the most frequently indicated motivation for learning languages in this 
sample. This result implies that for females, more than for males, knowing the 
language may help attain important goals, such as improving their occupational 
performance (e.g., in research, teaching activities, or communication with other 
scholars) (Noels et  al., 2019). In  the study of  the effects of  motivation on the 
research success of professors, Stupnisky, BrckaLorenz, and Laird (2019) found 
differences between female and male professors in all three types of motivation 
(autonomous, introjected, external). Male scholars were found to be much more 
externally motivated than female scholars. However, the most considerable ef-
fect was noted among males who reported more perceived success than females. 

The results indicated that scholars with lower seniority were more externally 
motivated to  learn languages than their colleagues with longer job seniority. 
A parallel can be drawn to an age dimension, as these findings share a degree 
of similarity. Scholars who are at an early stage of  their career are focused on 
obtaining tenure, and therefore, motivation is  derived from extrinsic motiva-
tion to  obtain tenure (Austin et  al., 2007). At this stage, a  foreign language 
might serve as a  means to  achieve this goal, and thus learning the language 
is  extrinsically motivated. Some studies suggest that conducting research and 
publishing have become an important criterion for promotion, tenure, and career 
success (Lechuga & Lechuga, 2012). In  turn, this situation poses more pres-
sure on younger scholars in  the early stages of  their scientific careers. These 
academics face other pressures that might affect their motivation for learning 
languages. A  study conducted by Tien (2008) showed that financial rewards 
play an important motivational role for younger scholars. However, a  lack 
of  financial support can function as a  demotivating factor. For instance, one 
participant in this study commented that she “found no time for learning foreign 
languages because she focused her attention and time on finding additional 
income outside her university” (open comment). Recent research conducted 
among PhDs employed at Polish universities showed that most of these scholars 
(72% of  women, and 79% of  men) engaged in  additional work outside their 
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institutions (Siemienska et  al., 2019). Therefore, some younger academics may 
view a  foreign language as a valuable instrument to  achieve desired goals but 
adopt an extrinsic orientation towards learning it. 

The seniority perspective can provide valuable information about motivation 
to  learn languages because it  can be seen as a  fluent construct that changes 
over time. In  the mid- and late career, academics are less concerned about 
tenure and more concerned about international cooperation with other scholars 
or disseminating research internationally (Kwiek, 2015). Bugaj (2016, p.  31) 
found that academics at a  peak and late in  their career focused on supervis-
ing research projects, providing expertise to  the organization or other scholars, 
supporting their own and other research and development projects, and sup-
porting younger colleagues. Thus, other factors can contribute to  motivation 
for learning at this stage. 

Not surprisingly, English is the foreign language most known among schol-
ars (94.7%). Reading and writing are inherent (skills) to academic activity and 
perhaps the most important skills to affirm scientific and career progress. Few 
studies confirm this claim, for example, Macaro (2018) highlights that “aca-
demics experience fewer concerns about literacy skills as they have read large 
quantities of materials written in English as well as written papers in English 
themselves” (p.  83). In  a  study of  Spanish university teachers, the majority 
of  respondents said they felt equipped to  read literature in  English in  their 
field (88.9%) (Fortanet-Gomez, 2012). Similar findings were reported from the 
study of Vietnamese university teachers, who felt confident about their literacy 
skills, and reading and writing were considered relatively unproblematic (Vu 
& Burns, 2014).

While reading is  a  receptive skill, speaking and writing are productive 
skills. Both skills have an important function in  many academic and profes-
sional fields (oral presentations, written studies, reports), and particular social 
value is  attached to  them. Scholars are evaluated based on what they have 
submitted in writing, and how fluent they are in  speaking, in particular when 
addressing an audience. What is  more, fluency in  formal production (writing 
and speaking) is not acquired naturally; instead, it is a literacy process learned 
through education and experience, mainly focused on conventions of  the aca-
demic genre (CEFR, 2018). According to  Macaro (2018), complex, academic 
discourse requires advanced levels of  language, and spoken interactions with 
audiences also require a  mastery of  the language. 

So far, some research has focused on scholars whose first language is  not 
English. In  the study of  academic staff in  UK business schools, Śliwa and 
Johansson (2014) found that academics who considered their communication 
skills inferior to  the first language users also considered themselves as pro-
fessionally less competent lecturers. Spanish senior academics also reported 
a  particular sense of  disadvantage in  relation to  spoken communication at 
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conferences (Perez-Llantada, Plo, & Ferguson, 2011). These authors found that 
academics’ conference presentations tended to be unfairly assessed, not based 
on their scientific content, but on linguistic style (e.g., pronunciation, lack of use 
of humor in  their presentations, and not being able to  field as adroitly as first 
language users). Horn (2017) also showed that scholars with less than excel-
lent English expression feel disadvantaged compared to  first-language users. 
However, they acknowledge the importance of English as a dominant language 
in academia, but difficulties in disseminating knowledge through English evoke 
stigmatization and hardship. Scholars in  other research worried that their oral 
proficiency was so low that it  could negatively affect their students’ English, 
or their comprehension of  the lecture content (Vu & Burns, 2014). Besides, 
students who expected their teachers to speak like the first language users were 
not satisfied and negatively evaluated their teachers (Macaro, 2018; Śliwa & 
Johansson, 2014). In the Italian context, university teachers expressed particular 
concerns related to teaching through English, such as the inability to improvise 
in L2 easily and effectively as in their L1 and problems with the use of English 
in  social and informal situations (Guarda & Helm, 2016).

Some research, however, shows that scholars have sufficient levels of English 
proficiency. A study of university teachers in Austria, Italy, and Poland (Dearden 
& Macaro, 2016) found that English was the language of  articles, textbooks, 
and teaching materials for some scholars in Poland. One science teacher used 
scientific papers mostly written in English, and as a result, she found it “easier 
to  talk in English than in Polish” (p. 467). In  a  comparative study of  scholars 
in  non-English-speaking European countries in  the context of  English-taught 
Programs, Lam and Maiworm (2014) reported that 97% of  Polish scholars as-
sessed their language proficiency as good or very good. Also, Danish, younger 
scholars declared having the necessary skills to  teach in  English and felt con-
fident in  delivering content in  English (Jensen & Thogersen, 2011). However, 
some admitted that universities should not assume that all faculty could use 
English effectively in  lecturing. 

Most scholars in  this study knew English and self-rated their proficiency 
as B2 or C1 according to  the CEFR (2003). Similarly, in  Airey’s (2011) study, 
Swedish university lecturers rated their English skills as either B2 or C1. These 
levels seem satisfactory for scholars’ regular academic activities; however, 
it seems that level C1 is thought to be the limit below which language training 
should be necessary.
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Conclusions

The motivation of  academics to  learn foreign languages is  complex and 
not unitary. On the one hand, younger scholars (in  terms of  age and senior-
ity) learn languages for instrumental reasons, perhaps to  progress with their 
careers, increase research productivity, or cope with the internal or external 
pressures of  being considered a  professional and recognized locally and glob-
ally through international publications. On the other hand, older and female 
academics are more intrinsically motivated to  learn languages, and the main 
reasons involve acquiring knowledge and developing through the means of that 
language. Scholars in  their late careers might derive more pleasure from 
learning in  general and be motivated by internal rewards such as satisfaction 
of curiosity, volition, and/or simply the joy of  life-long learning, whereas their 
younger counterparts are extrinsically motivated by recognition, achievements, 
and successful progression through a  series of  career stages. Thus, English 
serves as a  useful tool for attaining these. However, as Horn (2017) posits, 
scholars who wish to  be internationally recognized must develop Anglophone 
fluency at an exceptionally high level.

In  this study scholars’ English proficiency ranged between B2 and C1 
(only for reading skills) indicating independent or proficient users. At the time 
of the study, half of the sample was still actively involved in learning a foreign 
language. The reason for this is  the use and spread of  the English language 
as the “lingua franca” of  science (Crystal, 2006) and a  stronger focus on the 
internationalization of research, global academic exchange, and mobility. These 
factors have exerted on academics the need to  engage in  learning foreign lan-
guages as never before (Coleman, 2006). 

Learning a  foreign language is  not an easy task, therefore, optimal moti-
vation is  a  prerequisite to  initiate, direct, and persevere in  learning. In  turn, 
scholars who are optimally motivated to  learn foreign languages may enjoy 
participation in  career and knowledge advancement, increased mobility, and 
thus higher employability. In addition, successful and motivated academics con-
tribute to  the prestige of  the institution and demonstrate high-quality research 
and teaching skills based on the latest scientific knowledge (Macaro, 2018). 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

This study was conducted in only one academic city. Extending research na-
tionally perhaps would deliver a more complete and/or varied picture of scholars’ 
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motivation. In  future empirical inquiry, the inclusion of  more qualitative and 
mixed methods in  the study of  university academics is  recommended. Also, 
future studies could focus on academic mobility and foreign language de-
velopment. In  particular, research should attempt to  determine whether there 
is a relationship between academic mobility and motivation to learn languages. 
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A b s t r a c t

Songs have been used in the context of additional language teaching with different pur-
poses, such as cultural knowledge, motivation, vocabulary development, and pronunciation 
teaching. A Model for Using Music in Pronunciation Teaching (MOMUP), proposed in 2018, 
provides guidelines to help teachers to create or adjust song-based learning materials to teach 
pronunciation in a more efficient way, but it needs further validation. Consequently, this paper 
aims at (i) presenting and discussing new validation data on the MOMUP, and (ii) revising 
the model in accordance with that discussion. The paper includes: a literature review on crea-
tion and validation of guiding models for teachers; the MOMUP’s presentation; the description 
of new validation data on the model, collected through an online questionnaire to 30 teachers 
of additional languages; the model’s revision in accordance with the validation data, as well as 
further literature review. The output of this process, the revised version of MOMUP, is simpler 
than the previous one and is composed of thirteen principles/criteria associated to each one 
of the topics what for?, which song?, and how? (3, 5 and 5 principles, respectively). 
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The use of songs in the context of teaching an additional language (either 
a foreign language, a second language or a heritage language; hereafter referred 
to as L2) has since long been advocated for several reasons, namely its value 
for promoting learners’ motivation, cultural knowledge, vocabulary, gram-
mar, and pronunciation (e.g., Betti, 2012; Engh, 2013; Keskin, 2011; Ludke, 
2009; Medina, 2002; Moncada Cevallos & Chancay Cedeño, 2023; Omolara, 
2023; Santos Asensi, 1996). For instance, according to the learners’ responses 
in questionnaires, their interest/motivation to learn the language increased thanks 
to the use of songs in the class (e.g., Anton, 1990; Yuhariyah & Syafryadin, 2023), 
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which might be considered a more gamified strategy. The songs are integrated 
into a cultural environment and their lyrics constitute an authentic text including 
cultural references, so the use of songs allows the learners to know more about 
the target culture (e.g., Engh, 2013; Keskin, 2011). Also, several studies argue 
that songs are a good resource to promote vocabulary growth and consolidation 
of grammar structures (e.g., Ludke, 2009; Medina, 2002). In fact, the songs’ 
lyrics may include many words which are new to the learners and some studies 
show that music reinforces memorization of new vocabulary (e.g., Schön et al., 
2008). In terms of grammar structures, both the fact that a certain structure 
is often repeated in the lyrics and the fact that the learners tend to listen to the 
same song several times contribute to promote the consolidation of grammar 
structures (e.g., Anton, 1990).

In terms of pronunciation, different authors consider that songs are particu-
larly adequate for teaching it (e.g., Ashtian & Zafarghandi, 2015; Nobre-Oliveira, 
2007; Saldıraner & Cintara, 2021; Zemlianska, 2021). In fact, songs include 
spoken (or better, sung) speech, thus allowing to practice both listening com-
prehension (improving this skill also seems to constitute a basis for progressing 
in pronunciation―e.g., Odisho, 2016) and pronunciation (e.g., Ludke, 2006; 
Omolara, 2023). As music, the songs foster a “repeated behaviour” (Upa et al., 
2021, p. 115), of being listened to and sung several times, and thus an increased 
practice in hearing the correct pronunciation (which might function as a model) 
and producing the sounds and prosodic properties featured in them: “Through 
the songs, students learn rhythm, intonation, and pronunciation in a natural way 
as they listen to the music over and over and then attempt to reproduce the 
sounds they hear” (Anton, 1990, p. 1169). Even the rhythmic nature of songs 
can lead to an improvement in fluency and a natural flow of language: “[a song] 
can be highly beneficial because the verse’s rhythm encourages learners to place 
emphasis where it belongs, fosters a natural flow of language, and increases 
fluency to help with pronunciation” (Yuhariyah & Syafryadin, 2023, p. 320). 
Also, some studies have empirically proved the positive impact of using songs 
in the L2 pronunciation (e.g., Ashtian & Zafarghandi, 2015; Upa et al., 2021).

Besides, even learners have been found to be aware of this benefit of songs. 
For example, Yuhariyah and Syafryadin (2023, p. 322) report that, in the ques-
tionnaire they administered to 26 students, all respondents either “strongly 
agree” or “agree” that “[their] pronounciation skills have improved [due] 
to YouTube songs videos” and “[u]sing YouTube song videos to learn English 
pronunciation is effective.” Ananda (2023) shows that 97% of the 21 respondents 
in his questionnaire either “strongly agree” or “agree” that English songs help 
them to improve their listening comprehension and their pronunciation skills.

Also importantly, several studies mention the need to provide teachers with 
adequate guiding models or principles that allow them to prepare, change or 
improve their educational practices or teaching materials (e.g., Kanuka, 2002; 
Rahman et al., 2016). 
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However, to  the best of our knowledge, so far there is only one guiding 
model for helping teachers to use songs in pronunciation teaching: the guid-
ing model for the use of songs to teach a second language and emphasize the 
phonetic-phonological development proposed by Castelo (2018) and hereafter re-
ferred to as Model for Usings Music in Pronunciation Teaching or MOMUP. As 
the model was based only on a literature review, it should be validated. Besides, 
subsequent work with the model has shown that it can be improved, for instance, 
through simplification. Consequently, this paper has two goals: to present and 
discuss new validation data on the MOMUP; to propose its revision based on 
that discussion.

Creation and Validation of Guiding Models for Teachers

Several authors recognize the need to develop and validate guiding models 
or principles or even complete frameworks that help teachers to prepare, change 
or improve their teaching practices or materials (e.g., Beckford, 1980; Kanuka, 
2002; Rahman et al., 2016; Makina, 2020). Definitions and advantages of those 
guiding models or principles have been proposed in different studies, as some 
examples can show.

[...] the use of a principled approach framed within a model for problem 
solving and change could be effective. Models have shown to be effective 
at facilitating change in that they can be used to clarify our thinking about 
a relatively complex phenomenon. Accordingly, using a model for change 
could provide guidance in the development of distance [or other modality] 
teaching and learning activities [...] (Kanuka, 2002, p. 164)
Teaching and learning principles are statements on the scholarship of teaching 
and learning and a reference guide to good practice. These principles repre-
sent the shared view within an institution of the processes and conditions that 
contribute to a high-quality teaching and learning process [...]. [...] teaching 
and learning principles can be a guide to the maintenance and enhancement 
of teaching and learning standards. (Rahman et al., 2016, p. 127)

A review of some studies proposing guiding models or principles for teach-
ers (with different goals) reveals that several sources can be used as a basis 
for those models or principles: only literature review (Beckford, 1980); semi-
structured interviews with people involved in the problem, literature review, 
researcher’s observations and experiences of the problem (recorded in a reflec-
tive journal), and scholarly critical analysis (Kanuka, 2002); literature review, 
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examples of guiding principles from selected institutions, and input from ten 
key informants (Rahman et al., 2016); literature review, followed by personal re-
flection and categorization of the data gathered in the literature (Makina, 2020).

The validation methods are also several but often include a survey by ques-
tionnaire and/or an expert evaluation or discussion. In those questionnaires, 
Likert-type opinion scales are frequently used to identify the participants’ level 
of agreement with a statement, or their opinion on the importance and clarity of the 
proposed guiding principles. For instance, Beckford (1980) prepared a list of guiding 
principles that were evaluated by two juries in terms of their validity, importance, 
and clarity (firstly, one jury of university experts, secondly, another jury com-
posed of teacher educators). Kanuka (2002) used both a focus group discussion 
by well-informed participants and a consensus survey questioning experts in the 
field (being each principle validated only when a minimal level of acceptance 
by the respondents in the survey was reached). Rahman et al. (2016) also made 
use of a questionnaire survey. Makina (2020) prepared a first validation of her 
principles through a critical analysis (with discussion at group conversations or 
conferences) and recommends a piloting implementation process.

The MOMUP Guiding Model

As mentioned before, Castelo (2018) proposed a guiding model for the use 
of songs to teach an L2 and emphasize the phonetic-phonological development, 
as the promotion of this language component is crucial to teach pronunciation.1 
This model, whose name is abbreviated in this paper as MOMUP (Model for 
Usings Music in Pronunciation Teaching) and which is presented in Figure 1, 
aims at helping teachers to prepare activities and/or materials to teach pro-
nunciation through songs in a more efficient way. Its development was based 
in a systematization of principles and ideas gathered in a literature review 
of (i) research on the teaching of pronunciation and L2 in general (especially 
Celce-Murcia et al., 2010; Derwin & Munro, 2014; Ellis, 2005; Grant, 2014; 

1  As mentioned in Castelo (2018), the L2 pronunciation includes, at least, the language features 
which are segmental (i.e., sounds’ properties and rules) and suprasegmental or prosodic (i.e., 
properties related to units larger than the speech sound, such as syllables, intonation, or stress) 
(although authors like Grant, 2014, mention four types of features in pronunciation: segmental; 
suprasegmental; peripheral; global). Segmental and suprasegmental features are part of the 
phonology of a language, “the abstract system of signs and rules which is the basis for the use 
(both in production and perception) of phonetic realities (physical, concrete sound elements) 
with a linguistic meaning. Consequently, in order to teach pronunciation, we have to promote the 
development of the whole phonetic-phonological domain or language component” (note 3, p. 8).
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Hashemian & Fadaei, 2011; Hişmanoğlu, 2006; Kruk & Pawlak, 2014; Wrembel, 
2011) and of (ii) many works advocating the employment of songs in an L2 
teaching (especially Ashtian & Zafarghandi, 2015; Betti, 2012; Coelho de Souza, 
2014; Engh, 2013; Keskin, 2011; Ludke, 2009; Medina, 2002; Montaner, 2006; 
Santos Asensi, 1996; Schön et al., 2008; Simpson, 2015). 

Figure 1 

A Guiding Model for the Use of Songs to Teach a Second Language and 
Emphasize the Phonetic-Phonological Development (Castelo, 2018, p. 18 )

what
for?

• phonetic-phonological component:
• segmental: consonants/vowels/processes;
• suprasegmental: syllable/word stress/intonation/rhythm;
• spelling correspondences;

• other areas: linguistic/communicative/cultural;
• 4 competences: listening comprehension/oral production/ 
reading/writing.

• occurence frequency of the phonetic-phonological topic?
• difficulty level (phonetic-phonological/resulting from music
interference with the lyrics/...)?

• ethic suitability to a pedagogical context?
• students’ likes?  cultural value?
• teacher’s likes?  quality of available recording?
• ‘strength’ of music?  accessibility of recording?
• affective ‘power’ of song?  existence and adequacy of video?

which
song?

how?

• activities for pre-listening, listening and post-listening;
• harmony and unity in the didactic sequence;
• profit-taking of the music’s value;
• good use of the lyrics’ properties;
• exploration of the song’s potential;
• autonomy development in phonetic training;
• progressive and integrated communicative approach.

PRACTICE, tending to automatization/interactive OUTPUT

INPUT

Rule explicit
description

++ Controlled
-Communicative

+ Controlled
+ Communicative

-Controlled
++ Communicative

Rule 
discovery

Note. The model is referred to as MOMUP (Model for Usings Music in Pronunciation 
Teaching) in this paper.
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Summarizing MOMUP, it consists of a set of criteria/ideas which can guide 
teachers when they prepare activities or didactic materials to teach pronuncia-
tion through songs (for a fully detailed presentation, see Castelo, 2018). In a way, 
these criteria/ideas, sometimes presented in the form of questions, correspond 
to principles showing the properties these materials should have to respond 
to specific needs. The several criteria/ideas are organized into three main 
questions or topics: 

(i) ‘what for?’ (to identify the objects of study to address and the specific 
objectives to be achieved); (ii) ‘which song?’ (to select the basis of their 
teaching sequence according to the most relevant criteria); (iii) ‘how?’ 
(to consider the principles associated with a choice of the most appropriate 
strategies). (Castelo, 2018, p. 19)

When deciding the goals of the activities or materials (topic what for?), the 
teacher should choose not only the phonetic-phonological topic to address, but 
also which other areas to explore and which basic skills to develop. As shown 
in the Figure 1, the phonetic-phonological topic to address might be segmental 
(i.e., related either to specific sounds as consonants and vowels or to phonologi-
cal processes such as vowel reduction in unstressed syllable), suprasegmental 
(when it consists of some phonetic-phonological aspect associated with units 
larger than the segment, such as the syllable, the word or the intonational sen-
tence) or related to the spelling correspondences (i.e., what are the connections 
between specific sound(s) and their orthographic representation(s)). All these 
aspects are linked to pronunciation (a part of the linguistic competence which 
also greatly influences the communication success) and can be pedagogically 
explored through a song. However, the song may also be the basis for pro-
moting other linguistic areas (such as morphosyntax or lexicon), as well as 
communicative competence and cultural knowledge. Finally, the goals of the 
didactic sequence might deal with different language skills: some sequences 
might specially aim at promoting the listening comprehension or the speaking, 
while others focus more on developing the reading and writing abilities. So, 
the goals defined for a didactic sequence based on a specific song might be, for 
example, to develop the learners’ intonation (phonetic-phonological topic), their 
linguistic proficiency in using the passive sentence and their cultural knowledge 
on a certain tradition (linguistic and cultural areas), and their speaking and 
writing skills (competences).

Concerning the song’s choice (topic which song?), the teacher should take 
into consideration several criteria/principles.  They should consider the occur-
rence frequency of the phonetic-phonological topic to address, to ensure that 
the chosen song presents many instances of the target pronunciation element 
(to be listened to and reproduced by the learners). Also, the song’s difficulty 
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level must be adequate to the learners: for example, it should not present  
(i) too difficult cases of coarticulation or connected speech that might hinder 
the listening comprehension, (ii) a speaking speed that is too fast for the learn-
ers’ language level, (iii) cases where the song’s melody or rhythm, in a way, 
overlaps with its lyrics and makes pronunciation less clear and more demanding 
in terms of understanding (i.e., a kind of music interference with the lyrics), or 
(iv) lexicon, grammar or pragmatic elements deemed too demanding for the 
learners’ language proficiency level. In addition, it is important that the song 
is ethically suitable to a pedagogical context, avoiding, for example, the proposal 
of intolerant attitudes or topics that might hurt students for some reason. 

Since motivation and personal interests are very important in language 
learning, it is also advisable (i) that the song matches both the students’ and 
teacher’s likes, as much as possible, (ii) that it easily captures attention, fea-
turing the potential to cause the “songstuck-in-my-head” phenomenon (Ashtian 
& Zafarghandi, 2015) (something that is designated in MOMUP as ‘strength’ 
of music), and (iii) that it is able to trigger an emotional or affective response 
from the learners (named in MOMUP as affective ‘power’ of song). Another 
criterion to take into account is the song’s cultural value: even when the didac-
tic goals do not include the cultural area, using a song recognised as relevant 
in the target culture (for political, social, historical or artistic reasons) adds an 
extra value to the teaching sequence. Finally, whenever possible (after con-
sidering the principles previously mentioned), the teacher should also choose 
a song with a good quality recording that is accessible and a suitable videoclip. 
Although one of the main goals of this kind of song-based didactic sequences 
is to promote phonetic-phonological training, it is recommendable as well that 
the song has a videoclip: a visual component not only reinforces the song’s 
impact and can improve the learners’ motivation, but also can be useful for 
pronunciation activities like mirroring, where the learners imitate speech and 
actions of a certain character or, in this case, a specific singer.

The third main topic of the model deals with the principles about how to use 
the song (topic how?). As recommended by several authors (e.g., Keskin, 2011; 
Montaner, 2006), the song’s didactic exploration should include activities for 
pre-listening, listening and post-listening. The didactic sequence should also 
exhibit harmony and unity among the different tasks: this unity can be seen 
in the fact that a specific theme is present in every activity (e.g., romantic love, 
daily life) or that the progression from one activity in the sequence to another 
is natural, expected, and meaningful. 

In addition, some principles to use songs in language teaching in a relevant 
way can be derived from the fact that a song is a combination of music and 
lyrics (e.g., Coelho de Souza, 2014). As a result, it is important to take the best 
of these three elements: music (the melody and rhythm), lyrics (the text), and 
song (the combination of music and lyrics). For instance, the music promotes 
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the learners’ aesthetic sensitivity and musical intelligence. Consequently, al-
though these abilities are not the major goals in L2 learning, a song-based 
didactic sequence gains an extra value if it explores these potential benefits, 
for example, by helping the students to be aware of the musical instruments 
being played and the properties that characterize a certain musical style. The 
lyrics consist  of a short authentic text, frequently displaying literary features 
and cultural references, as well as a certain vocabulary and grammar structures. 
So, it is pertinent that the didactic sequence tries to explore as much as possible 
all this potential associated with the lyrics.  Specific way of interaction between 
music and lyrics also  unlocks a great potential: for instance, the manner music 
and lyrics are interconnected conveys meanings and the teacher can bring the 
students to discover those meanings.

Two final principles are proposed in MOMUP to describe how to use a song 
as a basis for pronunciation training: (i) autonomy development in phonetic 
training and (ii) progressive and integrated communicative approach [in pho-
netic training]. As advocated by several authors (e.g., Kruk & Pawlak, 2014), 
it is crucial to develop learners’ autonomy in phonetic training, since the time 
spent in class is not enough for all the necessary pronunciation practice at an 
individual level. So, if the song explored in class is available for listening and 
rehearsal outside of class, the students are being given the opportunity to au-
tonomously continue to practice their pronunciation. As far as the progressive 
and integrated communicative approach is concerned, it is noteworthy that this 
approach starts with the description of the pronunciation rule (and possibly its 
discovery by the learners), continues with tasks of more controlled and less 
communicative output (allowing the learners to have intensive pronunciation 
practice with smaller units), and leads to more communicative tasks present-
ing more spontaneous speech. During this process, the learners receive large 
amounts of input and are given many opportunities to produce output that 
is progressively more spontaneous and communicative.

MOMUP was not validated before being published, but Castelo et al. 
(2022) applied it to the analysis of three didactic sequences using songs to teach 
pronunciation. These sequences had been previously validated with the target 
learners or teachers. So, if their analysis under MOMUP’s light reveals there 
is a match between the model’s principles and the didactic sequences’ proper-
ties, then it shows that the model’s guidelines are relevant and functional. The 
main results of this analysis indicate that the model is generally adequate and 
useful, since almost all criteria/principles proposed in MOMUP are met in the 
didactic sequences as well. However, the analysis also shows that some small 
changes might simplify and improve the model. More specifically, for the topic 
which song?, the criteria ‘strength’ of music and affective ‘power’ of song show 
a high degree of subjectivity, while the criteria students’ likes and teacher’s 
likes depend on the people involved. So, as each of these four criteria is not so 
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informative in the process of creating activities or materials to teach pronun-
ciation through songs, the authors propose a simplification: its replacement by 
a unique criterion like song’s appeal to the listeners. For the topic how?, the 
authors also advocate a simplification: keeping the criterion good use of the 
lyrics’ properties (as the lyrics’ textual and linguistic nature makes it extremely 
important to develop competence in a language) and including aspects related 
to the music’s exploration (melody, instruments, etc.) into the criterion explo-
ration of the song’s potential (interaction of music and lyrics). Like this, three 
criteria would be reduced to two.

New Validation Data for MOMUP

In this section, the new data for the validation of MOMUP are presented, 
namely the method used for its collection and its main results obtained. 

Method

The data were obtained via a questionnaire addressed to teachers of L2. This 
is a simple method of having access to the opinion and evaluation of a larger 
number of in-service professionals and thus gaining new insights into the va-
lidity of the model under analysis thanks to different professional experiences 
and views. As seen before, questionnaire surveys constitute a very frequently 
used method for validating guiding principles, models, or frameworks. The 
questionnaire under analysis included mainly closed questions (since the re-
sponses to them are easier to give, analyse and compare) as well as some open 
questions (allowing the teachers to explain better their opinions or share sug-
gestions and comments). 

This validation instrument (which constitutes Appendix 1) was composed 
of two parts. In part 1, eight questions allowed us to characterize the par-
ticipants in terms of work experience as well as general beliefs and practices 
important to understand how experienced these participants were in creating 
materials, using songs, and addressing pronunciation. Part 2 results from 
a conversion of the three main topics of MOMUP into three complex questions. 
Each question asks to classify each criterion/idea of a model’s topic in terms 
of its clarity and importance/usefulness (being the topics what for?/goals, which 
song?/song’s choice, and how?/didactic sequence). For each criterion/idea the 
respondents had to choose an option for clarity (totally clear, partially clear, 
not so clear, or unclear) and another for importance/usefulness (totally impor-
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tant/useful, partially important/useful, not so important/useful, or unimportant/
useless). It means that a Likert-scale was used (as it occurs often in this type 
of validation method) and it included 4 points to avoid having an intermediate 
level, which might tend to be chosen by default or in cases of greater hesita-
tion. After each question, the participants had the option to add comments or 
suggestions related to that topic.

The questionnaire was answered anonymously and online via a form in the 
Qualtrics platform during 2022, by participants who volunteered to do so, at 
their best convenient time and place, after receiving an email invitation to par-
ticipate in the study either from the author or another colleague. The email invi-
tations were sent to many teachers of additional languages who were acquaint-
ances of the author and who were asked to further disseminate the questionnaire 
among their own colleagues. In the end, only thirty teachers of L2 answered 
it. As the only inclusion criterion for participants was to be a teacher of an 
additional language, we got answers from teachers who were diverse in terms 
of taught languages, teaching levels, and work experience. Also, most probably 
many of the respondents did not know MOMUP before taking the questionnaire, 
which allowed us to get answers from ‘naïve’ respondents. The diversity of this 
convenience sample was intended to mirror the diversity of the MOMUP’s pos-
sible users and to try to receive different ideas and insights about it.

Results 

The characterisation of  the participants is  visible in  Tables 1 and 2. 

Table 1

Characterisation of the Participants (1): Languages and Contexts (Counts)

Teacher’s L1 Taught L2 Type of L2 Type of students

Portuguese (19) 
Portuguese/English (1)
Portuguese/French (1)
Portuguese/Spanish (1)
Chinese (3)
Hungarian (2)
German (1)
Russian (1)
Spanish/Catalan (1)

Portuguese (23) 
English (4)
French (1)
German (1)
Spanish (1)

Foreign language (21)
Second language (5)
Several types (4)

College/university (13)
Adults (5)
College + adults (10)
High school (1)
Middle school (1)

The L1 of most teachers was Portuguese (19 monolinguals and 3 bilinguals 
with Portuguese), but there were also respondents whose native language was 
Chinese (3), Hungarian (2) or another (1 German, 1 Russian, 1 Spanish/Catalan). 
The L2 they taught was mainly Portuguese (23), although there were also teach-
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ers of English (4) and other languages (French, German and Spanish). Their 
teaching context corresponded primarily to L2 as a foreign language (21 cases) 
and at the college/university level or with adults in other contexts (13 teachers 
at college, 5 teachers of adults, 10 teachers of both college students and adults).

Table 2

Characterisation of the Participants (2): Teaching Experience and Probability 
of Using MOMUP (Means, Medians, Modes)

Teaching 
experience 
(number 
of years) 

Number 
of materials 
created per 
month (scale 
0 to > 6) 

Number 
of songs used 
per month 
(scale 0 to > 6)

Importance as-
signed to pronun-
ciation (scale 0–7)

Probability 
of using 
MOMUP 
(scale 0–21)

Mean
Median
Mode 

14.3
15
20

4.3
5
> 6

1.8
2
1

4.8
5
5

10.9
11
8

In  terms of  experience, most teachers were experienced, as they had been 
teaching for more than a decade (mean 14.3 years; median 15 years; mode 20 
years; only four reported having less than 5 years of  experience), and created 
around 4–5 materials per month (mean 4.3; median 5; mode > 6). They also 
reported giving some importance to  pronunciation in  their teaching practice 
(around 5 on a scale with 7 as a maximum level of importance). However, they 
were not frequent users of  songs, as they only included 1–2 songs per month 
in their teaching practice (mean 1.8; median 2; mode 1). Table 2 also shows the 
probability of using MOMUP (as a guiding model to create didactic materials 
based on songs to train pronunciation). This last measure, with a scale ranging 
from 0 to  21, corresponds to  the sum of  participants’ answers for the number 
of  materials created per month (0 to  > 6, this latter option converted into 7), 
the number of  songs used per month (0 to  > 6, this latter option converted 
into 7), and the importance assigned to pronunciation in the L2 teaching (scale 
0–7). The probability of using MOMUP allows us to distinguish the respondents 
whose answers should be taken into more consideration while analysing the 
results for the model’s validation. As shown in  the table, the probability of us-
ing MOMUP is  located around the middle of  the scale (mean 10.9; median 11; 
mode 8), and this result is  mainly related to  the fact that the teachers do not 
use songs in  their teaching very often.

To analyse the results in part 2 (the questions on the clarity and importance/
usefulness of each criterion/idea of the model), the following tables include 
three measures: mean (considering that the answer options were converted 
into 0 for “not clear/important,” 1 for “not so clear/important,” 2 for “partially 
clear/important” and 3 for “totally clear/important”); mode (with the same con-
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versions); percentage of total agreement (percentage of answers “totally clear/
important”). However, more importance will be given to the percentage of total 
agreement, as this measure shows better the level of satisfaction and agreement 
with the criterion’s clarity and importance. Tables 3, 4 and 5 show the results 
obtained for the model’s topics what for?, which song? and how?, respectively.

Table 3

Clarity and Importance/Usefulness of Criteria/Ideas Related to “what for?” 
(Question 1 in Part 2)

Clarity Importance/Usefulness 

Mean 
(scale 
0–3)

Mode 
(scale 
0–3) 

Total 
Agreement 

[%]

Mean 
(scale 
0–3)

Mode 
(scale 
0–3)

Total 
Agreement

[%]

Phonetic-phonological topic 2.57 3 64 2.28 2 41

Other areas 2.71 3 71 2.44 2 44

Four communicative compe-
tences

2.68 3 75 2.48 3 56

As far as the topic what for? is concerned, the results reveal no problems 
in terms of clarity, since in all cases the mode is 3 (the maximum agreement) 
and the level of total agreement is around 60% and 70%. However, in terms 
of importance/usefulness, the participants consider the criteria phonetic-phono-
logical topic and other areas less important/useful in the model: 41% and 44%, 
respectively, of total agreement. In the open question, a teacher also added that 
the phonological-phonetic topics are not important when the goal is to teach 
a domain other than oral production, while another one mentioned to have 
selected the songs according to the phonological-phonetic topics, the grammar 
(especially the verb tenses), and the vocabulary.

For the topic which song?, the results allow us to identify two problems 
of lack of clarity: in the criteria teacher’s likes (only 24% of total agreement) 
and ‘strength’ of music (40% of total agreement). In terms of importance, be-
sides the problems in previous criteria (teacher’s likes with 7% of total agree-
ment and ‘strength’ of music with 17%), several other were considered not so 
important: students’ likes and affective ‘power’ of the song (both with 46% 
of total agreement), cultural value (43%) and existence and adequacy of vide-
oclip (32%). Some teachers added comments on the criteria to choose a song: 
two mentioned the importance of having a videoclip (especially for students 
of lower proficiency levels); another two underlined the need for intelligibility 
(either of the singer’s voice or of the input, which should be adjusted to the 
learners’ proficiency level); one referred to the context (course) and the topic 
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to be addressed as important criteria to choose a song; one advocated that 
sounds are more important than content for the beginners. 

