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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents an analysis of the engagement of a Year 9 cohort with written 
foreign language text in an English state maintained secondary foreign language 
classroom. With a sample of 88 pupils, at the end of their Key Stage 3 language 
learning experience, responses to a French text presented in different ways, plus 
pupils’ perceptions of their engagement were collected through a series of 5 surveys. 
This data was designed to address the 4 research questions:

1. To what extent, and how, do pupils learning MFL in secondary school give 
close attention to, and engage with, written text in the target language during 
MFL lessons?

2. What are pupils’ perceptions of how they go about understanding written text 
in MFL and how do different presentation and forms of support help them?

3. To what extent, and how, does teaching in MFL enable and equip pupils to 
engage with texts in the target language?

4. How can attention and engagement with text in MFL pedagogy be theorised in 
relation to teaching and learning?

Qualitative and descriptive analysis provided insights into the nature and process of 
the engagement, or attention paid, to this short written foreign language text.

The findings of the research indicated that pupils’ engagement with text was 
superficial and lacking in systematic strategic approach, also reflecting a lack of 
knowledge of lexis, syntax, and the ability to understand and use page lay-out. In 
general, pupils were less successful in reading for accurate gist than in picking out 
single details from the text. Priority was given to accompanying images for 
comprehension, thus indicating selectivity of attention, but visual decoding was 
shown to be faulty and not supportive of the pupils’ reading, as is often claimed in the 
literature. In terms of content, pupils sometimes showed that there were also 
transferred expectations from previous FL reading encounters. Some pupils were 
capable of using a glossary to increase comprehension and to revise assumptions 
made on earlier readings and visual cues but many failed to do this. Most pupils had 
difficulty in communicating any meta-knowledge about their reading processes.

As there is little information in the literature specifically on attention and engagement 
of secondary pupils with foreign language materials, this research makes its 
contribution to the body of knowledge by drawing attention to the difficulties that 
pupils can encounter when given reading tasks and to the issue of illustration and lay
out of written foreign language text. All these issues have considerable significance 
for both teaching and learning a modem foreign language.

Victoria Door 28.09.06
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Chapter One

1. 0. Introduction

This thesis is an exploration of the role of attention and engagement in the secondary 

Modem Foreign Language (MFL) classroom. It was motivated by a desire to understand 

more about the way pupils interact with foreign language material. Lying behind this 

desire was the hope that it would be possible to shed some light on difficulties that 

many pupils seemed to be experiencing in making progress in their foreign language 

learning careers during Key Stage 3 and 4 (Nuffield, 2000; Association of Language 

Learning, 2005). By gaining an understanding of the interaction, I hoped to be able to 

contribute to reducing difficulties which may not be inherent in the subject itself, i.e. 

recognising that a foreign language has in some way to be learned, but looking to 

eliminate impediments to that learning that we may place in the pupils’ way.

1.1. The motivation for this research

In the following sections I outline the development of my interest in attention and 

engagement in relation to the teaching of MFL. I describe a contrast that I noticed in a 

European classroom setting of learner language use, and indicate how my previous 

research of German and French language teaching materials, together with my own 

language learning experience provided a basis for the aims behind this current study.

My interest in the role of attention in language learning began when I became a teacher 

of Modem Foreign Languages and continued to develop when I became Head of 

Department and then a teacher-educator. As a newly qualified teacher, I noticed that 

some pupils seemed to have difficulty in retaining the forms of language (i.e. 

vocabulary and grammatical structures) with which they had been presented in class. 

This was apparent in the way these pupils were unable to recall forms they had been 

taught from lesson to lesson. There seemed to be a difficulty in short-term retention of 

new words (lexis) and structures (grammar) both for receptive and productive purposes. 

The problem of short-term retention appeared to relate to a more long-term 

phenomenon. It was a commonplace for pupils in Yr 9, 10 and 11 (that is, in their 

GCSE year and the two preceding ones) to have problems recalling the lexis and 

structure of the foreign language they had been learning from the start of their

1
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secondary stage of education. At a point when pupils might have been expected to be 

building on a foundation of knowledge of the basics of the language, there appeared to 

be little progression. It was as if, in the longer term, there was little development in 

conceptual understanding of the language.1 In summary, my perception was that many 

pupils had difficulties in moving from retaining the basics of single words and phrases, 

through to understanding and using language in a progressively complex way, e.g. 

working with sentences involving relative clauses, and combinations of tenses.

There appeared to me to be a tension in this situation. The teachers of the classes I 

observed, like myself when teaching, intended pupils to recall taught forms and to 

develop their use of them over time. On the surface, the schemes of work and the 

textbooks used by teachers signalled a progression in terms of level of complexity of 

structure and amount of vocabulary, but the pupils were not consistently achieving the 

intended learning outcomes. In other words, it was as if pupils were not learning what 

teachers were teaching. I wanted to understand what was happening to create this gap.

My suspicion grew that, in the English MFL classrooms to which I had access, pupils 

were spending more time in lessons on peripheral activities than on focussing on the 

key language for that particular lesson. That is to say, they were attending to things 

other than the teaching material. (Examples of teaching material being the words the 

teacher was writing on the board, spoken language being played on a cassette or uttered 

by the teacher, or printed text in a book or worksheet). The most obvious ‘things other’ 

were the conversation of another pupil, what was happening out of the window, drawing 

on an exercise book, reading a comic under the desk, or playing with a mobile phone. 

What I thought I was observing, however, was problematic to evidence. It could be that 

a pupil looking out of the window was actually thinking about the language in an active 

way, that is, taking it in and manipulating it, without any obvious outward sign of so 

doing. It occurred to me that it was also possible that when pupils appeared to be 

attending, for example, filling in a worksheet, listening to the teacher, reading a written 

text, that they were not perhaps engaging fully with the language (i.e. working with the

1 An illustration of the lack of conceptual understanding is a very routine mistake in Year 7 that continued 
into Year 10. This was to continue to use j ’ai (I have) as one chunk, jai, and to be unaware of how it 
corresponded to the English I have. Similarly, the French reflexive pronoun me was understood and used 
as one chunk in the phrase j e  m ’appelle (used as Je mappelle). ( The issue of chunk learning and 
progression was being explored in the 1990s, see Mitchell& Myles, 1997.)

2



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 L2 reading

content actively by thinking about it). Dewey (1933) described the possible scenario: ‘A 

pupil gives an external, perfunctory attention to his teacher and to his book and lesson 

while his inmost thoughts are concerned with matters more attractive to him. He pays 

attention with ear or eye but his brain is occupied with affairs that make immediate 

appeal’ (p.31).

I began to formulate the following question. When it appeared that pupils were looking
' j

at and using material, what sort of quality of attention were they in fact giving to it? I 

was aware from my own language learning experiences in general, that it was quite 

possible to read (in the sense of my eyes passing over the words) and therefore to 

appear to be ‘on task’ without really attending to the material, thus remembering very 

little of what had been read, and sometimes even having been unaware of the process of 

reading at all. Similarly, it was possible to repeat single items or chunks of language 

quite frequently, without any seeming retention. This phenomenon appeared to relate to 

the criticism levelled at audio-lingual/visual methodology (a more detailed explanation 

of this methodology and its critics is given in Chapter Two), where ‘the role of the 

learner is a fairly passive one’ (Williams & Burdon, 1997: 10) and the activities, that is 

the drills, ‘can be carried out with little attention to the meaning the language conveys’ 

(p.l 1). In summary then, it seemed possible to me that, whatever the appearance, some 

pupils were not actively thinking about the language presented to them, that is to say, I 

did not believe they were working with it in a way that could lead to retention and 

development of an ability to use the language. (I would like to define the verb ‘to use’ 

here as encompassing understanding the spoken and written foreign language as well as 

being able to produce it to communicate).

1.1.2. Observation and research in Germany and France

Soon after starting teaching, I was able to do my first observation in a German school. I 

watched several classes learning English. I found this experience extremely moving. I 

saw children of a similar age to English Year 7s (11 to 12 years old), able to work with 

a foreign language at the sort of level that allowed them to be inventive and spontaneous 

with it. They were reading FL (English) texts of a greater complexity than those of their

2I am aware that there is research on the amount of time on/off task, (e.g. Duke & Pressley, 2006) but the 
relationship between ‘time on task’ and more learning is a very complex issue, and is one that would have 
provided an alternative approach to the one I adopted.

3
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peers in England, apparently with understanding. They were able to understand the 

spoken English of everyday speech of an English visitor, and to respond to it 

appropriately. I noticed that the textbooks used in class were of a different style to 

those used in England.

The textbooks became the focus of my first investigations of the issue of the tension 

between teacher aim and learning outcome. I spent a year teaching and researching in 

Germany and France, and observations over that period supported my view that pupils 

in a range of German and French state maintained secondary schools were able to 

manipulate the target language (the foreign language they were learning in the 

classroom, as opposed to their mother tongue) in a more complex way than those pupils 

whom I had taught or observed in England. There were various possible factors for this, 

for example an earlier start to language learning, more motivation for European children 

to learn English than for English children to learn one of several European languages, or 

the status of foreign language learning itself within the social and educational system 

(Broadfoot, Osborn, Planel & Sharpe, 2000). However, it appeared that the textbooks 

and resources used in the MFL lessons I saw in Germany and France differed in nature 

to the materials used in English state maintained schools. I wondered if one factor in the 

teacher-aim/leamer- outcome gap was the type of textbook used. I carried out an 

investigation into the contrasting approaches evident in the material in foreign language 

textbooks in Germany and England (Door, 1999). The differences that were found are 

outlined briefly below.

1) Explicit pedagogical justification: The theoretical assumptions of the 

approaches of both the German textbook that I chose to analyse (Orange Line -  

a textbook for middle to low-ability classes) and the home-produced textbook 

(Avantage -  a textbook for all abilities) were made explicit in the accompanying 

German teachers’ manual. No such explicit explanation occurred in the English 

book (Door, 1999).

2) Limit to new content and explanation o f  structure: The explicit pedagogical 

justification was that a limited amount of vocabulary and structure would be 

introduced in the book, and it would be introduced in such a way as to enable 

pupils to build on prior learning and to practice new structures through the four 

skills of listening, reading, speaking and writing. The thinking behind this

4
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approach was that it would enable pupils to make progress in both fluency and 

accuracy. Explicit explanation of grammar was necessary for this progression 

(Door, 1999).

3) Justification and approach in German textbook the same: The material in the 

Orange Line Pupils’ book corresponded closely with the explicit theoretical 

justification and proposed suggestions for presentation and practice of material. 

(Door, 1999).