Table 4

Clarity and Importance/Usefulness of Criteria/Ideas Related to “which song?” 
(Question 2 in Part 2)

Clarity Importance/Usefulness 

Mean 
(scale 
0–3)

Mode 
(scale 
0–3)

Total 
Agreement

[%]

Mean 
(scale 
0–3)

Mode 
(scale 
0–3)

Total 
Agreement

[%]

Occurrence frequency 
of the phonetic-phonologi-
cal topic 

2.54 3 61 2.50 3 61

Difficulty level 2.79 3 82 2.71 3 71

Ethic suitability to a peda-
gogical context 

2.69 3 79 2.64 3 75

Students’ likes 2.43 3 57 2.43 2 46

Teacher’s likes 1.60 2 24 1.27 1 7

‘Strength’ of music 2.04 3 40 1.86 2 17

Affective ‘power’ of the 
song 

2.59 3 63 2.43 2 46

Cultural value 2.56 3 67 2.36 2 43

Quality of available record-
ing

2.33 3 67 2.27 3 57

Existence and adequacy 
of videoclip 

2.15 3 50 1.82 3 32

Finally, for the topic how?, there is some disagreement with the criterion 
exploration of the song’s potential (only 46% of total agreement on its clarity 
and 39% on its importance). The other criteria are considered both clear and 
important/useful by the respondents. One teacher commented that the pre-
listening and post-listening activities depend on the learners’ proficiency level, 
but are crucial for the beginners.

Table 6 presents a comparison between scores by all participants (mean 
in the Likert-scale of agreement with a statement) and by the more probable 
MOMUP’s users (mean of agreement and percentage of total agreement).
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Table 5

Clarity and Importance/Usefulness of Criteria/Ideas Related to “how?” 
(Question 3 in Part 2)

Clarity Importance/Usefulness 

Mean 
(scale 
0–3)

Mode 
(scale 
0–3)

Total 
Agreement

[%] 

Mean 
(scale 
0–3)

Mode 
(scale 
0–3)

Total 
Agreement

[%] 

Activities for pre-listening, 
listening, and post-listening

2.86 3 86 2.82 3 82

Harmony and unity in the 
didactic sequence

2.25 3 50 2.36 3 50

Good use of the lyrics’  
properties

2.71 3 79 2.71 3 75

Exploration of the song’s 
potential

2.18 3 46 2.14 3 39

Autonomy development 
in pronunciation training

2.61 3 71 2.75 3 75

Progressive and integrated 
communicative approach 

2.50 3 61 2.48 3 62

Table 6

Clarity and Importance/Usefulness of All Criteria/Ideas: Comparison between 
Scores by All Participants and More Probable MOMUP’s Users 

Clarity Importance/Usefulness 

All 
(mean)

More 
probable 

MOMUP’s 
users 

(mean)

More prob-
able users  

(Total 
Agreement)

[%]

All 
(mean)

More 
probable 

MOMUP’s 
users 

(mean)

More prob-
able users 

(Totally 
Agreement)

[%]

Q1 Phonetic-
phonological topic

2.57 2.67 75 2.28 2.38 46

Other areas 2.71 2.92 92 2.44 2.42 42

Four communica-
tive competences

2.68 2.75 83 2.48 2.50 67

Q2 Occurrence 
frequency of the 
phonetic-phonolog-
ical topic 

2.54 2.67 75 2.50 2.62 69

Difficulty level 2.79 2.92 92 2.71 2.62 62

Ethic suitability 
to a pedagogical 
context 

2.69 2.85 85 2.64 2.77 77
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Clarity Importance/Usefulness 

All 
(mean)

More 
probable 

MOMUP’s 
users 

(mean)

More prob-
able users  

(Total 
Agreement)

[%]

All 
(mean)

More 
probable 

MOMUP’s 
users 

(mean)

More prob-
able users 

(Totally 
Agreement)

[%]

Students’ likes 2.43 2.58 75 2.43 2.46 54

Teacher’s likes 1.60 2.09 45 1.27 1.64 7

‘Strength’ of music 2.04 2.70 80 1.86 2.07 21

Affective ‘power’ 
of the song 

2.59 2.83 83 2.43 2.69 69

Cultural value 2.56 2.92 92 2.36 2.46 46

Quality of available 
recording

2.33 3.00 100 2.27 2.64 71

Existence  
and adequacy 
of videoclip 

2.15 2.64 73 1.82 1.92 38

Q3 Activities for pre-
listening, listening, 
and post-listening

2.86 2.83 83 2.82 2.77 77

Harmony and 
unity between 
in the didactic 
sequence

2.25 2.25 67 2.36 2.38 54

Good use of the 
lyrics’ properties

2.71 2.67 83 2.71 2.62 69

Exploration of the 
song’s potential

2.18 2.00 42 2.14 2.23 38

Autonomy develop-
ment in pronuncia-
tion training

2.61 2.50 67 2.75 2.69 69

Progressive and 
integrated commu-
nicative approach 

2.50 2.67 75 2.48 2.69 69

Results show the same tendencies mentioned previously as far as the topics 
what for? and how? are concerned. However, for the topic which song?, the 
more probable users only show some disagreement with the criteria teacher’s 
likes (only 45% of total agreement on its clarity and 7% on its importance), 

‘strength’ of music, cultural value, and existence and adequacy of a videoclip 
(only 21%, 46%, and 38% of total agreement on its importance, respectively). 
This means that the set of more probable MOMUP’s users accept as clear and 
important/useful more criteria than the set of all respondents.

Table 6 continued
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Discussion of Validation Data and Model’s Revision

The results of the validation in Castelo et al. (2022) showed that the 
MOMUP is generally adequate and useful, but it could be improved with small 
changes consisting mainly of simplification. The authors made two suggestions:  
(i) replacing the criteria ‘strength’ of music, affective ‘power’ of song, students’ 
likes and teacher’s likes by a unique criterion like song’s appeal to the listeners; 
(ii) including aspects related to the music’s exploration (criterion profit-taking 
of the music’s value) into the criterion exploration of the song’s potential.

The new validation data presented in this paper reveal the same tendencies. 
Overall, the criteria included in the model are considered clear and useful, with 
some exceptions related to the following criteria: phonetic-phonological topic 
and other areas (topic what for?); ‘strength’ of music, teacher’s likes, cultural 
value, and existence and adequacy of videoclip (topic which song?); exploration 
of the song’s potential (topic how?).

These results combined with further reflection and literature review support 
the revision of MOMUP, that is showed in Figure 2.

In the revised version of MOMUP, the principles/criteria are stated under 
the form of full declarative sentences (instead of only questions or nominal 
phrases) with an enumeration of criteria―e.g., The didactic goals should in-
clude: 1. …; 2. …; 3. … This choice intends to make the meaning of the princi-
ples even more transparent, although they were normally considered very clear.

In terms of the topic what for?, the criteria of phonetic-phonological topic 
and other areas are kept in the model, despite the new validation data. Firstly, 
the inclusion of goals related to the phonetic-phonological component is essen-
tial in a model associated with training pronunciation through songs. Secondly, 
as mentioned by several authors, the songs are a good means to promote other 
areas of knowledge besides pronunciation and communication skills, such as 
grammar and culture knowledge (e.g., Degrave, 2019; Kumar et al., 2022; Ludke, 
2009; Santos Asensi, 1995).

The topic which song? undergoes a considerable simplification. The sev-
eral criteria identified in the before-mentioned validation processes as not so 
clear or so relevant are integrated into other principles, giving rise to a reduc-
tion from eleven to five criteria. So, the criterion of cultural value is included 
in the principle stating that The song should be adequate for the didactic goals. 
Several other criteria become a part of the principle The song should be prob-
ably appealing to the listeners, which means that as far as possible it should 
show a great potential for pleasing the students and the teacher, for having 
a music that captures attention and is easily remembered after a few listen-
ing opportunities and for promoting the affective involvement of the students. 
Finally, the criteria of quality of available recording, accessibility of recording 
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and existence and adequacy of videoclip are combined into a single principle: 
The song should have a high-quality easily accessible recording. 

Figure 2 

The Revised MOMUP

what
for?

The didactic goals should include: 
1. some phonetic-phonological topic(s): segmental (consonants, 
vowels, processes), suprasegmental (syllable, stress, intonation, 
rhythm), and/or spelling correspondences;
2. other areas (besides pronunciation): linguistic, 
communicative, and/or cultural;
3. some communicative competence(s) to focus on: listening 
comprehension, oral production, reading, and/or writing.

The song should:
1. be adequate for the didactic goals (phonetic-phonological, other 

linguistic, communicative or cultural goals);
2. present an appropriate difficulty level (lexicon, grammar, speed…);
3. be ethically suitable to a pedagogical context;
4. be probably appealing to the listeners (students and teacher, 

musically and affectively);
5. have a high-quality easily accessible recording.

which
song?

how?

The didactic sequence should:
1. include activities for pre-listening, listening and post-listening;
2. show harmony and unity between all its parts;
3. explore the lyrics’ properties (in terms of text) and the song’s 

richness (e.g., relation between lyrics and music);
4. develop students’ autonomy in pronunciation training;
5. promote an integrated and progressively communicative 

approach to pronunciation (see figure below).

Integrative approach:   
 Implicit & explicit
 Multisensory & multicognitive (motor + perceptual + cognitive)
 Motivation & autonomy (psycho-social)

Input
Output

Feedback  Controlled
Intensive practice
Smaller units

Spontaneous
Communicative situations
Bigger units



TAPSLA.16404 p. 18/26� Adelina Castelo 

As for the topic how?, there was also some reduction. All components of lyr-
ics, music and song (association of music and song) are often deemed as very 
important while exploring a song didactically (e.g., Delgrave, 2019; Kumar et al., 
2022). Consequently, all of them are kept and merged into a single principle: 
The didactic sequence should explore the lyrics’ properties (in terms of text) 
and the song’s richness (e.g., relation between lyrics and music). 

The scheme for the communicative approach to pronunciation, which is a part 
of the principle The didactic sequence should promote an integrated and pro-
gressively communicative approach to pronunciation, is also updated following 
more literature review. It adopts the synthesis presented in Castelo (2017, 2022) 
and enriched with Odisho’s (2007, 2016) proposals. According to Castelo’s 
synthesis (which was mainly based on the proposals by Celce-Murcia et al., 
2010; Derwin & Munro, 2014; Ellis, 2005; Grant, 2014; Hashemian & Fadaei, 
2011; Kruk & Pawlak, 2014), a communicative approach to pronunciation should 
start with much input, continue with controlled output (production of smaller 
units, corresponding to an intensive practice of the target sound structures) and 
move progressively to spontaneous output (free expression of sentences or texts 
in communicative situations, with no time for controlling the pronunciation). 
The last step is feedback, which is essential to guarantee that the learners are 
aware of their strong and weak points and focuses their future attention in spe-
cific aspects of pronunciation. All this process should follow an integrative 
approach that combines implicit and explicit focus on pronunciation, develops 
multisensory and multicognitive knowledge and fosters both motivation and 
autonomy. In fact, both implicit and explicit ways of teaching pronunciation 
seem helpful to reach a better pronunciation (e.g., Hashemian & Fadaei, 2011). 
Besides, Odisho (2007, 2016), based on his long experience as a pronunciation 
teacher of L2 English, advocates the use of a multisensory and multicognitive 
approach of the L2 pronunciation. According to this proposal, the process 
of becoming able to perceive, recognize and produce a new L2 sound structure 
demands that the learners overcome the phonological filter of their native lan-
guage: different senses (auditory, visual, and tactile/kinesthetic/proprioceptive) 
should sustain several cognitive tasks (such as thinking, remembering, analys-
ing, and comparing) that will “reprogram” the mental phonological filter. The 
senses are used, for example, in listening (to learn how to identify the sound), 
as well as seeing and feeling the gestures (to recognise the needed articulatory 
movements). It is noteworthy that the proposal by Grant (2014) includes differ-
ent terms but is in line with Odisho’s claims. Grant distinguishes the four levels 
a pronunciation teacher should focus on: the motor one (related to articulation), 
the perceptual (associated with distinguishing sound contrasts which are new 
in the L2), the cognitive (promoting the formation of new mental categories for 
the sounds existing only in L2), and the psycho-social (consisting of fostering 
positive conscious and unconscious learners’ attitudes related to their pronuncia-
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tion training, such as the motivation to improve their pronunciation and their 
autonomy in this endeavour).

Concluding Remarks

In this paper, further validation data, literature review and reflection serve 
as a basis for revising the MOMUP, which as a result of this process is simpli-
fied and improved.

It must be recognized that this work presents some limitations, which 
remain as tasks for further research. More specifically, the new validation 
data introduced in this paper are based on a questionnaire applied to only 30 
respondents and this sample should be further expanded. Besides, only two 
cases of validation are considered (a validation by application of the model 
presented in Castelo et al., 2022, and the present validation by questionnaire). 
As there are different ways of improving a model (application, questionnaires, 
focus groups, among others), ideally the MOMUP should be the object of more 
validation experiences including also other methods such as using focus groups.

In spite of these limitations, this revision process results into a model that 
is already based on different sources of information: literature review, reflection, 
and validation both by application and questionnaire. As such, MOMUP should 
already be considered a research-based instrument that can be very useful 
to teachers who want to prepare activities and/or materials to teach pronuncia-
tion through songs in a more efficient way.
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A p p e n d i x

Content of  the Online Questionnaire  
Completed by the Participants

This questionnaire is part of a research study by Adelina Castelo (adelina.
castelo@uab.pt). There is a model to guide teachers when they create peda-
gogical materials based on songs with the goal of improving pronuncia-
tion (among other skills) in L2 (foreign, second, or heritage language). This 
questionnaire aims at collecting teachers’ reflections on this model in order 
to improve it. There are no correct or incorrect answers. Please just try to reply 
as honestly as you can.

The questionnaire has 2 parts, will take you approximately 20 minutes 
to complete, and can be completed in your mother tongue (L1). By replying 
to it anonymously, you agree that the researcher uses this data out of charge 
and only for research goals.

I thank you in advance for your generous contribution!

Part 1
1. Your L1 [you can write 2 languages if you are a “true” bilingual]
2. L2 that you teach	
3. For your students, the L2 that you teach is: [you can select more than one] 
– a foreign language 
– a second language 
– a heritage language 
4. Your students are: [you can select more than one] 
– primary schoolers 
– middle schoolers 
– high schoolers 
– college/university students 
– adults (with several educational backgrounds) 
5. Your experience in L2 teaching (approximate number of years) 
6. How often do you create pedagogical materials for L2 teaching?
– never 
– seldom 
– around 2 materials / month 
– around 3 materials / month 
– around 4 materials / month 
– around 5 materials / month 
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– around 6 materials / month 
– more than 6 materials / month 
7. How often do you use songs in your L2 teaching?
– never 
– seldom 
– around 2 songs / month 
– around 3 songs / month 
– around 4 songs / month 
– around 5 songs / month 
– around 6 songs / month 
– more than 6 songs / month 
8. How important is pronunciation instruction in your teaching practice?
– 0 – not important at all 
– 1 
– 2 
– 3 
– 4 
– 5 
– 6 
– 7 – one of the most important areas 

Part 2
Question 1:
Before choosing a song to train pronunciation, the teacher should decide: 
[Please classify each criterion/idea below in terms of (1) its clarity and 

(2) importance/usefulness for the teacher using songs to teach pronunciation.]

(1) This criterion/idea is... (2) This criterion/idea is... 

– which phonetic-phonological topic 
to train (i.e., consonants, vowels, pro-
cesses, syllable, word stress, intonation, 
rhythm, spelling correspondences); 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– which other areas (besides pronuncia-
tion) to promote (i.e., linguistic, commu-
nicative, cultural); 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– which communicative competences 
to promote especially (i.e., listening 
comprehension, reading, speaking, and/
or writing). 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

Comments or suggestions related to Question 1 [optional]
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Question 2:

To train pronunciation, the teacher should choose a song that:

[Please classify each criterion/idea below in terms of (1) its clarity and 
(2) importance/usefulness for the teacher using songs to teach pronunciation.]

﻿ (1) This criterion/idea is... (2) This criterion/idea is... 

  – has many examples of the 
relevant phonetic-phonological 
topic to train; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– presents an adequate dif-
ficult level (in terms of vocabu-
lary, grammar, pronunciation 
speed…); 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– is ethically suitable to a peda-
gogical context (e.g., does not 
promote racism); 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– will probably correspond to stu-
dents’ likes; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– is in accordance with teacher’s 
likes; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– has a music that is easily 
remembered;

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– is likely to trigger the students’ 
affective response/reaction; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– is important in terms of L2 
culture; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– has a high-quality easily ac-
cessible recording; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– has a videoclip that is suitable 
to a pedagogical context. 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

Comments or suggestions related to Question 2 [optional]
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Question 3:
A pedagogical sequence including a song to train pronunciation should:

[Please classify each criterion/idea below in terms of (1) its clarity and 
(2) importance/usefulness for the teacher using songs to teach pronunciation.]

(1) This criterion/idea is... (2) This criterion/idea is... 

– include activities for pre-listening, 
listening of the song,  
and post-listening; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– show harmony and unity between 
all its parts; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– make a good use of the lyrics’ 
properties, in terms of text; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– explore the song’s richness (e.g., 
relation between lyrics and music); 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– develop students’ autonomy 
in pronunciation training; 

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

– promote an integrated and pro-
gressively communicative approach 
to pronunciation (i.e., starting with 
explanation or discovery on the 
phonetic topic and moving forward 
from input and controlled output 
activities to more spontaneous and 
communicative speaking activities).

– totally clear.
– partially clear.
– not so clear.
– unclear.

– totally important/useful.
– partially important/useful.
– not so important/useful.
– unimportant/useless.

Comments or suggestions related to Question 3 [optional]
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Form-Focused Instruction (FFI), which refers to “any pedagogical practice 
aimed at drawing learners’ attention to  language form” (Collins & Ruivivar, 
2020, p.  472), has been extensively studied (Piggott, 2019; Sun & Zhang, 
2021, 2022). While FFI techniques may have a  common purpose, they differ 
in their emphasis of either input or output. Whereas some techniques use input 
(written or oral) to  draw attention to  a  grammatical feature, other techniques 
compel learners to  produce output (speech or writing). Research suggests that 
both techniques may be effective (Kaivanpanah, Alavi, & Ravandpour, 2020). 
In  a  recent experimental study of  54 intermediate EFL learners in  Iran, both 
input-based and output-based FFI treatments had a  significant impact on pro-
duction of  vocabulary (Namaziandost, Dehkordi, & Shafiee, 2019). 

Input-based instruction comes in many different forms. Input flood empha-
sizes a grammatical feature by placing many target features within a text, while 
input enhancement highlights a target feature within text through underlining or 
other forms of highlighting. Both techniques are minimally intrusive methods 
to  focus attention on grammar. Regarding techniques of  input enhancement 
like bolding, underlining, and italicizing, there is some research suggesting that 
it  aids in  language acquisition (Alanen, 1995; Lee, 2007; Rassaei, 2012, 2015; 
Sarkhosh et al., 2013). Input flood may also have an effect, albeit less so than 
input enhancement, which is more obtrusive (Rassaei, 2012). In addition to  in-
put enhancement and input flood, attention may be focused on a grammatical 
feature through Processing Instruction (PI). This pedagogical strategy helps 
learners to  identify a  relationship between form and meaning through struc-
tured input activities (Soruç, 2018). The technique is  executed in  three steps: 
providing information about the target linguistic form or structure, informing 
learners about input processing strategies that may negatively affect the target 
structure, and carrying out input-based activities that help the learner under-
stand and process form during comprehension (Nassaji & Fotos, 2011, p.  24).

Like the modification of  input, output may be emphasized to  improve the 
acquisition of grammatical features. Having students produce more output, via 
speaking or writing, can enhance noticing of a grammatical feature. As pointed 
out by Swain (1998), output-based instruction can allow a  language learner 
to  test hypotheses about a grammatical feature or use “metatalk” to reflect on 
language use. Several studies suggest that tasks requiring output help learners 
to  acquire grammatical features and vocabulary (Izumi, 2002; Rassaei, 2012; 
Shintani, 2011). In  a  study of  129 Persian learners, output-based instruction 
had the most significant impact on writing production of  so and such clauses. 
Learners using this form of  instruction outperformed peers who received both 
text enhancement and input enrichment (Rassaei, 2012). In  a  study of English 
relative clauses, Izumi (2002) also found that learners who engaged in  output-
based activities outperformed learners who received visual input. 
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Inconsistency of FFI Results

Although both input-based and output-based FFI have had a  positive in-
fluence on acquisition of  grammatical features, this efficacy is, by no means, 
consistent. Some research suggests that techniques such as input enhancement 
and input flood have little to no impact on speaking or writing (Cho, 2010; Lee, 
2007; Lee & Huang, 2008; Leow et al., 2003; Rassaei, 2012). Other research 
suggests that the effects of  PI on grammatical accuracy are limited with re-
spect to production in speech or writing. While learners with PI treatment tend 
to perform better on interpretation tasks, their improvement on production tasks 
is  often lackluster (Benati, 2005; Comer & deBenedette, 2011). Such research, 
along with other studies that report more significant outcomes for output-based 
instruction (Izumi, 2002; Rassaei, 2012, 2015), cast some doubt on the efficacy 
of  input-based instruction. 

As with input-based FFI, studies of  output-based instruction often yield 
inconsistent results. Regarding vocabulary, Shintani (2011) found that both 
comprehension (input) and production (output) activities had a  positive effect 
on production, yet the input-based tasks allowed for richer interaction that led 
to  higher gains on a  comprehension test. Benati (2001) also found that input-
based interventions were more effective than output-based instruction which 
uses grammar rules followed by written or oral practice. Some studies of  out-
put-based FFI even suggest that the technique may be ineffectual. A  study by 
Izumi and Bigelow (2000), for example, concluded there were no unique effects 
from providing an output-based task. Another study by Izumi and Izumi (2004), 
which examined the use of  oral output, also found a  nonsignificant result for 
output-based instruction, concluding that “re-examination of the treatment tasks 
revealed that the output task failed to engage learners in  the syntactic process-
ing that is  necessary to  trigger L2 learning, while the task for the nonoutput 
group appeared to  promote better form-meaning mapping” (p.  587).

Past research concerning both input-based and output-based instructional 
emphasis of grammar has led to variable results, making interpretation of find-
ings problematic. Without a clear ability to predict educational outcomes, teach-
ers cannot be assured that FFI will be effective. More research is needed to pro-
vide a  holistic perspective of  FFI and associated influences, which may then 
allow educators to choose FFI techniques that are both consistent and reliable.
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Timing in FFI and the Need for Further Research

Conflicting beliefs concerning the efficacy of different forms of FFI reveal 
a fundamental gap in existing research. Although FFI techniques may be effec-
tive, precisely how and when these techniques should be introduced to ensure 
consistent effectiveness is  not yet known. Recently, the importance of  timing 
in  the implementation of  FFI has been considered. In  a  study by Xu and Li 
(2021), FFI given before a  task led to heightened efficacy for a difficult gram-
matical feature, whereas FFI given after a  task led to  heightened efficacy for 
an easier target feature. Such study illustrates the importance of providing FFI 
at an optimal time based upon grammatical feature, thereby enhancing effec-
tiveness. While a positive step forward, it does not adequately examine issues 
of  timing associated with different grammatical features or varied proficiency 
levels.

When considering the timing of FFI, characteristics of diverse grammatical 
features and L2 English proficiency must also be carefully considered. Research 
suggests that learners must be at a  specific level of  proficiency before a  tar-
get feature can be successfully taught and acquired (Dyson, 2018; Dyson & 
Håkansson, 2017). According to  the Processability Theory, the effectiveness 
of FFI is influenced by two variables, grammatical complexity and L2 English 
proficiency. As learners become more proficient in English as an L2, they also 
gain the ability to acquire (and be explicitly taught) more complex grammatical 
features (Pienemann & Lenzing, 2015). First, learners gain the ability to acquire 
intra-phrasal features that modify a single phrase. An example would be chang-
ing a  present tense verb into the past tense (e.g., eat to  ate; walk to  walked) 
or making a  noun into a  plural (e.g., book to  books). In  each case, internal 
modification of  the phrase is required. Next, learners can acquire inter-phrasal 
target features. This grammar requires the modification of  multiple phrases on 
a  syntactic or morphological level. An example would be inverting the auxil-
iary verb do with the subject, a noun phrase. In addition to question formation, 
morphological modification of  a  verb for the third person singular (e.g., He 
reads) reveals a  cognitive connection between two phrases (the subject noun 
phrase and the verb). Following the acquisition of inter-phrasal features, learners 
who are the most proficient in English can acquire clausal features, which require 
the creation of  larger subordinate clauses. An example of  this type of  grammati-
cal feature is  the conditional (e.g., If  I  hadn’t eaten breakfast, I  would have 
been hungry right now). Due to  the morphosyntactic complexity of  clausal 
features, they tend to  be acquired last (Pienemann, 2005). As revealed by 
stages of  the Processability Theory, heightened grammatical complexity may 
have a  significant impact on acquisition, suggesting that learners need to  be 
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at a  certain English proficiency level to  benefit from FFI for a  specific target 
feature (Gholami & Zeinolabedini, 2018).

The Processability Theory appears to  have implications about timing for 
the use of  specific types of FFI. For example, there may be an optimum time 
to  introduce input- and output-based FFI according to  grammatical complex-
ity and L2 English proficiency. Input-based instruction promotes noticing 
of  a  grammatical feature (Winke, 2013), which may prime the lexicon or 
serve as a  scaffold when learners have had little exposure to  a  target feature. 
Output-based instruction moves learners away from “semantic, open-ended” 
forms of  comprehension toward “complete grammatical processing needed for 
accurate production” (Swain, 1995, p. 128). Essentially, output pushes the learner 
to  produce a  target feature, which may be more effective when learners 
have already had adequate exposure to  the feature and sufficient proficiency 
in English (Namaziandost, Dehkordi, & Shafiee, 2019). Input and output-based 
forms of FFI may help learners acquire a grammatical feature at an opportune 
time. In  addition, different forms of  FFI may target different forms of  gram-
mar (e.g., syntactic vs. morphological). Whereas input could provide valuable 
information for form-meaning mapping, output-based instruction may prompt 
learners to  examine syntactic relationships and word order, since learners are 
pushed to  order constituents of  a  phrase or sentence via this approach (Gass 
& Selinker, 2009). More research is  needed to  examine the effects of  both 
timing and the use of  different forms of  FFI.  This research must include 
a variety of  target features and learners at different English proficiency levels. 
Currently, the correct time to introduce different forms of FFI remains unclear.  
Further examination of  the effects of  timing may explain inconsistent results 
of  past experimentation, clarifying how and when different FFI techniques 
should be utilized.

Research Questions

The present meta-analysis and research synthesis was designed to  investi-
gate the effectiveness of  input and output-based FFI when used with different 
grammatical features and learners of varied English proficiency. To aid in  the 
investigation, the following questions were posed: 
1.	 What types of  instruction (input-based or output-based) are most effective 

with each type of  grammatical feature (intra-phrasal, inter-phrasal, and 
clausal)? 

2.	 Does the effectiveness of an instructional type (input-based or output-based) 
differ according to  the English L2 proficiency level of  a  learner?
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Through investigating the questions above, it  was hoped that a  holistic under-
standing could be obtained to reform curricula or enhance automated language 
learning systems, thereby tailoring instruction to  learner needs.

Method

The present meta-analysis synthesized several experimental studies to eval-
uate the influence of  grammatical complexity (intra-phasal, inter-phrasal, and 
clausal), type of  instruction (input-based vs. output-based), and learner back-
ground (English proficiency) on accuracy of  production in  speech or writing. 
Google was systematically searched by using the keywords Korean with various 
search terms for grammatical features (plural, past tense, past regular, past 
irregular, passive, third person, questions, article, definite article, indefinite 
article, phrasal verb, verb particle, conditional) and types of  FFI treatments 
( form-focused instruction, focus-on-form, focus-on forms, PI, text enhancement, 
dictogloss, output, input, control group). Following the search, full texts for 
each study were obtained for further examination. 

There are key differences between explicit knowledge and actual perfor-
mance in production (implicit knowledge). Therefore, only studies that elicited 
responses in  speech and writing were selected. To  help ensure that production 
reflected implicit knowledge of a  target feature, testing was selected that commu-
nicated ideas, not rules; put pressure on learners to prevent conscious correction 
of  language errors; focused on meaning not form; and avoided use of metalan-
guage (Ellis, 2009). In  order to  be included within the present meta-analysis, 
each experimental study needed to  have: 
1.	 An input-based or output-based treatment (including time for treatment and 

methods of  delivery); 
2.	 Pretest and Posttest measures of  production (either oral or written); 
3.	 Information about the type of  grammatical feature targeted; 
4.	 Participants with Korean as their L1.
Information about proficiency was often variable and inconsistent. Studies 
that did include this variable were placed in basic categories such as beginner, 
intermediate, and advanced for further examination in  this study.

Originally 59 experimental studies with South Korean EFL learners were 
located. From this group, only 18 studies met the criteria for inclusion. Many 
studies lacked adequate assessment of productive, implicit knowledge, leading 
to exclusion (See Appendix B for more information on assessments used in the 
selected studies). In addition to problems with assessment of production, some 
studies lacked sufficient knowledge to  understand the methodology or length 
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of  treatment. Thus, they were excluded. Totally, the present meta-analysis con-
tained 18 studies for analysis. In  total, there were 47 treatment groups.

Grammatical Feature Type

After studies were compiled, results from each study were organized and 
evaluated according to grammatical feature. Types of grammatical feature were 
grouped for comparison. As revealed by the Processability Theory, grammatical 
complexity could vary based on whether a  target feature is  intra-phrasal (e.g., 
a verb or noun and associated morphological features like the regular past -ed or 
plural -s), inter-phrasal (e.g., question inversion or phrasal verbs), or clausal (e.g., 
relative clauses or conditionals) (Pienemann & Lenzing, 2015). Grammatical 
features from the selected studies were taken from Appendix A and separated 
as in  Table 1.

Table 1 

Separation of  Grammatical Features Based on Processability Theory

Target Features (Korean Studies)

Intra-phrasal Single adjectives, verbs, and nouns (2 Studies) 
Present Perfect (4 Studies) 	 
Collocations (despair, earnestly, etc.) (1 Study) 
Verb tenses (1 Study) 
Participial adjectives (e.g., boring/bored) (1 Study)

Inter-phrasal Comparative adjectives and than (smarter than X) (1 Study) 
Verb + Pronoun + to  + V (I  want her to  visit) (1 Study)

Clausal Conditional (5 Studies)
That-Trace Filter (1 Study)
Relative Clauses (1 Study)

In total, 47 treatment groups were obtained from the selected studies. Because 
nine of  the control groups contained collocations with more than one gram-
matical feature from a different complexity level, these treatment groups were 
excluded from analysis of grammar type, leaving a  remainder of 38 treatment 
groups. 
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Proficiency Level

Studies chosen for meta-analysis could include different proficiency des-
ignations such as low beginner, beginner, high beginner, intermediate low, 
intermediate, or high intermediate (See Appendix A). However, this variation 
was not systematic or complete. As an example, the beginner level included 
only students who were evaluated as “low English proficiency” by using TOEIC 
scores that ranged from 250 to 320. Due to variability in how students were as-
sessed as either high or low, level designations were collated into three general 
groups: beginner, intermediate, and advanced. Of  the 18 studies with Korean 
participants, only 14 had information for designation of proficiency level (8 be-
ginner treatment groups and 31 intermediate treatment groups). Information 
provided (or not provided) concerning proficiency levels confirms assertions by 
Liu and Brown (2015), who contend that methodological inconsistencies have 
limited our understanding of  ESL or EFL instruction.

While studies selected for meta-analysis did generally include some as-
sessment of  levels, they should be interpreted with caution. Because different 
instruments were used to assess proficiency, discrepancies between assessment 
of  proficiency may be expected. Ultimately, assignment of  proficiency levels 
in  selected studies reflects the researcher’s judgment, meaning that this vari-
able cannot be interpreted as an empirical variable based on a  standardized 
assessment. It  must be considered a  construct of  the researcher, like variables 
obtained from survey data. Classifications of proficiency level may reveal some 
trends that can be confirmed later through follow-up experimental research with 
more standardized instruments. 

Input-Based Output-Based Definitions 

Studies designed to  evaluate the efficacy of  either input or output were 
selected and separated based on instructional type (See Appendix B for more 
information about treatments). Any studies that had a  major emphasis on both 
input and output in the FFI treatment were excluded from analysis. Whereas treat-
ments primarily designed to  emphasize the impact of  input (e.g., input flood, 
IE, and PI) were assigned to  the input category, tasks that emphasized output 
(e.g., text reconstruction or dictogloss) were assigned to  the output category. 
The input vs. output distinction was used to analyze differences in effect sizes, 
along with variables such as grammatical complexity, learner proficiency, and 
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learner L1. For input, there were a  total of  30 treatment groups; for output, 
there were a  total of  17 groups. 

Overall, output-based treatments included a variety of both written and spo-
ken tasks. Among these tasks, the dictogloss encouraged both written and 
spoken output. As a  text is  being reconstructed, learners may use metatalk 
to discuss the target feature. Other studies of output-based assessments like that 
of Kim (2014) utilized images to  elicit verbal responses about a  target feature. 
With the exception of  studies that used only the dictogloss, there was little 
standardization of  the techniques used to elicit output. While forms of produc-
tion did vary, Swain (1998) points out that all production tasks give learners the 
ability to use and test hypotheses about a target feature. Some output treatments 
did include a degree of explicit information or guidance to conduct the activity, 
which was a  type of  input. In  each treatment, however, emphasis was placed 
on producing output, rather than providing input. Studies that used a dictogloss, 
for example, required input before the story was reconstructed. However, the 
main goal of  the activity was output, as reflected by procedures that included 
notetaking, meta-talk, and story construction. Although some input may have 
been provided with output treatment groups, the main goal of  these groups 
was to  produce either an oral or written product. Therefore, a  clear emphasis 
was placed on production, rather than input, allowing learners time to  test 
hypotheses as envisioned by Swain (1998). Some studies provided an empha-
sis on both input and output in  the same treatment groups. These treatment 
groups were excluded from analysis. Control groups with no treatment were 
also excluded from analysis.

L1 Influence

Research suggests that L1 transfer does indeed have an impact on acquisi-
tion, thereby impacting the effectiveness of  FFI (Luk & Shirai, 2009; Maleki, 
2006; Shin, 2015; Yang et al., 2017). Therefore, EFL learners with the same 
native language (Korean) were studied. Examination of  learners with the 
same L1 helped to ensure that differences in experimental results were related 
to grammatical feature type and L2 English proficiency, rather than differences 
due to  L1 transfer. Grammatical features targeted in  experimental studies em-
phasized English grammatical features that were very different from Korean. 
Studies emphasized grammatical features like relative clauses or conditionals, 
which use a  head final parameter (opposite from the predominant head initial 
parameter in English). Other studies examined verb tenses. Korean verb tenses 
for the simple past resemble English in some ways, yet the present perfect and 
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present perfect progressive tenses lack equivalent morphosyntactic structures 
in  Korean. Instead, Korean uses a  variety of  morphological verb endings and 
adverbials to express aspect. Other features such as participials (e.g., I’m bored 
vs. The book is  boring) and verb/pronoun combinations (e.g., ask me to) also 
lack equivalent structures in  Korean. Overall, English grammar emphasized 
within FFI studies was significantly different from grammatical features found 
in  the Korean L1 (See Appendix A  for more information on target features 
used for each experimental study). 

Procedure 

 To  compare results from individual studies, effect sizes needed to  be cal-
culated for each study. Whereas p values reveal whether results are significant 
(not a  result of  chance), effect sizes determine the magnitude of  a  difference 
between groups (Sullivan & Feinn, 2012). Since significant p values may not 
actually reveal a  large effect (e.g., large numbers of  participants or amounts 
of  data may reveal only a  small significant difference), effect size is  needed 
to understand how effectual a  treatment is. Calculation of  effect size also pro-
vides a  consistent way to  compare different studies, since the calculations are 
standardized measures.

Cohen’s d was selected since it is widely used to compare two means within 
meta-analysis studies and provides “an important complement to traditional null 
hypothesis statistical significance testing” (Diener, 2010, p. 1). It was also used 
in  the formative meta-analysis of  FFI conducted by Spada and Tomita (2010), 
which analyzed effects of  explicit and implicit instruction on the acquisition 
of  simple and complex grammatical features in  English. In  the current study, 
effect size was calculated by inserting pretest scores (M2), posttest scores (M1), 
and associated standard deviations (SD2 and SD1) into the Cohen’s d formula 
for effect size (Spada & Tomita, 2010, p.  307): 

 	 d = [M1 – M2] / [SQRT[(SD1SD1 + SD2SD2]/2] 
After effect sizes were calculated for each treatment group, results were col-
lated based upon the variables, allowing for further analysis. For grammatical 
complexity, effect sizes were collated based upon whether an intra-phrasal, 
inter-phrasal, or clausal feature was emphasized. For proficiency level, effect 
sizes were collated according to  researcher designations of  beginner or inter-
mediate (there were no advanced). Average effect sizes for both grammatical 
complexity and proficiency level were then subdivided based upon instructional 
type (input or output) for further analysis.
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Results and Discussion

Grammatical Complexity and the Efficacy of FFI

Research of  grammatical features revealed interesting differences between the 
use of  input-based and output-based instruction. Table 2 revealed that input-based 
instruction was more effective when less complex intra-phrasal features were em-
phasized, while output-based instruction was more effective for inter-phrasal and 
clausal features. As for intra-phrasal features, input-based instruction had a  larger 
average impact of  .42 over its output-based counterpart. Because prior research 
of  meta-analysis suggests that a  small effect size is  d > 0.2, a  medium effect size 
is d > 0.5, and a large effect size is d < 0.8 (Rice & Harris, 2005), this value would 
represent a  small but substantial difference. Inter-phrasal features revealed a  much 
higher value for output-based instruction, which represented a difference in effect size 
of .67, which would be a medium effect. Although significantly different, this value 
should be interpreted with caution. The output-based score is  determined through 
only one study by Hwang (2018), which examined comparative adjectives with than. 
Concerning clausal features, output-based instruction was more effective by .09. 

Table 2 

Average Effect Size by Grammatical Complexity and Type of  Instruction 

Input-Based  
vs. Output-Based

Mean N Std. Deviation

Intra-phrasal Input 1.9548 10 1.08530

Output 1.5345 8 .70399

Inter-phrasal Input 1.4015 6 .63283

Output 2.0699 1 .

Clausal Input 1.2421 7 1.11637

Output 1.3345 6 1.10216

 	
Intra-phrasal features tended to  benefit more from input-based instruction. 

Experimental studies of  vocabulary and collocations by Lee (2002) and Lee 
(2003) both show higher effect sizes for input over output. Experimental stud-
ies that examine verb tenses also show a greater impact for input (Yang, 2004, 
2008; Hwang, 2018). Findings may be explained by the characteristics of target 
features, which have a  large number of  lexical elements that require form-
meaning mapping. Input may provide the semantic and morphological informa-
tion necessary to  prime the learner, thereby aiding in  the acquisition of  form-
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meaning mappings. This perspective may also explain the results of  a  study by 
Kim and Nam (2017), which revealed that emphasis of inter-phrasal collocations 
such as “shake a leg” or “hit the sack” via input-based instruction yielded very 
high effect sizes that averaged 3.25. 

Input may provide scaffolding for morphological and lexical grammatical 
features that require form-meaning mapping early in  the acquisition process. 
As the complexity of  syntax increases, output-based instruction may be more 
effective, pushing learners to  arrange syntactic elements into the correct or-
der. Concerning clausal features, output-based instruction was more effective 
for both inter-phrasal and clausal features. This finding may reflect an effect 
of  output-based instruction on more syntactically complex features that re-
quire ordering of constituents. Experimental studies which had both input and 
output-based treatments for conditionals (Song, 2007; Shin, 2011) had higher 
effect sizes for output. A  study of  relative clauses by Hwang (2018) likewise 
shows a  larger effect size for output over input. When producing output, the 
learner is  forced to  attend to  word order, thereby producing a  correct oral or 
written utterance. Output-based activities may activate cognitive mechanisms 
that deal with syntax.

Input or output-based instruction may emphasize different characteristics 
of grammar. Since the difficulty posed by lexical variation or syntactic complex-
ity is  also partially determined by L2 proficiency, characteristics of  the learner 
must be further studied to clarify the impact of  input- and output-based FFI.

English Proficiency and the Efficacy of FFI 

Separation of effect size based upon proficiency suggests that output-based 
instruction is more effective at the beginner level, while input-based instruction 
is more effective at the intermediate level (Table 3). 

Table 3 

Mean Effect Sizes for Input and Output-Based Instruction at Two Proficiency 
Levels 

Input-Based  
vs. Output-Based

Mean N Std. Deviation

Beginner Input 2.1042 4 .82168

Output 2.3800 4 .97856

Intermediate Input 1.8029 21 1.25458

Output 1.0781 10 .38060
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At the beginner level, the difference is  .28, a  small magnitude. Although this 
finding appears to suggest that input-based instruction is more beneficial for be-
ginner learners, the findings should be interpreted with caution. Results  for 
the beginner levels were based upon just one study by Hwang (2018), which 
analyzed verb tenses (intra-phrasal), comparative adjectives with than (inter-
phrasal), and relative clauses (clausal). The study revealed that input-based 
instruction was more effective for both verb tenses (difference in  effect size 
of .47) and comparatives (difference in effect size of .18). Output-based instruc-
tion was more effective for relative clauses (difference in  effect size of  2.28). 
Interestingly, the effect of  output-based instruction systematically increases, 
and the effect of  input-based instruction decreases as the grammatical feature  
becomes more complex. Thus, the study lends further for the idea that input-
based instruction is effective for intra-phrasal morphology, whereas output-based 
instruction is more effective for inter-phrasal and clausal grammatical features. 

At the intermediate proficiency level, the difference is  substantial (a differ-
ence of  .72), which suggests a  medium effect. The results were heavily influ-
enced by studies like those of Yang (2004, 2008), who emphasized the present 
perfect progressive, and Kim and Nam (2017), who emphasized inter-phrasal 
lexical collocations. All of  these studies had higher effect sizes for input, lend-
ing further support for the idea that input is  more effective for form-meaning 
mapping of morphological and lexical features. 

In  studies by Kim (2002) and Yeo (2002), which emphasized participial 
adjectives (boring/bored), learners performed better when output-based instruc-
tion was used (differences in effect sizes of 1.00 and .52, respectively). Unlike 
the more complex morphosyntax of  present perfect progressive tenses empha-
sized by Yang (2004, 2008) or inter-phrasal collocations emphasized by Kim 
and Nam (2017), participial phrases are simple, binary morphemes. Perhaps low 
complexity of the target feature, along with intermediate English L2 proficiency 
explains the findings. Output may be more effective with simplistic morphologi-
cal features when English L2 proficiency is high enough. In the study by Kim 
(2002), an inter-phrasal feature (verb + me + to) was also included in the same 
treatment and assessment of participial phrases. Inclusion of a syntactic feature 
may explain why the output-based instruction was nearly twice as effective 
than that of  Yeo (2002), who examined only participial adjectives. While 
a potentially valid interpretation of research results, it is important to note that 
the studies by Yeo (2002) and Yang (2004) did not include information about 
learner proficiency. Further research is needed to ensure that proficiency level 
influences FFI outcomes for target features such as participial adjectives or 
present perfect tenses. 
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Conclusion

The present study was designed to  facilitate understanding of  how in-
put- and output-based FFI can be utilized in  a  more timely and effective way. 
Results appear to  suggest that efficacy of  either input or output-based instruc-
tion is dependent on characteristics of the target feature. Simplistic intra-phrasal 
features (morphological and lexical features) may benefit more from input. 
Input-based instruction allows learners to  consider form-meaning mappings, 
without a  need to  attend to  issues of  word order. More complex inter-phrasal 
and clausal features may benefit more from output-based instruction. In  con-
trast to  input-based FFI, output-based instruction forces the learner to address 
issues related to word order, which may explain why inter-phrasal and clausal 
syntactic features (e.g., subject/verb inversion, relative clauses, or conditionals) 
had larger effect sizes for this instructional style. 

There may also be a  relationship between L2 English proficiency and 
the efficacy of  different types of  FFI.  While collation of  effect sizes appears 
to suggest that beginner levels benefit more from output and intermediate levels 
benefit more from input, systematic exploration of  individual studies appears 
to  suggest the opposite. Using average effect sizes for proficiency does not 
include consideration of the challenges posed by complexity of a target feature. 
Results from individual studies provide some evidence that simplicity of  a  tar-
get feature and intermediate proficiency make output-based instruction more 
effective. At lower proficiency levels, input appears to be more effective when 
complexity of a grammatical feature is high. Such findings reveal a close link 
between grammatical feature and proficiency level. Both variables may need 
to be considered before the effectiveness of different FFI types can be accurately 
assessed. Although conclusions about proficiency are interesting, they must be 
interpreted with caution. Assessment of English proficiency was not consistent 
within past studies, which may have influenced the findings. 

Results of  the present study have implications for both instruction and the 
development of  educational technology. Input may need to  be modified (or re-
main unmodified) based upon the target feature chosen for emphasis. Whereas 
modifying input can promote acquisition of intra-phrasal features related to verb 
tense or noun forms, it  may be less effective for more complex inter-phrasal 
and clausal features. Rather than input-based FFI, enhanced output-based tasks 
may be used to  promote the acquisition of  more complex syntactic features 
such as question inversion or relative clauses. While a  target feature partially 
dictates whether input- or output-based FFI should be used, a learner’s proficiency 
level should also be considered. Learners must be at a  proficiency level which 
allows for the acquisition of  a  target feature. As proficiency rises, cognitive 
resources or abilities may also increase, meaning that different tasks (input vs. 
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output) could be effective at different times. In the future, language instruction 
and educational technology will need to  diversify FFI, carefully controlling 
administration of  techniques based upon target feature and proficiency level. 
In  this way, English instruction may be tailored to  the unique needs of  each 
individual learner.

While some very insightful information was gleaned from existing studies 
of FFI, there were key limitations that need to be addressed in future research. 
The number of  grammatical features emphasized in  these studies was limited, 
as was the variety of  L2 proficiency levels examined in  the studies. Clearly, 
more research is needed. Experimental studies conducted to date often examine 
the same grammatical features or use learners at similar proficiency levels (e.g., 
intermediate). As a  result, the impact of  different target features and timing 
(introduction at the right level of  L2 proficiency) is  unknown. We must fully 
examine the range of grammatical features presented at a variety of proficiency 
levels, thereby leading to a concrete understanding of how and when to use FFI. 
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A p p e n d i x  A

Studies of  Input/Output Using Learners with Korean L1 

Authors Duration Learner Proficiency 
(Number) 

Grammar Feature 

Kang (2011) 3 hours in  one week TOEIC 420 to  930 
(Average 675) (n = 15)

conditional 

Kang (2003) 12 hours / 6 hours for 
two weeks 

no info (n = 134) conditional 

Song and Suh 
(2008) 

3 sessions over 
a  month period 

Intermediate (n = 52) conditional 

Yang (2008) 2-hour treatment approximately 140 to 
185 on reading TOEIC 
(n = 70)

present perfect progres-
sive 

Kim (2014) 3 sessions of  treat-
ment over 3 days 

Intermediate level  
self-rating (n = 42)

*Who do you think that 
married Sarah last year? 
/ that-trace filter 

Kang (2009) eight 25-minute form 
focused treatment  
over 4 weeks 

Intermediate (n = 150) Verb + NP + to  infinitive 
/ ask me to 

Song (2007) 3 sessions of  about 30 
minutes over a  3-week 
period 

intermediate TEPS 
501 to  700 (average 
600.5) (n = 140)

conditional 

Yang (2004) 2-hour class no info (n = 70) present perfect progres-
sive 

Kim (2002) eight 25-minute focus 
on form treatments 
over four weeks 

low intermediate 
(n  =  72)

participial adjectives (bor-
ing) and Verb + Pronoun 
+ to  + V (I  want her 
to  visit my place) 

Yeo (2002) 20 to  30 minutes 
twice (once each week 
for two weeks) 

no info (n = 90) participial adjectives 
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Cho (2011) 25 minutes in  one 
session 

no info (n = 117) present perfect (for 
regret) 

Lee (2003) One session (reading 
session 5 mins long 
and interaction session 
8 to  10 mins) 

low to  mid intermedi-
ate (n = 68)

words like eyesight and 
adequate 

Jeong and Lee 
(2018) 

Treatment session 1 
(30 min) + Treatment 
session 2 (after 5 min. 
break / 30 min) 

high intermediate  
(n = 66)

two adjectives and five 
nouns 

Lim (2007) two 50-minute classes 
a  week for 3 weeks 
(total of  300 min-
utes) - 6 sessions over 
a  three-week period 

Intermediate (n = 62) Present Perfect 

Shin (2011) Over 2 weeks both low and high 
mixed (Based on high 
school midterm exam) 
(n = 90)

Conditional 

Hwang (2018) One class period 250 to  320 TOEIC 
(low English 
Proficiency) (n = 122)

Verb tenses and relative 
clauses 

Lee (2002) One class period low intermediate  
(n = 124)

Collocations such as: 
I  had better do/at an 
American college / smart 
enough to  / I  had better 
do / turned to  / in  de-
spair

Kim and Nam 
(2017) 

All on same day / 
Pretest – Treatment 
of  around 20 to  30 
minutes 

high intermediate or 
low advanced by self-
report (n = 100)

10 Idiomatic expressions 
like “shake a  leg” and 

“hit the sack” 

A p p e n d i x  A  c o n t i n u e d
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A p p e n d i x  B

Number of Treatments, Treatment Types, and Assessment

Korean Studies

Authors 
Number of  Groups – 
Treatment Type – Effect Size

 Assessment

Kang (2011) 
1 – Input (Low proficiency input enhancement and conscious-
ness raising) (d = 3.3120)
1 – Input (High proficiency input enhancement and conscious-
ness raising) (d = .7846)

 Dictogloss (written)

Kang (2003)
1 – Output (All output and production activities) (d = 1.6461)
1 – (Processing Instruction) (d = 1.5110)

Sentence Production Task 
(written)

Song and Suh 
(2008) 
1 – Output (Reconstruction task) (d = .7611)
1 – Output (Picture-cued writing) (d = 1.0041)

Contextual sentence com-
pletion task (production) / 
TLU Analysis Used (written)

Yang (2008) 
1 – Input (Textual 
Enhancement) (d = 3.1854)
1 – Output (Dictogloss) (d = 2.6561)

Production test where 
Korean asked for English 
response / ten minutes / 
(written)

Kim (2014) 
1 – Input (60 target sentences with images and rule explana-
tion in  Korean) (d = 1.1846)
1 – Input (60 target sentences with images and rule explana-
tion in  Korean) (d = .7914)
1 – Input (Input 
Enhancement - 60 target sentences with images) (d = .7770)

Oral imitation test

Kang (2009) 
1 – Input (negative feedback plus one session of  rule presen-
tation) (d = 2.0896)
1 – Input (Input 
Enhancement) (d = 1.3206)

Picture Description Task 
(written)

Song (2007) 
1 – Input (input enhancement) (d = –.0654)
1 – Output (picture cued writing) (d = 1.0042)

Production test about 
30 minutes / explained 
in  Korean with prompt 
(written)

Yang (2004) 
1 – Input (in-depth reading, comprehension questions, and 
feedback - student metatalk but not implicit treatment given)  
(d = 3.1854)
1 – Output (a  modified dictogloss) (d = 2.6140)

Sentence production test / 
translate Korean sentences 
into English (written)
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Kim (2002) 
1 – Output (communicative tasks designed to  elicit target form) 
(d = 1.2692)
1 – Input (Consciousness Raising - Rules of  target forms / 
comprehension and checkup questions) (d = .2630)

Elicited oral production test 
and picture description

Yeo (2002) 
1 – Input (Input 
Enhancement) (d = .6998)
1 – Output (Dictogloss) (d = 1.2229)

Open ended oral questions

Cho (2011) 
1 – Input (input flood and input enhancement combined)  
(d = 1.0470)
1 – Output (Image and sentence completion) (d = 1.5110)

Fill-in-the-blank and open-
ended questions (written)

Lee (2003) 
2 – Input (input with target feature) (d = 1.1159)
2 – Output (production activities) (d = 1.0066)

Uses some comprehension 
measures but has a  ma-
jor production component 
(written)

Jeong and Lee 
(2018) 
1 – Input (Input 
Enhancement with pictures – body part circled) (d = 3.7538)

Fill in  the blank production 
test about parts of  the body 
(written)

Lim (2007) 
1 – Input (Input with visual) (d = 1.4194)

Blanks of  one to  up 
to  three words to  assess 
productive knowledge 
/ 14  verbs from three 
aspectual categories and 
20  distractors (written)

Shin (2011) 
1 – Output (Guided Essay) (d = 1.0495)
1 – Output (Reconstruction task) (d = .6293)
1 – Input (input with target feature) (d = .2237)

Picture-Cued Production 
test and fill-in-the-blank 
(contextualized pictures)— 
8 targets and 4 distractors 
(written)

Hwang (2018) 
3 – Input (Input Enhancement—narratives with bolded text)  
(d = 1.7438)
3 – Output (Audio-recorded narratives with dictogloss) (d = 
2.2880)

Production with fill-in-the-
blank and open-ended 
questions (written)

Lee (2002) 
2 – Output (read 146-word story out loud and worked 
in  groups to  retell story) (d = 1.5252)
2 – Input (with picture prompts) (d = 1.7565)

Production through transla-
tion and sentence com-
pletion (5 minutes given) 
(written)

Kim and Nam 
(2017) 
3 – Input (explicit information provided) (d = 3.5602)
2 – Input (with target feature) (d = 2.7907)

Production task with ten 
short contexts and blank 
for idiomatic expression 
(written)

A p p e n d i x  B  c o n t i n u e d





Theory and Practice of  Second Language Acquisition 
vol. 11 (1), 2025, pp. 1/22

https://doi.org/10.31261/TAPSLA.16021

Petra Langerová 		   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9886-8865 
Masaryk University, Czechia

The Learning Styles of Technical Students  
and Their Role in Learning English  

as a Foreign Language

A b s t r a c t

The paper presents the results of mixed-methods research into the English language 
learning styles of a sample group of students from the Faculty of Electrical Engineering 
and Communication (FEEC) of the Brno University of Technology (BUT). In the quantita-
tive phase of the research, students were questioned using an adapted Ehrman and Leaver 
Questionnaire (2003) with a bipolar scale of ten learning styles to identify commonly shared 
dimensions of learning styles of English among the sample group. The questionnaire also 
determined how flexible or rigid students were in their preferences and identified students 
with strong preferences for particular dimensions. The research then moved to a qualitative 
phase in which selected students who had stated a preference for commonly shared learning 
styles in the questionnaire were asked to participate in a semi-structured interview in which 
they discussed how their learning styles are reflected in their experiences of learning English 
and evaluated the success of their chosen approaches. Students were also asked about their 
willingness to change their learning styles if they had failed to make progress. The interviews 
offered valuable insight into students’ learning preferences, with most students showing rigid-
ity in their learning styles.
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Background and Motivation of the Research
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English in an effort to address some of the issues which the author identi-
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fied during her personal experiences of teaching at the Faculty of Electrical 
Engineering (FEEC) of the Brno University of Technology (BUT). Regardless 
of their level of English, the author observed that many students exhibited high 
levels of communication apprehension and a general unwillingness to commu-
nicate in addition to low accuracy levels in terms of grammar and vocabulary 
usage. More significantly, however, many students showed little motivation to 
improve their language skills, possibly as a  result of  previous failed attempts 
to make progress. Students also suffered from a  low capacity for autonomous 
learning, with many unable to  analyse their mistakes and learn from them; 
many seemed to  prefer a  limited range of  learning approaches and were re-
luctant to  explore other possibilities. These observations motivated the author 
to explore learning preferences of students in more detail and to determine the 
effectiveness of  their chosen methods. 

The research presented here aims to  reflect the findings in  teaching meth-
odology and to  tailor pedagogical approaches towards this type of  student ac-
cordingly. Technical students are generally required to excel in logic and show 
an intuitive grasp of  theory and procedural processes, with study programs 
placing a greater focus on abstract thinking and analysis. Given this academic 
background, it would be expected that technical students would apply a similar 
approach to  the task of  learning languages the same way but, as the results 
of our research revealed, the opposite is  the case; students prefer learning lan-
guages in  an intuitive and subconscious manner without placing a  particular 
focus on grammatical rules. According to the Scopus database, no research has 
been carried out into the issue of the language learning approaches of technical 
students in  the Czech context, and this indicates that there is  a  considerable 
research gap in  this field. 

Introduction to Learning Styles

Learning styles form an inherent part of the approach of individual learner 
differences. If  learners have an awareness of  the style of  learning which suits 
them best; they can manage and guide their learning process more consciously 
and efficiently and can also be more motivated to  study as they take more re-
sponsibility for what and how they learn. This approach of  self-directing their 
study processes can help students to develop and strengthen their capacity for 
autonomous learning.

Learning styles have been the subject of  considerable research over the 
course of  several decades, but conclusions on their efficacy have been mixed. 
They were initially considered to  be one of  the key factors in  determining 
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whether or not students were successful in acquiring new language skills, and 
were generally believed to  be crucial in  overcoming the false beginner phase 
and mastering a  language. Proponents of  this theory argued that if teachers 
found out how their students preferred to  learn and they adjusted their teach-
ing styles accordingly, the majority of students would benefit greatly, with the 
learning process becoming easier, faster, more enjoyable and more efficient, 
thereby ensuring tangible progress. However, much of the research behind this 
belief proved to be flawed in many cases, and subsequent studies on the issue 
split into a  variety of  different approaches with varying degrees of  scientific 
rigour and reliability. The search for the “ideal” inventory of learning styles can 
perhaps be compared to the search for the “ideal method of teaching”; methods 
which had once been feted as the most suitable were soon superseded by newly 
developed models which were themselves replaced in turn by the latest attempt 
to  find the “Holy Grail” of  the ultimate methodology. After a period of harsh 
criticism (in many cases, deservedly so) in which the very concept of  learning 
styles was brought into question due to  the lack of  thorough methodology and 
poor research results (see Pashler et al., 2008; Kirschner & van Merriënboer, 
2013; or Geake, 2008), a more diligent approach to the topic was adopted which 
led to  a  cautious renewal of  interest in  learning styles. The pendulum of  the 
unpopularity of learning styles had already reached its trough and more recent 
research appears to  have regained some scientifically convincing confidence 
in  openly admitting past flaws and genuinely searching for methods which 
emphasise reliability rather than novelty. 

Definition of  the Term

A  plethora of  definitions for learning styles have been offered since the 
emergence of  the term, with most covering the above-mentioned fields of  re-
search and focusing on differences related to  the personalities and cognitive 
abilities of  individual learners (Ehrman & Leaver, 2003), variables in  learning 
and teaching (Kolb, 1976; Entwistle, 1981), or personal and social behaviour 
(Sternberg, 1996; Rayner & Riding, 1997; see also Rayner, 2015). Reid uses 
general terms to  describe the concept as “an individual’s natural, habitual 
and preferred way(s) of  absorbing, processing and retaining new information and 
skills” (Reid, 1995, p.  8), while Dörnyei (2005) notes that “[learning styles] are 
not firmly fixed ways of  behaviour, but just tendencies and preferences more 
or less strong, which can be modified and extended according to various tasks 
and situations” (Dörnyei, 2005, p. 158). As Dunn and Dunn stated, “[l]earning 
style is  a  biologically and developmentally imposed set of  characteristics that 
make the same teaching method wonderful for some and terrible for others” 
(Dunn & Dunn, 1979, p.  3). 
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Learning styles are not dichotomous (black or white, present or absent). Learning 
styles generally operate on a  continuum or multiple, intersecting continua. For 
example, a  person might be more extroverted than introverted, more closure-
oriented than open, or equally visual and auditory but with lesser kinesthetic 
and tactile involvement. Few, if any, people could be classified as having all or 
nothing in any of  these categories. (Ehrman, 1996, p. 115)

 The wide-ranging nature of these definitions reflects the vagueness of the 
term and also indicates the difficulties involved in approaching the topic. It also 
suggests a possible reason why research into learning styles has split into sev-
eral directions since the period of  critical revisionism.

Current State of Research

Rayner (2015) categorised research on learning styles into four types, and 
we can generally state that this categorization is still valid today. The first type 
examines personality-based styles, based on the premise that learning styles 
are closely related to  personality traits; many current studies combine this 
approach with specific personality inventory tools, such as the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator (Myers-Briggs, 1978) or Big Five (Costa & McCrae, 1992; see 
Komarraju et al., 2011; Siddiquei & Khalid, 2018; Khamal & Radhakrishnan, 
2019; or Abuzeid et al., 2021). The second type focuses on cognition-centred 
styles, a  field which Rayner sees as relatively stable as such studies are re-
lated to  mental processing, memory and differences in  perception (see Ubuz 
& Aydynier, 2019; Wang & Sanchez, 2022; Miller et al., 2011). This paper 
follows this particular approach, as do many other authors focusing on the 
issue of  technical students learning English (see Synekop,  2020 or Nikolaeva 
& Synekop,  2020). The third type is  a  less stable field, as it  relates cognitive 
styles relating to  tasks and changing contexts, an approach which is  perhaps 
closer to  the concept of  learning strategies or patterns. Recent studies have 
linked this type of  style to, among others, contextually-determined cultural 
background (see Lemke-Westcott & Johnson, 2013; Armstrong & Li, 2017). The 
final type in Rayner’s categorization is that of learning preferences affected by 
modality and learning experiences (e.g., see Lodge, Hansen, & Cottrell, 2015).

The COVID pandemic radically transformed the entire education sector and 
forced teachers to  work under new and unprecedented conditions. The need 
to switch almost overnight to online learning methods forced teachers to adopt 
new approaches. Materials and modules for e-learning materials and modules 
existed prior to  the pandemic, but they were not widely used, nor were they 
considered as a  primary source of  teaching. As a  result, e-learning materials 
were designed with a greater focus on individual learning styles or personality 
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types (or a combination of both) in order to compensate for the lack of personal 
contact and the more individual nature of  online teaching, and this specific 
approach became the subject of a relatively new type of study which examines 
the efficiency and quality of  such materials and online learning experiences 
in  general (see Scott-Monkhouse, 2023; Samonte et al., 2023; Alzain, 2022). 

Research in  the Czech Republic

There is a  relative lack of  research examining learning styles in  the Czech 
context, but the studies published to date mostly address the design of e-learning 
materials for foreign language instruction in  distance studies (e.g., Šimonová, 
2013; Šimonová & Poulová, 2012), while others focus on learning styles in sci-
ence subjects such as physics, accounting and natural sciences (see Zajacová, 
2016; Berková et al., 2020; Malčik & Miklošíková, 2017). The Scopus database 
suggests that there are currently no other Czech studies that focus on learning 
styles intended to  improve language acquisition among students of  technically 
oriented subjects. 

Autonomy of Teachers and Students

Many different aspects seem to play a role in learning, and teachers should 
always acknowledge the fact that students are individuals with different abilities, 
skills, potential and motivation. Individual differences (ID) are thus a  crucial 
consideration in formulating teaching strategies as they are explicitly reflected 
in  the ways in which students learn.

“ID constructs refer to dimensions of enduring personal characteristics that 
are assumed to  apply to  everybody and on which people differ by degree” 
(Dörnyei, 2005, p. 4). “It is related to some main processes in the field of second 
language acquisition (SLA), and it has been researched extensively in L2 stud-
ies, making the area one of  the most thoroughly studied psychological aspects 
of  SLA” (Dörnyei, 2005, p.  6). According to Simsek (2012), 

individual differences can be defined as personal characteristics that dis-
tinguish learners from each other in  the teaching and learning processes. 
Learners are unique individuals who bring a critical set of variables to each 
learning situation, including delicate traits as indicators of  their potential 
and the history of  achievement as signs of  previous accomplishments and 
predictors of  future performance. (Simsek, 2012, p.  98) 
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A recognition of  the differences between students is  important in ensuring 
that they develop the skills to master their chosen discipline and to understand 
the techniques which are most effective for them; the aim should be to  allow 
students to gain autonomy and gradually develop into fully independent learn-
ers. Holec (2000, p. 48), one of the earliest advocates of autonomy in language 
teaching, has defined autonomy as “the ability to  take charge of  one’s learn-
ing,” while Dickinson (1987, cited in Gardner & Miller, 1996, p. 6) accepts the 
definition of  autonomy as a  “situation in  which the learner is  responsible for 
all of  the decisions concerned with his or her learning and the implementation 
of  those decisions.” These definitions of  autonomy generally agree on the in-
volvement of  learners in  taking greater responsibility for what they learn, how 
they learn, and when they learn. 

In terms of the teacher’s role in helping their students to develop autonomy, 
Nemethová (2020) says that students should be permitted to work in their own 
way; teachers should facilitate this by offering them a  range of  activities and 
tasks from which they can choose, by encouraging them to  ask questions, 
and ensuring that they feel confident about seeking out alternatives that best 
suit their approach while still meeting requirements.

This approach provides the perfect grounds for studying students’ preferred 
learning styles. By giving students the opportunity to choose their favoured learning  
style, it  encourages them to  think about and reflect on how they prefer to  learn; 
they are then offered a  variety of  ways to  access their chosen approach and can 
then receive feedback on how effective and efficient it  is  for them. Teachers 
should also propose some suggestions for improvement or adjustments if the 
student’s chosen method does not allow them to learn effectively the way they 
prefer, a  technique known as style stretching (see Tuan, 2011).

Griffiths (2015) mentions several authors who have discussed style stretch-
ing and the importance of  style flexibility. For example, Little and Singleton 
(1990) claim that learning styles can be adapted with experience and train-
ing, while Cohen and Dörnyei (2002) even recommend encouraging learners 
to stretch their learning styles and be introduced to approaches in learning that 
they would not normally use. Dörnyei (2005) also suggests that the more styles 
a  student employs, the more effective they can become as a  learner. Oxford 
(2011) states that even if a  learner has strong style preferences, they can still 
be altered or modified. Wong and Nunan (2011) also relate style flexibility 
to  learning effectivity, and Cohen (2012) even actively recommends training 
by stretching the comfort zone of  learning styles.

The research in  learning styles complies with the so-called postmethod 
pedagogy as defined by Kumaravadivelu (2008, p. 87) which she describes as 
a “three-dimensional system consisting of three pedagogic parameters: particu-
larity, practicality and possibility.” The Parameter of  Particularity states that 

“any postmethod pedagogy must be sensitive to  a  particular group of  teachers  
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teaching a particular group of learners pursuing a particular set of goals within 
a  particular institutional context embedded in  a  particular sociocultural mi-
lieu” (Kumaravadivelu, 2001, p.  138). This approach correlates with the need 
to  consider the individual differences between teachers themselves, with each 
possessing their own set of  beliefs and teaching styles. Teachers’ approaches 
should therefore be adapted according to  the needs and preferences of  their 
particular group of  learners.

The Parameter of  Practicality “relates broadly to  the relationship between 
theory and practice, and narrowly to  the teacher’s skill in  monitoring his or 
her teaching effectiveness” (Kumaravadivelu, 2008, p.  172), thereby suggest-
ing that teachers should apply their theoretical knowledge (or parts thereof) 
in practice according to the needs and capacities of specific groups of learners. 
This approach requires teachers to reflect upon themselves and their approaches, 
while constantly evaluating their teaching performance.

The Parameter of  Possibility is  also related to  the awareness that learn-
ing a  foreign language also involves students acquiring a  different learner 
identity through their exposure to  language ideologies. This is  a  phenomenon 
which teachers cannot ignore, and they must be able to  react to possible prob-
lems and obstacles which students may face throughout the learning process. 
Kumaravadivelu (2008, p.  175) says that “language education provides its par-
ticipants with challenges and opportunities for a continual quest for subjectivity 
and self-identity.” Moreover, subjectivity, individual differences and personality 
are deeply rooted and reflected in an individual’s preferred ways of learning, all 
of  which can help an individual to  create a  foreign language identity through 
their chosen method of picking up elements of  a  language, whether conscious 
or unconscious.

Research Objectives

The aim of  the mixed-methods research into the English language learning 
styles of FEEC BUT students was to identify any similarities in the learning styles 
of  the surveyed students. In  the quantitative phase of  the research, the Ehrman 
and Leaver Questionnaire (2003) was applied to  identify commonly preferred 
dimensions of  learning styles of  English among technical students and to  ex-
plore how flexible or rigid these preferences were or if any students exhibited 
strong preferences for particular approaches. In  the subsequent qualitative 
phase of  the study, students were invited to  participate in  interviews where 
they discussed the individual features of  their English learning styles, includ-
ing relevant examples, and assess the success of  their chosen style. Another 
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question examined their willingness to  change their learning styles if they 
had failed to make progress and their reasons for doing so. A semi-structured 
questionnaire was used for the interviews, with students only discussing the 
dimensions for which they had expressed a  strong preference.
Research Hypotheses

H1. A  high number of  FEEC BUT students share some common prefer-
ences for learning styles.
H2. Students demonstrate flexibility in the case of at least two dimensions 
of  learning styles.

Research Questions
Q1. Which dimensions of  learning styles are most commonly preferred?
Q2. Are there any dimensions of  learning styles in  which students are 
particularly flexible or rigid? If  so, what are they?
Q3. What are the reasons for the willingness or unwillingness to  change 
their learning styles?

Participants

The research group consisted of  a  sample group of  FEEC BUT students, 
approximately half of  whom were enrolled in  bachelor’s and the other half 
in master’s study programs. The method of convenience sampling was applied. 
The majority of participants were males who ranged from 20 to 24 years of age. 
First-year students were not included in the research due to the high rate of stu-
dent dropout after the first year of  their studies, with this factor making the 
subsequent interviews impossible.

Research Tools

Ehrman and Leaver Construct (2003)

The questionnaire is  based on the psychological personality typology de-
termined by the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator questionnaire (1956) which 
enabled us to gain a  fuller understanding of  the participants’ preferred dimen-
sions of learning styles. The Ehrman and Leaver Construct (2003) (hereinafter 
referred to  as the E+L questionnaire) assesses learning styles on a  continuum 
between synoptic and ectenic poles. The synoptic pole relates to  the subcon-
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scious and implicit processing of information and is likely to perceive phenom-
ena as wholes, unlike those reflecting the ectenic one, which prefer conscious 
control over the learning process and show a  tendency to perceive phenomena 
as composites. 

The questionnaire consists of sixty statements, thirty of which evaluate each 
of  the two poles. Each pole is  subdivided into ten dimensions, each of  which 
is  queried by three statements in  the questionnaire. These statements are pre-
sented in  a  contrasting manner, and respondents select the statement which 
best reflects their thinking using a  9-point Likert scale ranging from a  mild 
preference to  a  strong need.

The ten bipolar cognitive dimensions are as follows: field dependent vs. field 
independent, field sensitive vs. field insensitive, random vs. sequential, global 
vs. particular, inductive vs. deductive, synthetic vs. analytic, analogue vs. digi-
tal, concrete vs. abstract, levelling vs. sharpening, and impulsive vs. reflective.

The model also reflects the following theory of brain hemisphere functions 
developed by Seikel (2018):

The right hemisphere has the following functions:
– parallel processing,
– synthesis,
– providing linguistic context,
– perceiving data as a  whole,
– comprehending and interpreting emotions.
The left hemisphere is  responsible for the following functions:
– language reception,
– structure of  language, mainly syntax, morphology and phonology,
– serial information processing,
– judgement,
– processing details,
– analysis and categorisation,
– memory-related operations.
Ehrman and Leaver, who developed the Construct, state that very few peo-

ple prefer only one pole exclusively, with most people switching fluently from 
one pole to  another and, by extension, moving between implicit and explicit 
learning. The implicit learning techniques of  the synoptic pole are mostly gov-
erned by the right hemisphere, while explicit learning styles associated with 
the ectenic pole are dominated by the left hemisphere. 
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Interview Questionnaire Based on the Ehrman and Leaver Construct 
(2003)

The questionnaire contained only those statements from the E+L question-
naire which referred to  the dimensions for which students had shown a prefer-
ence, more specifically the following questions:
1.	 What came to your mind when you read the questionnaire statements? Can 

you give any concrete examples of  how you learn?
2.	 Would you find it  difficult to  learn in  the styles indicated in  the opposing 

statement in  the questionnaire?
3.	 Did you experience learning success with your chosen style? Can you recall 

any difficulties you experienced using this style?
4.	 Would you be willing to  change your style of  learning if it  offered the pos-

sibility of  making progress? What would be the biggest obstacle for you 
in  doing so?

Analysis

Quantitative Phase

 The Czech version of  the E+L questionnaire was successfully tested on 
a  group of  150 students in  2020, but the responses obtained in  this prelimi-
nary study are not included in  the current research as it was only intended as 
a pilot study.