4) Contrast with English FL textbook: The approach taken in the Avantage 

Teachers’ book was implicit in the construction, layout and content of the 

Pupils’ book. Vocabulary was less limited than in the German book, but many 

lexical items occurred infrequently, giving little exposure. Structure was more 

limited, but gave little indication of progression. There was no explicit 

explanation of grammar. There were fewer opportunities for practice in 

Avantage. (Door, 1999).

5) Pupils ’ response to underlying approach o f textbook: Because it was possible to 

trace the manifestation of the pedagogical approach in the presentation of 

materials in the pupils’ books through analysis of those books, I came to the 

view that in looking at pupils’ responses to any particular material, one is able to 

look at their response to the approach that underlies the creation of it. (Door, 

1999).

Subsequently, I looked at specific problems involved in writing in a foreign language 

and how beginning secondary pupils approached it in both France and England (Door, 

2000). Some analysis of textbooks used to teach English in the French schools 

observed, was done as background using the model developed in the earlier study. This 

revealed a similar pattern to that found in the German FL textbooks: focus on language 

as communication with, at the same time, a strong emphasis on linguistic structure. The 

results of this small study indicated that French Year 7 (sixieme) pupils were able to 

produce longer and more complex pieces of writing than their English equivalents. The 

complexity was in terms of structure, with longer sentences, using a greater variety of 

person and vocabulary. There was also what could be termed a greater sophistication in 

meaning, where the French pupils had been able to move away from the simple 

presentations of themselves and what they liked at school. The English pupils had not 

been able to do so.

5
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By the time I had completed this research, a new question was beginning to emerge. 

Could the nature of the materials used in teaching MFL in England, and the way pupils 

learned how to use them, be factors in making language difficult to attend to, and thus 

to restrict the possibility for recall, retention and development of linguistic behaviour?3 

The study had been too small to look at any direct link between materials and effective 

learning. A link was suggested however, between the more complex linguistic products 

and the nature of the input French pupils had received from their textbooks, both in 

terms of explicit work on linguistic structure, and reinforcement of lexis. It appeared 

that the view underlying both the French and German textbooks was that progression 

could be achieved by a very explicit focus on grammatical structure, together with a 

limited lexis, the whole presented in a series of narratives giving opportunity for 

communicative practice of everyday language. The focus thus was both limited in lexis 

but rich in structure and explicit as regards explanations of grammatical rules. It could 

be argued that because of a limited but continually reoccurring content, the likelihood of 

attention being given to that content at some point during presentation and practice of 

the material was greater in the French and German cases, than in the case of the English 

FL (foreign language) textbook.

The theme of limited but continually recurring content in the French and German 

language textbooks resonated with my own language learning experience. When 

learning German as an adult, I was overwhelmed with the amount of material supplied, 

and tried to take it all in, without knowing quite what to focus on. I suspected that what 

I saw in the English MFL classroom as a teacher was similar; pupils struggling with an 

influx of information, particularly with the sort of reading texts and listening passages 

which introduced topics in their textbooks. These texts and passages had a tendency to 

introduce much new material that was not always clearly embedded in material 

previously introduced (e.g. Appendix 1, ‘Qu’est-ce que tu as faitV  Knowing where to 

focus when faced with a welter of lexis and structure seemed to be important in making 

progress in language learning for myself as an adult and perhaps might also be so for 

pupils in the classroom.

3 The term ‘linguistic behaviour’ is used here to encompass a knowledge of a linguistic system and the 
ability to perform using that system, as defined by Schwartz (1993), based on Chomsky’s (1965) 
categories o f competence and performance.
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1.1.3. A focus on both communication and language structure in Germany and 

France

The research and observations threw into contrast the English and European approach to 

MFL teaching and learning. The European approach clearly valued communication. In 

this way the spirit of the Council of Strasburg (Trim, 1973) was being put into action, 

providing young learners with language courses that should enable them as adults to 

play a part in the linguistic EC. In both German and French MFL Year 7 equivalent 

classrooms, the target language was the expected medium of communication, even with 

pupils who were considered to be of lower ability. In both classroom and textbooks, 

there was an emphasis on everyday language, rather than on either literary language or 

the sort of language that might not be used by learners of that age in a real situation. 

(Analysis showed that in the German book 80% of the oral practice opportunities were 

‘recognisably part of normal everyday conversation’ (Door, 1999: 2000) whereas in the 

English one, only 15% were.) However, at the same time linguistic structure was 

explicitly presented and discussed, and learners were encouraged to have a declarative 

knowledge of grammar4 as well as an ability to use language in conversation and in 

writing. Language was always presented in an everyday context, and always in 

sentences, or longer text or oral form, rather than as isolated items. Frequent exposure to 

target lexis was given and much more time was devoted to practising a lower number of 

lexical items than in the English context, where a more varied lexis was introduced 

incidentally but appeared less often, (sometimes only once or twice) with 

correspondingly little chance to practice (Door, 1999). It appeared that Widdowson’s 

ideas were being demonstrated in action in the German approach, where language 

teachers looked towards teaching grammatical cohesion: ‘a collection of formal objects 

held together by patterns of equivalencies or frequencies or cohesive devices’ 

(Widdowson, 1979:58) at the same time as coherence: ‘language as discourse, a use of 

sentences to perform acts of communication which cohere into larger communicative 

units, ultimately establishing a rhetorical pattern, which characterizes a piece of 

language as a whole as a kind of communication’ (p.5 8).

4 By declarative knowledge of grammar, I mean the ability to articulate a grammatical rule.
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1.1.4. Limitations of time

A further factor in consideration of the differences observed and in the initial concern 

about recall and retention was that of time. The time given in an English secondary 

school for the study of foreign languages is typically between one and a half to three 

hours per week, over a 39 week year (figures based on hours within the Keele 

University ITE Partnership Schools). This results in typical exposure to the new 

language of between 78 to 117 hours per year. In France and Germany, pupils in the 

equivalent of KS3 are likely to have twice this time in the MFL classroom (Dickson & 

Cumming, 1996). Additionally, observation of pupils working in the English MFL 

classroom had led me to question how long, within that limited time allowed by the 

curriculum, was available for learners actually to attend to looking at, listening to and 

using the language they were expected to learn.

1.1.5. Summary and aims

To summarise the development of my interest in attention, I had observed in the English 

secondary MFL classroom what seemed to be a mismatch between the intention of the 

curriculum and the actual outcomes in terms of retention of language forms and ability 

to use those forms. After much observation and analysis of the differences in textbooks, 

I had been led to question both the quality of attention that pupils gave the language 

they were expected to learn and the nature of teaching material. As a result of my own 

language learning experience, I had noticed a particular problem, that of knowing 

exactly what to attend to. In addition, the particular European FL teaching textbooks 

emphasised an explicit, structure-rich, lexically restricted approach, where it seemed 

easy for teacher and pupils to know what to focus upon. The European approach seemed 

to be one possible element in explaining why learners were producing more complex 

language than their English counterparts.

Corresponding with this development, there was therefore a twofold aim behind this 

research:

To explore:

♦ the extent to which MFL pupils attended to and engaged with a piece of FL written 

text
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♦ the sorts of skills and strategies that such pupils were equipped with to attend and 

engage with a text.

Both of these aims carry with them the hope that any result could be used to make a 

small but useful change in language learning and teaching, thus attempting to respond 

to criticism of the following nature: ‘many teachers believe that theory and research in 

the field of foreign language learning or second language acquisition are often 

irrelevant to their concerns’ (Pica, 1994).

The research described above was also heavily dependent upon research done in second 

language acquisition, and, whilst in this study I continue to develop my understanding 

of that field, my own background, interest and reading has led me to want to view 

existing theory of attention and to explore tension between teaching aims and outcomes 

further. In the current study, however, I do this from a cognitive, in particular, a 

psycholinguistic perspective, i.e. from the point of view of trying to understand the 

process that pupils go through in thinking about the language they are learning.

1.2. Researching ‘engagement’ with written text

In the following section, I show why I chose to locate my empirical study in one 

particular context, that of pupils’ experience of reading in a second language. There are 

three main reasons for this. Firstly, having looked earlier at the construction of course 

books and at the area of writing, it seemed helpful on a personal level, to progress the 

work done in these two separate earlier pieces of research by choosing learners’ reading 

of written text as the means for investigating engagement with foreign language 

teaching material.

Secondly, reading is an important area of FL acquisition for language learners, with its 

role as ‘the second half o f the literacy equation’ (Urquhart & Weir, 1998) and thus, 

regardless of personal predisposition, it is a valid and useful area to explore when 

looking at problems in language learning. For the last few years there has been a 

renewal of interest in literacy in primary and secondary education, witnessed by the 

Literacy Strategy at primary level and the Key Stage 3 Strategy (e.g DfES, 2002) 

spreading across the secondary curriculum. At the same time there is an assumption that 

reading written text is losing importance in favour of the visual image and the sound
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bite (Kress, 2003). (I should like to define ‘written text’ here as including both hand

written and printed text.) From personal experience and from reports by colleagues, I 

knew that it was hard to get pupils to focus on text, particularly that in a book, and 

harder still to involve pupils in what Urquhart and Weir (1998:107) refer to as ‘careful 

reading’.5 Reading written text at a tertiary level in FL study is essential (literature, 

factual texts, access to foreign press) and needs to be developed at secondary level. It 

could be said that most of our potential contacts with a foreign language will be with the 

written form and it can be the easiest form for some in which to keep up a foreign 

language skill after the end of a period of study (Joy, 2003).

Thirdly, it became clear that pragmatically, reading of written text was appropriate for 

my circumstances at the time as a teacher-researcher, and for the aims I had for carrying 

out the research. A full rationale of this choice is given in Chapter Four.

1.3. The English approach to communicative language teaching

In the following sections theoretical issues related to language teaching are discussed, 

with indications of how these may be related to the English MFL classroom. Tracing 

such influence is a complex matter and a full survey is beyond the scope of this study. 

The discussion is limited to those issues that appear to have relevance to attention and 

engagement, which include the position of grammar and explicit reference to such in the 

methodology, and it is intended to be indicative of the sort of approach that prevailed at 

the time the current empirical study was carried out. I shall also introduce the concepts 

of ‘controlled knowledge’ (Macaro, 2001:27) and automatic learning. The tension 

between these two concepts is of relevance in the argument that attention and 

engagement are important in language learning.

1.3.1. The view on the place of the linguistic system as an object of study

I suggest that there is a connection between the approach of the textbook used in any 

classroom and the methodology used in that classroom. My observations and research 

indicated that the communicative movement had exerted a different influence on MFL 

teaching in England from that exerted in France and Germany, as exemplified in the

5 Urquhart and Weir use Mikulecky’s definition of ‘careful reading’ as the sort of activity that involves 
‘independent reading for answering questions at the end o f the chapter... carefully studying material to 
remember, synthesise, or evaluate it’ (Mikulecky, 1990:25).
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contrasting approaches of specific textbooks as described above. In contrast to a 

European mixed approach of communication and structure, it appeared that in English 

MFL teaching material, one particular aspect of Communicative Language Teaching 

(CLT) was being emphasised at the expense of others. That is to say, as expressed by 

early writers on CLT, the criterion for teaching a piece of language was its 

communicative value rather than its grammatical value (e.g. Wilkins, 1973).

Yet, in the early CLT literature, it is hard to find any authority suggesting that there is 

no place for understanding linguistic structure. (Mitchell, 1998, supports this 

interpretation.) Wilkins himself, in his development of the notional syllabus warned 

that language teaching has need of generalisations. The thing we can generalise about 

most obviously at the moment, he argued, is grammar. A situational approach 

(transactional language in defined settings, e.g. the post office, the station) is too 

narrowly grounded in a specific context. Any attempt to use a situational approach or 

a functional/notional approach,6 must also offer some sort of generalisation. Linguistic 

structure offers a system that can be generalised. Hymes, (working in the U.S.) in his 

paper ‘On communicative competence’ (1971), argued for even more of a reaction 

against the view of language as a set of structures and towards a view of language as 

communication, a view in which meaning and the uses to which language is put play a 

central part. He argued for a revolution in linguistic theory to support the reality of 

working with the language development of children and claimed that Chomsky’s 

transformational generative grammar had not gone far enough, as it still focussed on 

linguistic structure. Even Hymes, however, from his apparently radical communicative 

position, did not deny grammatical knowledge a place in language learning. Rather, it 

was for him one of the four areas of language competence. We need to know if a 

sentence is possible in terms of the language system. That knowledge is part and 

parcel of communicative competence. Halliday, developing concepts from Firth (both 

British linguists) worked on the same socio-linguistic theme as Hymes. They both 

argued the necessity of teaching language as a communicative tool. As with Hymes, 

for Halliday too there is no rejection of grammar. The social and communicative role 

of language was only one part of a model that linked, through semantics, to the

6 A notional-functional approach is one where elements o f language as a communicative system provide
the basis o f a syllabus, e.g. notions of time and quantity, and functions o f greeting and requesting (Stem,
1983).
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linguistic system (Halliday, 1973). This aspect of CLT theory seemed to be ignored in 

the English MFL textbooks that I had analysed or used in the classroom.

1.3.2. Nativism and the value placed on controlled knowledge

Another element of the communicative approach that could be taken into consideration 

as a possible influence on language teaching in the English secondary system, is a 

fundamental assumption that language is acquired, as opposed to learned. In the field of 

second language acquisition (SLA), Stephen Krashen, highly influential with teachers 

of SLA in the US at least (McLaughlin, 1987), defined acquisition as ‘a subconscious 

process identical in all important ways to the process children utilize in acquiring their 

first language’ (1985:1) whilst learning was a process at a conscious level leading to 

‘knowing about language’ (1985:1). In linguistics this can be seen to be rooted in 

Chomsky’s suggestion of a Language Acquisition Device (Chomsky, 1965). His view 

was supported by others, e.g. Lenneberg, Katz and McNeill (Stem, 1983:302 & 315). 

Chomsky first posited this device in the nineteen-sixties, for example in Aspects o f the 

Theory o f  Syntax, (1965:30-37) and he describes it in 2002 as: ‘part of the human 

biological endowment is a specialized “language organ”, the faculty of language (FL). 

Its initial state is an expression of the genes, comparable to the initial state of the human 

visual system, and it appears to be a common human possession ... We can think of the 

initial state of FL as a device that maps experience into state L attained: a “language 

acquisition device” (LAD)’ (Chomsky, 2002:85). Influential researchers into second 

language acquisition in the following two decades (e.g. Krashen) developed this 

approach into one where the conscious learning of language and its rules are separated 

from the ‘subconscious linguistic system’. That is: ‘conscious linguistic knowledge is 

independent of the linguistic system that is built up subconsciously by the organiser’ 

(Dulay et al, 1982:59-60). This idea of the separation of conscious knowledge of a 

language and the subconscious organisation of the elements of that language in the brain 

appears to have been a powerful one in first and second language learning. My view is 

that the suggested independence of the two was taken too far in the late nineteen 

hundreds in language teaching.

Wilkins sounded a note of caution when he wrote in 1974: ‘We are quite simply 

woefully ignorant of the linguistic facts and will remain so for some time to come, so 

that we would risk causing a reaction against the communicative movement in language
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teaching by making greater claims for it that we can justify’ (Wilkins, 1974:92). 

Subsequently, Macaro commented on the rejection of the use of ‘controlled knowledge’ 

(Macaro, 2001: 27) in the MFL classroom: ‘Perhaps this is because CLT, with its 

emphasis on functional language use, on the importance of target language input and the 

much greater emphasis on oral activities, has given the impression that competence in 

learning will occur ‘automatically’ provided that the teacher adopts a sufficiently 

‘communicative’ approach’ (Macaro, 2001:27). (Macaro’s position was that this 

assumption was flawed.) This suggestion resonates with my own experience as a 

teacher in the English MFL classroom in the nineteen-nineties. It was as if the idea of 

Chomsky’s Language Acquisition Device taken together with Krashen’s separation of 

acquisition and learning (Krashen, 1981), plus a realisation that the aim of learning a 

language was to be able to communicate in it (‘to use French effectively for purposes of 

communication’ (DES, 1985:1)) had resulted in an approach that assumed that in the 

classroom enough exposure to the foreign language would, as Macaro says, cause 

learning to happen ‘automatically’. As I have already indicated, my view is that an 

assumption had been made in English MFL, that learning the rules of a language does 

not help, except in a very limited way, in learning to use a language and that the strong 

version of Communicative Language Teaching was right. This version holds that 

explicit teaching of grammar is of little use and: ‘the teacher’s role is, rather, to provide 

activities and language samples to help stimulate the acquisition processes, not to teach 

grammar or to correct all the mistakes learners make ... language is learnt through 

meaningful language use in the classroom’ (Klapper, 2003).

1.3.3. The influence of language acquisition theory on the English MFL classroom

My position in this study is that at the start of the 21st century, the legacy of a view of 

language acquisition theory still affected the secondary classroom. One of the ways in 

which it lingered was in the assumption made in English MFL textbooks of the 90s, in 

use in the early years of the 21st century, that supplying a large amount of vocabulary, 

predominately nouns, in a topic-dominated order, will result in the pupil acquiring an 

implicit knowledge and competence in the target language (Door, 1999, 2000). The 

underlying presumption in this view is that language is acquired by a subconscious 

process, and that learning can be done in a ‘twilight’ state, between waking and sleep 

(Dulay et al, 1982:52) and that ‘a formal language learning environment is not the best 

environment for learning language fluently’ ((Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982:19). This

13



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 L2 reading

approach was summed up for me by an MFL Head of Department as ‘throwing a lot of 

mud at a wall in the hope that some of it might stick’ (Dacombe, 1995).

n

Does this presumption hold good in a school FL context, where exposure to the target 

language is necessarily limited? Much of the work done on second language acquisition
tViin the last three decades of the 20 century was done in the context of learning a 

language in the host country e.g. Dulay & Burt, 1974; White, 1977, where there is less 

need of a ‘formal’ approach (Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982:19), as learners will be 

surrounded by the target language when they leave the classroom and the teacher is not 

having to practise the sort of teaching that Hawkins likens to ‘gardening’ where the 

tender shoots of the pupils’ new foreign language are tom out by a ‘gale of English’ 

(Hawkins, 1996:16).

The debate on whether, and to what extent language is innate continues (e.g. Sampson, 

2005). I would not in any way wish to argue with views that suggest that we have an 

innate faculty to acquire language and that exposure and meaningful communication are 

not vital to learning to use a second language. However, I do support the concept of 

active engagement with the thing to be learned as balanced against what could be called 

passive exposure. As current researchers in the MFL classroom context suggest, to 

ignore the role of cognition and the embedding of consciously acquired knowledge into 

some sort of developing language system, is to ignore the power of declarative 

knowledge (e.g. being able to articulate a grammatical rule) as a tool for learners 

(Mitchell, 2003:22; Alford, 2003:29).

1.4. The current situation in England and the need to understand engagement and 

attention

In the following sections I describe the apparent change of emphasis in the MFL 

curriculum at the time of writing and engagement in relation to this change. I go on to 

give a brief, initial introduction to how attention is viewed in second language 

acquisition literature.

7 From this point on, I use FL as an abbreviation for Foreign Language, not for faculty of language, as 
referred to by Chomsky.
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1.4.1. A move to encourage thinking skills

The government position of secondary MFL in England now appears to be closer to 

promoting an increased focus on the role of cognition and conscious knowledge of and 

about language than it was in the last quarter of the twentieth century. The approach 

would seem to be one where metalinguistic skills are encouraged as: ‘(T)he tendency to 

focus on pre-leamed chunks of language and lists of nouns has led to difficulties among 

learners in putting it all together and generating new language on the basis of what they 

know’ (DfES, 2003a: 16). The government is thus encouraging a move away from 

presentation of a noun-based curriculum heavily reliant upon memory and 

‘subconscious acquisition skills’ (Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982:15) alone. The explicit 

understanding of rules of language is now encouraged as part of the government’s Key 

Stage 3 Strategy for both English and MFL. MFL activities are now meant to encourage 

‘more complex cognitive processing’ and to promote ‘much broader thinking skills ... 

including analysis, evaluation and judgement. Greater engagement with the text leads to 

a deeper and more lasting learning’ (Dugard & Hewer, 2003:33). There appears to be a 

move towards a view which holds second language acquisition to be supported by 

conscious knowledge and reasoning, allowing conscious manipulation of the structural 

regularities of language: ‘The MFL Framework represents a shift towards work that 

prompts pupils to look for connections and to think about the functions of words, the 

construction of sentences and the mastery of text conventions’ (DfES, 2003a: 16). The 

Framework appears to be promoting a view where conscious knowledge and reasoning 

skills are valued, where teachers are encouraged to be explicit in the language 

classroom about all aspects of language learning. As will be seen in Chapter Two, there 

is a growing body of evidence that explicit instruction of the rules of a language plays a 

positive role in that acquisition (e.g. Ortega, 2000; Ellis, N., 2002; Mitchell, 2003).

This is echoed in the Framework literature: ‘Knowledge of any language improves with 

explicit study’ (DfES, 2003b: 169). It must be acknowledged, however, that such an idea 

has been, and continues to be, a contested issue (e.g. Zobl, 1995).