The quantitative phase was carried out in  2022, with a  total of  400 par-
ticipants filling out an online version of  the Ehrman and Leaver questionnaire 
as part of  their English classes. The questionnaire was adapted from the E+L 
questionnaire and featured 30 statements to  which participants responded on 
a 10-grade Likert scale, with answers 1, 2, 3 and 7, 8, 9 showing their strong 
preference for either of  the two poles and answer 5 meaning “I  can do both 
well.” For the purposes of  the research, an additional answer 10 was added 
which means “I don’t know, I cannot identify with either of the two statements” 
with the aim of  identifying flexible students who are comfortable with both 
of the suggested approaches. Only 250 of the 400 questionnaires were selected 
for analysis, with any incomplete questionnaires or those featuring responses 
with answer 10 being excluded. The data was analysed as follows: the aver-
age score in each of the dimensions was calculated by summing the responses 
in  the three questions representing each dimension. If  the average score was 
lower than or equal to 4, the style was ranked on the left pole, that is, reflect-
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ing synoptic dimensions. If  the average score was greater than or equal to  6, 
the style was ranked on the right pole, that is, reflecting ectenic dimensions. 
Average scores ranging from 4.1 to 5.9 showed flexibility in the respective style. 
The style in  a  particular dimension was considered flexible if the percentage 
of flexibility among all students in the given dimension was greater than 30%. 
The full results are shown in Table 1. Mean, standard deviation and upper and 
lower quartiles were also calculated, and these are shown in  Table 2.

Table 1

Percentages of  Responses in  Individual Dimensions (N = 409)

Dimension Average score

avg. ≤ 4
%

avg. ≥6
%

avg. 4.1–5.9
%

D1

 Field sensitive 65

 Field insensitive 15

 Flexible 20

D2

 Field dependent 27

 Field independent 26

Flexible 47

D3

 Leveling 36

 Sharpening 27

 Flexible 37

D4

 Global 66

 Particular 8

 Flexible 26

D5

 Impulsive 30

 Reflective 40

 Flexible 30
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Dimension Average score

avg. ≤ 4
%

avg. ≥6
%

avg. 4.1–5.9
%

D6

 Synthetic 42

 Analytic 28

 Flexible 30

D7

 Analogue 25

 Digital 37

 Flexible 38

D8

 Concrete 78

 Abstract 5

 Flexible 17

D9

 Random 25

 Sequential 47

 Flexible 28

D10

 Inductive 27

 Deductive 33

 Flexible 40

Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations of  the Likert-scale Responses

Dimension Basic characteristics of  the dataset

Mean SD UQ Median LQ

D1 3.56 1.97 4.67 3 2

D2 4.91 1.30 6 5 4

D3 4.87 1.56 6 4.67 4

D4 3.58 1.51 4.67 3.50 2.33

Table 1 continued
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Dimension Basic characteristics of  the dataset

Mean SD UQ Median LQ

D5 5.24 1.92 6.67 5 3.67

D6 4.70 1.76 6 4.67 3.33

D7 5.32 1.64 6.33 5.33 4

D8 3.23 1.44 4 3 2.33

D9 5.56 1.88 7 5.67 4

D10 5.14 1.66 6.33 5 4

Quantitative Phase Results

The analysis revealed that there were five preferred learning styles, three 
of  which lay on the synoptic pole and two on the ectenic pole. The synoptic 
learning styles, namely field sensitive, global and concrete approaches, were 
found to  be more popular than the two ectenic learning styles, the reflective 
and sequential approaches. The analysis confirmed H1, as the results show that 
a  high percentage of  students favoured each of  the preferred dimensions. The 
field-sensitive learning style was favoured by 65% of  the students, the global 
learning style by 66%, the concrete learning style by 78%, the reflective learn-
ing style by 40% and the sequential learning style by 47%. The results also 
showed flexibility in  four dimensions, namely field dependence/independence, 
levelling/sharpening, analogue/digital, and inductive/deductive, a finding which 
confirms H2.

Qualitative Phase

The qualitative phase consisted of  interviews conducted with ten students 
who had participated in  the questionnaire phase. A  total of 36 students of  the 
250 respondents were selected for interviews based on the combination of their 
learning styles, but only ten of them were willing to participate. The interviews 
were conducted online using MS Teams software in  order to  allow students 
to feel comfortable while being interviewed. The interviews were intended to be 
diagnostic, with the interviewers applying the techniques of paraphrasing, inter-
pretation and rephrasing. The interviewed students showed a very strong prefer-
ence for at least two of  the commonly shared learning styles dimensions, and 
as a consequence, the number of  students who provided answers to  individual 
dimensions differed. In summary, the following dimensions were discussed by 
the interviewed students: the field sensitivity dimension (by ten students), the 

Table 2 continued
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global learning style (six students), the concrete learning style (eight students), 
the reflective learning style (one student), and the sequential learning style (two 
students) (see Table 3).

Table 3

Table of  Students Selected for Interview Based on Their Preferred Learning 
Styles

Learning style Students’ preferences

Total S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10

Field sensitive 10 x x x x x x x x x x

Global 6 x x x x x x

Concrete 8 x x x x x x x x

Sequential 2 x x

Reflective 1 x

Qualitative Phase Results

In  this section, we will examine the styles which were discussed by the 
interviewees in  more detail:

•	 field-sensitive (synoptic)

A field-sensitive person can be described as someone who prefers to work 
with new material in context, such as in stories and articles or, at the very least, 
in  sentences. They often pick up new words or ideas in  a  haphazard manner, 
without planning in  advance. Students mentioned listening as the main input 
channel in  this style, with some stating that they managed to  pick up new 
words, phrases, and grammatical structures without actually realizing it (“I can 
recognize a mistake because it  sounds strange,” “I  heard it  said this way”).

Most students claimed that they learned successfully using this approach; 
they said that they remembered the acquired structures later on, but that this 
was conditioned by the frequency at which they were exposed to  it  or by the 
context or situation in which they encountered the structures. However, students 
were not capable of  learning some language skills in  this style, in  particular 
those of  grammar, accuracy of  translation and meaning and irregular verb 
forms. When asked about their willingness to  change their way of  learning, 
few students said that they would be willing to change, but most of  them also 
reported that they had already tried and it had not worked for various reasons 
(see Table 4).
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Their answers thus perfectly matched the description of  the dimension 
in the questionnaire manual; the results demonstrate that most are rigid in their 
preferred way of learning, offering little or no space for change. In terms of the 
pedagogical implications arising from the students’ answers, we can see that 
other ways of  teaching are necessary in  order to  improve their accuracy and 
precision in  meaning. 

Table 4 

Characteristics of  Learning in  Field Sensitivity Dimension

Dimension Field Sensitive (N = 10)

Learning by this 
style

Drawbacks Learning in  an op-
posite style

Flexibility Pedagogical 
implications

Context: mostly 
audio, less fre-
quently written. 
Acquired items: 
words, phrases, 
gram. structures.
Success in  learn-
ing such struc-
tures conditioned 
by the frequency 
of  exposure. 

Inability to   
learn grammar 
correctly. 
Low accuracy 
in  translation 
and lexical 
production.

Tried drill, memorising 
vocabulary and gram. 
rules in  elementary 
and secondary educa-
tion, without success.
Hate memorising tend 
to  forget memorized 
structures soon. 
Never really under-
stood grammar from 
gram. rules.

Rigid Alternative 
ways of  teach-
ing accuracy 
in  meaning and 
grammar.

•	 global (synoptic)

 People who learn globally tend to adopt a “big picture” perspective; seeing 
the “forest rather than the trees,” they typically start with the main points and 
only come to  the details at a  later point. Students who favoured this approach 
described understanding the meaning and the plot of  a  text/video first; only 
then could they focus on details, such as form and usage.

 Learners using this approach also stated that they had difficulty learning 
details this way and that they struggled to discern differences in the meanings 
of words. When asked about their willingness to learn in an opposite way, most 
students replied that it would be possible, but they would find it unnatural and 
would have to  skip a  lot of  information in  order to  see how things are con-
nected into a meaningful unit (see Table 5 for more details).

The pedagogical implications of  these views are clear. There is  no need 
to  force such learners to  adopt an opposite way of  learning, since context as 
a  determiner of  meaning is  their primary means of  understanding and learn-
ing, and a  subsequent focus on the details is  a  frequent and normal practice 
in English lessons. 



TAPSLA.16021 p. 16/22� Petra Langerová 

Table 5

Characteristics of  Learning in  Global Dimension

Dimension Global (N = 6)

Learning by this style Drawbacks Learning in  an 
opposite style

Flexibility Pedagogical 
implications

Learning tenses: first 
they need to  under-
stand the context, 
only then can they 
identify and concen-
trate on grammatical 
forms.
Text, video: first story, 
only after repeated 
input do they notice 
details, grammar, 
vocabulary.
New word: first mean-
ing, then form.
Success in  learning.

Difficulty in  finding 
and understanding 
details, differences 
in  meaning.
Difficulty to  trans-
late a  sentence 
without context.
Difficulty to  remem-
ber shades of  lexi-
cal meaning and 
exceptions in  gram-
matical rules.

Probably pos-
sible, but un-
natural.
Few students 
tried.

Rigid Focus on 
context as 
the determiner 
of  meaning and 
draw attention 
to  details and 
their form.

•	 concrete (synoptic)

 People favouring this style need to interact with the world directly in order 
to acquire new knowledge and learn through practical application, especially if 
they can touch, see or hear the new information. The students offered various 
examples of  learning through the manipulation of  objects and by using their 
senses for both concentrating and relieving stress (see Table 6 for more details). 

However, students stated that they were unable to  learn theory using this 
style. They have difficulty memorising things, so they write cheat notes and 
highlight important information, with this approach allowing them to  subse-
quently recall the location of  the important information visually.

Learning by any other method would likely be impossible for such students 
as they would miss the application of the theory and, as was noted above, they 
have difficulty learning information by heart. Some students also mentioned 
that they are unable to  focus on form alone and that they would miss seeing 
the continuity with the previous knowledge they have gained.

It  can therefore be concluded that students preferring this style tend to  be 
quite rigid in  their preferences and that it  would not be possible to  shift their 
abilities to  the other pole. 
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Table 6

Characteristics of  Learning in  Concrete Dimension

Dimension Concrete (N = 8)

Learning by this style Drawbacks Learning in  an op-
posite style

Flexibility Pedagogical 
implications

Learning through ma-
nipulating things, trial 
and error, programming, 
experimenting, testing 
equipment before read-
ing a  manual.
Employing senses:
Listening: music 
(to  create context, shut 
the outer world).
Haptic and kinaesthetic 
experience: walking, 
changing postures, 
squeezing a  rubber, 
fiddling with a  pen 
(to  concentrate better, 
to  cope with stress).
Inductive learning (first 
try out, then deduce 
theory).
Success in  learning.

Cannot learn 
theory, difficulty 
memorising things. 

Impossible, they 
would miss the  
application.
Strategies to  learn 
theory: writing 
cheaters, high-
lighting important 
information.

Rigid No need 
to  change it.

•	 sequential (ectenic)

Students favouring this approach learn most effectively when they are pro-
vided with a sequence of steps that they can follow such as textbooks and lesson 
plans. Many students at FEEC BUT appreciate learning approaches that offer 
systematized and hierarchized information and the logical structure of  a  text-
book. If  they are forced to  learn in an opposite manner, that is, by developing 
their own system, they find it  difficult to differentiate between important and 
unimportant information. Nevertheless, if they were certain that this approach 
could offer better results, these students would adopt the opposite style even 
if took them more time to  learn (see Table 7).

Thus, it can be concluded that students favouring this approach are flexible 
and that there are some grounds for persuading them to  try another learning 
style. Students who have the opportunity to  organise things in  their own way 
employ creativity which can help them to  remember new information more 
effectively. 
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Table 7

Characteristics of  Learning in  Sequential Dimension

Dimension Sequential (N = 2)

Learning by this style Drawbacks Learning in  an 
opposite style

Flexibility Pedagogical  
implications

Appreciate structured 
chapters in  textbooks. 
Hierarchy, order and 
system in  new infor-
mation.
Topics linked logically 
one to  another.

Difficulty 
in  distinguish-
ing importance 
of  information, 
in  prioritizing 
information on 
their own. 

Difficult, but 
feasible.

Flexible Enhancing students´ 
creativity.
Encouraging them 
to  reorganize infor-
mation in  their own 
way.

•	 reflective (ectenic)

This style can be characterised by the need to  think things through before 
applying the newly acquired skills or information. Only one student mentioned 
this learning style in  the interviews (see Table 8), stating that he feels nervous 
or uncomfortable when asked to  answer a  question without preparation and 
would be far happier if he had some time to  think before giving an answer. 
When asked to  consider learning in  an opposite way, such as by studying 
in  advance in  the comfort of his home, he said that this would be feasible for 
him; he also predicted that it would make him feel more confident and secure 
and more willing to  react and respond more quickly. 

This suggests that students would benefit from dedicating time to  home 
preparation rather than just following their teachers’ instructions. The approach 
would also help students feel more confident in learning and to react faster and 
more spontaneously in  class. 

Table 8

Characteristics of  Learning in  Reflective Dimension

Dimension Reflective (N = 1)

Learning by this style Drawbacks Learning in  an op-
posite style

Flexibility Pedagogical 
implications

Need time to  think 
about the answer 
in  order to  form  
a  reply confidently.

Slow reactions, feel-
ings of  uncertainty 
and uneasiness if ex-
pected to  react fast 
and spontaneously.

Faster reactions 
would require a  fa-
miliarity with the 
topic and home 
preparation.

Flexible Enhancing 
home 
preparation 
and allowing 
enough time 
for prepara-
tion in  class.
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Conclusion

The findings of the research have offered some valuable information on the 
ways in  which students learn English. The results of  the quantitative research 
show that the vast majority of  students (65%, 66% and 78% in  field-sensitive, 
global and concrete learning styles, respectively) prefer to  learn implicitly and 
subconsciously, without paying too much attention to form and accuracy. Their 
approach to  learning languages can be described as somewhat unsystematic, 
with students picking up elements of  language in  a  random and osmotic man-
ner based on the immediate content they came across. Students also showed 
a  preference for learning through practical application prior to  studying the 
theory, even if this approach requires a considerable amount of  trial and error. 
Learning through the senses is an essential part of students’ learning experience, 
with many expressing enthusiasm for hands-on experience. Many also stated 
their need to  see the “big picture” before focusing on details. The results also 
suggest that students are not very spontaneous in  their reactions (40% of  the 
students favoured a reflective learning style), as they prefer to have some time 
to think about their answers in advance and to consider systematically prepared 
materials. 

The more detailed qualitative data about students’ learning styles was based 
on a relatively small sample of  ten students who participated in  the interviews, 
and the low participation of students in this element of the study is perhaps the 
biggest limitation of  the research. Nevertheless, the interviews provided inter-
esting insights into individuals’ ways of  learning. Although the small sample 
size makes it difficult to draw generalised conclusions on students’ approaches, 
several ideas emerged in  the discussions on individual learning styles. The 
strong preference for field sensitivity noted by students can result in  low ac-
curacy and precision in grammar and a lack of understanding of the ambiguities 
of  meaning in  vocabulary. Similarly, a  strong preference for learning globally 
can imply a  limited ability to  focus on details before fully understanding the 
context and scanning for a particular piece of information. This approach often 
requires a  longer time because students must first grasp the whole meaning 
before moving on to distinguish the components of a statement. A high preference 
for learning concretely suggests that students struggle with memorising informa-
tion, and this could also imply they may have problems with concentration, 
with six out of  eight interviewees stating that they need to  use their physical 
senses to  stave off their discomfort before memorising theory. A  preference 
for sequential learning styles may also indicate a  low willingness to  be crea-
tive and develop their own systems, but this is  something that can be learnt 
in order to make progress. Lastly, the preference for reflective styles noted by 
many students may imply a low confidence in their own abilities, but this could 
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be strengthened or even avoided with careful home preparation. In conclusion, 
the qualitative phase results brought a  number of  interesting findings which 
should be considered and reflected upon in the formulation of new pedagogical 
approaches tailored to  this specific group of  learners.

 The research also explored the similarities which students share in  their 
learning styles and preferences and the way in  which these styles influence 
their success or failure in learning different language skills and abilities. Once 
again, while the quantitative section covered a relatively wide range of student 
preferences for learning, the small sample involved in the qualitative part makes 
it hard to draw any substantiated conclusions. Nonetheless, the interviews still 
suggested various implications of  the reasons why students made progress or 
failed to do so and also raised questions about the ways in which students can 
assess their language skills to help them learn more effectively. Teachers can play 
a  key role here by helping students analyse what approach may be beneficial 
to  them and identify potential problems and obstacles they might face if they 
use the same learning styles in  all tasks. It  would be reasonable to  discuss 
the benefits and the drawbacks of  individual learning styles with students and 
to  show them the importance of  using a  variety of  learning styles to  acquire 
a wider range of  skills. This is where the so-called stretching of  styles comes 
into play; a  greater willingness to  step out of  one’s comfort zone and adapt 
to new demands might turn out to be one of the key personality features deter-
mining the success or failure of achieving one’s goals, but this is a conjecture 
which would require further research.
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A b s t r a c t

This study investigates the relationship between several quantitative measures of L2 
speech complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF) by comparing the oral productions of English 
L2 learners at different proficiency levels. Forty English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners 
of varied proficiency levels performed a simple oral task. The performance of the L2 learn-
ers was analyzed regarding linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency to investigate the 
interplay of the CAF dimensions and how language proficiency levels (A2, B1, and B2) relate 
to these dimensions in the speech of EFL learners. 

This study confirms the prevailing view that the three CAF dimensions are intercon-
nected and that the CAF triad is a useful and valid way to investigate and describe L2 per-
formance development. The results indicate that all three dimensions of CAF significantly 
predict L2 learnersʼ oral proficiency, that is, from the developmental perspective, L2 learnersʼ 
output is produced with higher complexity, accuracy, and fluency as they progress to a higher 
proficiency level. Moreover, the current paper discusses ways to measure CAF. Specific meas-
ures of complexity (index of developmental levels), accuracy (syntactic error rate), and fluency 
(articulation rate, and dysfluency rate) were identified as effective discriminators between 
proficiency levels. 

Keywords: accuracy, complexity, fluency, L2, proficiency

During the course of the current study, the focus will be on three profi-
ciency dimensions: complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF), and their interplay 
at the group level. The purpose of this study is to investigate how complexity, 
accuracy, and fluency interact in English learnersʼ second language (henceforth 
referred to as L2) development. Motivated by one of the principal questions 
in second language acquisition (SLA) research relating to the nature of linguis-
tic changes taking place in the L2 system of the learners as they become more 
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proficient, the current study investigates the linguistic dimensions underly-
ing complexity, accuracy, and fluency in the context of L2 speech produced 
by 40 Czech-speaking learners of English. It aims to resolve the multifaceted 
processes that underlie language proficiency, contributing to its broader under-
standing in the L2 context. L2 speech production samples were analyzed as 
manifestations of what Czech EFL learners are/are not capable of doing in their 
development, and provide a clear picture of the underlying L2 systems, which 
cannot be studied directly. By and large, empirical evidence gathered for the 
current study is relevant from a descriptive point of view and can contribute 
to the formulation of explanatory hypotheses regarding L2 development.

Moreover, being able to objectively measure progress, the study will ex-
amine the relationship between language proficiency levels and complexity, 
accuracy, and fluency and inform language teaching practices and curriculum 
development.

A methodological challenge in CAF research is, however, the appropriate 
selection of CAF measures. Michael (2017) suggests that researchers use some 
of the measures employed in previous studies to ensure comparability with pre-
vious findings and that these measures are supplemented by context-specific 
measures that take into account the specific characteristics of the research 
context. Therefore, the current study also aims to examine which specific 
measures of complexity, accuracy, and fluency are best able to discriminate 
between proficiency levels.

Furthermore, even though I accept the status of complexity, accuracy, and 
fluency as distinct dimensions of L2 performance and proficiency, I do not 
exclude the fact that they can be interconnected and that they may somehow 
interact in L2 production. Moreover, if we only examine the dimensions one by 
one, we miss their interaction and the fact that the way they interact changes 
with time as well (Larsen-Freeman, 2009, p. 582). For this reason, the present 
explanatory study also aims to broaden our understanding of the interplay 
of complexity, accuracy, and fluency in the speech of young adults studying 
at a university. 

In this article, I first provide a theoretical and methodological overview 
of previous research and the CAF framework. This is followed by a descrip-
tion of research procedures and a presentation of the findings. Next, the results 
of the current research are discussed. The article concludes by highlighting the 
underlying relationship between the CAF dimensions and L2 proficiency and 
outlining future directions for research. 

To address the aforementioned conceptual and methodological challenges, 
the present study addresses the following research questions:
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RQ1: Can all three dimensions―complexity, accuracy, and fluency―sig-
nificantly predict L2 learnersʼ oral proficiency? 

RQ2: Which measures are best able to discriminate between proficiency 
levels?

RQ3: What are the interactions between complexity, accuracy, and fluency?

Theoretical Part

In this section, I first present the individual aspects that have traditionally 
been described, albeit to varying degrees, in the literature. I then turn to the 
more recently uncovered aspects of the CAF triad.

Proficiency

In the fields of SLA and foreign language learning (FLL), measuring L2 
proficiency, defined as the ability to draw on and use competence in different 
tasks (Taylor, 1988, p. 166; R. Ellis, 2008, p. 976), is one of the key concerns, 
where the three dimensions of the CAF triad are widely recognized as the key 
components. Ortega (2014, p. 197) argues that “mastery and accuracy, that is, 
teleological arriving to isomorphic conformity with idealized native speaker 
norms,” is the only thinkable way of defining linguistic and developmental 
success.

Proficiency has been interpreted in various ways in L2 research (for a dis-
cussion of how to define L2 proficiency, see Hulstijn, 2011). It is usually defined 
rather implicitly and its operationalisation differs across studies (Ortega, 2003). 
Studies have relied on institutional criteria which serve as a guarantee of EFL 
learners’ proficiency (Gráf, 2015), different exam types, such as the Key English 
Test (KET) (De Felice & Pulman, 2009), or operationalised proficiency in terms 
of CEFR levels (Gyllstad et al., 2014). 

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) 
(Council of Europe, 2001a) is an established benchmark for language compe-
tence (Jones & Saville, 2009). It comprises six levels of competence (A1 to C2, 
as shown in Figure 1), which have become a common currency in language 
education, prevalent in curricula, syllabuses, textbooks, and teacher training 
courses (Anderson, 2007, p. 660).
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Figure 1 

The CEFR’s Initial Division into Three Broad Levels—A, B and C (Council 
of Europe, 2001, p. 23)

The CEFR has established statements defining what is  required for each 
stage within the framework and is  based on performance-based “can-do state-
ments,” or “Reference Level Descriptors,” evolved from the collective judg-
ments of a body of experts (Van Ek & Trim, 1991a, 1991b, 2001), as depicted 
quite clearly in  Figure 2.

Figure 2 

An Illustrative Scale for Grammatical Accuracy (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 114)

.
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For empirical detail about levels of competence in learner English, see 
the English Profile (Harrison & Barker (2015), for example, introduce the EP 
program and discuss its latest findings). Moreover, its sub-project, The English 
Grammar Profile (EGP) resource, is a database of over 1,200 empirically de-
rived statements and provides great detail on learner grammar competence. 

CAF

Many researchers believe in the multi-componential nature of L2 perfor-
mance, which can be captured by the notions of complexity, accuracy, and flu-
ency (Ellis, 2003; Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005). According to Skehan (2009), suc-
cessful performance has been characterized as containing: (1) more advanced 
language, leading to complexity; (2) a concern to avoid errors, leading to higher 
accuracy if achieved; and (3) the capacity to produce speech at a normal rate 
and without interruptions, resulting in greater fluency (p. 510).

While the early working definitions of CAF are essentially used―complexity 
related to the size, richness, and diversity of L2 performance; accuracy as the measure 
for error-free language use; and fluency referring to the smooth production of speech 
with a limited number of hesitations and pauses (Michel, 2017)―many studies have 
featured CAF as variables that reflect the effect of other factors on language produc-
tion (Housen et al., 2012, p. 2). These studies have included factors such as age (Mora, 
2006), task design (Robinson et al., 2009), task complexity (Robinson, 2011), pre-task 
planning (Pang & Skehan, 2014), or the relationships among the CAF measures and 
learner oral proficiency (Miyamoto, 2019). Some studies have used CAF to examine 
longitudinal learner trajectories (Gunnarsson, 2012; Ferrari, 2012; Hokamura, 2018).

Complexity

Housen et al. (2012, p. 4) describe complexity as a palimpsest, a term that 
has acquired several closely related meanings in the context of SLA. For example, 
Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005, p. 139) define complexity as “the use of more chal-
lenging and difficult language,” while Biber et al. (2011, p. 6) refer to “the more 
advanced grammatical structures that students exhibit as they progress in their 
language proficiencies.” The second definition highlights the ability to employ 
a range of sophisticated structures and lexical items, defining complexity based 
on empirical observations of L2 production. Although Bulté and Housen (2012) 
propose a comprehensive typology of subdimensions of linguistic complexity, the 
current study adheres to an objective and quantitative definition of complexity. 
Manifestations of complexity in L2 production include syntactic structures and 
grammatical morphemes (for more details, see: Data and Methods).
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Accuracy

Accuracy is often defined as the ability to produce error-free language (Ellis, 
2008; Housen & Kuiken, 2009; Polio & Shea, 2014) and is largely associated 
with learner s̓ linguistic knowledge representations. Palloti (2009, p. 592) men-
tions that “accuracy is perhaps the simplest and most internally coherent con-
struct, referring to the degree of conformity to certain norms.”

Although researchers often criticize the study of accuracy and mention that 
it is difficult to define an error (Gilquin & De Cock, 2011, p. 142), the existing 
definitions seem to concur in defining errors as deviations from a particular norm 
(Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). Straightforward though this general characterization 
seems, the difficulty seems to lie in selecting the criteria for evaluating accuracy 
and identifying errors, including the choice of the appropriate norm, that is, 
whether the criteria should be tuned to prescriptive standard norms or non-stand-
ard usages acceptable in some social contexts as well (Ellis, 2008; Polio, 1997).

The fact that the same language may have several normative standards 
or that raters might not always agree on what is accurate (Kuiken & Vedder, 
2014) adds another layer to the discussion on the characterization and measures 
of accuracy. Moreover, “even if there was agreement regarding the norm, there 
remains the question of how ‘far away’ a deviation from this chosen norm is” 
(Michel, 2017, p. 9). All in all, “anyone who has worked on assessing accuracy 
in L2 data will know this only too well; some degree of personal judgment has 
to be invoked occasionally” (Foster & Wigglesworth, 2016, p. 112).

To avoid subjectivity, the current study focused on syntactic errors identified 
and tagged by two raters following Granger et al.̓ s (2022) error tagging manual 
and checked for inter-rater reliability (see: Data and Methods). Moreover, ac-
curacy was gauged using a global measure (an error rate, i.e., number of errors 
per 100 words) for the purpose of this paper.

Having explored the intricate natures of language complexity and accuracy, 
which are both largely associated with learnersʼ linguistic knowledge represen-
tations, we now turn to the third element of the triad: fluency, which is a per-
formance phenomenon representing the outcome of psycholinguistic processing 
(Lennon, 1990).

Fluency

Language researchers have frequently analyzed oral production data to de-
termine which linguistic phenomena contribute to L2 speech fluency (see, e.g., 
Kormos & Dénes, 2004), mainly because L2 speakers are often concerned 
with maintaining fluency since failure to do so can lead to a loss of a listener s̓ 
attention and their face (Lennon, 2000).
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Current research suggests that speech fluency is a multi-componential con-
struct with various sub-dimensions, such as speed fluency, breakdown fluency, 
or repair fluency (Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005). According to Wood (2012, p. 9), 
fluency is often used as a synonym for the effective spoken use of a language, 
while Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005, p. 139) define fluency as “the production 
of language in real time without undue pausing or hesitation.” Skehan (2009) 
adds that fluency is the capacity to produce speech at a normal rate and with-
out interruption, and Segalowitz (2010) distinguishes between cognitive (the 
smoothness of the underlying processes), utterance (acoustically measurable 
aspects of performance), and perceived (the speaker s̓ fluency impression on 
the hearer) facets of fluency. What these definitions emphasize is that we as-
sociate fluency not only with a quantifiable dimension for describing language 
performance but also with an impression made on the hearer. However, many 
conversational traits arise from the fact that conversation is typically spontane-
ous, that is, it is characterized by what has been called normal dysfluency, such 
as pauses, hesitators (er, um), and repeats. These impair a speaker s̓ turn when 
the planning needs to catch up (Biber et al., 1999, p. 1048).

The current study examined some of the most typical characteristic features 
of spoken discourse (Biber et al., 1999; Wood, 2012), namely: silent pauses, 
filled pauses, repair, and repeats. 

CAF at Different Proficiency Levels 

The current article investigates complexity, accuracy, and fluency at differ-
ent levels of CEFR. Larsen-Freeman (2009, p. 582) points out that examining 
these dimensions individually overlooks their interaction, which can change 
over time.

Some notable research focusing on the relationship between L2 proficiency 
and the CAF constructs sheds light on their interconnectedness and mutual 
influence. Some significant studies analyzed complexity and accuracy develop-
ment (Polat & Kim, 2013; Spoelman & Verspoor, 2010, to name only a few), 
while other studies looked at the development of all three dimensions from 
a dynamic point of view. Larsen-Freeman (2006), for example, observed five 
Chinese adult learners over a six-month period. The average results showed 
progress in development in every dimension (although with great variation 
between subjects). Moreover, Iwashita et al. (2008) argue that features from 
grammatical accuracy and complexity, vocabulary, pronunciation, and fluency 
help distinguish overall levels of performance, with particular features of vo-
cabulary and fluency having the strongest impact. 

Finally, studies on information processing theory (Robinson, 2005; DeKeyser, 
2007) and intra-individual variability (Spoelman & Verspoor, 2010) highlight 



TAPSLA.15946 p. 8/22� Zdeňka Neumanová 

the non-linear nature of L2 development and the complex interaction between 
accuracy and complexity. Barrot and Gabinete (2021) suggest that complex-
ity, accuracy, and fluency in writing are influenced not only by proficiency 
level but also by learners’ L1 background, while Kowal (2018) found interplay 
between all three constructs. 

Overall, these studies suggest correlations between and among the L2 pro-
ficiency and the components of complexity, accuracy, and fluency. 

Data and Methods

The present study adopts a quasi-longitudinal design and focuses on the analysis 
of  speech produced by Czech university learners of English. 

The analyzed corpus consists of transcribed interviews with 40 first-year 
university learners of English (recorded over a period spanning from 2020 
to 2021) who were approximately 20 years old on average (SD = 1.4). 

L2 speech production samples analyzed in the current study cover a range 
of proficiency levels, falling within the A2, B1, and B21 levels, which were as-
sessed using The Oxford Placement Test (OPT) before the individual interviews.

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of the Transcribed Oral Performances

Category Word count

A2 B1 B2

Minimum
Maximum
Mean
Median
SD

467
1091
724
723
194

416
1305
800
777
258

746
1571
1014
922
272

The interviews, each of which took approximately 15 minutes, consisted 
of three parts: a topic discussion, a picture description, and free conversation. 
First, the respondents were asked to choose a topic2 and speak about it for three 
minutes without any interruptions. The first section of the oral interview was 
stimulated by the interviewer’s question (What topic have you chosen?) when 

1 A2 (13 learners), B1 (15 learners), B2 (12 learners).
2	 Topic 1: A film you have seen/ a book you have read and think is particularly good/bad.
Topic 2: A place or a country you have visited and liked.
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the recording was started.3 The learners were supposed to produce an exten-
sive response. The second task was based on picture description, while the 
last task (free conversation) started with the students introducing themselves 
to enable them to talk about something familiar. Then, the interviewer posed 
topical scripted questions (e.g., What can you tell me about your family? or 
Do you think English will be useful for you in the future?), which were mostly 
concerned with familiar topics and with learning English. It should go without 
saying that some of the benefits of this task type can be re-constructed as 
weaknesses with lower-level learners. The process was rather free-flowing and 
indeterminate with talkative and accurate learners while less talkative (and less 
accurate) learners were often guided by prescripted questions.

In the present study, task performances were transcribed and analyzed, 
focusing on measures of complexity, accuracy, and fluency. To ensure com-
parability with previous research and address the research objectives, several 
general measures were assigned to each construct, taking into account their 
validity based on relevant studies (Bosker et al., 2013; Mostafa et al., 2020; 
Noris & Ortega, 2009; Polio & Shea, 2014; or Shungo & Kormos, 2020), and 
research objectives. 

The study examined both lexical and syntactic complexity. Following 
Shungo and Kormos (2020), lexical complexity was measured as lexical density, 
which refers to the proportion of content words to the total words produced. This 
measure was computed using LexTutor (Cobb, 2011). In addition to lexical com-
plexity, syntactic complexity was assessed using the Index of Developmental 
Levels (henceforth referred to as IDL), following the approach of Mostafa et al. 
(2020). They argue that IDL is a better predictor of L2 oral proficiency than 
widely-used structural complexity measures (mean length of AS-unit and sub-
ordination measure). By employing this measure of complexity, the study aims 
to examine the learnersʼ ability to use advanced syntactic structures in their 
speech production. Table 2 likely presents the details of the IDL calculations 
for different morphemes and syntactic forms.

Following Mostafa et al. (2020), different weights were assigned to forms 
based on their developmental levels. Therefore, in the score sheets, 1 or 2 
points (representing single or double occurrences of a form) were multiplied 
by the respective developmental levels of those forms. In other words, the EFL 
learnersʼ total IDL scores increased as they produced more developmentally 
advanced target forms.

3  Utilizing the built-in recording capabilities of a smartphone and a computer.
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Table 2 

Developmental Levels and Stages for the Acquisition of the English Morphemes, 
Negation, Questions, and Relative Clauses

Developmental levels 
for English  
morphemes

Developmental stages 
for the acquisition 
of English negation

Developmental levels 
for English questions

Acquisitional Order 
of Relative Clauses

Morpheme (level) Item (level) Item (level) Relative clause 
type (level)

Ing (1)
Plural -s (1)
Be copula (1)
Be auxiliary (2)
a/the (2)
Irregular past (3)
Regular past -ed (4)
Third person -s (4)
Possessive -s (4)

Preverbal negation 
with no/not (1)
Preverbal negation 
with don’t (2)
Postverbal negation 
in restricted contexts 
(3)
Postverbal negation 
in all contexts (4)

Words and fragments 
with rising intonation (1)
Canonical word order 
with rising intonation (2)
Fronting of a question-
ing element (3)
Inversion in two re-
stricted contexts (4)
Inversion expands to full 
range of target-like 
contexts (5)
Negative ques-
tions/Question tags/
Questions in embedded 
clauses (6)

Subject (1)
Direct object (2)
Indirect object (3)
Object of preposi-
tion (4)
Genitive (5)
Object of compari-
son (6)

Note. Separate IDL score sheets for morphemes, questions, negations, and relative clauses were developed for each 
participant. The participants received 1 point for producing a target form once, and they received 2 points for produc-
ing that form twice. For each type of form, the two examples had to be sufficiently dissimilar to be awarded the full 
points. They did not receive any additional point for producing a target form more than twice. In counting the IDL 
scores, grammatically acceptable forms were considered.

Regarding accuracy, a general measure known as the syntactic error rate 
(SER, i.e., the average number of syntactic errors per 100 words) was used. This 
measure was chosen for its comparability with previous research and its validity. 
A British English native speaker was trained to identify all syntactic errors (er-
rors that contravene general rules of English grammar), which were categorized 
into sub-categories including determiners, articles, nouns, pronouns, adjectives, 
adverbs, verbs, word class, as described in Granger et al. (2022). To illustrate 
some of the syntactic errors observed, several examples were selected from an 
interview. Among other errors made by learner TT05, there were errors in the 
use of articles (GA), noun number (GNN), verb tense (GVT), verb number 
(GVN), personal pronouns (GPP), and errors involving independent prepositions 
(LSPR). Examples (1) to (4) demonstrate these errors.

1)	 ... and sight-seeing it s̓ <GA corr=“a very nice place”> very nice place  
</GA> with mountains and Alps it s̓ <GA corr=“a very good place”> very 
good place </GA> for young people maybe and old people... TT05

2)	 <B> Four <GNN corr=“months”> month </GNN> in <name of a town> 
in <GA corr=“a hotel”> hotel </GA> </B> TT05
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3)	 ... I <GVT corr=“visited”> visit </GVT> with my family and my family 
<GVN corr=“donʼt”> doesnʼt </GVN> speak English and I must translate 
everything TT05

4)	 ...and <GPP corr=“the people”> they people </GPP> are <LSPR corr=“from 
other”> other </GPP> other <GNN corr=“nations”> nation </GNN> I can 
see two girls and two boys... TT05
To assess the reliability of the accuracy measure, the author of this study 

examined a randomly selected 20% of the data. The inter-rater reliability, meas-
ured using Cohen s̓ kappa, was found to be 0.92, indicating a high level of agree-
ment (96.23%). This level of agreement can be considered excellent (Fleiss 
et al., 2013).