The shift towards conscious knowledge and reasoning skills may be indicative of a 

change of perspective on the purpose of language learning, from one of learning the
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specific language of one speech community, to that of learning how to leam languages 

as a skill in itself.

1.4.2. Providing pupils with the tools to learn

There are many factors that might affect how any particular pupil responds during an 

MFL lesson (Cajkler & Addelman, 1997). The parameters of this study are necessarily 

too limiting to include all of them. Motivation to leam a language is, of course key, and 

is a highly complex area (Burdon & Williams, 1997), and there is evidence that there 

are links between confidence and success (Ellis, 1994). A lack of progress in a subject 

area is an obvious contributory factor to lack of confidence, lack of enjoyment and 

therefore a factor for demotivation (e.g. Barton, 2003). An investigation of the 

relationship of motivation to success would have been a different study.

This study has been influenced by a suspicion that whatever form the material takes, 

pupils need to be in a position to work with it, but that what is called special 

competence is necessary for working with that material. For instance, effective use of a 

bilingual dictionary calls for ‘special competence’ (Altenberg, 1998:188) and learners 

must be trained to use them (Wingate, 2004). So could it be the case that ‘special 

competence’ must be taught and learned to use all forms of teaching material 

effectively? This study is too small however, to tackle this possibility directly.

The specific objective therefore is narrowed down to exploring how pupils deal with 

one particular area of language teaching material, and of their perceptions of the process 

of dealing with it. As part of this, I wanted to examine what cognitive tools pupils had 

been equipped with and how they were bringing these to bear in working with material 

presented to them, because of the following. There is a possibility that if pupils have a 

greater understanding of how language works, they will be able to have more choice in 

their production of it, i.e. they will be able to manipulate it and thus construct language 

which has personal meaning, as opposed to being limited to ‘prefabricated phrases of 

“chunks” of language’ (Mitchell & Martin, 1997). This is one of the aspects 

investigated in the current study.

Another aspect of this investigation is whether or not the way materials are presented 

(for example, a written text or listening passage with many unknown words) makes the
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target language to be learned more difficult to attend to, thus hindering pupils in their 

progress.

1.4.3. Promoting and defining engagement

My position is that ‘engagement’, in a sense that will be amplified below, will be 

necessary in MFL learning within the secondary curriculum if the above is to be 

successfully achieved. The aim of the teacher must be to promote learners’ engagement 

with the learning materials, whatever they may be. That engagement promotes learning 

is an assumption that in my experience is frequently made by educators and educational 

inspectors and one that I have made myself from my experience as a teacher and 

teacher-educator. However, until recently, it was difficult to find written references for 

the word ‘engagement’ used in the particular sense that it promotes learning, in English 

educational literature, government directives and policy. The word is now used 

increasingly, e.g. Macaro, 2001; Dugard & Hewer, 2003; DfES, 2004. Even though the 

word is being used more frequently, it is being used without definition. Here, I propose 

to define engagement and also attention so that the difference and the relationship that I 

perceive between them is clear.

The following definition of engagement is drawn from my reading, teaching, 

observation of pupils and extensive conversations with colleagues. I use the term 

‘engagement’ to indicate a particular aspect of attention, namely that a learner who is 

‘engaged’ is actively processing the relevant input (i.e. that material which is provided 

directly or indirectly by a teacher for the purpose of language learning). Engagement 

therefore signifies both focussing on, and allowing the brain to work on, the intended 

material. Thus the word in this context indicates the metaphorical ‘interlocking’ of 

learner and material. I define ‘attention’ in accordance with the preferred approach in 

the psychological and neurophysiological literature, that is, to define it by its 

characteristics of being limited in capacity and selective of focus. For the purposes of 

my empirical study, attention is described as the act of focussing on one sensory or 

mental event, as defined by Solso (1979). (The concept of attention and its definitions 

are discussed at much greater length in Chapter Two.) Therefore, the use of the term 

‘engagement’ in this study refers not only to the act of focussing on, but also the active 

manipulation of the material which is the subject of attention. It needs to be emphasised 

that if there is no attention, there can be no engagement.
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Engagement and attention fall within the all-encompassing concept of consciousness: 

‘questions concerning the role of consciousness in learning, however difficult to answer, 

are important to all’ (Schmidt, 1995:2). The word ‘consciousness’ however, presents 

many difficulties in terms of definition (McLaughlin, 1987) and will be explored, 

together with its attendant semantic and conceptual problems in Chapter Two.

1.4.4. Attention in second language acquisition

I now wish to refer briefly to the topic discussed more fully in the next chapters, that of 

attention and learning. There is evidence that in order for effective learning to take 

place, attending to input is of primary importance. As Adams says of beginning LI 

readers: ‘Where they skip over an unknown word without attending to it, and often 

readers do, no learning can occur’ (Adams, 1990:150). The position taken in my 

research is that ‘attention to input is a necessary condition for any learning at all’ 

(Schmidt, 1993:35), and that ‘some form of attention (and awareness) to linguistic data 

is crucial for L2 learning to take place’ (Leow, 2001:113). This attention may be 

intentionally or unintentionally focused upon a particular stimulus, but it is in some 

form active, rather than passive, on the basis that ‘(L)anguage learners who take a 

totally passive approach to learning, waiting patiently and depending on involuntary 

attentional processes (my italics) to trigger automatic noticing, are likely to be slow and 

unsuccessful learners’ (Schmidt, 2001:24). The evidence for the position taken comes 

from the fields of experimental and cognitive psychology as well as SLA. In these more 

general fields, attention is regarded as a pre-disposing, if  not an indispensable factor in 

the learning process (e.g. Tomlin & Villa, 1994, Anderson, 2000; Simard and Wong, 

2001). Schmidt’s statement, echoing Adams (1990) mentioned above, made in the 

context of Second Language Acquisition provides an illustration of the position taken 

by an increasing number of SLA researchers: ‘if readers do not pay attention to new 

words when they encounter them, they will not leam them’ (Schmidt, 1995:1).

Although the concept of attention and attending in language learning has been the focus 

for research, as discussed in Chapter 2, much of it has been in the context of adult 

learners in North America, many of whom were learning English as a second language 

(e.g. Robinson, 2001; Schmidt, 1995). There has been research in the UK into factors 

affecting secondary language learners in the maintained sector (e.g. Mitchell and
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Dickson, 1997; Myles, 2002), but this has not, at the point of writing, looked at the area 

of attention and attending. There is then a need to begin to investigate the role played by 

attention in the English secondary MFL classroom.

1.5. Summary of the argument for the research

In summary, I wanted to investigate one area of language teaching and learning to see if  

anything could be found out that might throw light on an apparent gap between 

curriculum and teacher intention, and recall and retention of foreign language by 

secondary age MFL pupils. The means chosen to do this was exploring the extent to 

which pupils attend to, and engage with written text. This exploration was done from 

two perspectives: pupils’ actual comprehension of a piece of FL writing and their 

perception of the process of that comprehension. The theoretical groundwork, I believe, 

warranted the assumption that attention is necessary for learning, and the investigation 

would throw light on whether, at that point in time, pupils had been equipped with the 

skills to attend to and engage with the activity of reading. Indications from the literature 

were that little specific work has been carried out on secondary MFL learning from this 

particular point of view in England, although quite extensive research has been done on 

the role of attention and on explicit teaching and understanding of grammatical concepts 

in SLA in the US, mostly at tertiary level.

1. 6. Outline of the thesis

In Chapters Two and Three of this study, the evidence for claims that attention is key in 

SLA is examined, as are those factors in the secondary classroom that might contribute 

to, and prevent pupils from, attending to the subject matter in hand, and how these 

factors relate to the processing of input. The investigation involves looking at what 

constitutes attention and where this appears to have a relationship with successful 

language learning. It consists of a survey of current and recent literature on the subjects 

of attention in psychology, with special reference to SLA. The survey encompasses the 

topics of consciousness, noticing, awareness and understanding. It also covers some 

research on how language features are acquired, stored and recalled and the role of 

implicit and explicit teaching and learning in the above. Because the study is set in a 

context of reading, some of the theory and research on both reading in LI, L2 and on 

the issue of literacy has also been included.
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The practical aspect of this study, reported in the fourth, fifth and sixth chapters, 

concerns the ways that pupils actually appear to deal with the same short piece of 

French text, in the form of four test-interventions (called ‘Surveys’ for the pupils), with 

and without different forms of support. The methodology and the rationale behind this 

are explained in Chapter Four, and the findings of the practical study are reported in 

Chapters Five and Six. In Chapters Seven and Eight the findings and possible 

implications are reviewed in the light of the theory and information from the literature.
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Chapter 2

2.0. Introduction

The current study was planned to examine attention and engagement in action in the 

MFL classroom. The means chosen for this examination were observation and analysis 

of what happened when a cohort of Year 9 readers were presented with a specifically 

designed foreign language text containing different sorts and levels of support. The 

practical side of the study was constructed to see if anything could be learnt about the 

way pupils attend to, and engage with, written foreign language text and to see if any 

pointers could be gained regarding possible enhancement of the voluntary control of 

learners’ attention. To set this exploration in context, it was necessary to examine the 

existing ideological and theoretical frameworks for attention in the area of learning and 

instruction, as well as considering the associated research and its methodologies.

As the examination is quite lengthy, I have divided it into two chapters. Chapter Two 

introduces the main concepts involved and deals with the more general aspects of 

attention and consciousness. Chapter Three covers ground that is more specific to the 

empirical study, i.e. how consciousness and attention may relate to choice in learning, the 

issue of visual literacy, aspects of reading, and research and methodology relating to 

attention and reading in the MFL classroom.

This current chapter is structured in the following way. After laying out the rationale for 

the particular field of exploration, the general literature on attention and consciousness is 

discussed. This leads on to a consideration of the relationship between control of 

attention, and the important issue of how we select what we give attention to, and the 

possible significance of what this is. Not all scholars agree that consciousness is 

necessary in language learning, and different perspectives identified in this debate. This is 

followed by a detailed section on what a key American SLA researcher, Richard Schmidt 

(1995), calls ‘noticing’. There then follows a report on the role of explicit and implicit 

instruction and learning in SLA literature, in the context of attention and noticing and 

how this may relate to recent UK government initiatives.
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2.1. Rationale for choice of field of literature exploration

The nature of my study required an examination of the literature in the fields of 

psychology, psycholinguistics, language acquisition, reading and literacy for concepts 

related to attention and engagement. The focus was on how research and scholarly work 

using these concepts might relate to MFL in the English maintained secondary 

classroom. In order to contextualise this focus, it was necessary to examine sources 

from psychology, in particular from cognitive psychology, where they involve 

information on the thought processes of learning. As my research is about language 

learning, I have looked at thinking and work done in psycholinguistics and in second 

language acquisition. In order to understand the relationship of attention to the act of 

working with a FL text, I have also explored theories of reading and some of the 

thinking behind literacy.

If the view were taken that learning a language is essentially a different process from 

any other form of learning (e.g. Chomsky, 1966; Lenneberg, 1967; Pinker, 1994), then 

it might only be necessary to explore what has been written about attention and the 

learning process in the language acquisition field. As Skehan explains: ‘There has been 

a widespread assumption that language is special and that if a language acquisition 

module exists in humans, our view of second language acquisition too will be 

constrained by this basic endowment’ (Skehan, 1998:2). However, if a view of second 

language learning as having commonality with learning in general is taken, then that 

learning ‘is constrained by similar structures and processes to other learning’ (Skehan, 

1998:3), and it is then necessary to consider the attentional aspect of learning in more 

general terms. In this study I take the latter view of the process of language learning.

The focus on the notion of engagement, and on the role of active cognition in the 

process of language learning and teaching, made cognitive psychology an obvious field 

of reading. Asking questions about the nature o f the process of attending involves 

looking at the concepts of consciousness and of awareness, and I have explored some 

existing general literature as well as L2 literature on this topic. It also involves the 

nature of processing of information, and its storage and retrieval, in other words, 

memory. Again, I have drawn on both general and L2 research in this connection.
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Although attentional processes are also being investigated in the field of neuroscience 

(e.g. Laberge, 1995) I have chosen, largely, to situate my search on them in the 

literature of cognitive psychology (both in general learning and in SLA) as being of 

more possible direct relevance to the classroom. However, I report briefly on some 

research in neurophysiology as certain issues, particularly the important related ones of 

noticing and consciousness, very obviously span the two fields.

Attention as a phenomenon in learning was an object of investigation in the early years
tVi t hof the development of psychology at the end of the 19 and start of the 20 centuries. 

E.g. work done by Wundt in the 1880s (Wundt, 1973), James in the 1890s (James, 1950) 

and by Pillsbury in the first decade of the 20th century (Pillsbury, 1908). By the end of 

the 20th and into the 21st centuries, attention was well established as a concept in the 

branch of psychology that concerns itself with ‘elucidating the processes, structures, and 

representations involved in human cognition’ (Eysenk, 1990: xv), that is, cognitive 

psychology (e.g. Pashler, 1999; Anderson, 2000). The concept of attention was 

however, missing from mainstream psychology from just before the First World until 

after the Second. This was largely due to the domination of psychological thinking and 

research by Behaviourism, which has been called ‘the most powerful and the most 

characteristic psychological school ... of the twentieth century’ (Heamshaw, 1987; 

216). The premise of Behaviourism was that as it was not possible to observe directly 

the processes taking place in the brain, it was not a legitimate scientific approach to 

posit ‘hypothetical mental constructs’ (Eysenk, 1990:62) in order to explain them. 

Psychology as a scientific discipline should restrict itself to observable relationships, 

that is to ‘observable stimuli and observable responses’ (Eysenk, 1999:62). Because of 

the influence that Behaviourism has had upon both linguistics and upon language 

teaching (see below), some discussion of its role and influence is included in this 

chapter.

In looking at the background of attention, information processing and memory in SLA it 

has also been necessary to explore writings on psycholinguistics, i.e. the study of the 

psychological processes underlying the phenomenon of language and language learning 

(Garman, 1990). This has been particularly needful for the debate on the innate or 

acquired nature of language. This debate regarding, for example, the existence of a 

specialised language module in the brain, seems to be of direct relevance to a study that
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investigates the concept of applying the notion of conscious active cognition, or 

thinking skills, to language learning.

As mentioned above, the focus of this study is an examination of attention and 

engagement, as exemplified by the responses of one Year 9 cohort to a written FL text. 

Due to the parameters of the study, I have limited the search to the reading processes as 

they relate to attending. This search has also included some work on reading strategies 

in L2 (but not LI) because I perceived some of the research done in that field as being 

of relevance to engagement. It also includes reference to work on L2 vocabulary 

processing and acquisition, in connection with the use of glosses in the empirical study. 

I have not discussed the mechanics of reading in terms of neuroanatomy and 

neurophysiology for the reason given above regarding the relevance of such to the 

classroom context. I have included information on the perceptual processes in reading 

only in so far as it throws light on attention, memory, and the issue of the way readers 

deal with the visual image and the word together. Issues of specific reading problems, 

such as agrammatic reading, dyslexia and alexia are not included, and neither has 

research on reading ability, or possible relationships between LI and L2 reading, due to 

the need to limit the focus of the thesis.

The construct of consciousness and that of information processing and memory are, like 

attention, issues involving the processes of cognition, as is a further key issue for the 

study, that of schemata. The theory of schemata is explored in this study because of this 

fundamental relationship to information processing and memory. ‘Schemata are 

employed in the process of interpreting sensory data (both linguistic and non-linguistic), 

in retrieving information from memory’ and are ‘the fundamental elements upon which 

all information processing depends’ (Rumelhart, 1980:33-4). Schemata appear 

particularly relevant to the study of a Year 9 group of readers as they are observed 

processing a written text. Rumelhart’s view of that process in reading where the reader 

interprets meaning from what s/he sees on the page, is that: ‘schemata not only 

contribute towards the development of an accurate percept, but, by the same token, they 

can sometimes cause a distortion’ (Rumelhart, 1980:47). This distorted interpretation of 

text content was important for the current study.
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A written text has been used as an instrument in the investigative process. It was chosen 

as it contained language that pupils had already been taught by the communicative 

method. The study of types of written text is, however, out of the scope of the present 

study. However, issues of literacy are discussed in this chapter, with reference both to 

visual literacy and to the changing view of literacy in the MFL curriculum in England. 

The need to investigate visual literacy sprang from the use of images in the text used in 

the study, while the movement in thinking discussed in Chapter One, on the role of 

literacy in FL learning, is of relevance to the theme of active engagement and explicit 

instruction on the structure of language.

Some of the literature I have drawn on is of a general nature, for example that from the 

fields of cognitive psychology and from that of LI reading, and from debates on first 

language learning. I have, of course, drawn on research concerning L2 processes, much 

of which has come from work on English as a second language. Such work is not 

necessarily classroom-based, but has been done in the context of adult learners, or of 

students learning a language while in the target language country. Drawing on such 

research, which is far more copious than that on my specific area, has enabled me to 

identify key issues in the general and L2 field of ‘attending’, and thus hopefully, to 

contextualise the research topic. But the focus is on secondary pupils in England 

learning French in the classroom, so I have also investigated the far more limited 

relevant literature on that area.

2.2. Attention and Consciousness

The following section gives an overview of the development of the concept of attention 

and the related subject of consciousness in SLA and neurophysiological literature.

2.2.1. The centrality of definition

It is clear from the literature that one of the fundamental issues is that of a close 

definition of terms. Although it would be tempting to try to give a comprehensive 

review of the terminology associated with the concept of attention, it is beyond the 

scope of this study. An attempt has been made to restrict the following to definitions 

and discussions that have at least some relevance to the issue of young learners’ 

engagement with foreign language texts. Likewise, given the close-grained (i.e. very 

specific) nature of some of the definitions, the evidencing of such can be problematic.
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None of the authors surveyed here claim to have found a totally satisfactory methods for 

supplying such evidence.

It is rare to find a book on the subject of attention that does not include William James’ 

words from his Principles o f  Psychology, (1950) first published in 1890, (for example 

see Cohen, 1993; Eysenk & Keane, 1995; LaBerge, 1995; Pashler, 1999; Anderson, 

2000; Robinson, P. 2001; Gross, 2001): ‘Everyone knows what attention is. It is the 

taking possession by the mind, in a clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem 

several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalization, concentration 

of consciousness, are of its essence. It implies withdrawal from some things in order to 

deal effectively with others’ (James, 1950: 403-4).

James has been seen to anticipate the concept of selective attention in the sense of a 

limited focus as illustrated by Solso’s definition of attention, used in Chapter One as an 

initial description: ‘the concentration of mental effort on sensory or mental events’ 

(Solso, 1979:118). Anderson (2000) points out a major contention: that attention implies 

a relationship with consciousness and this issue of relationship has found its way into 

the second language learning literature, which is reviewed below.

Before doing this review, an attempt is made here to give a necessarily brief and partial 

description of the contentious area of ‘consciousness’ in psychological and 

neurophysiological terms, in order to set SLA theories and observations in a general 

context. I would also like to set out here a definition of consciousness for this particular 

study, within specific parameters as a point of orientation for reference to the research 

which follows, i.e. that of active engagement with FL material. The description and 

definition lead into the SLA review, which is an exploration of the way in which 

attention may play a crucial role in language learning, in the form of conscious 

awareness and conscious noticing of linguistic items. Allied to these two activities is the 

question of how they are controlled, that is how the learner chooses to select a focus 

when dealing with FL material. This question is touched on in the following section, 

before being explored more fully in 2.4. (Selectivity).
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2.2.2. The interrelatedness of consciousness and attention

The following authors, in their varying ways, all point to the complexities o f 

explanations and the wide-ranging field of interconnections between attention and 

consciousness. Baars (1999:225) provides what he calls a ‘common-sense distinction’ 

between attention and consciousness: ‘Attention involves searching for, selecting, and 

maintaining the selection of a target, whereas consciousness involves accessing the 

identity of the target itself. Both the selective nature of attention and aspects related to 

Baars’ definition of consciousness (schemata and memory) are discussed in more detail 

below (sections 2.2.4 & 3.2.1. respectively).

The three major psychologists of the late 19th and early 20th century, Wundt (1932- 

1920), James (1842-1910) and Titchener (1867-1927) did not make a simple equation of 

attention equalling consciousness and vice versa. They all referred to attention as being 

that part o f the field  of consciousness which is in focus. Consciousness, for Wundt, was 

the Targe “apprehended” field of sensory and mentally derived content’ (Cohen, 

1993:11). The field (consciousness) therefore seems to imply something greater than 

attention, which is the attended part of the field alone and can be shifted, as a spotlight 

can be moved, to illumine other parts.

Turning now to neuroscience, Guyton & Hall (2000: 672) define consciousness as ‘our 

continuing stream of awareness of either our surroundings or our sequential thoughts’. 