In the current study, no distinction was made between errors and mistakes 
(Ellis, 1997).4 Any deviations from the norms of English grammar in terms 
of syntax were counted as errors. Additionally, omitted grammatical forms 
were counted as errors. However, self-corrections made by EFL learners after 
committing an error were not counted. 

Finally, fluency, despite its multifaceted nature and a myriad of definitions, 
is defined in this study as “the production of language in real time without un-
due pausing or hesitation” (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005, p. 139). Drawing from 
Shungo and Kormos (2020), three subcomponents of utterance fluency were 
identified: speed, breakdown, and repair fluency. Unfilled pauses, defined by 
Bosker et al. (2013) as silence longer than 250 milliseconds, were manually 
coded by the researcher using Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2012), marking the 
boundaries of clauses and pauses. 

Speed fluency was assessed using the articulation rate (henceforth referred 
to as AR), calculated as the mean number of words per second, and divided by 
the total speech duration excluding pauses. Breakdown fluency was measured 
through the filled-pause ratio (FPR), which is the total number of filled pauses 
(e.g., ah, eh) divided by the total number of words. Repair fluency was deter-
mined by the dysfluency rate (DR), calculated as the mean number of dysflu-
encies (unfilled and filled pauses, repeats, and repairs) per minute, divided by 
the total speech duration (including pauses). 

Table 3 provides a comprehensive overview of the specific measures of com-
plexity, accuracy, and fluency.

4	 According to Ellis (1997), errors reflect gaps in the learners’ linguistic knowledge (i.e., they do 
not know the correct form) while mistakes are occasional lapses in the learners’ performance 
(which happens when the learners are not able to perform what they know).
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Table 3 

CAF Measurements

Measure Calculation

Syntactic complexity
Index of Developmental Levels (IDL)
Lexical complexity
Lexical density (LD)
Accuracy
Syntactic error rate (SER)
Fluency
Articulation rate (AR)
Filled pause ratio (FPR)
Dysfluency rate (DR)

separate IDLs

content words/total words produced

syntactic errors/100words

words per second/total speech duration
filled pauses/words
dysfluencies per minute/total speech duration

To describe L2 speech production samples, descriptive statistics of linguistic 
measures were summarized in tables (see sections: Complexity in the Speech 
of EFL Learners; Accuracy in the Speech of EFL Learners; Fluency in the 
Speech of EFL Learners). The Shapiro-Wilk normality test suggested whether 
linguistic measures were normally distributed and where the Shapiro-Wilk 
normality test suggested that a linguistic measure was not normally distributed; 
nonparametric statistical tests were selected to correlate EFL learnersʼ profi-
ciency with specific linguistic measures. ANOVAs were performed to identify 
differences in the CAF measures among proficiency levels.

In the following section, I will provide an overview of the quantitative dif-
ferences observed among the scrutinized proficiency levels. 

Results

To address the first and second research questions, which investigate the 
predictive nature of complexity, accuracy, and fluency on L2 learnersʼ oral 
proficiency, as well as the identification of the most discriminating measures 
between proficiency levels, the present study examined the relationship between 
these three dimensions and the learnersʼ proficiency levels.

Initially, a comprehensive analysis was conducted, scrutinizing complexity, 
accuracy, and fluency individually in relation to the proficiency level of EFL 
learners. The Shapiro-Wilk normality tests indicated that three measures (IDL, 
FPR, and AR) were not normally distributed. As a result, nonparametric statisti-
cal tests were selected to assess the correlation between the learnersʼ proficiency 
levels and the three measures. ANOVAs were performed to identify differences 
in the CAF measures among proficiency levels.
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Furthermore, Pearson correlation analyses and Spearman correlation analy-
ses were carried out between measures of complexity (LD and IDLs), accuracy 
(SER), and fluency (AR, FPR, and DR).

These analyses were conducted both overall and within each performance. 
The following sections of the paper present descriptive and inferential sta-

tistics, as well as correlation analyses.

Complexity in  the Speech of EFL Learners

As previously mentioned, lexical and syntactic complexity were assessed 
using lexical density (the ratio of content words to the total words produced, 
computed with LexTutor, Cobb, 2011) and an index based on the developmen-
tal levels of L2 morphological and syntactic forms (Index of Developmental 
Levels, IDL). 

Before presenting the results, descriptive statistics for IDL and LD are provided 
in Table 4. Unlike IDL, which emerged as a significant positive predictor of L2 oral 
proficiency, lexical density did not prove to be a reliable predictor of proficiency. 
Specifically, B2-level learners exhibited significantly higher IDL scores compared 
to A2 and B1 levels, indicating that IDL scores increase as learnersʼ proficiency 
levels improve.

Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics—Complexity

Coefficient CEFR level Mean SD

LD A2 0.485 0.03

B1 0.457 0.02

B2 0.463 0.03

IDL A2 26.31 11.10

B1 46.13 18.52

B2 60.25 12.02

Pairwise comparisons were conducted to detect differences between profi-
ciency levels. The results indicated a significant overall effect on the proficiency 
level for IDL, as shown in Table 5.
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Table 5 

Pairwise Comparisons of Proficiency Levels

CEFR levels IDL

Test Sig.

A2–B1 –11.846 0.007

A2–B2 –21.346 0.000

B1–B2 –9.500 0.036

All in all, the results proved that L2 learners with higher proficiency levels 
used more difficult morphological and syntactic structures.

Accuracy in  the Speech of EFL Learners

The corpus of 40 transcribed interviews was analyzed to identify errors 
that involved the violation of specific grammatical rules5 (Granger et. al., 2022). 
Accuracy was measured using a general metric called syntactic error rate, which 
represents the mean number of syntactic errors per 100 words. For the corre-
sponding data, refer to Table 6.

Table 6 

Descriptive Statistics—Accuracy

Proficiency level Mean SD

A2 9.16 2.64

B1 6.91 2.31

B2 4.53 1.54

Total 6.93 2.85

The results of a detailed syntactic error analysis in the speech of Czech EFL 
learners revealed that by far the most frequent error type was errors in the use 
of articles, accounting for 30.8% of all errors. Verb tense was the second most 
frequent category (13.1%), followed by errors involving independent preposi-
tions (10.4%). Interestingly, there did not appear to be significant differences 
in error types among the three proficiency levels, which shows that the use 

5	 In their Error Tagging Manual, Granger et. al. (2022, p. 4) make an important distinction 
between errors (the breaking of a specific linguistic rule) and infelicities (instances of non-
erroneous, but odd-sounding, language). Infelicities were not taken into account in the analysis.
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of articles and verb tense is highly problematic even as the learners progress 
to a higher proficiency level.

Unfortunately, Granger et al. (2022) do not divide errors in the use of ar-
ticles into subgroups. For this reason, it is rather difficult to determine which 
aspect of their use is the most problematic for Czech EFL learners. A more 
detailed analysis, however, revealed that omission of a/an in obligatory contexts 
accounts for 54.1% of all article errors, and that omission of the in obligatory 
contexts accounts for another 23.8% of all errors in the category of articles. 
Such a result seems to suggest that article omission in English might be the 
result of L1 transfer as Czech does not have articles.

As mentioned above, the analysis of the most frequent error types indi-
cated similar frequencies across proficiency levels. Articles proved to be the 
most challenging grammatical feature for the majority of Czech EFL learners, 
including those in the A2–B2 proficiency groups. This was followed by verb 
tense and prepositions, which were found to be common sources of errors for 
Czech EFL learners across all three proficiency levels. For details on the types 
of errors made by advanced EFL learners, refer to Gráf (2015).

Moreover, to identify differences between proficiency levels, ANOVAs and 
pairwise comparisons were conducted. The results demonstrated a significant 
correlation between EFL learnersʼ proficiency levels and syntactic error rate, 
indicating that B2 learners exhibited the highest level of accuracy, while A2 
learners had the least accurate speech production. Refer to Table 7 for detailed 
information.

Table 7 

Multiple Comparisons, LSD Test

Proficiency level Mean difference Sig.

A2 B1 2.2482 0.011

B2 4.6282 0.000

B1 A2 –2.2482 0.011

B2 2.3800 0.009

B2 A2 –4.6282 0.000

B1 –2.3800 0.009

The current study proposes that syntactic accuracy on the part of EFL 
speakers could serve as a reliable predictor of language proficiency. The find-
ings indicate a strong association between EFL learnersʼ proficiency level and 
grammatical accuracy, which is significant for several reasons: (1) language as-
sessors can use syntactic accuracy as a valuable indicator when evaluating the 
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proficiency of EFL learners, (2) educators may focus on designing instructional 
materials and activities that specifically target syntactic skills, (3) teachers can 
use this information to target their instruction to address syntactic challenges 
commonly faced by learners at different proficiency levels (for example, articles, 
or verb tense), (4) the finding encourages further investigation into the specific 
mechanisms through which syntactic skills impact overall proficiency.

Fluency in  the Speech of EFL Learners

In this section of the paper, the analysis focused on examining the relation-
ship between proficiency level and fluency in the speech of Czech EFL learn-
ers. Fluency was measured using three indicators: articulation rate (AR), filled 
pause ratio (FPR), and dysfluency rate (DR). 

The statistical analysis revealed that both articulation rate (p < 0.012) and 
dysfluency rate (p < 0.019) exhibited a significant relationship with proficiency 
levels. Specifically, the results indicated that B2-level learners were statisti-
cally more fluent than A2 and B1 learners. Detailed information can be found 
in Table 8.

Table 8 

Pairwise Comparisons

Proficiency levels Test Sig.

A2–B1 –4.503 0.307

A2–B2 –13.603 0.003

B1–B2 –9.100 0.043

Regarding the dysfluency rate, a significant difference was observed be-
tween A2 and B2 levels (p < 0.005). This indicates that B2-level learners exhibit 
a higher level of fluency compared to A2-level learners. For more information 
on fluency in the speech of EFL learners, see, for example, Huang and Gráf 
(2020), who compared speech rates and the frequency and location of unfilled 
pauses in the speech of native English speakers and learners of English. They 
found significant differences showing that between B2 and C1 levels the growth 
of proficiency is accompanied by an increase in speech rate and a decrease 
in the frequency of pausing, particularly within clauses and within constituents 
(Huang & Gráf, 2020, p. 57). 

In summary, the findings indicate that all three dimensions of complexity, 
accuracy, and fluency (measured as SER, IDL, AR, and DR) significantly 
predict L2 learnersʼ oral proficiency. Each dimension demonstrated at least 
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one coefficient that established a statistically significant relationship with EFL 
learnersʼ proficiency levels. Therefore, the coefficients for syntactic error rate, 
index of developmental levels, articulation rate, and dysfluency rate can be 
considered as the measures that are most effective in discriminating between 
proficiency levels.

Interactions between Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency

To address the third research question, which focused on the interactions 
between complexity, accuracy, and fluency, several correlation analyses were 
conducted separately for the measures of the three dimensions.

First, the correlation analysis between complexity (measured as IDL) and 
fluency (measured as AR) revealed a positive correlation between IDL and AR 
for the A2 proficiency level (R = 0.574, p = 0.040) and B1 proficiency level 
(R = 0.651, p = 0.009). This suggests that as learners used more complex mor-
phological and syntactic structures, their oral production was also more fluent.

Second, negative correlations were observed between IDL and FPR for 
A2 (R = –0.617, p = 0.025) and B1 (R = –0.527, p = 0.043) proficiency levels, 
as well as between AR and FPR for the A2 (R = –0.728, p = 0.005) and B1 
(R = –0.692, p = 0.004) proficiency levels. These findings indicate that as EFL 
learners produced more complex speech, their fluency increased while the filled 
pause ratio decreased.

In conclusion, there were no statistically significant correlations found 
between specific measures of complexity, accuracy, and fluency for B2-level 
learners, indicating that they, and more importantly all EFL learners across pro-
ficiency levels, can focus on all three dimensions simultaneously. Consequently, 
the findings confirm the interplay of complexity, accuracy, and fluency as 
interconnected systems. The development of these proficiency dimensions oc-
curs concurrently. 

Conclusions

The current research proposed measures for evaluating L2 learner oral per-
formance and examined whether these predict L2 oral proficiency. It indicates 
that specific measures (for example, Index of Developmental Levels, based on 
developmental levels of L2 forms) better discriminate between learners of var-
ied proficiency levels and provide empirical evidence that in oral performances, 
learners of higher proficiency use significantly more L2 forms that belong 
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to higher levels in developmental sequences than lower proficiency levels learn-
ers. As such, the current study provides empirical support “linking performance 
measures to the use of developmentally more advanced language” (Lambert & 
Kormos, 2014), which may have pedagogical significance. ESL teachers can, for 
example, gain insight into the current developmental levels of their learners  
for various L2 morpho-syntactic forms (by considering a measure such as IDL), 
or provide feedback on weak points of EFL learners, such as the use of articles 
and tenses, by considering syntactic error rate (SER) and examining the most 
frequent error types. These might be hard to detect for the speed with which 
learners produce speech, or might be wreathed in sophisticated avoidance 
strategies. Furthermore, the division of the respondents into proficiency levels 
helped identify the most problematic areas as those that occur throughout all 
of the proficiency bands. 

Additionally, the analysis of accuracy highlights the practical significance 
of studying learner errors and has important implications for error correc-
tion, because understanding the nature of errors is crucial for effective error 
correction in language teaching (see, for example, Scrivener, 2005). Teachers 
need to have a thorough understanding of the types of errors made by learn-
ers to provide targeted and effective feedback. By identifying common error 
patterns and focusing on specific areas of difficulty, teachers can tailor their 
instruction and help learners improve their accuracy in language production.

Moreover, the current study contributes to the existing knowledge on the 
interplay between complexity, accuracy, and fluency in learner language by 
confirming the prevailing view that these three dimensions are interconnected. 
Furthermore, it demonstrates that complexity, accuracy, and fluency are in-
fluenced by proficiency level, aligning with the findings of previous research 
(Barrot & Gabinete, 2021). By and large, from the developmental perspective, 
it shows that L2 learnersʼ output is produced with higher complexity, accuracy, 
and fluency when they progress to a higher proficiency level, that is, L2 learn-
ers with higher oral proficiency are more adept at using more advanced L2 
forms, with fewer errors and dysfluencies. This suggests that as L2 learners 
develop proficiency, the structures they employ become more accurate, their 
speech becomes more fluent, and they tend to utilize L2 forms that belong 
to developmentally higher levels.

However, average group trajectories may not correspond to the develop-
mental trajectory of a single individual subject (Larsen-Freeman, 2006). Thus, 
it is necessary to look at specific scores obtained by L2 learners individually 
and over more data collection points to reveal whether complexity, accuracy, 
and fluency follow separate developmental trajectories or not.

Finally, it is important to recognize that the components of the CAF triad 
are not isolated but interact with each other, as suggested by Larsen-Freeman 
(2006). The interplay between the three dimensions is multivariate and dynamic 
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(Spoelman & Verspoor, 2010, p. 547), meaning that changes in one dimension 
can affect the others. This highlights the complexity of language acquisition and 
the need for comprehensive research. To gain a deeper understanding of these 
relationships is necessary to conduct longitudinal and non-linear CAF research 
with a focus on difference and variation (Larsen-Freeman, 2009). For this rea-
son, a more in-depth analysis of learner data, for example, a longitudinal one, 
would certainly reveal more interesting regularities.
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Extensive vocabulary acquisition is  a  cornerstone of  second language (L2) proficiency, 
directly influencing both receptive and productive language skills. However, research on 
the productive vocabulary size of  L2 learners transitioning to  higher education, particularly 
their mastery of  high-frequency words, remains limited. This study investigated the produc-
tive Hebrew vocabulary size and frequency distribution of  Arabic-speaking learners entering 
higher education programs where Hebrew is  the primary language of  instruction. 

The research employed a  corpus-driven approach, analyzing 156 Hebrew-language ar-
gumentative essays (18,054 orthographic words) written by native Arabic-speaking students 
during a  college entrance examination. Automated tools were used to  add contextual vocaliza-
tion and disambiguate homographs, followed by manual annotation mapping each word to  its 
corresponding lemma. The identified lemmas were then compared to  established written and 
spoken Hebrew frequency lists. This process aimed to  chart the vocabulary profile of  the 
research population.

The study determined that learners had a  productive vocabulary size of  approximately 
1,000 lemmas, despite completing over 1,000 hours of  formal L2 instruction. A  comparison 
with established written and spoken Hebrew frequency lists indicated that 50% of  the identi-
fied lemmas fell within the 1,000 most frequent Hebrew lemmas. Additionally, the learners 
exhibited a  typical vocabulary profile, employing more lemmas from the 1k frequency band 
(the 1,000 most frequent words) than from the 2k frequency band (words ranked 1,001–2,000). 
Similarly, their use of  lemmas from the 2k band exceeded that of  the 3k band (words 
ranked 2,001–3,000), which in  turn surpassed their use of  lemmas from the 4k band 
(words ranked 3,001–4,000). These findings highlight the learners’ significant reliance on 
high-frequency vocabulary in  L2 writing, emphasizing the need for targeted academic 
vocabulary instruction as they transition to  higher education.
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Literature Review

Vocabulary Knowledge

Vocabulary knowledge serves as the fundamental underpinning of  language, 
and, without it, both language comprehension and production become unattain-
able (Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013). As aptly noted by Wilkins (Wilkins, 1972, 
p. 111), “without grammar, very little can be conveyed, [but] without vocabulary, 
nothing can be conveyed.” Vocabulary knowledge, or word knowledge, can 
be categorized into two primary types: receptive (or passive) knowledge and 
productive (or active) knowledge. Receptive knowledge pertains to words recog-
nized when heard or read, surpassing the less extensive productive knowledge, 
which involves words recalled for use in speech or writing (Milton, 2009).

Words exhibit variations in multiple facets, including their sounds, letters, 
meanings, length, inflections, derivations, and more. However, the most pivotal 
aspect of  these variances is  the frequency with which words occur. Frequency 
plays a pivotal role since it determines which words learners are likely to en-
counter and how frequently they encounter them (Milton, 2009). Furthermore, 
words that are more frequent are typically acquired earlier (Ambridge et al., 
2015). It  is evident that certain words occur more frequently than others, requir-
ing little knowledge about language (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020).

Vocabulary Size

To gauge vocabulary knowledge and explore differences in word frequencies, 
one common approach is measuring vocabulary size or breadth. Vocabulary 
size signifies the number of words an individual is  familiar with (Schmitt, 
2014), making it a fundamental aspect of vocabulary research. Vocabulary size 
can be evaluated receptively and productively. Receptive vocabulary size is of-
ten evaluated through tests that assess knowledge of a sample of words (Nation 
& Coxhead, 2021). An example of such a  tool is  the Vocabulary Knowledge 
Scale, which uses a 5-point self-report system. The VKS allows learners to  in-
dicate their level of familiarity with specific vocabulary items, ranging from 
not recognizing the word at all to being able to use it confidently in a sentence 
(Wesche & Paribakht, 1996). Productive vocabulary size is assessable through 
written compositions or an individual’s language output (Nation & Coxhead, 
2021). It’s essential to  recognize that not all known words may be utilized, 
and longer language productions tend to  incorporate a greater variety of words 
(Richards & Malvern, 1997; Nation & Coxhead, 2021). Studies, such as those by 
Pan et al. (2005) and Rowe et al. (2012), focused on written language, counting 
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distinct words. For example, Shakespeare’s vocabulary exceeded 20,000 words, 
determined by scrutinizing word forms in his works (Craig, 2011). In spoken 
language, numerous studies transcribed and tallied words from recorded lan-
guage speaker output (Nation & Coxhead, 2021). 

Assessing students’ receptive vocabulary size offers teachers insights into 
their text and listening comprehension capabilities. Conversely, understanding 
their productive vocabulary size provides an indication of  their speaking and 
writing proficiency (Webb, 2008). Research consistently shows that learners’ 
receptive vocabulary size tends to be larger than their productive vocabulary 
size (Fan, 2000; Webb, 2008). Studies report this ratio can vary between 50% 
and 80% (Milton, 2009; Nizonkiza, 2016). In general, receptive vocabulary 
size can be a good indicator of productive vocabulary size (Webb, 2008). 
It  is  important to note, however, that this receptive-productive relationship may 
be moderated by the specific language learning environment (Webb, 2008). 
In foreign language contexts with limited opportunities for naturalistic L2 use 
outside the classroom, the receptive-productive ratio could differ from patterns 
observed in second language immersion settings where learners have greater 
access to  the L2 in daily life. 

Examining the vocabulary size of native English speakers reveals an aver-
age vocabulary size of 10,000 to 11,000 word families among educated adult 
L1 English speakers (Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013; Brysbaert et al., 2016). 
Generally, it  is agreed that a substantial vocabulary is  requisite for English 
language functionality, with estimates spanning from 2,000 to 10,000 word 
families (Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013; Van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013). For 
every day spoken communication in English, 2,000 to 3,000 word families 
 suffice (Van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013), while 6,000 to 7,000 word families are 
needed for watching movies and TV (Webb & Rodgers, 2009a, 2009b), and 
8,000 to 9,000 word families for extensive reading (Nation, 2006). 

In contrast, second language learners typically possess more limited vo-
cabularies (Laufer & Yano, 2001). Receptively, these learners typically grasp 
2,000 to 4,000 word families, despite over 1,000 hours of  instruction (Laufer, 
2017). However, research also suggests that L2 learners at a university level can 
achieve larger vocabularies. For instance, Lenko-Szymanska (2002) found that 
Polish learners of English possessed a passive vocabulary knowledge of 8,236 
to 9,218 words (first-year vs. fourth-year). Overall, vocabulary size measure-
ments are employed as general indicators of  language proficiency and are 
strongly correlated with proficiency in reading, writing, listening, and speaking 
skills (Llach & Gallego, 2009; Milton et al., 2010; Mairano & Santiago, 2020).
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Importance of  the Current Study

Vocabulary size is a cornerstone of  fluency in any language. However, 
a critical gap exists in SLA research: we lack robust data on the productive 
vocabulary size of  learners entering higher education, where the target lan-
guage (L2) becomes the primary mode of  instruction, particularly concerning 
high-frequency words. This study aims to bridge this gap by investigating the 
productive Hebrew vocabulary size of Arabic-speaking learners about to enter 
higher education. By analyzing written essays through a corpus-based approach, 
the research will explore vocabulary distribution and identify frequently used 
words. These findings, compared to existing Hebrew frequency lists, will pro-
vide a comprehensive picture of  the learners’ productive vocabulary landscape. 
By shedding light on the vocabulary size and characteristics of  this specific 
population, this research holds significant value for educators and researchers 
in SLA. It can inform curriculum development, instructional practices, and 
ultimately bridge the gap in understanding L2 learners’ preparedness for higher 
education programs.

Methodology

Research Questions

The present study is guided by the following main research questions:
1. Does the rank-frequency distribution of words in a corpus of L2 Hebrew 

writing produced by Arabic-speaking learners conform to Zipf’s law, exhibit-
ing a predominance of highly frequent function words and a greater proportion 
of  lower frequency content words?

2. What is  the productive Hebrew vocabulary size of Arabic speakers enter-
ing higher education programs, and how does it compare to established written 
and spoken Hebrew frequency lists?

Corpus and Population Description

For data collection, the study utilizes a corpus consisting of 156 argumen-
tative essays, written in Hebrew by native Arabic-speaking students. These 
essays were obtained from an entrance examination for an Israeli academic 
college, designed to assess the Hebrew language proficiency of candidates. 
The essays revolved around the argumentative topic of whether parents should 
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compensate children for assisting with household chores, including cleaning and 
caring for younger siblings. The choice of utilizing written essays as opposed 
to recall tests for assessing learners’ productive vocabulary knowledge was 
made because, in  the context of essay writing, learners have a more extensive 
window of  time to  retrieve words from memory. Furthermore, they can review 
and make corrections or alterations to  their word choices if necessary (Milton, 
2009; Leijten et al., 2010).

The participants in  this study attended Israeli schools where Arabic is  the 
primary language of  instruction. Hebrew is  formally introduced in  the sec-
ond grade (ages 8–9) with 2–5 hours of weekly instruction throughout their 
schooling (Manor & Watad, 2024). This culminates in a  final exam for Arabic-
speaking students (L2) in Hebrew. Although Hebrew is officially the language 
used in high school Hebrew classes, teachers (often native Arabic speakers) 
often switch to Arabic during lessons (Abu-Rabiah et al., 2023). Their expected 
level of proficiency in Hebrew is B1–B2 on the CEFR (Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages) scale. 

Analysis Approach

In  the analysis of written vocabulary, selecting the appropriate counting 
unit is pivotal (Nation & Coxhead, 2021; Brown et al., 2022; Maw et al., 2022). 
Various definitions, such as tokens, types, lemmas, flemmas, and word families, 
rely on how learners perceive relationships between word forms (Milton, 2009; 
Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020; Nation, 2021). Each word in a sample is a  token, re-
gardless of repetition, making the sample’s length the count of  its tokens. Types 
denote different (or unique) words in a sample (Jarvis & Hashimoto, 2021). 
Repetitions of  the same tokens are counted as a single type. Tokens were not 
used due to susceptibility to  text length and time constraints on learners, and 
types were avoided to prevent inflating vocabulary size counts, as noted by 
some researchers (Nation & Coxhead, 2021).

In  this research the lemma was chosen as the counting unit. Lemma com-
prises diverse inflections of  the same root within the same part of speech. 
For instance, ‘מדריך’ (a guide.masculine) and ‘מדריכה’ (a guide.feminine) are 
regarded as a single lemma. This choice is based on the assumption that learn-
ers are more likely to know and use the inflections within a  lemma than the 
derivations required to form a word family (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). Using 
lemmas as a counting unit is common in studies involving second language 
learners (Kremmel, 2016; Treffers-Daller et al., 2018; Jarvis & Hashimoto, 
2021). Compared to  larger units like flemma or word family, lemma provides 
greater precision and involves fewer assumptions about a  learner’s vocabulary 
knowledge (Gablasova & Brezina, 2021). Word families, which encompass both 
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inflections and derivations of a  root, may overestimate learners’ knowledge. 
Therefore, the lemma was selected to avoid such overestimation and ensure 
more accurate measurement. 

Unlike English, Hebrew allows multiple word forms (namely, a dictionary 
entry) to exist within a single written word (orthographic word) (Abu-Rabiah, 
2020, 2022, 2023). For example, the word “בעתיד ” ‘ba'atid’ includes the fol�”
lowing word forms: ‘be’, [‘ha’], and ‘'atid’ (in [the] future). To ensure accurate 
analysis and comparison with other languages, we used Dicta’s (Analytical tools 
for Hebrew texts) morphology tool to add vocalization (nikud) to each essay’s 
words based on context. This allowed us to distinguish homographs (words 
with the same spelling but different meanings) and count all individual word 
forms within each orthographic word. This is especially relevant in Hebrew due 
to  its consonantal writing system (Cook, 2016), where around 23% of words 
are homographic when considered in  isolation from their surrounding context 
(Shimron & Sivan, 1994). Following this automated process, the corpus was 
manually annotated to accurately identify and categorize each word by its cor-
responding lemma.

The essays in  the corpus display notable length variation, ranging from 
34 to 267 orthographic words, with an average of 116. The total orthographic 
words in  the corpus amount to 18,054, representing 27,407 word forms. Length 
control is unnecessary in  this study, as the focus is not on comparing vocabu-
lary size among individuals; instead, all essays are treated as one population. 
Opting for lemmas as the counting unit. 

To delineate the productive vocabulary characteristics of written Hebrew 
among Arabic-speaking individuals, this study employed a comparative analy-
sis with established Hebrew frequency lists. The primary reference was the he-
TenTen21 corpus (Hebrew Web Corpus 2021), which offers a  frequency lemma 
list for written Hebrew. However, the open-access version of  this list is  limited 
to  the top 1,000 most frequent lemmas. While the primary focus of  the list is on 
words, it is worth noting that punctuation marks are also included. To assess 
the vocabulary size of  the research population, it was necessary to supplement 
this with a second resource containing a broader range of  lemmas.

As such, the Frequency Dictionary of Spoken Hebrew (FDOSH) (Pinto, 
2018) was utilized for additional comparison. FDOSH, also based on lemmas, 
provides a compilation of  the most frequently occurring items in conversational 
Modern Hebrew, derived from a corpus of  film subtitles. Although FDOSH 
focuses on spoken rather than written Hebrew, it  serves as a  foundational re-
source for learners aiming to achieve conversational proficiency across diverse 
contexts. Its subtitle-based approach is well-justified, as prior studies have 
demonstrated that subtitle corpora closely mirror conventional spoken language 
(Pinto, 2018). Together, these resources enabled a more comprehensive examina-
tion of  the learners’ productive vocabulary.
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As an initial exploration of vocabulary size in Hebrew across both L1 and L2 
contexts, this study analyzes the entire corpus of 156 learner essays as a unified 
dataset, rather than examining individual learners. This corpus-driven approach, 
aligned with prior research (e.g., Milton, 2006), aims to characterize the overall 
productive vocabulary knowledge of the learner sample. However, future stud-
ies could build on these findings by incorporating individual-level analyses.

Results and Discussion

1. Does the rank-frequency distribution of words in a corpus of L2 Hebrew 
writing produced by Arabic-speaking learners conform to Zipf’s law, exhibit-
ing a predominance of highly frequent function words and a greater proportion 
of  lower frequency content words?

The frequency of word usage can provide valuable insights into the char-
acteristics of a  language. Table 1 displays the frequency and percentage of oc-
currence of  lemmas in  the corpus, sorted from most frequent to  least frequent. 
Notably, the 20 most frequent lemmas on the left side of  the table collectively 
account for nearly 59% of all word form occurrences in  the corpus, while the 
20 least frequent lemmas on the right side constitute less than one percent. This 
discrepancy signifies that the 20 most frequent lemmas are approximately 841 
times more common than the 20 least frequent lemmas. Such a distribution pat-
tern is consistent with findings in  the English language, where high-frequency 
lemmas exhibit substantial coverage gains, while lower-frequency words exhibit 
diminishing gains (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020).

For instance, the definite article ‘ה’ (“ha”) occurs 2,977 times, covering 
nearly 11% of all word forms in  the corpus, whereas each of  the 20 least fre-
quent lemmas appears only once, collectively covering less than half a percent 
of all word forms. Interestingly, there are 421 lemmas that occur only once 
in  the corpus, and together, they account for no more than 1.54% of  the total 
word forms. This underscores the notion that frequency serves as a reliable 
indicator of vocabulary utility at higher-frequency levels, but its predictiveness 
diminishes as one ventures into lower-frequency vocabulary in any language 
(Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020).
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Table 1 

Frequency and Percentage of  the Top 20 Most and Least Frequent Lemmas 
in  the Corpus
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1 ה the 2977 10.86% 1004 אסף gathered 1 0.0007%

2 הם they.plural.
masculine

1408 5.14% 1005 בזבז squan-
dered

1 0.0007%

3 ו and 1353 4.94% 1006 אתן you.plural.
feminine

1 0.0007%

4 של of 1274 4.65% 1007 גורם cause 1 0.0007%

5 ל to 1255 4.58% 1008 הגן defended 1 0.0007%

6 ב in\at 981 3.58% 1009 הסתדר arranged 
oneself

1 0.0007%

7 הורה parent 800 2.92% 1010 הגשים fulfilled 1 0.0007%

8 ילד boy 779 2.84% 1011 הסתכלות observing 1 0.0007%

9 בית home 633 2.31% 1012 הדגמה demon-
stration

1 0.0007%

10 ש that 548 2.00% 1013 העיף threw 1 0.0007%

11 על on 540 1.97% 1014 אור light 1 0.0007%

12 אני I 515 1.88% 1015 הפחית subtracted 1 0.0007%

13 עזר helped 502 1.83% 1016 הובן under-
stood

1 0.0007%

14 הוא he.singular.
masculine

403 1.47% 1017 אקראי random 1 0.0007%

15 את you.singu-
lar.feminine

399 1.46% 1018 הוגדר defined 1 0.0007%

16 זה this.femi-
nine

387 1.41% 1019 בטוח safe 1 0.0007%

17 לא no 378 1.38% 1020 בסיסי basic 1 0.0007%

18 אנחנו we 334 1.22% 1021 אבד lost 1 0.0007%

19 עבודה work 332 1.21% 1022 בעקבות as a 
result of

1 0.0007%

20 כל all 331 1.21% 1023 בנאדם human 
being

1 0.0007%

Grand 
Total

20 16129 58.85% Grand 
Total

20 20 0.015%
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The distinction between the most frequent words and less frequent words 
plays a pivotal role in understanding the dynamics of vocabulary and its role 
in  language. Vocabulary serves as the link between the tangible world and 
linguistic expression, connecting meanings with linguistic forms (Schmitt & 
Schmitt, 2020). It  is primarily composed of content or lexical words, which 
encompass nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs (e.g., ‘car’ and ‘fresh’) and are 
easily expandable (Cook, 2016). In contrast, function or structure words, includ-
ing articles, prepositions, pronouns, and conjunctions (e.g., ‘in’ and ‘but’), ap-
pear to carry minimal inherent meaning but are indispensable for constructing 
grammatically and semantically coherent language (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). 
Function words are limited in number and rarely expand (Milton, 2009; Cook, 
2016). Content words provide the primary semantic content of sentences and 
are known as lexical words or open-class words, while function words serve 
as connectors between content words, labeled as grammatical words or closed 
class words (Abdalla et al., 2010; Vejdemo & Hörber, 2016).

In actual language usage, function words tend to be the most frequent 
words across various corpora (Milton, 2009; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). In  the 
current corpus, approximately 75% of  the 20 most frequent lemmas are function 
words, while only 10% of  the 20 least frequent lemmas belong to  this category. 
The ubiquity of  function words is observed consistently in corpora, irrespective 
of  the general or specific nature of  the language in  the corpus and whether 
it  is  in written or spoken form. Content words, on the other hand, are context-
specific and influenced by the thematic focus of  the corpus (Schmitt & Schmitt, 
2020). In  the present corpus, which revolves around the topic of whether parents 
should provide compensation to children for assisting with household chores 
such as cleaning and caring for younger siblings, the frequent content words 
are inherently linked to this theme. Examples of  these content words include 

 and ,(a home) (”bayit“) ’בית‘ ,(a son) (”yeled“) ’ילד‘ ,(a parent) (”hore“) ’הורה‘
.(a work) (”avoda'“) ’עבודה‘

The examination of word frequency distribution, and its adherence to es-
tablished linguistic patterns such as Zipf’s law, is a crucial part of our analy-
sis. A comprehensive survey of  the entire corpus reveals that the distribution 
of  lemma frequencies follows a pattern reminiscent of standard language distri-
butions, wherein certain words are employed significantly more frequently than 
others (see Figure 1). This observed frequency distribution adheres to Zipf’s 
law, a well-documented linguistic phenomenon. Zipf’s law in corpus linguistics 
states that word frequency is  inversely proportional to  its rank in large language 
corpora (Ha et al., 2002). Under Zipf’s law, a  limited number of high-frequency 
words are exceedingly common, with their frequency declining exponentially 
as one progresses through the vocabulary, resulting in the majority of words 
being relatively rare (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). While initially observed for 
single words, research shows it applies more accurately when combining words 



TAPSLA.16594 p. 10/19�  Eihab Abu-Rabiah 

and n-gram phrases (Ha et al., 2002). In addition, the law extends beyond 
frequency, with Zipf’s “law-of-meaning” suggesting that more frequent words 
tend to have more meanings (Ilgen & Karaoglan, 2007). In  the current corpus, 
the top 21 most frequent lemmas collectively constitute 60% of  the corpus, the 
top 100 encompass 87%, the top 267 cover 95%, and the top 539 account for 
98% of  the corpus.

Figure 1 

Word Frequency Distribution

 

Zipf’s law postulates that in a natural language corpus, the frequency of the 
first most common word is approximately twice that of the second most common 
word, which, in turn, is approximately twice that of the fourth most common word 
(Milton, 2009). In our current corpus, this relationship holds true, where the most 
frequent word, the definite article ‘ה,’ (“ha”) occurs approximately twice as often 
as the second word ‘הם’ (“hem”) (they). It is important to note that while Zipf’s 
law is not without its imperfections (Milton, 2009), it underscores the idea that 
the most vital and practical vocabulary is concentrated among the most frequent 
words (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). This distribution pattern, encapsulated by 
Zipf’s law, is not exclusive to English but holds true in numerous other languages, 
including Greek (Hatzigeorgiu et al., 2001), French (Cobb & Horst, 2004), and 
many more (Jayaram & Vidya, 2008).