Thought is described as neural activity, consisting of a pattern of stimulation of many 

parts of the nervous system at the same time, i.e. ‘simultaneous signals in many portions 

of the cerebral cortex, thalamus, limbic system, and reticular formation of the brain 

stem’. However, the authors are at pains to point out that the neural mechanisms of a 

particular thought are not known. They indicate that awareness of discrete 

characteristics of thought, as opposed to its general nature, ‘happens’ in the cerebral 

hemispheres, rather than in the thalamus, limbic system and reticular formation. The 

implication of this is that we can be aware of what we are thinking, but not of the 

process of thought itself. This has relevance for metalinguistic noticing, see below.

2.2.3. A personal definition

The definitions above are useful in so far as they emphasise focus and selectivity as 

marking out that aspect of consciousness that we call attention. Consciousness itself is
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defined as a more general awareness. I found it useful to have a personal definition of 

consciousness to discriminate between the idea of being conscious, as a state in itself, 

and of being conscious of something. In this definition, to be conscious means to be 

awake, as opposed to sleeping -  a state of wakefulness at whatever level. However, to 

be conscious of something, I would like to suggest, is more usefully thought of as 

having a different meaning. It is closer to Guyton & Hall’s (2000) definition given 

earlier, and implies the individual is aware of some particular situation or thought. In 

the field of MFL learning and teaching, the expression could be usefully interpreted as 

signifying that conscious attention (i.e. deliberate, or intentional attention) is given to a 

linguistic item for learning. It could then be said that the learner is using metalinguistic 

noticing skills in the process of language learning (Leow, 1997: Schmidt, 2001). The 

learner then goes on to actively think about the item. This active thinking is encouraged 

through use of activities which relate to previous knowledge, with the aim of 

embedding the new item within that knowledge. The aim is that the new item should be 

available for recall whenever the learner has need of it, i.e. it is available consciously, so 

that the learner has control over that piece of knowledge.

My argument for conscious attention and active thinking about the linguistic material is 

supported by Schmidt’s statement that: ‘The existing data are compatible with a very 

strong hypothesis: you can’t leam a foreign language (or anything else for that matter) 

through subliminal perception’ (1990:142). Other work in SLA, (see 2.1.5, e.g. Gass, 

1988; Ellis, 1994)) supports the view that in order to take in new information, learners 

must ‘notice’ that information, and that that noticing is a conscious process.

2.2.4. Attention, consciousness and control

The question of choice of what should be attended to is important in the current study. 

Can learners choose, and if so, how can they do so? James’ dictum ‘My experience is 

what I agree to attend to’ (1950:402) is of use when considering attention, 

consciousness and choice. In Baars’ (1988) Global Workspace theory, consciousness is 

seen as a central information exchange, access to which is through attentional control 

mechanisms. There is automatic control, which is necessary for quick changes in focus. 

This sort of control mechanism is not conscious, described by Baars as being analogous 

with the complex, non-reportable systems for controlling eye movement and as such, 

does not concern us here. However, he indicates that the individual has a mechanism for
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voluntary, selective control. Baars gives an example of the contrast between the 

automatic and voluntary control. Automatic control of attention is illustrated by the 

instance of over-hearing one’s name mentioned in an otherwise non-attended 

conversation, whereas voluntary control would be operating when one set out 

deliberately to listen for one’s name in that conversation. At least on the voluntary level, 

this second control of access is ‘inherently metacognitive. That is, it requires knowledge 

about our own mental functioning, and about the material that is to be selected or 

rejected’ (Baars, 1988:302). Access to consciousness can also be described as being 

through ‘direction of attention’ (Schmidt, 2001:15) and ‘apperception’ (Wundt, 1973). 

(The issue of apperception is, however, complex and is treated in detail by different 

writers in Rieber & Robinson, 2001.) Selection of one part of consciousness, or of 

specific information rather than any other information, is of importance when looking at 

how Year 9 readers approach text, as is the concept of agreeing to attend, and 

deliberately looking for specific information. These points are treated in more detail in

2.4.

2.3. Consciousness as a concept in SLA : Is language learning conscious?

In reading about the role of consciousness and attention specifically in SLA, it emerges 

that arguments regarding the role of attention need to be placed against the historical 

background of two strong influences on both linguistics and on language teaching. 

These influences are Behaviourism, and Nativism (the belief that language is innate). 

Both have very different ways of explaining language acquisition. However, both 

theoretical perspectives have a commonality in the current context of attention, i.e. little 

use for a construct of consciousness, except as something that hinders language 

acquisition.

2.3.1. Behaviourism

It is possible to trace Behaviourism as an influence in both linguistics and in language 

pedagogy. The ideas manifested themselves in the linguistic literature in the domain of 

structural linguistics, with its emphasis on analysing language in terms of syntax 

(Wilkins, 1977). Much language pedagogy followed this emphasis, keeping grammar as 

central (Stem, 1983), but this grammatical concern was the domain of the teacher and 

the syllabus. The learner should not have to think about grammar; the teacher ‘must 

teach the language in such a way that it becomes a reflex action. This can only happen if

29



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading

the speaker is unaware of grammar, but thinks of language in the form of breath groups 

of words, forming “structures” rather than constructions’ (Dutton, 1965). There appears 

to be no room for active analysis by the learner in this view. Analysis was the domain o f 

the syllabus writer in the system known as Contrastive Analysis (CA), which emerged 

in the psycholinguistic field at that time and affected language pedagogy, particularly in 

Europe and the US (van Els, Bongaerts, Guus, van Os, C. & Janssen-van Dieten, 1984; 

McLaughlin, 1987). In CA, a comparison was made between the grammar structure of 

the first and the second language (Fries, 1945; Howatt, 1988). Those SLA structures 

that were different from the learner’s mother tongue were considered to be likely to 

cause the learner most difficulty. The strategy employed by teachers to aid pupils in 

learning such structures was a form of intensive, extended practice through drilling. 

Such drilling indicates that CA ideas were implemented through behaviouristic 

methods. Drilling involved much repetition of the ‘difficult’ structures and as such can 

be related to another of the basic tenets of the learning theory of Behaviourism. This 

tenet was the concept of stimulus-response, i.e. that humans and animals could be 

trained through repetition to produce a predictable response to any particular stimulus 

(Skinner, 1974). This concept was translated into language teaching in the audio-lingual 

and audio-visual methods (Grenfell & Harris, 2003). The key points of these methods 

were exposure to correct forms, direct association, and above all, much repetition and 

practice. The aim of the approach was to encourage correct habit formation through 

reinforcement, so that pupils could give the appropriate response to a linguistic, or 

socio-linguistic, stimulus (Rivers, 1971). For Rivers, ‘(F)oreign-language learning is 

basically a mechanical process of habit formation’ (Rivers, 1964:31). Such an approach 

does not hold conscious attention of the pupil as important. As Wilkins (1977) wrote: 

‘the belief is that conscious attention to the principles underlying the skill does not 

assist the learning o f the skill’ (p. 164). Active thought about the structure of language, 

or about the performance of practice drills, was equally lacking in importance: ‘The 

single paramount fact about language learning is that it concerns, not problem solving, 

but the formation and performance of habits’ (Brooks, 1960: 46-7).

Some SLA writers agree (e.g. Wilkins, 1977; Littlewood, 1987: Ellis, 1994: Mitchell & 

Myles, 1998; Grenfell & Harris, 2003) that the principles of behaviourism had a 

substantial influence on MFL teaching in England in the 1970s and 1980s, Mitchell &
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Myles suggesting that the influence continues in current MFL pedagogy in the 

secondary classroom.

2.3.2. Nativism

The 1970s saw a move away from the audio-lingual and audio-visual approach in the 

English secondary MFL classroom (Grenfell & Harris, 2003). Chomsky’s work in the 

field of linguistics, and Piaget’s ideas in the field of psychology are quoted (Stem, 

1983; Ellis, 1985; Mitchell & Myles, 1998) as two influences in a move towards a new 

approach in SLA , which percolated into the MFL classroom shortly after being used in 

EFL (Grenfell & Harris, 2003). Both Chomsky and Piaget’s theories posited an internal 

mechanism for development of the individual, which, although affected by external 

stimuli, was not driven by them. In other words, there was an innate element to learning, 

which could not be accounted for in a view of learning as habit formation. In common 

with Behaviourism though, there was no need for a construct of consciousness and 

attention. For Chomsky’s ideal listener-speaker of a language: ‘limitations of memory, 

distractions, shifts of attention are an irrelevance’ (Grenfell & Harris, 2003:16). If 

language competence is a result of underlying hypotheses made by the learner, both 

supplied and constrained by Universal Grammar (Towell & Hawkins, 1994) there is 

little room for analytic thinking by the pupil.

In SLA literature, the denial of consciousness as a useful factor in second language 

acquisition or learning (using both these terms here to refer to gaining competence in 

understanding and producing a language) is made explicit in the work of Stephen 

Krashen, who supported a Nativist view of both first and second language acquisition, 

where an internal mechanism combines with environmental factors to enable learners to 

produce new language, unique to themselves, in what Krashen et al called ‘creative 

construction’ (Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982:8.) This view was that ‘language learners 

gradually organize the language they hear, according to rules that they construct to 

generate sentences. The form of the rules is determined by mental mechanisms 

responsible for human language acquisition and use. ‘These mechanisms appear to be 

innate’ (Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982:11). As discussed above, in searching the 

literature, I have found that conscious attention appears to be unnecessary in a 

behaviouristic view of language learning. It is also unnecessary in a view of language 

acquisition where an internal mechanism is central. It is possible to generalise that this
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innate element is important in the English CLT view of language learning. Krashen’s 

work, with its emphasis on the subconscious acquisition of first and SLA, is considered 

to have had considerable influence on the development of Communicative Language 

Teaching (Mitchell & Myles, 1998; Morgan & Neil, 2001; Grenfell & Harris, 2003). 

The Year 9 who participated in my research for this thesis had learned their 2L in a 

context where CLT was the dominant influence and therefore may have been taught in a 

way that was, however indirectly, influenced by Krashen. For this reason, his theory is 

explored at this point.

In his 1997 book, Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition, Krashen 

maintains an earlier view (e.g. Krashen, 1981) that first and second language acquisition 

(in Krashen’s particular sense of the word) are essentially similar: ‘Language 

acquisition is a subconscious process’ (Krashen, 1997:10). This ‘subconsciousness’ is 

explained in this and in earlier books, by the existence of a language acquisition device 

(LAD). This device works on incoming information, or input, and represents ‘that part 

of the brain responsible for language acquisition’ (Krashen, 1997:31).

Access to the LAD is through meaningful communication ‘in which speakers are

concerned not with the form of their utterances but with the messages they are

conveying and understanding’ (Krashen, 1981:1). Krashen maintains that neither 

explicit instruction nor error correction enhance acquisition (Krashen, 1997:11), 

although they may have an effect upon learning. This failure to enhance is associated 

with the Natural Order Hypothesis, suggesting that features of a language will be 

acquired in a particular order, which will happen if the input supplied is sufficient and 

of the right level of comprehensibility. However, if the learner is not at the right 

developmental stage, then no amount of input will cause that feature to be acquired 

(Krashen, 1997).

Krashen equates conscious learning with learning formal rules: ‘Knowing the rules, 

being aware of them, and being able to talk about them’ (1997:10). But the learner is

not necessarily able to access the rules fast enough to use them in real-time

performance, and the two activities, acquisition and conscious learning are in fact 

different and separate. Krashen’s standpoint in the early 1980s, restated in 1997, was 

that processing of input is the necessary element for acquisition of both first and second
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languages, the Input Hypothesis. But what must be processed primarily is meaning, not 

the form of any particular piece of language. (The meaning/form issue is discussed 

below.) Knowledge about language structure, according to Krashen, will flow from 

sufficient comprehensible linguistic input. And input is comprehensible when the 

learner is able to process it for meaning. The implication is that there is some sort of 

automatic processing underlying the processing for meaning, of which it is both 

unnecessary and undesirable that a learner should be aware. For Krashen, conscious 

rule-use can only serve some purpose when the learner has sufficient time to apply it. 

He suggests (1997) that it is unlikely in natural conversation that there would be enough 

time for this, and regards rules only as a supplement, or chance to modify, acquired 

competence. He is positing that acquisition is really a product of exposure and not of 

conscious attention and manipulation of knowledge.

Critics of the Input Hypothesis suggest, as does Gregg (Gregg, 1984) that Krashen is 

arguing for a complex concept that he has invented. Further, as Mitchell & Myles 

(1998:38) point out, not only is the Hypothesis imprecise and difficult to verify, it is 

also a circular argument. Comprehensible input is evidenced by acquisition, and 

acquisition occurs through the provision of comprehensible input.

But is Krashen’s view appropriate to the teaching and learning of a second language to 

secondary school pupils in this country? There is a view that since his hypotheses are 

difficult to verify empirically, as discussed above, they may have been used 

‘prematurely as a basis for drawing pedagogical implications’ (Mitchell & Myles, 

1998:39). Much of Krashen’s experimental work, and the work on which he draws, (but 

not all, it must be said, see Krashen, 1981) was done with English or Spanish second 

language learners in a host language environment, and with adults. The possible 

occasions for re-enforcement of language encountered in class by encountering them 

out of class, are not at all comparable with the lack of those occasions for an English 

secondary learner of a foreign language.

Grenfell & Harris (2003) though, argue that it would be a mistake to associate Krashen, 

an academic linguist, too closely with early CLT development in England, and that it 

was writers such as Brumfit (1984), involved in MFL pedagogy, who were in fact more 

influential. Grenfell & Harris do point, however, to connections between emerging CLT
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in England and the spirit of Krashen’s theories, for the following reasons. Krashen was 

probably the most influential international linguist of the time (the early 1980s). At that 

key moment in the move from Behaviourism in the English MFL classroom to CLT, 

Krashen was expounding his most influential theories regarding the similarity between 

LI and L2 learning, learning through meaningful communication and input, where 

interaction rather than the language system is central, as is the individuality of the 

learner and his/her conditions. The developments from Krashen’s hypothesis 

internationally were extensive in the 1980s and 90s, with the emergence of the Natural 

Approach (Krashen & Terrell, 1983), the Bangalore Procedural Syllabus (Prabhu, 

1987:69-70) and the sort of textbooks used in the classroom in England from the late 

1980s (Door, 1999).

2.3.3. The necessity of attention in learning and in SLA

There is little evidence in the general literature on learning and in current SLA literature 

to support the concept of attention as an unnecessary factor in learning, although there 

are a few writers who share Krashen’s views. In the psychological literature, for 

example, both Kellog (1980) and Curran & Keele (1993) carried out work which 

appeared to evidence unattended learning. Kellog’s work was a dual task on different 

channels (visual and aural) which could have depleted attentional capacity, but not 

necessarily have prevented both sources from being attended to at all. Curran & Keele 

(1993) suggested that a sequence was leamable if subjects broke it down into very short 

chunks. Under these circumstances, less attention would be required than was 

anticipated by the researchers, who themselves said ‘when we refer to one form of 

learning as non-attentional, we do not wish to imply that no attention whatsoever is used 

on the primary task....undoubtedly, subjects must in some sense attend to a visual 

stimulus to make a response’ (Curran & Keele, 1993:190).

The non-attentional view of learning appears now to be somewhat isolated; in the realm 

of post-second world war psychological investigation generally, there is a degree of 

consensus as to the need for some level of attending in learning (Cherry, 1953; 

Broadbent, 1958; Moray 1959; Deutsch & Deutsch, 1963; Treisman, 1964; Norman, 

1968; Kahneman, 1973; Posner, 1986; Nissen & Bullemer, 1987; Baars, 1988; Cohen, 

1993; Pashler, 1999: Reynolds, 2000; Yuhong & Chun, 2001; Jimenez et al, 2002). 

Moray’s (1959) findings are of particular significance for attention to language. Moray
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played two separate streams of words to subjects’ left and right ears, asking that they 

should shadow (listen and repeat) only one of the streams. Where subjects had been 

played a word thirty-five times to which they were not meant to attend, they showed no 

more recognition of those words than of words they had not been presented with. 

Deutsch (1986) had similar results using melody rather than language. This indicated 

that only what had been attended to was available to the subjects for report.

In the field of SLA, we have already seen that Krashen and others have suggested that a 

foreign language can be acquired subconsciously as it were, and that this position has 

been criticised. Specifically discussing the concept of the possibility of learning at a 

subliminal level, i.e. below the level of consciousness, Schmidt reports (1995:24) that 

although there is evidence for subliminal perception, there is a large body of evidence 

against subliminal learning. He cites Kellog & Danes’ words from general psychology 

(1989:412) where they suggest that unattended detection which could be called 

‘encoding’ is not very important for learning as this ‘does not imply that unattended 

decoding has any particular value...the degree of elaboration resulting from unattended 

encoding appears to be too limited to have any substantive influence on human 

cognition or behaviour’. Robinson, writing from a SLA perspective (1995), supports 

this position by stating that unattended encoding of itself is not enough for retention 

because for permanent encoding to take place, there must be detection together with 

noticing, and then, crucially, rehearsal of noticed information in the short term memory 

in order that it should be retained in long-term memory. This position is supported by 

work in general psychology, for example that of Moray and of Deutsch, given above. 

Robinson suggests, in a way of thinking about awareness, that what ever gets into short 

term memory must stay there long enough for a threshold to be exceeded, so that the 

information becomes part of awareness. Noticing is thus what is: ‘both detected and 

then further activated following the allocation of attentional resources from a central 

executive’ (1995:297).

In the second language acquisition field there has been an increasing amount of work on 

and discussion of the role of attention, which would justify Wynne Wong’s summary 

(2001:346) of Schmidt’s view that ‘it is now recognized that attention is a necessary 

construct for understanding virtually every aspect of SLA’. There is consensus in the 

following SLA writings that attention to input is either necessary or at least, beneficial:
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Schmidt, 1990,1995; Long, 1991; Van Patten & Cadiemo, 1993; Van Patten, 1994; 

Alanen, 1995; Gass, 1997; Leow, 1997, 1998a, 1998b, 2000; Simard & Wong, 2001; 

White, 1998; Robinson, P., 2001; Wong, 2001. Evidence that more attention can lead to 

more learning can also be found in the work of: Schmidt & Frota, 1986. Jourdenais, 

Ota, Stauffer, Boyson & Doughty, 1995; Leow, 1997, 1998b; Robinson, 1996a, 1996b; 

Rosa & O’Neill, 1999; Schmidt, 2001.

2.4. Selectivity

In this section I return to the theme of selectivity, in order to trace connections in the 

literature to perceptual overload and of how this phenomenon of perceptual overload 

poses a question regarding the necessity of limiting the focus of attention.

2.4.1. Selectivity and peripheral overload

Moray’s work mentioned above indicates that selectivity is an important part of 

attention. In the psychology literature it is generally agreed that our capacity to process 

incoming information is limited (Cherry, 1953; Broadbent, 1958; Kahneman, 1973; 

Wickens 1989; Cohen, 1993, Baddeley, 1999). For the notion of attending in SLA, 

scarcity of resource would seem to be of prime importance. The evidence suggests that 

not only is there a limitation on how much information, whether internal or external, 

can be noticed by a learner, there is also a limitation on how much of it can be 

processed at any one time and which therefore can be available for Teaming’. If it is 

true that information can be noticed and then stored for further processing, as Duncan 

says (1980) then one role of the language teacher should surely be to allow this storage 

to take place and to make sure the conditions are such that it is processed at that later 

point. However, it is clear that not enough work has yet been done in this area to 

develop this further in this study.

The concept of limited resources when learning leads to a consideration of what might 

happen if more information is presented than the learner can process. From reading of 

the literature mentioned above, I suggest that there are two stages which can be usefully 

teased apart. The first is one was mentioned in Chapter One, and is the initial noticing 

of material. For example, as we have seen from the discussion on selectivity, a decision 

has to be taken by the learner about exactly which language items need to be attended to 

on a busy page. The second stage concerns processing. Again, limitations on capacity
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mean that even if a learner took the decision to notice every word on a page, not 

everything on that page could be processed at the same time. Harp and Mayer’s (1998) 

on the presentation of science to students in the USA, indicates that learners can fail to 

learn anything at all if given material that contains too much information. Interestingly, 

there is little research on perceptual overload with school learners, except in Mayer’s 

(2001) work on textbook lay-out, in Solman et a l’s (1992) work in LI reading research, 

and Elliott & Adelanke’s (1997) research on the affect of images in second-language 

vocabulary learning. There does not appear to be any research on perceptual overload 

in the secondary MFL context.