2. What is  the productive Hebrew vocabulary size of Arabic speakers enter-
ing higher education programs, and how does it compare to established written 
and spoken Hebrew frequency lists?
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To quantify the productive Hebrew vocabulary size of  the 156 Arabic-
speaking learners in  the study corpus, a process of  lemmatization and de-
duplication was implemented. Specifically, all inflected word form tokens were 
reduced to their corresponding lemmas. Subsequently, all instances of  the same 
lemma type were collapsed, such that each distinct lemma was represented 
only once in  the final vocabulary list, regardless of  its frequency of occur-
rence in  the corpus. This procedure yielded a  total of 1,023 unique lemma 
types, constituting the productive vocabulary size estimate for this population 
of  learners on the cusp of entering Hebrew-medium higher education programs.

The rationale for adopting this method of  lemma-based vocabulary count-
ing was to provide a conservative yet psycholinguistically motivated estimate 
of  the learners’ vocabulary knowledge. By focusing on distinct lexeme types 
rather than tokens, the analysis circumvented inflectional variation and gen-
erated a vocabulary size metric that more closely approximates the number 
of  lexical stems productively commanded by these learners. This lemmatized 
vocabulary list therefore represents the core productive lexicon deployed by 
Arabic-speaking students as they prepare to engage with Hebrew as the lan-
guage of academic instruction and scholarly content.

The average learner in our study had approximately 11 years of Hebrew 
instruction (1,188–1,980 hours). This translates to acquiring less than one 
productive lemma per lesson. This falls short of  receptive vocabulary acquisi-
tion estimates (around 6.5–8 lemmas per lesson) reported by Vassiliu (2001). 
Interestingly, this size is comparable to  the receptive vocabulary size reported 
in other studies: 1,654 word families for English majors in China (Miao, 2019) 
and 948–1,186 words for Spanish EFL learners (Montero-SaizAja, 2022). This 
suggests that our Arabic learners’ productive vocabulary may be larger than 
the receptive vocabulary of  learners in a foreign language context, potentially 
due to exposure to Hebrew outside classrooms. The 1,023 lemma size is also 
similar to  the expected vocabulary size for English learners of French in  the 
UK, where core vocabulary lists for CEFR B1 exams range from 1,000–1,500 
items (Milton & Meara, 1998). However, it  falls short of contexts like Hungary, 
where learners are expected to have 400 active lemmas by grade 8 (Krizsan, 
2003, reported in Milton, 2009). In  line with Laufer’s (2017) suggestion that L2 
learners typically grasp 2,000–4,000 word families despite extensive instruction 
(over 1,000 hours), a productive size of around 1,000 lemmas is not unexpected.

Research suggests receptive vocabulary size can be a good predictor of pro-
ductive vocabulary, with a  ratio ranging from 50% to 80% (Milton, 2009; 
Nizonkiza, 2016). Applying this range to our findings, the estimated receptive 
vocabulary size for our learners could be between 1,535 and 1,841 lemmas. 
However, this requires further investigation.

This study seeks to ascertain the extent of word overlap between the lem-
mas in the current L2 learner corpus and established written frequency lists 
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in both spoken and written Hebrew. It  is well-acknowledged that word frequen-
cies in oral and written language diverge (Lau et al., 2019), with conversational 
speech characterized by reduced formality and a  less academic tone in contrast 
to written language (Milton, 2009). 

Table 2

Comparison of  the 50 Most Frequent Lemmas in  the Present Corpus with 
FDOSH Lemmas, Indicating Overlap

Order Corpus 
Lemma

Translation FDOSH 
Lemma

Overlap Order Corpus 
Lemma

FDOSH 
Lemma

Overlap

1 ה the הוא Yes 26 צריך אז Yes

2 הם they.plural.
masculine

ה No 27 יש סדר Yes

3 ו and את Yes 28 היא צריך No

4 של of ל Yes 29 קטן רק No

5 ל to לא Yes 30 מ חשב Yes

6 ב in\at זה Yes 31 טוב כאן Yes

7 הורה parent ב No 32 אח הלך No

8 ילד boy של No 33 היה דבר Yes

9 בית home ש No 34 או איש Yes

10 ש that היה Yes 35 שמר אל No

11 על on מה Yes 36 שילם כך No

12 אני I ו No 37 אמא יותר No

13 עזר helped על No 38 רצה שם Yes

14 הוא he.singular.
masculine

כול Yes 39 הרבה יכול No

15 את you.singular.
feminine

ידע Yes 40 אם ראה Yes

16 זה this.feminine כן Yes 41 זמן עכשיו Yes

17 לא no מ Yes 42 משפחה אחד No

18 אנחנו we יש No 43 כסף משהו No

19 עבודה work עשה No 44 יכול למה Yes

20 כל all אבל No 45 ניקה בא No

21 עזרה help טוב No 46 נתן זאת No

22 כי because רצה No 47 דעת או No
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Order Corpus 
Lemma

Translation FDOSH 
Lemma

Overlap Order Corpus 
Lemma

FDOSH 
Lemma

Overlap

23 דבר thing אם Yes 48 בן זמן No

24 עשה did עם Yes 49 מה נכון Yes

25 גם and אמר No 50 כמו כמו Yes

Overlap 50%

When comparing the 50 most frequent lemmas in  the present corpus with 
the 50 most frequent lemmas in  the FDOSH (Frequency Dictionary of Spoken 
Hebrew), 50 percent overlap is observed (see Table 2). This implies that half 
of  the 50 most frequent lemmas in  the written Hebrew utilized by Arab learners 
coincide with the 50 most frequent lemmas in spoken Hebrew. A similar pattern 
of overlap emerges when considering all 1,023 lemmas in  the current corpus 
against the 5,000 lemmas in FDOSH (see Table 3). Specifically, half of  the 
lemmas in  the corpus are among the top 1,000 most frequent lemmas in spoken 
Hebrew, while 30 percent of  the lemmas fall within the remaining 4,000  lem-
mas, distributed as 15 percent in  the 2,000 lemmas, 7 percent in  the 3,000 
lemmas, and 4 percent in both the 4,000 and 5,000 lemmas. In essence, 80% 
of  the 1,023 lemmas in our current corpus are included in  the 5,000 lemmas 
of FDOSH. The additional 20% of  the lemmas do not appear in  the FDOSH’s 
5,000 most frequent lemmas. This set of words encompasses not only content 
words like ‘ניקיון’ (“nikayon”) (cleaning), ‘הרהר’ (“hirher”) (ponders), and ‘חירות’ 
(“h̠̠erut”) (freedom) but also function words like ‘אנחנו’ (“anah̠̠nu”) (we). 

Table 3 

Comparison of Lemmas in  the Current Corpus and FDOSH

Total Lemmas 
in  the Current 
Corpus

FDOSH Lemma 
Frequency

Overlapped 
Lemmas

Percentage 
of Overlap: 
(Overlapped 
Lemmas \ Total 
Lemmas in  the 
Current Corpus)

Additional Overlap 
Percentage from 
Previous Frequency 
Group

1023 1000 508 50% –

2000 665 65% 15%

3000 741 72% 7%

4000 780 76% 4%

5000 817 80% 4%

Out of  the list 206 – –

Total 1023 80% –

Table 2 continued
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When we segment the FDOSH dataset into five distinct frequency bands, 
each consisting of 1,000 (1k) lemmas, and examine the occurrence of  the 1,023 
lemmas from the current corpus within these bands, a discernible pattern 
emerges. This pattern aligns with the well-documented concept of a  typical 
learner’s vocabulary knowledge, in which individuals tend to possess a more 
extensive command of high-frequency words compared to  their familiarity 
with lower-frequency ones (Meara, 1992; Kweon & Kim, 2008 but cf. Crossley 
et al., 2019) and less sophisticated words (Abu-Rabiah, 2024). This distribu-
tion of  lemmas within the frequency bands exhibits a characteristic profile, 
as depicted in  the following graphical representation (see Figure 2). Notably, 
the learner’s knowledge is notably robust in  the higher-frequency columns on 
the left side, while it diminishes as one progresses towards the less frequent 
columns on the right side. This distinctive downward slope in vocabulary 
knowledge, from left to right, underscores the common observation in language 
acquisition research (Milton, 2009). This phenomenon highlights that learners 
tend to excel in acquiring and employing words that are encountered more 
frequently in spoken and written language, whereas their proficiency gradually 
declines as they confront less common and less frequently encountered lemmas. 

Figure 2 

Distribution of Lemmas in  the Current Corpus across 5 Frequency Bands, 
Each Consisting of 1000 (1k) Lemmas, According to FDOSH
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A comparison between the 1,023 lemmas in  the current corpus and a shorter 
list of  the 1,000 most frequent lemmas in written Hebrew, as documented in  the 
heTenTen21 corpus, has yielded significant findings (see Table 4). The analysis 
identified 511 lemmas common to both datasets, representing a 50% overlap. 
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Table 4 

Comparison of Lemmas in  the Current Corpus and heTenTen21, Indicating 
Overlap and Additional Overlap by Frequency Band

Total Lemmas 
in  the Current 
Corpus

heTenTen21 
Lemma 
Frequency

Overlapped 
Lemmas

Percentage of Overlap 
(Overlapped Lemmas 
/ Total Lemmas in  the 
Current Corpus)

Percentage 
of Additional 
Overlap from the 
Previous Frequency 
Band

1023 50 45 4% –

100 93 9% 5%

500 343 34% 25%

1000 511 50% 16%

Out of  the list 31 – –

Total 1023 50% –

A more in-depth examination focusing on the 50 most frequent words in-
dicated that 45 lemmas were common to both datasets, constituting a notable 
90% concordance. This level of agreement surpasses the level observed when 
contrasting these lemmas with the FDOSH dataset, which exhibited a 50% 
overlap. Similarly, the scrutiny of  the 100 most frequent words unveiled 93 
shared lemmas, signifying a significant 93% concurrence, compared to  the 89% 
alignment with the FDOSH dataset.

When juxtaposing the initial 1,000 most frequent lemmas of heTenTen21 
with the FDOSH dataset, a 58% overlap is observed. Furthermore, when evalu-
ating the 1,000 most frequent lemmas of heTenTen21 against the 5,000 most 
frequent lemmas of FDOSH, a significant 91% level of overlap is  recorded. 
Importantly, it  is worth noting that this degree of overlap may potentially be 
even higher in practice, given the possible imperfections in  the cleanliness 
of  the heTenTen21 corpus, as previously acknowledged.

Collectively, these findings emphasize the significant overlap among the 
1,000 most common lemmas in both written and spoken Hebrew, extending 
to  the written Hebrew of Arabic speakers. It  is evident that a considerable por-
tion of  the written vocabulary utilized by Arabic-speaking learners of Hebrew 
relies on these high-frequency words. However, their command of  less common 
vocabulary appears to be more restricted. Half of  their productive vocabulary 
is derived from the 1,000 most frequent written and spoken words in Hebrew. 
The majority of  these words do not include academic vocabulary, suggesting 
that they may not be adequately prepared for higher education. This limita-
tion could impede their ability to articulate nuanced concepts and navigate the 
intricacies of academic writing.
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Conclusions

This study investigated the vocabulary size and characteristics of L2 learn-
ers entering higher education, with a specific focus on Arabic speakers entering 
Hebrew-medium programs. By analyzing 156 argumentative essays written 
in Hebrew, the research revealed a productive vocabulary size of approximately 
1,023 lemmas, with a distribution following Zipf’s law. Notably, despite exceed-
ing 1,000 hours of  instruction, learners in contexts where the target language 
is used outside classrooms may still acquire a  limited productive vocabulary 
(around 1,000 lemmas).

The analysis also revealed a significant overlap between the learners’ vocab-
ulary and established Hebrew frequency lists, such as heTenTen21 and FDOSH, 
which encompass both written and spoken language. In addition, the learners 
exhibited a typical vocabulary profile, demonstrating greater use of  lemmas 
from the 1k frequency band compared to  the 2k band, with usage progres-
sively declining in subsequent frequency bands. The findings further indicated 
that learners demonstrated a strong command of high-frequency words, which 
were crucial for everyday commun ication in Hebrew. However, their mastery 
of  less frequent vocabulary, essential for expressing nuanced ideas in academic 
contexts, was notably limited. 

Based on these findings, it  is  recommended to deliberately teach academic 
vocabulary at the beginning of  the academic journey to support learners in pro-
ducing discipline-specific language and engaging effectively with academic 
content. Additionally, frequency lists can be utilized to assess and guide vo-
cabulary instruction, helping to set realistic expectations for language learners. 
Future research should explore the gap between L2 learners’ receptive and 
productive vocabulary sizes, particularly as they transition to higher education. 
Furthermore, examining how productive vocabulary size varies across different 
proficiency levels may yield valuable insights into the developmental trajectory 
of L2 lexical knowledge.
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A b s t r a c t

Research shows that both learning style preference and strategy use are important fac-
tors affecting second/foreign language (SL/FL) learning, and that both may vary, as learners 
are different. Yet, studies on learning style preferences and their interaction with strategy 
in  relation to SL/FL learning outcomes are limited. The present study thus examined Chinese 
undergraduate EFL (English as a FL) students’ preferences for learning styles, use of  learning 
strategies and their predictive effects on their English achievements. Analyses of  439 ques-
tionnaires revealed the following major findings: (1) the whole sample, regardless of  gender, 
displayed no major preference for any learning style and generally preferred the kinesthetic 
style the most, followed by tactile, auditory, visual, group and individual styles respectively; 
(2) the whole sample, regardless of  gender, demonstrated a  medium to  high level of  use 
of  the six types of  learning strategies, and used metacognitive strategies the most frequently, 
followed by cognitive, social, compensation, memory and affective strategies, respectively; 
(3) cognitive strategy use significantly positively predicted all samples’ English achievements, 
additionally, memory strategy use and the tactile style significantly predicted female stu-
dents’ English achievements, and (4) no significant difference was observed between genders 
in  learning styles or strategy use except for group learning. These findings further pinpoint 
the importance of  learning styles and strategy use in  second/foreign language learning, which 
thus deserve continuous research.

Keywords: learning style, strategy use, achievement in  English, gender difference, predictive 
effect

It is widely acknowledged that various individual factors such as motivation, 
emotion, learning style and strategy use affect second/foreign language (SL/FL) 
learning (Oxford, 1990; Sun et al., 2023). Consequently, individual factors have 
become an important research topic in SL/FL learning and acquisition. Of these 
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factors, learning style remains relatively less researched, although an increas-
ingly greater number of  studies have examined SL/FL learners’ learning style 
preferences and their relations to  SL/FL learning since the 1970s (Al Khatib 
& Ghosheh, 2013; Liu & Chen, 2024).

Research on learning styles in SL/FL learning primarily focuses on ESL/EFL 
(English as SL/FL) learners, which shows that ESL/EFL learners generally prefer 
kinesthetic and tactile styles the most, and group learning the least (e.g., Gao, 
2016; Mozayan et al., 2013), displaying varying preferences for different styles 
based on individual factors such as gender, culture, and education (e.g., Alkahtani, 
2016; Gao, 2016; Ha, 2019). As for the relationship between learning styles and 
English learning, the limited available literature reveals mixed findings (Akbarian 
et al., 2019; Malsawmkimi & Fanai, 2019). All these factors clearly justify more 
research on learning styles in  relation to ESL/EFL learning outcomes.

Compared to  learning styles, language learning strategies have been exten-
sively researched in various SL/FL contexts. The results show that good learn-
ers tend to  utilize more effective strategies and be more flexible in  choosing 
more suitable strategies than poor learners (e.g., Lin et al., 2021; McMullen, 
2009; Pongsukvajchakul, 2021). Nevertheless, when individual factors were 
considered, mixed findings have been found about the use of  strategies and 
its relation to  SL/FL learning outcomes (e.g., Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014; 
Pongsukvajchakul, 2021). Hence, continuous research on language learning 
strategies is  needed as well. 

Moreover, insufficient research has been conducted to explore the interaction 
of  learning styles with other individual factors (Lin et al., 2021; Zokaee et al., 
2012). This also motivates the present research, which aims to examine Chinese 
university EFL students’ preferences for learning styles, use of language learning 
strategies and their predictive effects on their English achievements.

Literature Review

 Learning Styles

For decades, learning styles, or differences in how people learn, have caught 
the attention of educators and researchers as a way of meeting students’ individual 
needs (Whitman, 2023). Keefe (1979, p. 4) defined learning styles as “characteristic 
cognitive, affective, and physiological behaviors that serve as relatively stable 
indicators of  how learners perceive, interact with, and respond to  the learning 
environment.” Reid (1995) regarded learning styles as a student’s natural, habitual, 
and preferred way of absorbing, processing, and retaining new knowledge.
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Many theories have been proposed to explain learning styles, of which the 
most well-known include the Felder-Silverman learning/teaching style model, 
the Kolb experiential learning theory, Reid’s perceptual learning style theory, 
and Fleming and Mills’ sensory-based learning styles (Hawk & Shah, 2007; 
Whitman, 2023). Though each theory varies in  how they describe learning 
styles and categorize learners, all believe that learners learn in different ways 
(Hawk & Shah, 2007). For example, Dunn and Price (1975) categorized learning 
styles as visual, tactile, and kinesthetic. Kolb (1984) grouped learning styles as 
diverging (perceiving input concretely and processing it reflectively), converging 
(perceiving input abstractly and processing it  actively), assimilating (perceiving  
input abstractly and processing it  reflectively), and accommodating (perceiv-
ing input concretely and processing it actively). Reid (1987) classified learning 
styles into six types: Auditory (learning through the oral-aural channel), visual 
(learning through the seeing/visual channel), kinesthetic (learning through experi-
ential learning), tactile (learning through hands-on activities), individual learning 
(learning through working alone), and group learning (learning through work-
ing with others). To  measure learning styles of  non-native speakers of  English, 
Reid (1987) developed the 30-item five-point-Likert Perceptual Learning Style 
Preference Questionnaire (PLSPQ) which covers these six categories, with five 
items for each category. Reid (1987) also provided three cut-off scores for major 
(38–50), minor (27–37), and negligible (24 or less) learning style preferences 
to  analyze the data received from the PLSPQ. 

Despite lacking consistent levels of validity and reliability (Pelegrín, 2020), 
PLSPQ is  the most recent and widely used instrument for ESL/EFL learners 
and its categorization has been widely acknowledged (e.g., Akbarian et al., 2019; 
Alkahtani, 2016; Gao, 2016; Ha, 2019; Koglin, Arald, & Felicetti, 2021; Lethaby 
& Russell, 2020; Liu, 2017, 2023; Malsawmkimi & Fanai, 2019; Naserieh & 
Mohammad, 2013; Reid, 1987, 1995; Zokaee et al., 2012). These studies have 
shown that ESL/EFL students generally prefer kinesthetic and tactile learning 
styles the most, and group learning the least. For example, Peacock’s (2001) 
study of  206 EFL students showed that the participants generally preferred 
kinesthetic and auditory learning styles the most, and individual or group 
learning the least. This was largely supported by Akbarian et al.’s (2019) study 
of 235 tertiary EFL learners from two Iranian universities, which showed that 
kinesthetic, auditory, visual, and tactile styles were the participants’ major 
learning styles while individual and group ones were their minor styles, with 
group learning being the least preferred style. Nevertheless, different find-
ings have also been revealed (Al Khatib & Ghosheh, 2013). Al Khatib and 
Ghosheh (2013) examined the preferred learning styles of  210 students of  Al 
Ain University of Science and Technology in  relation to gender, academic per-
formance and field of study. The results showed that the students’ major learn-
ing style preferences were auditory, visual and group styles, while kinesthetic, 
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tactile and individual styles were their minor styles. In addition, learning style 
preferences except for group learning preference did not vary by academic per-
formance. Education students were commonly more tactile learners than those 
in  other fields of  study, while law students were largely more group learners 
and pharmacy students were ordinarily more individual learners than those 
in  other fields. Gao (2016) found that almost all Chinese university students 
were multi-style learners, preferring tactile, visual, and kinesthetic styles the 
most, and group learning the least. On the contrary, Alkahtani (2016) found 
that Yanbu EFL students typically preferred auditory and group learning. Ha’s 
(2019) research of  162 Vietnam university students also revealed that group 
learning was the most preferred style.

Additionally, studies show that male and female students have different 
preferences for learning styles. Melton (1990) discovered that female Chinese 
students preferred auditory and kinesthetic learning styles, while their male 
peers preferred tactile and individual learning styles. Hyland’s (1993) study 
of 440 Japanese university students indicated that female students demonstrated 
a stronger preference for every learning style than males. This was supported by 
Mozayan et al.’s (2013) study of Iranian medical sciences students, which found 
that female students preferred five learning styles more strongly than males. 
Al Khatib and Ghosheh (2013) found significant gender differences in learning 
styles as well: Males were generally more auditory and tactile learners, whereas 
female students were on average more group learners. Akbarian et al. (2019) 
also found that male Iranian university students preferred the auditory style 
than females. In  contrast, Zokaee et al.’s (2012) research of  54 Iranian EFL 
learners revealed no significant gender difference in learning style preferences.

All these findings generally reveal that learning style preferences differ with 
age, education, achievement, gender, culture, major field, and so on. Coupled  
with the relatively limited number of studies on learning styles in ESL/EFL learning 
and the large population of ESL/EFL learners, learning styles in relation to ESL/
EFL learning outcomes deserves more research. This motivated the present research, 
which adopted Reid’s (1987) classification and measure of learning styles because 
of the clarity and ease in implementing the PLSPQ and interpreting its results.

Language Learning Strategy Use

The role of  strategies in  language learning has long been noticed and re-
searched (Lee & Heinz, 2016; Oxford, 1990, 2017; Rubin, 1975; Thomas et al., 
2022). Though no consensus about the definition of language learning strategy 
(LLS) has been reached, LLS refers to  the general involvement (all behaviors, 
techniques, habits, methods, etc.) in  language learning (Griffiths, 2020; Rubin, 
1975) or the selective and intentional process in  language learning (Oxford 
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& Cohen, 1992). Accordingly, Oxford (1990) grouped LLSs into six types: 
memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective, and social, and 
developed the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) to  measure 
the use of these strategies. Oxford (1990) also provided three cut-off scores for 
a high (3.5–4.4), medium (2.5–3.4) and low (below 2.5) level of strategy use. As 
more definitions were proposed, Oxford (2017) reviewed them and summarized 
that language learning strategy can have many forms: it  can be a  technique, 
device, tool, or method; it  can be a  behavior; it  can be a  general tendency, or 
approach. Among the various forms of  strategies identified in  the definitions, 
the central feature is mental action or process (Oxford, 2017).

Oxford’s influential works have inspired numerous studies on language 
learning strategies, which have used or adapted SILL in various SL/FL contexts 
(e.g., Lin et al., 2021; McMullen, 2009; Pongsukvajchakul, 2021; Rahman, 2020; 
Vimalakshan & Aziz, 2021). Salahshour, Sharifi, and Salahshour (2013) studied 
LLS use in 65 high school students via SILL and found that the students used 
metacognitive strategies the most frequently, and cognitive strategies the least 
frequently. Stracke (2016) administered SILL to  522 sixth graders and found 
that the participants had high use of  social, affective and metacognitive strate-
gies, and moderate use of cognitive strategies. The study also revealed signifi-
cant differences in  strategy use between students who perceived themselves 
capable of  performing English tasks and self-regulating their learning, and 
those who did not. Rahman (2020) administered the SILL to 30 Saudi-Arabian 
university students and found that the students used metacognitive strategies the 
most frequently, followed by compensation, social, memory, cognitive, and af-
fective strategies respectively. Pongsukvajchakul (2021) administered the SILL 
to 100 Thai undergraduate students, and found that the participants used social 
strategies the most often, followed by memory, compensatory, metacognitive, 
cognitive and affective strategies in  English writing, respectively. The study 
also revealed significant differences in  LLS use depending on field of  study, 
year of  study and writing frequency.

In another case, McMullen’s (2009) study of 71 male and 94 female Saudi 
students via the SILL showed that female students used slightly more LLSs than 
male students. Salahshour et al. (2013) also found that females used learning 
strategies more frequently than males. 

Concurrently, LLS use also proves to  interact with many other variables 
in SL/FL learning, such as foreign language anxiety (e.g., Noormohamadi, 2009), 
self-efficacy (e.g., Stracke, 2016), and motivation (e.g., Lin et al., 2021). 

All these findings indicate that individual learners’ LLS use differs in terms 
of gender, age, beliefs, nationality/ethnicity, personality and so forth (Gregersen 
& MacIntyre 2014; Pongsukvajchakul, 2021). This justifies continuous research 
on LLS in SL/FL learning.
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Relationships between Learning Style Preferences, Strategy Use and 
Second/Foreign Language Achievements

Debates exist regarding the relationship between learning style and learners’ 
academic performance or (perceived) intellectual aptitude. For example, Sun 
et al. (2023) did three experiments on American children and their teachers 
and parents, and found that learning style descriptions impacted parents’ and 
teachers’ thinking about children’s intellectual aptitudes. Yet, Malsawmkimi 
and Fanai’s (2019) research of 192 secondary school students found no correla-
tion between students’ academic achievements and learning styles, which was 
confirmed by Whitman (2023). 

The research on learning styles and SL/FL outcomes is  limited, and also 
reveals mixed findings. For example, Huang et al.’s (2018) study of 329 Chinese 
university students revealed no significant relationship between learning styles 
and the participants’ English proficiency, while Ha (2019) found a significant re-
lationship between Vietnam university students’ learning styles and their English 
language proficiency. Similarly, Akbarian et al. (2019) found that Iranian uni-
versity students’ tactile style scores significantly correlated with vocabulary 
knowledge. Liu and Chen (2024) collected PLSPQ and strategy use data from 
439 Chinese university students and found that learning styles were significantly 
positively related to and predicted the participants’ English achievement.

Regarding strategy use and SL/FL learning, empirical studies reveal that 
good learners tend to use more effective strategies and choose different strate-
gies to  tackle different learning tasks while poor learners tend to  use less ef-
fective strategies and are not so flexible in  choosing different strategies (e.g., 
Oxford, 1990, 2017; Rubin, 1975; Salahshour et al., 2013; Vimalakshan & Aziz, 
2021). Learners may also use different strategies simultaneously for different 
functions and in  different orders (Gao & Hu, 2020). For example, Salahshour 
et al.’s (2013) study of  65 high school students via SILL found that proficient 
learners demonstrated significantly more strategy use, particularly of  meta-
cognitive and social strategies. This finding was generally consistent with that 
of  other studies in  similar contexts (e.g., Lin et al., 2021). Lin et al.’s (2021) 
study of 547 international university students indicated that language learning 
strategies significantly affected the students’ literal comprehension in Chinese. 
Liu and Chen (2024) found that learning strategies were significantly positively 
related to  and predicted students’ English achievement.

Meanwhile, the available limited research on learning styles and strategy use 
generally show that the two are positively correlated with each other (Alkahtani, 
2016; Gao, 2016; Lin et al., 2021; Zokaee et al., 2012). For example, Zokaee et 
al. (2012) revealed that Iranian university EFL students’ specific learning styles 
correlated with specific vocabulary learning strategies. Alkahtani’s (2016) re-
search of 667 Yanbu EFL students revealed that significant correlations existed 
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between perceptual language learning styles and the use of  language learning 
strategies, which was supported by the findings in  Liu and Chen (2024). Gao’s 
(2016) examination of learning styles and strategy use on 250 Chinese university 
EFL learners also revealed complex relationships between the two. 

Research Questions

As reviewed, language learning strategies are important factors that affect 
SL/FL learning, and it  is  likely that learning styles also play a  role in  SL/FL 
learning. Considering the limited number of studies on the two, and the mixed 
findings they have uncovered, the relationship between language learning 
strategies and learning styles deserves more research. Moreover, preferences 
for learning styles and use of  language learning strategies vary by gender, 
education, nationality, culture and other individual characteristics. Coupled 
with rather inadequate research on learning styles in  SL/FL learning, re-
search on these two topics in  relation to SL/FL learning is always worthwhile. 
Consequently, this research aimed to  investigate Chinese undergraduate EFL 
students’ preferences for learning styles, use of language learning strategies and 
their predictive effects on their English achievements. The following research 
questions were of  particular interest:
1)	 What are the students’ preferences for learning styles?
2)	 To  what degree are the language learning strategies used by the students?
3)	 How are the students’ learning style preferences related to  their language 

learning strategy use?
4)	 How do the students’ learning style preferences and language learning 

strategy use predict their English achievements?
5)	 What are the gender differences in  learning style preferences, language 

learning strategy use, and their predictive effects on English achievements?

Research Design

Participants

The participants were 439 (209 male and 230 female) undergraduate EFL 
students from different Chinese universities, who had generally studied English 
for more than 10 years since primary school. With a  mean age of  19.71 and 
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an age range of  17 to  22, these students came from three major disciplines: 
Engineering (286/65.1%, 178 male and 108 female), science (15/3.4%, 4 male 
and 11 female) and liberal arts (138/31.4%, 27 male and 111 female). 

Instruments

The participants in this study answered a background information question-
naire, the 30-item Perceptual Learning Style Preference Questionnaire (PLSPQ) 
and the 50-item Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL). Both PLSPQ 
and SILL were 5-point Likert scales, ranging from “Never or almost never 
true of me/Strongly disagree” to “Always or almost always true of me/Strongly 
agree,” with values 1–5 assigned to  the descriptors respectively. 

The PLSPQ 

The PLSPQ developed by Reid (1987) was adopted and achieved a reliability 
score of .86 in the present study, covering six types of learning styles: auditory, 
kinesthetic, visual, tactile, group and individual. Sample items included: “When 
the teacher tells me the instructions, I  understand better,” “I  prefer to  learn 
by doing something in  class,” and “I  learn better by reading what the teacher 
writes on the chalkboard.” 

The SILL

Since the present research aimed at examining students’ learning style pref-
erences and strategy use in general, the SILL designed by Oxford (1990) was 
utilized and achieved a reliability score of .95 in the present study, covering six 
types of  learning strategies: memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, 
social and affective. Sample items included: “I  use rhymes to  remember new 
English words,” “I  practice the sounds of  English,” “I  read English without 
looking up every new word,” and “I  pay attention when someone is  speaking 
English.”

The Background Information Questionnaire 

This questionnaire aimed to collect information about the respondents such 
as gender, age, field of  study, and year of  study.
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English Achievements

Since the students were from different universities, they were asked to self-
rate their overall English proficiency on a  10-point scale (from 1 being “very 
poor” to  10 “nativelike”) as an indicator of  their English achievements.

Data Collection and Analysis 

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of  the writer’s institute. 
Then, all of  the questionnaire items were translated into Mandarin Chinese, 
back-translated, and double-checked by a  researcher proficient in  both Chinese 
and English. Due to  COVID-19, the survey was administered online. Students 
were encouraged to participate by their course teachers, yet all participation was 
voluntary. Finally, 439 valid questionnaires were collected within two weeks. The 
data was then analyzed via SPSS 20 and Mplus 7. Means and standard deviations 
were computed to determine preferences for learning styles and levels of strategy 
use; independent sample t-tests were run to  examine differences between male 
and female students; correlation analyses were conducted to explore correlations 
between learning styles and strategy use; structural equation modelling (SEM) 
and multiple stepwise regression analyses were run to examine predictive effects 
of  learning styles and strategy use on students’ English achievements.

Results

Students’ Preferences for Learning Styles and Use of Language Learning 
Strategies

As reported in  Tables 1 and 2, skewness values for all the styles and 
strategies were between –1 and 1, indicating that all the styles and strategies 
had an approximately normal distribution. As shown in Table 1, the respondents 
scored on average from 34.27 to  37.15 on the six learning styles, meaning 
that they used all the styles as their minors. They scored the highest on the 
kinesthetic style  (mean = 37.15), followed by tactile (mean = 36.76), auditory 
(mean  =  36.57), visual (mean  =  35.35), group (mean  =  34.42) and individual 
learning (mean = 34.27) styles, respectively. 

A  similar pattern was observed for both male and female students who 
scored on average 33.51 (individual) to  36.98 (kinesthetic) and 33.60 (group) 
to  37.31  (kinesthetic) respectively on the six learning styles. However, male 
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students scored higher on auditory, visual and group styles and lower on the other 
three styles than their female peers. It should be noted that a significant difference 
occurred only in group learning (t = 2.088, p = .037), suggesting that male students 
preferred group learning significantly more than female respondents.

As shown in Table 2, the respondents on average scored 3.41 on affective, 
3.42 on memory, 3.43 on compensation, 3.51 on social, 3.54 on cognitive and 
3.76 on metacognitive strategies. This finding means that they used metacognitive 
strategies the most frequently, followed by cognitive, social, compensation, 
memory and affective strategies, respectively. It also means that the respondents 
had a high level, though on the low end, of metacognitive, cognitive and social 
strategy use, and a medium level, but on the high end, of compensation, memory 
and affective strategy use (Oxford, 1990). 

A  similar pattern was observed for both male and female students who 
scored on average 3.38 (affective) to  3.71 (metacognitive) and 3.44 (memory, 
compensation and affective) to 3.81 (metacognitive) respectively on the six types 
of  learning strategies. Meanwhile, male students scored higher on affective but 
lower on all the other five types of strategies than their female peers. Nevertheless, 
no significant difference occurred in any type of strategies.

Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations and t-test Results of  Learning Styles

Auditory Kinesthetic Visual Tactile Individual Group

Whole  
sample
(N  =  439)

Mean 36.57 37.15 35.35 36.76 34.27 34.42

SD 6.55 6.55 6.81 6.44 8.74 8.66

skewness –.416 –.513 –.061 –.395 –.274 –.442

Male  
students
(N  =  209)

Mean 36.63 36.98 35.67 36.59 33.51 35.32

SD 6.60 6.71 7.27 6.68 9.13 8.63

skewness –.233 –.427 –.095 –.601 –.247 –.315

Female  
students
(N  =  230)

Mean 36.50 37.31 35.06 36.90 34.97 33.60

SD 6.51 6.41 6.36 6.23 8.33 8.61

skewness –.251 –.365 –.389 –.769 –.167 –.501

t-test results t .203 –.538 .943 –.505 –1.744 2.088*

P .839 .591 .346 .614 .082 .037

Cohen’s d / / / / / 0.20

Note. **  =  p  <  .01;	 *  =  p  <  .05  
Effect size of  Cohen’s d: small  =  d ≤ 0.2; medium  =  d  =  0.5; large  =  d ≥ 0.8 (Cohen, 1988).
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Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations and t-test Results of Language Learning Strategies

Memory Cognitive Compensation Metacognitive Affective Social

Whole 
sample
(N  =  439)

Mean 3.42 3.54 3.43 3.76 3.41 3.51

SD 0.70 0.67 0.56 0.69 0.73 0.83

skewness –.246 –.414 –.246 –.706 –.213 –.424

Male 
students
(N  =  209)

Mean 3.40 3.51 3.41 3.71 3.38 3.52

SD .72 .72 .56 .76 .75 .80

skewness –.335 –.501 –.146 –.471 –.228 –.613

Female 
students
(N  =  230)

Mean 3.44 3.56 3.44 3.81 3.44 3.50

SD .68 .63 .56 .62 .72 .86

skewness –.496 –.522 .010 –.300 –.285 –.302

t-test 
results

t –.592 –.723 –.729 –1.431 –.828 .247

p .554 .470 .466 .153 .408 .805

Relations between Learning Styles and Strategy Use

Table 3 presents the relations between learning styles and strategy use, 
which shows that the use of  all six types of  strategies was significantly posi-
tively related to different types of learning styles except for individual learning 
for the whole sample (r =  .285 ~ .597, p <  .01), male (r =  .343 ~ .644, p <  .01) 
and female (r  =  .241 ~ .557, p  <  .01) students. This means that a  respondent, 
whether male or female, who preferred auditory, kinesthetic, visual, tactile or 
group styles tended to  use more frequently memory, cognitive, compensation, 
metacognitive, affective or social strategies, or vice versa. Meanwhile, individ-
ual style was only significantly positively related to compensation strategy use 
for the whole sample (r  =  .129, p  <  .01) and male (r  =  .240, p  <  .01) students, 
though the coefficient was not strong. This means that for the whole sample and 
male students, a  respondent who preferred individual learning tended to more 
frequently utilize compensation strategies, or vice versa.
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Predicting Effects of Learning Styles and Strategy Use on English 
Achievements

To examine the predictive effects of learning style preferences and strategy 
use on students’ English achievements, structural equation modelling (SEM) 
and multiple stepwise regression analyses were conducted for the whole sam-
ple, for both male and female students respectively. In all situations, self-rated 
English proficiency was used as the dependent variable, learning style and 
strategy use scores were used as latent independent variables in  SEM, while 
specific learning style and strategy use scores were used as independent vari-
ables in regression analyses. The results are displayed in Figure 1 and Table 4 
respectively.

SEM analyses showed that the indicator values of  the whole sample’s 
model were: χ2 = 343.063, p < .01, RMSEA = .091, CFI = .898, SRMR = 0.058, 
meaning that the model was good (Hu & Bentler, 1999). As shown in  Figure 
1(a), learning strategy use was significantly positively related to  learning style 
(r = .833, p < .001), and strategy use (β = .509, p < .001) significantly positively 
predicted the whole sample’s self-rated English proficiency while learning style 
(β =  –.011, p >  .05) did not. 

Likewise, the indicator values of male students’ models were: χ2 = 205.692, 
p  <  .01, RMSEA  =  .089, CFI  =  .908, SRMR  =  .060, meaning that the model 
was good (Hu & Bentler, 1999). As shown in Figure 1(b), learning strategy use 
was significantly positively related to  learning style (r  =  .829, p  <  .001), and 
strategy use (β = .448, p < .001) significantly positively predicted male students’ 
self-rated English proficiency, while learning style (β  =  .113, p >  .05) did not. 

For female students, the indicator values of  the model were: χ2 =  203.638, 
p <  .01, RMSEA =  .085, CFI =  .885, SRMR = 0.063, meaning that the model 
was good (Hu & Bentler, 1999). As shown in  Figure 1(c), learning strategy 
use was significantly positively related to  learning style (r  =  .854, p  <  .001), 
and strategy use (β  =  .669, p  <  .001) significantly positively predicted female 
students’ self-rated English proficiency while learning style (β = –.243, p > .05) 
did not. 
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Figure 1(a)

The Whole Sample

Figure 1(b)

Male Students
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Figure 1(c)

Female Students

Figure 1: SEM results of  learning styles and strategy use on SREP

Note. SREP  =  self-rated English proficiency; MS  =  memory strategies; Congs  =  cognitive strategies; ComS  =  compen-
sation strategies; MetaS  =  metacognitive strategies; AS  =  affective strategies; SS  =  social strategies.

As shown in Table 4, regression analyses yielded one model with the change 
in  R2 being .255 for the whole sample (CognitiveS) and .292 for male students 
(CognitiveS), respectively. Namely, CognitiveS significantly positively predicted 
the whole sample’s (β  =  .505, t  = 12.244, p  =  .000, f2 =  .34) and male students’ 
(β = .543, t = 9.309, p = .000, f2 = .41) self-rated overall English proficiency, both 
with a large effect size. Meanwhile, regression analyses yielded three models for 
female students, with the change in R2 being .208 for model 1 (CognitiveS), .014 
for model 2 (CognitiveS and Tactile), and .016 for model 3 (CognitiveS, tactile 
and MemoryS). And model 3 seemed to be the best. Thus, CognitiveS (β = .392, 
t = 4.55, p = .000, f2 = .26), Tactile (β = –.171, t = –2.564, p = .011, f2 = .06), and 
MemoryS (β = .193, t = 2.183, p = .03, f2 = .069) were good predictors for female 
students’ self-rated overall English proficiency, with CognitiveS and MemoryS 
being positive predictors, and Tactile being a negative predictor, all with a small 
to medium effect size.
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Table 4

Regression Coefficients and Significance of Predictors for English Achievements

β t p VIF Cohen’s f 2

The whole sample’s self-rated English proficiency

CognitiveS .505 12.244** .000 1.000 .34

Male students’ self-rated English proficiency

CognitiveS .543 9.309** .000 1.000 .41

Female students’ self-rated English proficiency

CognitiveS .392 4.55** .000 2.209 .26

Tactile –.171 –2.564* .011 1.325 .06

MemoryS .193 2.183* .03 2.331 .069

Note. **  =  p ≤ .01;	 *  =  p ≤ .05. 
Effect size of  Cohen’s f2: small  =  f2 ≤ .02; medium  =  f 2  =  .15; large  =  f 2 ≥ .35 (Cohen, 1988).

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study examined perceptual learning styles, strategy use and 
their predictive effects on Chinese undergraduate EFL Learners’ achievement 
in  English. Statistical analyses show that both the PLSPQ and the SILL were 
fairly reliable and generally significantly correlated with each other.

Preferences for Learning Styles

The present study revealed that the whole sample, as well as male and fe-
male students, displayed no major preference for any style, but used all styles 
as their minors on the higher end, indicating that they were multi-style learners, 
similar to  the finding in  Gao (2016) but different from that in  Melton (1990) 
in  similar contexts. This might be attributed to  the different characteristics 
possessed by the participants of the individual studies, though they were gener-
ally Chinese learners of English. Due to the complexity of learner populations, 
learning styles warrant continuous research in  various ESL/EFL contexts.

Meanwhile, the participants in  the present research preferred the kines-
thetic style the most, followed by tactile, auditory, visual, group and individual 
styles respectively, partially consistent with the findings in  the current litera-
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ture (e.g.,  Akbarian et al., 2019; Liu, 2023; Mozayan et al., 2013; Naserieh & 
Mohammad, 2013; Peacock, 2001; Reid, 1987). This could be largely attributed 
to  the fact that more than 65.1% of  participants were engineering and science 
students who tended to engage in hands-on projects by themselves or with oth-
ers in  learning. By contrast, liberal arts students might tend to read and listen 
more frequently in their learning, which often does not involve others as much. 
Their preferences for auditory and visual styles might result from the fact that, 
in  traditional Chinese educational classrooms, teachers often dominate classes 
through lectures and presentations in  various visual forms such as pictures 
and powerpoint slides. This was particularly the case during COVID-19, when 
teaching and learning shifted online and interaction was restricted by online 
meeting platforms and the Internet. As little was known about the participants’ 
backgrounds except for their ages, genders and disciplines, it was hard to pin-
point what had caused their preferences for different styles and whether their 
style preferences were consistent across time. This merits attention in  future 
studies on learning styles. Moreover, as learners are categorized differently by 
different learning style theories, it  will be interesting to  identify the features 
of their style preferences when gauged by different instruments. These findings 
will help better understand the learning style myth. 

Language Learning Strategy Use

This study shows that the whole sample as well as male and female students 
demonstrated a medium to high level of use of the six types of learning strate-
gies, as defined in  Oxford (1990). This finding indicates that the participants 
in  the present research tended to have a greater use of  the strategies than their 
peers who normally have a medium level of strategy use, as indicated by numer-
ous current studies (e.g., Magogwe & Oliver, 2007; Tang & Tian, 2015). This 
was probably caused by the fact that students had to resort to various strategies 
when learning became more self-dependent due to  COVID-19, indicating that 
they were able to  plan, self-regulate and self-assess their own learning and 
become autonomous learners during the critical time of  the pandemic (Lee & 
Heinz, 2016). This supports the claim in  Gao and Hu (2020) that use of  lan-
guage learning strategies is influenced by different resources: community (e.g., 
a  group of  people working on the same/similar tasks for similar goals), rules 
(e.g., time and task requirements), and division of  labor (e.g., roles and power 
relationships). 

The study also reveals that the participants used metacognitive strategies 
the most frequently, followed by cognitive, social, compensation, memory 
and affective strategies, respectively. This finding was partially consistent 
with the findings reported in  the current literature (e.g., Lee & Heinz, 2016; 
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Pongsukvajchakul, 2021; Rahman, 2020; Salahshour et al., 2013; Stracke, 2016; 
Tang & Tian, 2015). This might have resulted from the fact that all the partici-
pants were college students, most being engineering and science students, who 
were generally required to plan and monitor their hands-on projects, especially 
during COVID-19. When difficulties occurred, they resorted to  social, com-
pensation and memory strategies. Affective strategies were the least frequently 
used, probably because much attention had been given to  students’ affect and 
well-being by their universities and parents during the pandemic. 

Coupled with the applications of  technology in  education, students now 
have a wide repertoire of various forms of strategies (Oxford, 2017). To tackle 
a  task, students may employ a cluster of  strategies simultaneously in different 
orders (Gao & Hu, 2020; Thomas et al., 2022). In  the future, more case stud-
ies can be conducted to  better understand how strategies are used in  relation 
to  specific tasks.

Predicting Effects of Learning Styles and Strategy Use on English 
Achievements

SEM analyses show that strategy use significantly positively predicted the 
whole sample’s, as well as male and female students’ English achievements 
while learning style did not. Regression analyses further show that cognitive 
strategy use (CognitiveS) significantly positively predicted the whole sample’s 
as well as male and female students’ English achievements. In addition, memory 
strategy use (MemoryS) significantly positively predicted female students’ 
English achievements, while the tactile style (Tactile) negatively predicted them. 
These results further support the finding that strategy use often facilitates SL/
FL learning (e.g., Lin et al., 2021; Salahshour et al., 2013), while learning styles 
might have complex relations with ESL/EFL learning outcomes (e.g., Ha, 2019; 
Malsawmkimi & Fanai, 2019). This might be because learning styles, though 
variable as individual characteristics like gender, education and culture change, 
are generally more stable than strategy use. Students may be able to  choose 
more suitable strategies to  tackle different learning tasks accordingly, but they 
may not be able to change their learning styles so flexibly. Yet, because of the 
paucity of  research on learning styles and ESL/EFL learning, more similar 
research is  called for.
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Gender Differences in Learning Styles, Strategy Use and Their 
Predictive Effects on English Achievements

Table 1 shows that male students preferred individual learning the least, and 
that female students preferred group learning the least, despite their preferences 
for other styles remaining similar. This might be because most female students 
were liberal arts students who tended to  study alone. Male students scored 
higher on auditory, visual and group styles, but lower on the other three than 
their female peers, partially consistent with the finding in  Melton (1990) and 
Hyland (1993), but different from those in Mozayan et al. (2013) and Akbarian et 
al. (2019). In addition, as found in Zokaee et al. (2012), generally, no significant 
difference occurred between genders in  all learning styles, except for group 
learning. It  is  worth noting that male students scored higher on affective but 
lower on all the other five types of  strategies than their female peers, though 
no significant difference was observed in  any type of  strategies, largely con-
sistent with the finding in McMullen (2009) and Salahshour et al. (2013). And 
a similar pattern of significant positive correlations between learning styles and 
strategies existed for male and female students, except that individual learning 
was significantly positively correlated with compensation strategies for only 
male students. Nevertheless, since few studies have explored gender differences 
in learning styles and strategy use, these findings need to be further confirmed 
in more research in  various contexts.

Interestingly, this study shows that of  all learning styles and strategies, 
only cognitive strategy use (CognitiveS) significantly positively predicted male 
students’ English achievements, while for female students, cognitive strategy use, 
memory strategy use (MemoryS), and the tactile style all significantly predicted 
their English achievements. Considering that male and female students had 
similar learning preferences and usage of different strategies, this finding proves 
especially intriguing and deserves further research.

Implications and Limitations

The findings of  this study further attest to  the importance of  learning 
styles and strategies in ESL/EFL learning. Hence, it is important for instructors 
to  know their students’ learning styles so that they can appropriately match 
teaching with students’ learning styles or scaffold teaching and tasks to stimu-
late different learning styles (Liu, 2023). Likewise, it  is  useful for instructors 
to  encourage and train students to  use various strategies to  handle differ-
ent tasks. It  may also be useful to  provide students with adequate resources 
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(e.g.,  various use of  technology, visual and audio aids, etc.) and instruct them 
how to  use those resources (Thomas et al., 2022) so that they use different 
forms of strategies more readily and more effectively. As reviewed above, multi-
style preference and implementation of diverse appropriate strategies can help 
students make the most of  the learning circumstance. 

The present large-scale quantitative study is  one of  few that uses both 
SEM and regression analyses to  explore predictive effects of  learning styles 
and strategy use on students’ English achievements, thus enriching the current 
literature. Even so, certain limitations existed. First, the findings entirely relied 
on quantitative data, which could be more generalizable if complemented by 
qualitative data. Future research can use mixed methods to  provide a  more 
comprehensive understanding of  learning styles and strategy use in  relation 
to  ESL/EFL learning outcomes. Second, due to  various constraints, students’ 
English achievements were measured by their self-ratings, which might not truly 
reflect students’ competence in English. A standardized proficiency test could 
be more reliable and is  thus recommended for future research. Moreover, simi-
lar research is  needed to  confirm the findings of  the present study, especially 
those involving SEM and regression analyses. Furthermore, as both learning 
styles and strategy use vary with age, education, achievement, gender, culture, 
and other individual characteristics, more internal factors should be integrated 
into the investigation of  the issues in  future research. 
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Over the past few decades, there have been significant changes in English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL) teaching, driven mainly by integrating technology 
into educational frameworks. This phenomenon holds particular significance 
within digital storytelling, a novel instructional approach that uses digital tech-
nologies to construct and communicate narratives. Using a combination of text, 
graphics, and audio in digital storytelling has been recognized as an effective 
tool for promoting language learning and enhancing educational involvement 
(Abdolmanafi-Rokni, 2014; Robin, 2008; Sadik, 2008).

However, the utilization of  digital storytelling in  specific educational con-
texts, such as EFL classes in  Jordan, remains underexplored. This is  particu-
larly noteworthy in a nation where English instruction is compulsory but often 
delivered through traditional, teacher-centred methods, resulting in persistently 
below-average proficiency levels (Aljaberi, 2021; Aljaraideh, 2020; Al-Sharah 
et  al., 2021; Mansi, 2019). The situation underscores the need for educational 
approaches that prioritize learner engagement, interactivity, and communica-
tion. In  light of  this, it  is  surprising that while previous scholarly work has 
extensively investigated the role of  technology in EFL settings, there has been 
a relative lack of focus on the specific utility of digital storytelling (Haga, 2023; 
Luan et al., 2023). Moreover, empirical research examining the implementation 
of  this pedagogical approach in  Jordanian EFL classrooms is  notably absent. 
To fill this research gap, the present study explores the educational effectiveness, 
challenges, and practical applications of  digital storytelling in  Jordan, specifi-
cally through a  qualitative analysis of  teacher perspectives. This study’s find-
ings can significantly influence curriculum design, pedagogical practices, and 
educational policies related to  technology use in  EFL contexts. Aligned with 
the primary research objective, the study posits the following research questions:
1.	 How do EFL teachers in  Jordan perceive the role of  digital storytelling 

in  enhancing English language teaching and learning in  their classrooms?
2.	 Based on teachers’ observations, what impact does digital storytelling have 

on student engagement and language skills in  EFL classrooms in  Jordan?
3.	 What specific challenges and benefits do EFL teachers in  Jordan identify 

when integrating digital storytelling into their curriculum?

Literature Review

Digital Storytelling: Definition and Components

Digital storytelling represents a  modern narrative practice that artfully 
integrates the traditional craft of  storytelling with diverse digital multimedia 
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elements, including images, audio, and video. This innovative approach enables 
individuals to  articulate and disseminate personal, cultural, or historical nar-
ratives in  an engaging and interactive format (Meletiadou, 2022). Digital sto-
rytelling converges conventional storytelling methods and modern multimedia 
components, resulting in  a  wide-ranging narrative structure (Setiyorini, 2020). 
Emerging as a  dual-purpose medium encompassing artistic expression and 
pedagogical utility, multimedia incorporates text, music, images, and frequently 
video and animation to enhance the narrative encounter (James et al., 2019). The 
multimedia elements in question function not just as supplemental features but 
also as intrinsic components that augment the emotional and cognitive depth 
of  the narrative. For example, the deliberate incorporation of  audio can intro-
duce additional dimensions of  emotion and context. At the same time, visual 
components can effectively depict characters and environments, thus enhancing 
audience engagement to  a  greater extent (Robin, 2008).

Within educational settings, the application of  digital storytelling encom-
passes more than just fostering student involvement (Yuliani & Hartanto, 
2022). Producing digital storytelling transforms into an educational endeavour 
incorporating several linguistic proficiencies, encompassing written expression, 
spoken communication, and occasionally textual analysis and investigation 
(Ramalingam et  al., 2022). Digital storytelling embodies contemporary peda-
gogical approaches, including communicative and task-based language teach-
ing. It offers a comprehensive and holistic learning experience that aligns with 
modern educational principles (Robin, 2008).

Furthermore, this methodology also addresses the cognitive and emotional 
dimensions of learning. Creating a digital story necessitates integrating critical 
thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making abilities, as students are tasked 
with effectively structuring their thoughts and selecting the most appropriate 
multimedia components (Salem, 2022). The emotional involvement of students 
is  heightened by the frequently intimate character of  storytelling, resulting 
in increased recall and a more personally significant learning experience (Yang 
& Wu, 2012).

Practically, digital storytelling emerges as a  pivotal pedagogical approach, 
harnessing the power of multimedia technology to revolutionize the educational 
narrative, moving beyond traditional storytelling methods to a more integrated 
multimedia experience. This innovative strategy enables learners to  weave 
together text, images, audio, and video to  craft engaging narratives, merging 
the art of storytelling with digital prowess (Maureen et al., 2020). Projects like 
the Personal Narrative Project allow students to explore and articulate personal 
experiences through detailed scriptwriting and the selection of multimedia ele-
ments, enhancing their narrative skills and language proficiency (Dreher, 2012). 
Similarly, the Cultural Exchange Project encourages students to  engage with 
and present different cultural perspectives, promoting research skills, critical 
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thinking, and empathy (Oakley et al., 2018). These activities foster creative and 
digital literacy and enrich students’ understanding of  language and culture, il-
lustrating digital storytelling’s role as a dynamic educational tool. By providing 
immersive, context-driven language and cultural learning opportunities, digital 
storytelling is an essential asset in modern education, equipping students with 
the skills to  navigate a  digitally interconnected world.

However, successfully incorporating digital storytelling in  educational en-
vironments requires specific technological requirements. The successful de-
ployment of  this novel teaching tool is  influenced by various aspects, such 
as the availability of  hardware and software and the technical literacy levels 
of  teachers and students (Sadik, 2008; Meletiadou, 2022).

Technological Tools in Digital Storytelling

Integrating diverse hardware and software technologies is critical in digital 
storytelling, particularly within EFL instruction. Essential hardware compo-
nents for EFL digital storytelling include an array of devices such as computers, 
tablets, smartphones, and digital cameras, each playing a  distinct role in  the 
creation, editing, and presentation of  digital narratives tailored to  language 
learning (Robin, 2008; Christiansen & Koelzer, 2016). Computers and tablets, 
recognized for their robust processing capabilities and full multimedia support, 
are predominantly utilized for EFL story creation and interactive engagements 
(Churchill, 2020). Smartphones, with their widespread accessibility and ad-
vanced features, have become indispensable tools for capturing audio-visual 
content in  EFL contexts. Moreover, digital cameras provide superior options 
for high-quality visual storytelling, enhancing the visual appeal of  language 
learning materials.

On the software spectrum, many applications and platforms are employed 
to  streamline the creation and dissemination of  EFL digital stories (Urbieta 
& Peñalver, 2021). Advanced video editing software like Adobe Premiere Pro 
and Final Cut Pro enables intricate narrative constructions and productions, 
suitable for EFL content creation. More accessible software such as iMovie 
and Windows Movie Maker offer essential editing functionalities, facilitating 
the creation of EFL learning materials for beginners (Castillo-Rodriguez et al., 
2022). Specialized digital storytelling software like Storybird and Book Creator, 
which provide tailored templates and resources, are especially beneficial for 
constructing educational stories in  EFL settings (Kazazoglu & Bilir, 2021).

Incorporating Learning Management Systems like Moodle, Blackboard, and 
Canvas has been pivotal in embedding digital storytelling within EFL curricula, 
simplifying content distribution and accessibility for language learners (Masters, 
2020; Yu & Lu, 2021). These systems furnish educators with assessment tools 
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and interactive feedback mechanisms, enriching the EFL learning experience 
within a  storytelling context.

The emergence of augmented reality and virtual reality technologies marks 
a  new frontier in  immersive storytelling experiences, particularly beneficial 
in  EFL education (Karacan & Akoğlu, 2021). Augmented reality applications 
blend digital content with the physical world, creating interactive and enhanced 
narratives conducive to language learning (Yastibaş et al., 2022). Virtual reality 
further immerses users in  entirely virtual environments, offering unparalleled 
opportunities for engaging in  historical recreations or scientific simulations, 
thus enriching the EFL learning experience (Arvanitis & Krystalli, 2021; 
Merchant et  al., 2014).

The technological landscape in digital storytelling for EFL is both diverse 
and progressive, encompassing a  broad spectrum of  hardware and software 
engineered to create, edit, and disseminate stories dynamically and interactively. 
This technological progression has not only refined the storytelling experience 
but has also broadened the scope of educational applications, especially within 
the realm of  EFL classrooms.

Efficacy of Digital Storytelling in Language Learning

Digital storytelling has received considerable interest due to  its potential 
to  enhance multiple aspects of  language learning. Numerous studies support 
the beneficial effects of  digital storytelling on language learning: expanding 
vocabulary, enhancing listening comprehension, and fostering cultural aware-
ness (Sadik, 2008; Tran, 2021; Yang & Wu, 2012). Creating a  digital story 
frequently requires a profound involvement with language, as students are mo-
tivated to  investigate novel terminology and idiomatic idioms to communicate 
their narratives proficiently. This involvement expands their lexical repertoire 
and offers a significant context for utilizing newly acquired words, consequently 
augmenting retention and comprehension (Huang, 2022; Lim et  al., 2022).

Furthermore, using multimedia elements in  digital storytelling provides 
a distinct opportunity for enhancing one’s listening skills (Zhong & Shen, 2002). 
Students are presented with diverse auditory components, including narrative, 
background music, and sound effects, all of  which collectively enhance the 
auditory encounter. The intricacy of  this phenomenon can enhance students’ 
listening comprehension skills, allowing them to  interpret significance from 
a diverse range of  auditory stimuli (Yang & Wu, 2012).

In  addition to  its language aspects, digital storytelling also functions as 
a means to facilitate cultural discovery (Shen & Peng, 2022). Including cultural 
themes or settings in  narratives can serve as a  means for students to  acquire 
knowledge and understanding of diverse cultural norms, beliefs, and practices. 
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Including cultural enrichment in  language learning increases the experience 
by emphasizing the socio-cultural dimensions of language usage (Sadik, 2008).

In  addition to  the advantages above related to  language learning, digital 
storytelling has garnered praise for its capacity to  cultivate a  diverse set 
of  non-technical skills that are increasingly recognized as essential in  the 
modern educational environment of the 21st century (Abdolmanafi-Rokni, 2014; 
Orak & Al-khresheh, 2021). Creating a  digital story necessitates a  significant 
level of  critical thinking, as students must carefully strategize their narratives’ 
structure, select suitable multimedia components, and seamlessly integrate them 
into a  cohesive storyline. According to  Aljaberi (2021), engaging in  planning 
and executing tasks fosters creativity and necessitates teamwork, mainly when 
undertaken as a  collective endeavour. Consequently, this practice cultivates 
crucial skills that transcend the boundaries of  the language classroom.

The Role of Digital Storytelling in EFL Contexts

The genesis of  digital storytelling in  EFL can be traced back to  around 
2008, marking a  period of  significant experimentation and early adoption 
in language education (Wu & Chen, 2020). During this nascent stage, teachers 
began exploring the potential of digital narratives to enhance language learning, 
recognizing the unique blend of visual, auditory, and textual elements that these 
tools offered (Pandhiani, 2022). Pioneering efforts during this period laid the 
groundwork for integrating digital storytelling in  EFL curricula, demonstrat-
ing its effectiveness in  engaging learners and facilitating language learning. 
Notable early studies and implementations, such as those by McLellan (2007) 
and Robin (2016), highlighted how digital storytelling could be harnessed 
to develop essential language skills, particularly vocabulary enrichment, gram-
matical understanding, and oral proficiency. These initial explorations played 
a crucial role in shaping the methodologies and pedagogical strategies that are 
now widely recognized in  the field of EFL.

Digital storytelling has established a well-regarded track record of  improv-
ing linguistic abilities following these early developments. The inherent focus 
of  digital storytelling on language makes it  an ideal tool for teaching EFL 
(Abdolmanafi-Rokni, 2014; Aljaberi, 2021; Indriani & Suteja, 2023; Tatli et al., 
2022). Yuliani and Hartanto (2022) underscored its practicality within online 
English courses, specifically focusing on its relevance for pre-service teachers. 
Studies conducted by Alemi et  al. (2022), Dewi and Sari (2022), and James 
et  al. (2019) have provided evidence that the utilization of  digital storytelling 
can substantially enhance English language learners’ speaking and writing 
skills. Octaviani and Hesmatantya (2018) expanded the scope of  the study 
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to  encompass the assessment of  story-retelling abilities in  kindergarten pupils, 
emphasizing the tool’s adaptability across several educational tiers.

In  EFL teaching, storytelling emerges as an essential pedagogical in-
strument. Its application transcends conventional didactic methodologies, fos-
tering the holistic enhancement of  linguistic abilities (Yuliani & Hartanto, 
2022). Fundamentally, storytelling assists in  the augmentation of  vocabulary, 
the comprehension of  grammatical intricacies, and the development of  narrative 
competencies. These elements are pivotal in  thoroughly mastering spoken and 
written English (Abdolmanafi-Rokni, 2014). Storytelling narratives’ engaging 
and contextual nature provides a conducive environment for language learning, 
propelling learners to  organically assimilate and employ new vocabulary and 
structural patterns (Indriani & Suteja, 2023).

The integration of  digital storytelling marks a  significant enhancement 
in  language learning, representing a  step in  applying contemporary teaching 
strategies. By integrating multimedia facets like audio, visual imagery, and 
interactive elements, digital storytelling significantly enhances the conventional 
narrative paradigm (James et al., 2019). This contemporary adaptation effective-
ly captivates diverse learning preferences and broadens language education’s 
scope and inclusivity. Digital storytelling in EFL contexts renders the learning 
process more immersive and expands the horizons of  cultural and contextu-
al comprehension, thus providing learners with a  more expansive viewpoint 
(Robin, 2008).

Furthermore, extending beyond linguistic skill development, digital sto-
rytelling has also demonstrated significant psychological and socio-cultural 
benefits. Zarifsanaiey et  al. (2022) found that digital storytelling can enhance 
social and emotional intelligence, suggesting its potential for holistic educa-
tional development. Complementing these findings, studies by Fan (2022) and 
Pandhiani (2022) revealed that this approach fosters critical engagement among 
learners and strengthens their sense of  identity. Belda-Medina (2021) high-
lighted its role in  positively influencing teacher candidates’ attitudes towards 
diversity and inclusivity, while Rusda et  al. (2023) used digital storytelling 
to  reinforce environmental literacy. Such research accentuates that digital sto-
rytelling is a  tool for academic growth and a catalyst for social consciousness 
and proactive engagement in  societal issues.

Studies by Kim et  al. (2023) and Luan et  al. (2023) reveal that incorporat-
ing digital storytelling markedly elevates the quality of  education. It  notably 
bolsters student engagement, stimulates creative thought processes, and aids 
in  the comprehensive grasp of  intricate ideas. The interactive and multime-
dia-enriched digital storytelling approach is critical to creating an engaging and 
immersive educational environment. According to  Kim et  al. (2023), the tool 
facilitates students’ active participation in  self-expression. Luan et  al. (2023) 
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also demonstrated its potential to enhance students’ inclination to communicate 
in a flipped classroom environment. Zuhriyah (2023) and Fitri et al. (2022) have 
made valuable contributions by providing empirical evidence that highlights the 
favourable influence of  the tool on students’ views and motivations. Despite 
the positive results observed, there is  a  notable emphasis on the necessity for 
enhanced pedagogical and technological readiness. Belda-Medina (2021) and 
Fitri et al. (2022) have emphasized the need for forthcoming research and practi-
cal applications to  consider this particular element, thereby paving the way for 
further advancements in  this rapidly developing sector. This call for exploration 
and advancement in digital storytelling aligns closely with the context of English 
education in  Jordan, where innovative approaches are essential to  address the 
existing challenges in  language learning.

In  the context of  Jordanian EFL classrooms, the integration of  digital 
storytelling is  garnering special attention, mainly due to  its alignment with 
the rising trend of digital literacy among students and its potential to modern-
ize traditional language teaching methods (Aljaraideh, 2020). This approach, 
known for its interactive essence, not only stimulates active engagement and 
creativity in learners but also effectively enhances language competencies with-
in a  dynamic and culturally diverse educational setting. The positive impact 
of  storytelling, especially in  its digital form, on language learning has been 
well-documented (Meletiadou, 2022; Salem, 2022; Yang & Wu, 2012), high-
lighting the benefits of  narrative-based techniques and the amplifying effect 
of  technology in  language learning.

Despite compulsory English education in  Jordan, proficiency levels of-
ten fall short of  regional and global benchmarks (Aljaraideh, 2020; Mansi, 
2019). The prevalent use of  conventional, teacher-oriented teaching methods, 
which focus heavily on memorization and grammatical rules, has been cri-
tiqued for not adequately fostering practical communication skills (Canals &  
Al-Rawashdeh, 2018; Al-Sharah et  al., 2021). In  this light, digital storytelling 
emerges as a promising pedagogical alternative. It emphasizes thorough mastery 
of  linguistic skills and fosters critical reasoning and cultural comprehension, 
addressing the gaps in  traditional methods. For Jordanian students, who often 
face limited opportunities for authentic language use and cultural immersion, 
digital storytelling could be particularly advantageous. However, successfully 
implementing this innovative approach requires overcoming logistical challeng-
es such as curriculum modification, teacher training, and developing a  robust 
digital infrastructure.

Despite the considerable body of  research on the function of  technolo-
gy in educational contexts, including EFL classrooms, a notable deficiency exists  
in understanding the precise usefulness and influence of  digital storytelling. 
The disparity is  especially notable in  non-Western contexts such as Jordan, 
where conventional instructional approaches prevail, and English language 
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ability is not optimal. Previous research predominantly concentrates on generic 
technological tools or the possible advantages of  digital storytelling, such as 
learning vocabulary and developing critical thinking skills. However, there 
is  a  notable oversight in  these studies about the impact of  digital storytelling 
on communicative abilities and cultural comprehension. The primary objective 
of  this study is  to  fill the existing knowledge gaps by investigating the utiliza-
tion and effects of  digital storytelling in EFL classrooms in  Jordan. 

Research Method

Research Design

The research design utilized in this study is based on a qualitative paradigm, 
specifically adopting a  phenomenological approach. The study’s primary aim 
is  to  understand the role of  digital storytelling in  EFL classrooms in  Jordan. 
The rationale for selecting this design is  supported by the phenomenological 
emphasis on investigating subjective experiences, thereby providing a detailed 
understanding of EFL teachers’ beliefs, perspectives, and difficulties (Neuman, 
2014; Yin, 2018). The utilization of  the phenomenological approach facilitates 
a  deeper examination of  the experiences of  educators, surpassing superficial 
descriptions and delving into the intricacies of  incorporating digital storytell-
ing into teaching methods. The framework offered facilitates the systematic 
examination of  the multifaceted nature of  these experiences. It  demonstrates 
a  particular proficiency in  uncovering fundamental themes and recurring pat-
terns that shed light on the motivations and methods behind digital storytelling. 
Also, it explores the perceived advantages and obstacles encountered throughout 
its implementation. Including this methodology enhances the study’s methodo-
logical rigour, assuring that the findings make a  valuable contribution to  the 
current body of  research.

Participants

The research utilizes a purposive sampling method to select 26 EFL teach-
ers from diverse educational settings in  Jordan, deliberately chosen for their 
direct relevance to  the study’s focus on digital storytelling in EFL instruction. 
This technique ensures the inclusion of participants likely to provide rich, var-
ied insights due to  their unique experiences and perspectives in  implementing 
digital storytelling techniques in different educational contexts (Emmel, 2013).
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In Jordan, as mentioned earlier, English language education is a compulsory 
component of public and private school curricula, beginning from the first year 
of primary education. On average, students engage in five hours of English in-
struction per week, a commitment reflecting the importance placed on English 
proficiency in  the national educational agenda. The curriculum, standardized 
and overseen by the Jordanian Ministry of  Education, is  designed to  develop 
linguistic skills and foster a  deeper cultural understanding, integrating global 
perspectives with language learning (Alkhaldi & Kayapinar, 2022). However, 
it  is essential to note that the practical application of this curriculum is subject 
to variation across different schools. Factors such as the availability of resourc-
es, the institution’s technological infrastructure, and the teaching staff’s specific 
expertise can influence how English is  taught, resulting in diverse educational 
experiences in English language learning across the country (Alzubi, 2023).

The participants in this study represent a cross-section of this system, work-
ing under varied conditions. While some teach in well-resourced urban schools 
with extensive access to  technological tools such as interactive whiteboards 
and digital storytelling software, others come from less advantaged rural or 
suburban areas, where such resources are limited. This disparity in  access 
to technology is a significant factor in the adoption and effectiveness of digital 
storytelling techniques in  their classrooms.

The selected teachers’ ages range from 26 to  54 years, providing a  spec-
trum of  perspectives influenced by generational differences in  pedagogical 
approaches and familiarity with digital technologies. Their educational back-
grounds are equally diverse, spanning from bachelor’s degrees to PhDs in fields 
related to English language education. This range ensures a variety of theoreti-
cal perspectives and practical experiences in  EFL teaching. The sample also 
encompasses a broad range of teaching experiences, from newcomers to experts, 
contributing to  diverse views on the challenges and potential of  digital story-
telling in  EFL instruction.

The primary aim of  selecting such a varied group is  to  capture a deep un-
derstanding of the role, challenges, and advantages of digital storytelling in the 
context of Jordan’s EFL teaching environment. Table 1 details the participants’ 
demographics, educational backgrounds, and teaching contexts.
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Table 1

The Participants’ Characteristics

Variables Frequency Percentage [%]

Gender Male 20 77

Female 6 23

Qualifications Bachelor’s 15 58

Master’s 10 38

Doctorate 1 4

Teaching Experience 1–5 5 19

6–10 10 38

11–15 4 15

More than 15 7 28

Total 26 100

This table provides a  detailed breakdown of  the characteristics of  the 26 EFL 
teachers participating in  the study. The gender distribution indicates a  high-
er representation of  male participants (77%) than female participants (23%). 
Regarding academic qualifications, the majority hold a Bachelor’s degree (58%), 
followed by Master’s degree holders (38%), and a  minority with a  doctorate 
(4%). The teaching experience among the participants varies, with the largest 
group having 6–10 years of  experience (38%), followed by those with more 
than 15 years (28%). Participants with 1–5 years and 11–15 years of experience 
constitute 19% and 15% of  the sample, respectively.

This participant profile, particularly the gender distribution, shows a devia-
tion from the global trend in  the teaching profession, where females often out-
number males. It is crucial to understand that the higher proportion of male par-
ticipants in  this study is partially influenced by the structure of  the Jordanian 
education system, where male and female teachers often work in  separate 
schools. This separation made it more feasible to access male teachers during 
the research, contributing to  the higher representation of  males in  this sam-
ple. Moreover, the purposive sampling technique was employed to  ensure the 
inclusion of participants who could provide informed and diverse insights into 
integrating digital storytelling in  EFL instruction rather than strictly aiming 
for a gender-balanced representation. As a result, while the gender distribution 
in  this study diverges from broader trends, it uniquely reflects the specific dy-
namics of the EFL teaching environment in Jordan, thereby providing valuable 
perspectives on using digital storytelling in  this distinct educational context.
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Instrument

The primary data for this study was collected through semi-structured in-
terviews, an approach chosen for its balance of directed focus and participant-
driven expression (Yin, 2018). The interview is structured into two main parts. 
The first part collects demographic information from the participants, including 
gender, qualifications, and teaching experience. This helps in understanding the 
diverse backgrounds of the EFL teachers involved. The second part of the inter-
view consists of five open-ended questions designed to elicit detailed responses 
on specific aspects of  digital storytelling in  EFL education. These questions 
explore the teachers’ perspectives on the role of  digital storytelling in  EFL 
pedagogy, their observations of  student engagement during digital storytelling 
activities, challenges faced in  its implementation, perceived benefits, and sug-
gestions for better integration in educational settings. For a detailed view of the 
interview structure, refer to Appendix 1, which contains the interview format.

Content Validity and Reliability

Multiple efforts were taken to validate and ensure the reliability of the data 
analysis methodologies to  ensure the scientific rigour of  the study. A  panel 
of  three subject matter experts specializing in  EFL instruction thoroughly 
evaluated the content validity of  the interview questions. The feedback they 
provided was used to improve the questions and ensure they accurately captured 
the elements of  interest (Neuman, 2014). To  ensure internal reliability, a  pilot 
study was done with five EFL teachers who were not among the main study 
participants. The pilot study results were analysed and cross-checked to  deter-
mine the effectiveness and clarity of  the questions. This preliminary practice 
gave valuable insights into the reliability of the interview questions and allowed 
for any necessary tweaks before the main study (Cohen et  al., 2017).

Data Collection

The data collection for this study was executed with thorough attention dur-
ing the first semester of  the academic year 2023–2024. Central to  this phase 
were the semi-structured interviews conducted with 26 carefully selected EFL 
teachers in  Jordan, chosen for their diverse experiences and expertise. These 
interviews were scheduled with consideration for the participants’ convenience 
to facilitate maximum engagement and responsiveness. The settings chosen for 
these interviews, primarily within the teachers’ educational institutions, were 
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intended to provide a  comfortable and familiar atmosphere conducive to open 
and honest communication.

Before the interviews, each participant was given a detailed briefing about 
the study’s objectives, the procedures to be followed, and the ethical standards 
upheld, including strict adherence to  confidentiality and the voluntary nature 
of their participation. Informed consent was duly obtained from all participants, 
ensuring compliance with ethical research guidelines.

The interviews were audio-recorded with the participant’s explicit permis-
sion to ensure accurate capture of their responses for thorough analysis. These 
recordings were then transcribed in  detail and systematically coded. The cod-
ing process was integral to  the analysis, identifying significant themes and 
insights and ensuring a  structured and wide-ranging examination of  the data. 
This methodical approach was crucial in guaranteeing the reliability and depth 
of  the research findings, thus providing a  nuanced understanding of  the role 
of  digital storytelling in EFL instruction.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to  interpret the qualitative data collected 
through semi-structured interviews in this study, a method lauded for effective-
ness in  qualitative research (Cohen et  al., 2017). This approach proved ideal, 
enabling a  deep and structured exploration of  participants’ experiences and 
perspectives organized into distinct thematic categories. The intricate process 
involved the meticulous coding of  interview transcripts, a critical step in  iden-
tifying and analyzing emerging themes. These themes, representing the core 
elements of  participants’ responses, were systematically organized to  reflect 
the depth and complexity of the data. The flexibility and comprehensive scope 
of  thematic analysis made it  the method of  choice, ensuring a  nuanced inter-
pretation of  the rich, detailed narratives provided by the participants. 

Ethical Consideration

The key objective was thoroughly explained to participants before the main 
study. They were also informed that their participation was entirely voluntary, 
that they had the right to  confidentiality, and that they could opt out of  the 
study at any time. Informed permission forms were signed and collected, and 
rigorous steps were implemented to  anonymize all identifiable information, 
ensuring participant confidentiality.
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Findings

This section explores the insights from interviews with 26 Jordanian EFL 
teachers, focusing on their perspectives on using digital storytelling in  edu-
cational settings. The data are organized into five major thematic categories: 
teachers’ perceptions of digital storytelling, integration with instructional prac-
tices, student engagement levels, encountered challenges, and observed benefits. 
These themes cooperatively provide an in-depth understanding of  the multifac-
eted role of digital storytelling in  the EFL classroom, revealing its advantages 
and limitations. 

Teachers’ Perceptions of Digital Storytelling in EFL Teaching

This theme elicited various opinions from the interviewed teachers. The 
preponderance of  responses was generally favourable. Exclamations such as 

“excellent,” “very high,” and “advances the educational reality” encapsulated the 
enthusiasm felt by the majority of participants regarding the function of digital 
storytelling in  the classroom. They elaborated that it  serves multiple purposes, 
including breaking up “stagnation and monotony” in  the classroom and en-
hancing students’ “knowledge” and “abilities and talents.” Several participants 
remarked that it “enables students to comprehend the most challenging subjects 
and topics” and facilitates “unconventional summaries of academic topics.” One 
participant summed up the consensus: “I  believe digital storytelling plays an 
important role in enhancing students’ English language learning.” However, not 
all of  the responses were positive. Two participants described digital storytell-
ing as “moderate,” “kind of good,” or “fairly good.” One participant stated that 

“difficult availability” prevented them from using it  frequently. Despite these 
divergent opinions, the consensus was that digital storytelling has a  positive 
impact on enhancing English language instruction, albeit with some reserva-
tions and challenges.

Integrating Digital Storytelling into EFL Instructional Practices

Teachers provided different insights into their varied strategies and out-
comes regarding digital storytelling. While several teachers strongly supported 
digital storytelling, citing its positive impact on student engagement and learn-
ing outcomes, there were differing levels of  implementation and perspectives. 
For instance, one participant shared a successful application, “I used a cartoon 
story to help my students learn pronouns, and the method generated a high level 
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of  engagement.” This highlights the use of  multimedia as a  tool for teaching 
specific language elements.

Teachers detailed diverse pedagogical objectives achieved through digital 
storytelling. One noted its utility in  vocabulary learning: “Digital storytelling 
helped my students learn new vocabulary through listening.” Another high-
lighted its effectiveness in  enhancing listening and speaking skills: “I  have 
used it  to  improve my students’ listening and speaking skills with positive 
results.” However, the extent of digital storytelling usage varied among partici-
pants. While some had integrated it  frequently into their lessons, others were 
yet to  employ it, as indicated by a  teacher’s remark, “No, I  have not had the 
opportunity to  use digital storytelling in my classroom.”

The thematic analysis of  the interviews also revealed a  multifaceted land-
scape in  the utilization of  digital storytelling among participants, character-
ized by a  spectrum of  frequency, duration, and diverse student demographics. 
A  teacher elucidated the selective integration of  digital storytelling, noting, 
“Digital storytelling is a strategic choice in my classroom, especially for lessons 
where student engagement tends to wane. It is not a staple but a special addition 
for enhancing understanding of  complex topics.” This reflects a  judicious use 
of digital storytelling for maximizing impact in specific instructional contexts. 
Another teacher provided insight into the application of digital storytelling with 
younger learners: “In my experience teaching lower grades, Digital Storytelling 
has been instrumental in  capturing the fleeting attention of  young minds. 
It is a monthly feature in my lesson plans, seamlessly blending with traditional 
teaching methods to  enrich the learning experience.” This highlights the role 
of digital storytelling in augmenting regular curricular activities tailored to the 
needs of younger students. In contrast, a teacher working with older adolescents 
shared a different perspective: “My approach with Digital Storytelling for stu-
dents aged 15 to  16 is  quite measured. I  employ it  for project-based learning 
or when unpacking more abstract concepts. It is not frequent, but its occasional 
use throughout the semester brings a  dynamic edge to  the learning process.” 
These insights underscore digital storytelling’s nuanced and varied application 
in  EFL teaching. The teachers’ narratives reveal how the flexibility of  digital 
storytelling makes it  a  valuable teaching tool across various age groups and 
learning objectives, adaptable to the evolving requirements of diverse classroom 
environments.

A  few teachers expressed reservations about comparing digital storytelling 
with traditional methods. One teacher’s comment, “The first skill anyone learns 
is  listening, not speaking,” suggests a  preference for conventional listening-
based approaches. Despite these varied experiences and views, the prevailing 
sentiment among the majority favoured the effectiveness and versatility of digi-
tal storytelling in  enhancing EFL instruction.
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Student Engagement and Language Skills Development in EFL through 
Digital Storytelling

Teachers provided illuminating insights into the impact of  digital sto-
rytelling on student engagement in  EFL classrooms. A  substantial increase 
in  engagement levels was a  common thread in  their responses. One teacher 
vividly described the change: “The level of student engagement was high; they 
were visibly more attentive and participative.” Another echoed this sentiment, 
adding, “Students were not just listening; they were actively involved. Their 
participation soared, especially during storytelling sessions.” This heightened 
engagement was particularly pronounced in  smaller to  medium-sized classes. 
A  participant teaching a  mid-sized class shared, “In  my class of  20 students, 
digital storytelling transformed the learning dynamics. Students who were usu-
ally reticent participated enthusiastically.” The same teacher elaborated, “It was 
not just about listening to  stories; students became eager to  share their own, 
which is  a  huge leap in  engagement.” These observations suggest that digital 
storytelling captivated students and actively involved them in learning, making 
the classroom environment more dynamic and interactive. Teachers attributed 
this to  the compelling nature of  storytelling and the multimedia elements that 
resonated well with the students, fostering a more immersive and participative 
educational experience.

In  addition to  engagement, participants also shed light on the influence 
of digital storytelling on language skills development. They observed improve-
ments in critical areas such as vocabulary expansion, enhanced comprehension, 
and increased fluency in  spoken English. For instance, one teacher observed: 

“Digital storytelling has significantly contributed to vocabulary building in my 
younger learners,” while another reflected: “Students demonstrate greater 
speaking confidence and fluency during storytelling activities.” However, the 
impact on language skills was not uniformly experienced across all educational 
contexts. Participants noted variations based on factors like the age of students 
and class sizes. Younger learners in smaller groups were reported to show more 
substantial gains in  language skills, whereas in  classes with older students, 
particularly in  larger groups, the effectiveness in  enhancing language skills 
varied more.

Teachers stressed the significance of  having the proper technological and 
educational framework for successfully implementing digital storytelling. One 
participant pointed out, “Effective digital storytelling relies heavily on the right 
tech setup. Without interactive whiteboards or reliable internet, it is challenging 
to engage students fully.” Another highlighted the role of the classroom environ-
ment, saying, “It  is  not just about the technology. The classroom atmosphere 
needs to  be dynamic and conducive to  storytelling.” Challenges in  catering 
to diverse student groups were also noted. A teacher shared, “In larger classes, 
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it  is  hard to  find stories that appeal to  everyone. When the content does not 
resonate, student engagement drops sharply.” This sentiment was echoed by 
another teacher who observed, “Diverse interests in  my class mean I  need 
a  variety of  storytelling approaches to  maintain effectiveness, which can be 
quite demanding.” These reflections underline the complexities of  implement-
ing digital storytelling in  varied classroom settings, particularly emphasizing 
the necessity for appropriate technological resources and a  versatile approach 
to  accommodate diverse student needs and interests for optimal engagement 
and language skill enhancement.

Teachers generally recognized digital storytelling as an effective tool for 
boosting student engagement in  EFL classrooms. While positive, its impact 
on language skill development depended on various contextual factors. This 
underscores the need for tailored digital storytelling approaches to  optimize 
engagement and language learning outcomes effectively.

Challenges and Obstacles in Digital Storytelling Implementation

This theme illuminated some difficulties teachers face in  successfully in-
tegrating digital storytelling into EFL classrooms. Infrastructure constraints 
emerged as a  significant barrier, with teachers frequently noting the lack 
of  essential technology and resources. One teacher highlighted, “Interactive 
whiteboards are rarely available for every lesson,” and another lamented the 
general “lack of  computing and software resources in  educational settings.”

Curricular limitations also posed challenges, particularly in  integrating 
digital narratives into existing, content-heavy syllabi. “Fitting digital storytell-
ing into our dense curriculum is  challenging,” one teacher observed, pointing 
to  the intricacies of  aligning narratives with specific linguistic objectives. 
Time constraints further compounded these difficulties, with teachers feeling 
pressured to deliver results efficiently, notwithstanding the substantial prepara-
tion time digital storytelling modules demand. One participant noted, “Digital 
storytelling takes time to prepare, which adds pressure to our tight schedules.”

Class size and a lack of adequate instructional tools were additional hurdles. 
Statements like “The student-to-teacher ratio is  quite high in  some classes” 
and “We only have one room equipped for interactive learning” were com-
mon, reflecting the logistical challenges in  implementing digital storytelling. 
Furthermore, some teachers expressed their limitations in  creating integrated 
educational materials and addressing the diverse needs of  their student popula-
tions.

Adding to  these challenges, three teachers mentioned not utilizing digital 
storytelling due to resource scarcity or a lack of interest, both on their part and 
among students. “I have not used digital storytelling, so I cannot comment on 
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its benefits,” admitted one teacher, while another voiced frustration about the 
“lack of  interest or response” from students. This spectrum of experiences and 
perceptions underscores that while digital storytelling is a promising pedagogi-
cal tool, its effectiveness is  influenced by various factors, including resource 
availability, teacher and student enthusiasm, and broader educational culture. 
Despite these challenges, it is noteworthy that some teachers encountered mini-
mal or no significant obstacles in  implementing digital storytelling, indicating 
a  diverse range of  experiences across different educational settings.

Benefits and Advantages of Digital Storytelling in EFL Teaching

Teachers praised its versatility and adaptability in various learning environ-
ments. One teacher highlighted, “Digital storytelling facilitates the easy storage 
and reuse of educational materials,” which is particularly beneficial in settings 
with limited resources. This aspect of  digital storytelling allows for efficient 
content recycling, making it  a  cost-effective teaching tool. Another teacher 
lauded digital storytelling as “an advanced and efficient pedagogical instru-
ment,” pointing out its capability to  streamline and enhance learning. This 
efficiency is  seen in  how digital stories can condense complex information 
into engaging, digestible formats, making learning more accessible for students.

A significant benefit noted was the role of multimedia elements, like audio 
and video, in enriching learners’ sensory and cognitive experiences. Such multi-
media integration caters to different learning styles and preferences, potentially 
leading to  higher retention rates and a  deeper understanding of  the subject 
matter. One teacher observed, “The use of  multimedia in  digital storytelling 
has visibly increased student engagement and interaction,” suggesting that this 
approach can effectively capture and maintain students’ attention, a  crucial 
element in  effective language teaching. Moreover, teachers recognized the 
potential of  digital storytelling to  foster a  more interactive and participative 
classroom environment. One teacher said: “Students become active learners 
rather than passive recipients of  information, engaging with content in  a  way 
that encourages deeper involvement and understanding.”

The consensus among the teachers was that digital storytelling, with its 
blend of multimedia elements and engaging narratives, offers a  rich, dynamic, 
and efficient method for language teaching. It  not only aids in  appealingly 
presenting information but also significantly contributes to  an interactive and 
immersive learning experience, enhancing the overall quality of EFL education.
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Discussion

Discussion of Research Question 1

The findings were predominantly skewed positive when examining the 
first research question about EFL teachers’ perceptions of  digital storytelling 
in  Jordan. This favourable view is  likely influenced by several key factors 
inherent to  the educational context in  Jordan. Digital storytelling signifies 
a transformative shift from conventional teaching methodologies, aligning with 
the contemporary emphasis on dynamic, student-centred learning approaches. 
This evolution is well-documented in educational research (Robin, 2008; Yang 
& Wu, 2012), supporting its growing adoption and effectiveness in  diverse 
learning environments. Teachers explicitly appreciated how digital storytelling 
revitalizes conventional teaching, with one stating, “It  brings a  fresh perspec-
tive to our vocabulary lessons and enhances language skills like listening and 
speaking interactively.”

The alignment of  digital storytelling with specific educational outcomes 
in EFL was another critical factor contributing to its positive reception. Teachers 
found that digital storytelling effectively dovetails with essential language learn-
ing objectives. This is  evident in  comments like, “Digital storytelling directly 
supports our curriculum goals, particularly in  engaging students more deeply 
with the language.” Teacher preparedness and proficiency in  utilizing digital 
tools also play a  significant role. Those with training or a  natural inclination 
towards technology in  education might perceive digital storytelling more posi-
tively, seeing it  as a  valuable tool in  their instructional arsenal. Furthermore, 
the cultural relevance of  digital storytelling content and its role in  enhancing 
student engagement cannot be overlooked. Customized stories that reflect local 
contexts and students’ interests likely increase engagement and make learning 
more meaningful and enjoyable. A  teacher highlighted this aspect: “Students 
connect better with culturally relevant and engaging stories, making the learn-
ing experience more impactful.” Generally, this broad optimism is  consistent 
with prior research highlighting the benefits of digital storytelling in  language 
teaching (Fan, 2022; Fitri et  al., 2022).

However, despite these positive aspects, a  minority of  teachers expressed 
reservations, primarily due to practical implementation challenges like limited 
resources and integration issues with the existing curriculum. Such concerns are 
echoed in  broader educational technology literature (Canals & Al-Rawashdeh, 
2018; Haga, 2023) and reflect the need for adequate support and resources 
for successful implementation. To  put it  briefly, while the general percep-
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tion of  digital storytelling in  EFL instruction is  overwhelmingly positive, as 
evidenced by the teachers’ testimonies, it  is  nuanced by practical considera-
tions. The findings suggest that addressing these challenges and leveraging the 
method’s alignment with educational goals and cultural relevance are crucial 
to maximizing its potential in  the EFL classroom.

Discussion of Research Question 2

In  exploring the impact of  digital storytelling on student engagement and 
language proficiency, the study reveals a  multifaceted array of  outcomes in-
fluenced by various factors. Teachers reported a noticeable increase in student 
engagement, which aligns with research endorsing interactive learning environ-
ments (Mansi, 2019). For example, one teacher noted, “Digital storytelling has 
significantly increased student participation and attention in  my class,” sug-
gesting the method’s ability to engage students more profoundly. The variation 
in  engagement levels among different groups can be attributed to  individual 
learning styles and technological familiarity. Students accustomed to  digital 
environments likely find digital storytelling more engaging, while those with 
limited tech exposure may experience a  steeper learning curve. Moreover, 
socio-economic background also plays a  role, as students with greater access 
to  technology outside of school are more likely to engage actively with digital 
storytelling methods in  the classroom. This disparity highlights the need for 
equitable access to  technological resources to ensure all students benefit from 
digital learning tools.

The study’s findings also underline significant improvements in  language 
proficiency, especially in vocabulary and conversational skills, as a direct result 
of  integrating digital storytelling in  EFL classrooms. Teachers have observed 
notable advancements, with one teacher remarking, “Since integrating digital 
storytelling, there has been a  noticeable improvement in  students’ vocabulary 
and conversational abilities.” This observation aligns with the effectiveness 
of  multi-modal language-learning approaches as highlighted by Tran (2021). 
The immersive quality of digital storytelling, which synthesizes visual, auditory, 
and narrative elements, offers a  contextual and engaging language learning 
experience. It  not only aids in  the retention and application of  language skills 
but also fosters active learner participation. This participatory aspect is crucial, 
leading to  deeper cognitive engagement and enhancing language retention, 
thereby underscoring the method’s critical role in  developing language skills.

Furthermore, the success of digital storytelling in  fostering language profi-
ciency is significantly influenced by external factors, as highlighted by teachers. 
The availability of  necessary resources, such as interactive whiteboards, and 
a  conducive learning environment are pinpointed as essential for maximizing 
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the pedagogical benefits of digital storytelling. This reliance on contextual ele-
ments for effective digital storytelling implementation resonates with previous 
findings in educational technology research (Rusda & Puspitasari, 2023; Sadik, 
2008), which emphasize that educational technology’s impact often hinges on 
supportive external conditions. Therefore, the efficacy of  digital storytelling 
in  enhancing language skills is not only a  function of  its inherent educational 
features but also depends on the broader educational ecosystem in  which 
it is implemented. In a nutshell, while digital storytelling has positively impact-
ed student engagement and language proficiency, its effectiveness is mediated 
by a  constellation of  factors. These include not only the individual character-
istics of  students but also the broader infrastructural and institutional context. 
Teachers’ optimism towards the advantages of  digital storytelling underscores 
its potential as an instructional tool. However, this potential is  fully realized 
only when these diverse elements are adequately addressed, a  sentiment that 
resonates with broader discussions in  educational technology.

Discussion of Research Question 3

A  multifaceted picture emerges in  addressing the third research question, 
which probes the specific challenges and advantages Jordanian EFL teachers 
face in integrating digital storytelling. A key challenge identified by teachers is the 
lack of  adequate infrastructure, notably the absence of  interactive whiteboards 
and sufficient processing resources in some schools. This issue, as one teacher 
vividly described, “limits our ability to  engage students with digital stories 
fully,” reflects systemic flaws within the educational sector, a concern echoed 
in  prior research (Aljaberi, 2021).

Furthermore, the rigidity of  the existing curriculum was frequently cited 
as a  barrier to  integrating digital storytelling effectively. Teachers noted that 

“fitting digital stories into our tightly-packed curriculum is  a  constant strug-
gle,” indicating institutional limitations favouring traditional instructional ap-
proaches and a potential gap in preparing teachers for innovative methodologies. 
Time constraints also surfaced as a  significant concern, aligning with broader 
educational discourse emphasizing the need for careful planning and resource 
allocation in  adopting new teaching methods (Lim et  al., 2022).

On the flip side, teachers identified several advantages of digital storytelling, 
which offer a counterbalance to these challenges. The ability to save and reuse 
digital storytelling materials was highlighted as a  precious feature, especially 
in  resource-limited contexts. As one teacher said, “The reusability of  digital 
stories helps us overcome some resource challenges.” This practical aspect 
of digital storytelling contributes to its appeal as an effective instructional tool. 
Teachers also underscored the versatility of  digital storytelling in  achieving 
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diverse educational objectives, from skill enhancement to  cognitive engage-
ment. “Digital storytelling allows us to  target multiple learning goals engag-
ingly,” shared a  teacher, reflecting the method’s capacity to  cater to  different 
pedagogical needs. This advantage aligns with the growing body of  research 
supporting multimodal, interactive methods in education for enriching learning 
experiences (Belda-Medina, 2021; Indriani & Suteja, 2023).

In  summary, exploring the third research question reveals a  landscape 
where challenges coexist with significant advantages, shaping teachers’ per-
ceptions and implementing digital storytelling in EFL settings. Despite facing 
infrastructural, curricular, and time-related hurdles, the method’s adaptability, 
practical benefits, and pedagogical effectiveness present compelling reasons 
for its integration into teaching practices. This intricate back-and-forth of  dif-
ficulties and advantages, embedded within the broader context of  educational 
technology, underlines the evolving nature of  teaching methodologies and the 
need to  navigate these dynamics effectively.

Implications

This study sheds light on significant implications for the theoretical frame-
work and practical execution across educational domains, notably in pedagogi-
cal methodologies, curriculum innovation, and policy formulation.

Theoretical Implications

The favourable reception of  digital storytelling among teachers in  Jordan 
highlights its transformative potential in  language education methodologies. 
This enthusiasm underscores the ability of  digital storytelling to  augment the 
EFL curriculum, laying a  theoretical foundation for incorporating technology-
driven educational tools. It challenges conventional teaching models, promoting 
a transition towards interactive, learner-centric educational environments. This 
study contributes substantially to the ongoing dialogue about technology’s role 
in  education, advocating for a  critical reassessment of  current pedagogical ap-
proaches by showcasing the capacity of  digital storytelling to  engage learners 
actively and bolster language acquisition.
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Practical Implications

Identified challenges in curriculum enhancement, notably the absence of vi-
tal technological infrastructure and difficulties in  aligning digital storytelling 
with established curriculum objectives, are pivotal. Educational bodies and 
policymakers are urged to  prioritize allocating resources to  bridge these gaps, 
whether by securing investments for the requisite technology or initiating pro-
fessional development programs to equip teachers with the skills necessary for 
implementing digital storytelling effectively. A tangible example of the applica-
tion of digital storytelling in EFL classrooms involves students crafting digital 
narratives that reflect personal experiences or align with curriculum themes. 
An assignment might require students to create a digital story about a cultural 
festival, integrating research, narrative development, and multimedia produc-
tion. This approach influences theoretical language skills in tangible scenarios 
and cultivates cultural sensitivity and digital literacy. The efficacy of  digital 
storytelling is  contingent upon the availability of  resources and institutional 
backing. Implementing policies that support integrating digital storytelling’s 
curriculum—such as financial investment in technology and teacher training—
is  critical. Schools might, for example, introduce policies that ensure access 
to  tablets or digital storytelling software, guaranteeing that all learners can 
engage in these enriching educational activities. Achieving the full educational 
potential of digital storytelling in EFL teaching necessitates a unified approach 
among educators, administrators, and policymakers. This collaborative effort 
should address logistical and infrastructural challenges, creating an environ-
ment conducive to  the success of  digital storytelling as an educational tool.

Limitations and Recommendations

The study has various limitations that should be considered and pave the 
way for further research. First, the study is  limited to EFL teachers in  Jordan, 
which may limit its relevance to broader situations. Further studies may benefit 
from a more diverse participant pool, possibly extending the research to differ-
ent school systems or nations. Second, the study relies heavily on qualitative 
interview data, which may introduce subjective biases. Future studies could 
improve the validity of findings by combining qualitative and quantitative data 
sources, such as standardised tests or surveys. Third, the study focuses entirely 
on teachers’ perspectives, ignoring students’ experiences and reactions to digi-
tal storytelling. Future efforts should aim for a  more thorough understanding 
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by including the students’ perspectives. Considering these limitations, future 
studies could better understand how digital storytelling affects EFL education.

Conclusion

In  conclusion, the research sheds significant light on the complexities 
and opportunities associated with using digital storytelling in  Jordanian EFL 
classrooms. The study affirms a  generally positive perception among teach-
ers regarding the utility of  digital storytelling as a  tool for engagement and 
improving specific language skills such as vocabulary acquisition, speaking, 
and listening. These findings support the developing consensus regarding the 
advantages of  interactive, multimedia-based pedagogies by corroborating the 
positive evaluations found in  prior educational research. However, the study 
also highlights the numerous obstacles teachers experience when incorporat-
ing digital storytelling into their curricula. These range from infrastructural 
limitations and lack of  resources to  curricular constraints and time pressures. 
These obstacles align with broader issues identified in  the literature on educa-
tional technology, indicating that teachers confront universal challenges outside 
of  Jordan. The research provides a  well-rounded comprehension of  the func-
tion and influence of  digital storytelling in  EFL classrooms. It  emphasises its 
potential to considerably enhance language learning experiences and the practi-
cal obstacles that impede its widespread adoption. Thus, the study is essential 
to the discourse on educational technologies, providing educators, policymakers, 
and future researchers with actionable insights.
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A p p e n d i x  1

The Interview

Demographic Information

Gender □ Male □ Female

Qualifications □ Bachelor’s □ Master’s □ Doctorate

Teaching Experience □ 1–5 □ 6–10 □ 11–15 □ More than 15

Interview Questions

1. How do you see the role of  digital storytelling in  enhancing the teaching and learn-
ing of  English in  your classroom?

2. Could you describe your strategies for integrating digital storytelling into your EFL 
lessons? How do you adapt these methods for different classroom contexts or age 
groups, and what specific goals do you aim to  achieve with this approach?

3. In  your experience, how has digital storytelling influenced not only student engage-
ment but also their language skills in  your classroom? Can you share examples 
where you have observed notable changes in  student participation, interest levels, 
and improvements in  specific language abilities during digital storytelling activities?

4. What are the challenges you have faced in  integrating digital storytelling into the 
English language curriculum? This could include technical issues, student engage-
ment, or educational concerns.

5. In  your opinion, what are the main advantages of  using digital stories in  the English 
language classroom? Have you noticed any specific improvements in  students’ lan-
guage skills, engagement, or other areas?
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Considering the sheer amount of fresh American and European publications, 
it  is  safe to  say there is  a  resurgence of  interest in  the interdisciplinary field 
of  addressing taboo and controversial issues in  (language) education. Upon 
closer reading of the scholarly work in either general education (e.g., Hess, 2009; 
Kubota, 2014; Ortega-Sánchez, 2022) or foreign language education in particu-
lar (e.g., Ludwig & Summer, 2023), it  is  also apparent that the majority of  au-
thors draw heavily on theory rather than illustrate how it translates into teaching 
practice, even though they recognize the latter as a  primary concern for the 
general readership. To  see an exception to  this trend, let us turn to  a  refresh-
ing volume edited by Rachelle S. Savitz, Leslie D. Roberts, and Jason DeHart, 
in which the authors go a long way in closing the notorious theory-practice gap. 
Although Teaching Challenged and Challenging Topics in Diverse and Inclusive 
Literature: Addressing the Taboo in the English Classroom is based entirely on 
the contributions of US authors responding to  recent challenges in US literacy 
and language arts education, it  addresses issues of  global relevance and there 
are many reasons for me to bring this book to the attention of English language 
teachers (at all grade levels) and teacher educators in  other contexts as well.

Firstly, it  is  remarkable how the authors go about addressing taboo and 
controversial issues in  non-compartmentalizing ways and describe classroom 
activities in which students are led to understand the complex interplay and co-
existence of  such issues with other aspects of  social/personal life in particular 
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settings. For example, Chapter 4 (Dail, Koch, Witte, & Vandever) suggests that 
if teachers wish to discuss the topic of non-normative gender identities in class 
(cf. Pakuła, Pawelczyk, & Sunderland, 2015), they should not do so by sepa-
rating gender from other identity-relevant concepts. More specifically, in  de-
scribing Lily and Dunkin (Gephart, 2016) as a  young adult novel suitable for 
gender-focused instruction, the authors explain their choice of  text as follows:

While the novel deals with serious issues such as gender identity and bipolar 
disorder, it  does so in  a manner that focuses on friendship and adolescent 
struggles accompanying that at its core. The characters experience typical 
middle school issues such as bullying and family tensions. The novel also 
expresses the tensions adolescents experience between authentically balanc-
ing who they truly are on the inside with the persona they project to  the 
world. (p. 52)

Similarly, Chapter 6 (Kruep & Popov) indexes several pieces of young adult 
literature in  which clusters of  taboo and controversial issues are used to  por-
tray how they operate conjointly in characters’ lives and actions. Consider, for 
instance, racism, sexual assault, sexism, language barriers, financial distress, 
and discrimination as one cluster in  The House on Mango Street (Cisneros, 
1984). Clearly, the use of  such texts creates a  space for rich follow-up discus-
sions, in which the study of multiple perspectives and aspects allows students 
to  develop complex understandings of  the issues at hand. It  is  also typical 
of  most chapters that the authors present extensive lists—rather than singular 
examples—of  texts for students at all grade levels, along with ideas and ma-
terials for related classroom activities.

Secondly, it  is  appealing how, instead of  sugarcoating, the editors and 
authors advise teachers to haul not only teaching practices from the particular 
chapters, but also safeguarding practices which can help them respond ap-
propriately to  the resistance or challenges they might meet in  the micro- or 
macro-contexts of schools. Thus, in Chapter 7, as part of their engagement with 
taboo and controversial issues, Smith and Warren suggest that teachers should 
become familiar with “policy and standards documents in which social justice 
standards are explicitly signaled and can be used for safeguarding practices” 
(p. 95; see description of  the social justice standards taken from Learning 
for Justice, 2021). Similarly, in  Chapter 11, Schucker draws attention to  the 
framework of  global competency standards (OECD, 2018), urging teachers 
to  acknowledge “global and intercultural competence as a  desirable outcome 
of  a  21st century education” and inviting students to  “investigate the world, 
recognize perspectives, communicate ideas, and take action” (p. 143). Further, 
the authors in Chapter 4 finish off with a step-by-step guide for teachers going 
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through a  complaints procedure regarding classroom materials and activities, 
and offer a  checklist for preventive action.

Thirdly, and in  contrast with the publications cited earlier (Hess, 2009; 
Kubota, 2014; Ludwig & Summer, 2023; Ortega-Sánchez, 2022), it  is  laudable 
how the twelve chapters in  this book bring forth one prime argument—lit-
erature is  a  fundamental gateway to  learning about taboo and controversial 
issues—by way of  amassing the teaching practices and perspectives of  mul-
tiple stakeholders, including classroom practitioners, school librarians, teacher 
educators, and students at all grade levels. Regardless of which grade level or 
issue category is in focus, each chapter grows out of Sims Bishop’s (1990, p. 9) 
seminal idea of depicting stories as mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors 
through which readers view, enter, and think about “worlds that may be real or 
imagined, familiar or strange.” Thus, the authors bring together an exciting set 
of contemporary literary resources, ranging from interlingual and biographical 
picture books (Chapters 1, 2, and 8) through young adult literature (especially 
Chapters 3, 4, 6, and 7) to  graphic novels, in  which words and images are 
combined to  engage struggling and unmotivated readers as well (Chapter 12). 
An interesting addition to  these is  the discussion, in  Chapter 3 (Waymouth, 
Newvine, Fleming, Margolis, Mellon, & Middaugh), of multivoiced narratives 
which “de-center the importance of  a  singular character’s identities, percep-
tions, and realities” (p. 34) and examine a  given subject from the viewpoints 
of multiple individuals. 

The construction of the authors’ central argument progresses along descrip-
tions of  teaching from the lowest to  the highest grades, with regular additions 
of  theoretical and practical insights. Starting off with a  call for early interven-
tion, Buchholz and Garcia Reyes in  Chapter 1 present scenes from a  young 
learners’ class to demonstrate how “books shared in classrooms send messages 
to children about which parts of  themselves are valid and welcomed resources 
for school literacy engagements and what parts of  themselves should be left 
at the classroom door” (p. 6). In  Chapter 8, López-Robertson and del Rocio 
Herron argue that through the use of  picture books and teacher scaffolding, 
even pre-kindergarten students can be prompted to  think about what it means 
to  be bilingual and live in  a  bilingual family, why families might move from 
one country to another, and what it means to have pride in one’s linguistic and 
racial heritage. It  is  not surprising, then, that the authors of  all chapters dem-
onstrate an engagement with education for social justice, diversity, and equity, 
and a dedication to classroom instruction which is susceptible to all types and 
aspects of  learner identity.

Regarding this type of  instruction in  the upper grades, the authors ad-
dress a  range of  complex and interrelated concepts which they think students 
should learn about—consider, for instance, the discussions of  social justice, 
social capital, socioeconomic status, and gentrification in  Chapter 5 (Bianchi-
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Pennington & Banack), of disabilities (e.g., dyslexia) and other related disorders 
(e.g., ADHD, autism) in  Chapter 9 (Poynter & Savitz), and of  queerness (e.g., 
in  individuals, families, and communities) and gender norms in  Chapter 10  
(K. N., H. S., Carter, & Villanueva). To get a sense of how the authors lead stu-
dents towards unpacking such concepts, it is worth looking at the types of questions 
posed—for instance, in Chapter 2 (Bentley, Broemmel, & Douglass)—to first- and 
third-graders: What makes you unique? Have you ever felt invisible? Why should 
we help people feel seen?

With the layering of such examples across grade levels, the twelve chapters 
seek to bring readers to two important conclusions. The first is that rather than 
teachers being banned from addressing taboo and controversial issues, they 
should be supported in selecting age- and level-appropriate texts and materials 
to  gradually prepare students to  confront those issues in  informed and cultur-
ally responsible ways. The second is  that education should focus not only on 
a  value-free training of  cognitive skills and intellect but also on (1) building 
communities inclusive of various identities, (2) engaging students morally and 
emotionally, and (3) fostering a  reflexive stance to  self and to  social phenom-
ena—all with respect to  literacy and literature-based activities.

Coherent on the whole and relevant from beginning to end, the argumenta-
tion in  the volume prompts three critical remarks. First, although the editors 
offer a  rationale for sorting the chapters into three sections, the organization 
of  the volume is  not entirely clear. For instance, picture books as a  teaching 
tool are discussed in Chapters 1–2 and then again in Chapter 8, gender-focused 
content is presented in Chapter 4 and picked up again in Chapter 10, and some 
other themes, in  general, are simply revisited in  the book’s last section (or so 
it seems). In my view, it would have been better to put together chapters which 
focus either on a given age group, a specific literary genre, or a specific issue 
category. Second, despite the unquestionable merits of all the authors working 
on a  joint set of arguments and concepts, the result of  it, in  the book’s present 
form, is some repetitiveness (especially theory-wise) across the chapters. Again, 
this issue may have been resolved by structuring the chapters or sections dif-
ferently. Third, something that many English language teachers might miss 
when reading this book is  some guidance on how the suggested activities, es-
pecially if adopted for regular and long-term use, should be integrated into the 
main curricular content assigned to particular grade levels (see Gear, 2018, for 
comparison). If, as I  suggest, the contents of  the book are transferred to  ELT 
contexts where little or no curricular time is  dedicated to  literacy instruction 
per se, then the question of which issue categories to cover and at what length 
(see Hess, 2009) will need to be addressed as well.

All in all, I have found it timely to come across a volume which foregrounds 
the voices of  classroom practitioners well-versed in  fostering critical literacy 
practices within socio-cultural, political, and educational settings where such 
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practices are increasingly pushed back rather than supported. Besides speaking 
up for teacher autonomy and expertise in  assessing and dealing with issues 
relevant to students, the authors offer practically oriented chapters replete with 
engaging vignettes, transparent tables and visuals depicting learning materials 
and products, and links to  websites for further resources. The content of  the 
book, I  believe, is  a  useful complement to  current models of  ELT as well as 
literacy and language arts instruction, in  which student-centered and inquiry-
based learning, social and emotional skills, and comprehension instruction are 
brought to  the fore (see Gear, 2018). Finally, it  is  crucial to  add that the au-
thors’ construction of  an extended argument is  significant both in  (1) framing 
literature as a  stepping stone to  21st century instruction that sensitizes youth 
to  complex real-life issues and (2) shaping the emerging field of  taboo and 
controversial issues, in  which current grassroots ideas are slow to  grow into 
coherent frameworks for supporting future research and instructional practice.

Kornél Farkas
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