2.4.2. Selectivity and attention to form

Selectivity and the problems of perceptual overload relate to the question raised in 

Chapter One and in the previous section regarding the importance for a learner of 

knowing what exactly to attend to. In SLA research, work continues on this issue and 

there is now much in the literature to indicate that it is essential to attend to the actual 

form of a lexical item, as well as to its meaning. We have seen that Krashen, for 

example, proposed that acquisition happens through the assimilation of meaningful 

input (1997), a focus on meaning. Productive meaning-focused work would appear to 

be a basic part of CLT. ‘The subconscious element demands a new range of activities, 

where learners are focussed not on the language itself, but on the communication of 

meanings. In these conditions, linguistic competence can develop through the learners’ 

internal processing mechanisms ... they also activate the learners’ capacity for 

acquiring language through natural processes. The learners’ attention is focussed on 

meanings to be communicated rather than on language items to be learned’ (Littlewood, 

1987: 91-2). Littlewood himself suggests that there is a place for focus on form and 

meaning and that they should be seen as two ends of one continuum. He gives the 

example of pre-communicative activities where ‘Learners often focus their conscious 

attention on the actual items to be learnt’ (p.92). Arguably, some SLA teaching has 

focussed entirely on meaning but Doughty and Williams (1998:2) write of ‘the findings 

of immersion and naturalistic acquisition studies that suggest that when classroom 

second language learning is entirely experiential and meaning-focused, some linguistic 

features do not ultimately develop to target-like levels ... controlled effects-of- 

instruction studies and research on the negotiation of meaning suggest a positive 

influence for attention to form in interlanguage (IL) development’. It is suggested that
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attention to meaning alone may be possible when the learner is already familiar with the 

medium of instruction and the form of the thing to be learnt (which is my personal 

experience as a learner and teacher of foreign languages). Ortega (2000) provides three 

categories of focus that contextualise view of focus on form (FonF). Ortega’s 

metasurvey of 250 studies indicated that the first of these categories (FonF) was most 

effective of the three, when it was combined with explicit instruction (see further 

discussion on explicit instruction, 2.6).

• Focus on form (FonF), where learners’ attention is focused on forms embedded 

in a meaningful context so that linguistic features are highlighted in the course 

of meaningful communication.

• Focus on Forms (FonFS) where learners focus on forms in isolation from 

meaning and target forms are taught in a sequence according to linguistic 

complexity.

• Focus on meaning (FonM), where the learner is exposed to rich input and 

meaningful use of the L2, leading to incidental acquisition i.e. living in the 

target language environment.

An acceptance of the essential function of attention in SLA is assumed, together with 

ways of focussing attention on form (as opposed to primary focus on meaning) to 

enhance acquisition, in the work of: Doughty, 1991; Sharwood Smith, 1993; Alanen, 

1995; Jourdenais et al., 1995; Leeman et al, 1995; Leow, 1997, 1998a; Spada, 1997; 

White, 1998; Izumi, 2002.

2.5. Noticing, awareness and detection

Very closely related to the question of ‘attention to what’ is the concept of ‘noticing’. 

In this search, I have called particularly on the writing of Richard Schmidt, one of the 

main proponents on the centrality of attention to language learning, who made the term 

‘noticing’ current in SLA (1990, 1995, 2001). The relationship of the concept of 

‘noticing’ has relevance to the present study, as I wanted to see if it were possible to 

discover what readers were actually able to register in their reading of a short written 

text. As I was asking pupils to report on what they registered, a question was raised as 

to what is simply ‘registering’ at some very low level of awareness, and what is 

registered with sufficient awareness that enables it to be reported.
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2.5.1. Schmidt’s view on attention, awareness and noticing

Schmidt argues that attention cannot be considered separately from awareness ‘because of 

the common assumption that attention and awareness are two sides of the same coin’ 

(2001:5). He quotes Carr & Curran (1994), James (1890) and Posner (1994) in support on 

this issue. Schmidt also draws on work done by SLA researchers, namely Tomlin & Villa, 

Van Patten, Robinson, Leow and Gass.

Schmidt talks of noticing as a ‘subjective correlate of attention’ (Schmidt, 1995:5). He 

states that in this instance, he wishes to limit ‘noticing’ by these parameters; that it refers 

to the surface structure of specifically noticed input, i.e. instances of language, not 

abstractions from it. It does not refer to ‘metalinguistic awareness’. The term is therefore 

technical and restricted, excluding noticing structural regularities (which would entail 

comparison from past instances and thus be metalinguistic). He equates this use of the 

term with Gass’ (1988) ‘apperception’ and Tomlin & Villa’s (1994) ‘detection within 

selective attention’ (neither Schmidt nor Gass mention any connection with the use of this 

word to Wundt’s 1908) use of the term ‘apperception’ (Danziger, 2001). Gass herself 

(1997) equates her interpretation of Tomlin & Villa’s ‘detection’ with Schmidt’s 

‘noticing’, with the difference being that awareness is not necessary in the former. 

Schmidt agrees with this (Schmidt, 2001:10). He also equates it with Robinson’s (1995) 

definition of noticing as being detection of the stimuli and then rehearsal in short-term 

memory and agrees with Ellis that noticing is a conscious process and does not take place 

subconsciously or ‘at a very low level of consciousness’ (Ellis, R, 1994: 95). In this 

Schmidt is also supported by Frota (Schmidt & Frota, 1986).In summary, it is possible to 

say that Schmidt is in no doubt that noticing something, and being aware of something 

are inseparable from attending to something and that these three perspectives involve 

conscious thought (Schmidt, 1995).

Schmidt’s interpretation of Tomlin & Villa’s ‘detection’ is that this is ‘the cognitive 

registration of stimuli (mapped to an anterior attention network that includes the anterior 

cingulate gyrus and near-by motor areas)’. It is this detection that is ‘the necessary and 

sufficient condition for further processing and learning’ (Schmidt, 2001:17-18). 

However, because of the Tomlin & Villa view that awareness is not necessary for 

noticing, there must be a distinction made between that detection, which could be labelled
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‘registration’ and that where ‘detection within focal attention’ is accompanied by 

awareness, which could be called ‘conscious perception’ or ‘noticing’ (Schmidt, 2001:17- 

18). As stated above then, for Schmidt, true ‘noticing’ has an element of consciousness, 

and it is not the simple registration of stimuli.

2.5.2. Metalinguistic noticing and awareness

What then, of ‘metalinguistic noticing’, which was the sort of activity that readers in the 

current study were asked to do? Schmidt (2001) provides an example from Leow (1997). 

Here an illustration from the think-aloud data from an L2 Spanish crossword given to 

twenty-eight adult beginners of Spanish is used. A distinction is drawn between simple 

noticing and metalinguistic noticing. In the latter, the learner is able to articulate the 

thought processes that lead to a particular action (in this case the correct choice of a 

verb). In simple noticing, the learner is able to find the correct solution to the crossword 

clue, but is unable to say why that particular solution was chosen. The difference in the 

noticing techniques between the two learners could be ascribed to the fact that the second 

participant talked more fully about his working processes, but both Schmidt and Leow 

agree (from the results of that study) that those subjects who showed higher levels of 

awareness (as evidenced by longer, more detailed protocol reports, transcribed from 

recordings) appeared to learn more than those ‘whose protocols showed that they merely 

attended and noticed’ (Schmidt, 2001:19). It is reported that subjects who made no 

mention at all of language forms, such as stems or infinitives in their protocols appeared 

to learn the least (Leow, 1997).

There are methodological problems of how to validate not only the difference between 

registration and conscious perception, but also that between conscious perception and 

metalinguistic awareness. The objections to Leow’s study raised by Schmidt (2001:19) 

and Jourdenais (2001:356) are that subjects did not necessarily record everything that 

they noticed or may have provided a hypothesis of what they noticed rather than actually 

noticing it. Schmidt suggests that although there are difficulties in showing evidence for 

the conscious/non-conscious difference, it would be possible to design a test to show such 

a difference. Using Merikle and Cheesman’s (1987) distinction between objective and 

subjective perception thresholds, he says that verbal report is valid, as ‘nothing can be 

verbally reported other than the current contents of consciousness’ (Schmidt, 2001:20). 

He suggests that subjects could be asked to immediately recall the new verbs from each
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utterance that they have heard. If they were to succeed, it could be argued that those verb 

forms had been noticed (neither prior knowledge nor the possibility of guessing is 

assumed). If, however, they were to fail to be able to do so, either at the time or just after, 

then it could be equally argued that they had not noticed them. If they had noticed the 

verbs so fleetingly as not to be able to report them, then they had clearly not done the 

following three things: noticed them, processed them and been able to recall them. This 

parallels Robinson’s ‘detection plus rehearsal in short-term memory’ mentioned above 

(Robinson, 1995), i.e. to detect something without some subsequent processing taking 

place (rehearsal) means that thing detected cannot be used either receptively or 

productively by the learner in language performance. There are clear links here to ‘think- 

aloud’ techniques, discussed in more detail in Chapter Four. In my current study, I 

constructed an almost immediate written self-report protocol to establish what readers 

had noticed and were able to comment on, assuming that some activity in short-term 

memory had occurred to enable them to do so.

Schmidt maintains that registration alone is not enough. Even if it could be shown that at 

the next exposure to those verbs, subjects were in some measurable way, more sensitive 

to them than to new verbs (see Eich, 1984 for so-called ‘subliminal’ studies), it would 

seem an inefficient use of classroom time to leave exposure at the level of priming, which 

is essentially what such short exposure is. I would contend however that the approaches 

taken in some English MFL textbooks during the 1990s encouraged a ‘registration -is- 

sufficient’ approach (Door, 1999, 2000). In such material, the amount of vocabulary was 

greater than that presented in equivalent material in France and Germany. This sort of 

vocabulary could be classed as incidental to tasks, as much of it would appear only once, 

as do over 1000 of the words appearing in a Year 7 text book of French, published and 

much-used in the UK (Door, 1999:69-71). However, there was no clear signalling in the 

UK book as to which words were essential to progress and the result was, in comparison 

to the European books, vocabulary over-load, with from very few-to no opportunities to 

practise and consolidate. In other words, new words were presented fleetingly, with little 

chance for pupils to consciously perceive, and rehearse in short-term memory.

In summary, definitions of attention from the fields of psychology and neuroscience 

contain the idea of focus and of attention as being a part of consciousness but by no 

means all of it. The selective nature of attention can allow for choice when learning.
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Conscious awareness of which aspect of material to attend to, that is to notice, appears to 

enhance FL learning, and this sort of awareness can be measured by learner report. 

Language learning may, at one level, (that of noticing) be done more effectively if  

conscious awareness is involved rather than relying on perceiving linguistic elements 

subliminally. Learners may need to rehearse items after noticing them in order to 

remember them and thus the amount of input, e.g. vocabulary load, and the time given for 

rehearsal of that ‘noticed’ input may be factors to be considered in managing language 

learning.

2.6. Explicit and implicit instruction and the enhancement of attention/learning

In reviewing the literature on attention, the perspective can be taken that there is a 

strong relationship between failure to attend and failure to access on demand, as the 

information sought is simply not in long-term memory. The implication is that 

unattended information is not processed (Robinson, 1995:317). Additionally, analysis 

of the data from the current study leads me to suggest that explicit instruction could play 

a powerful role in enhancing secondary foreign language learning. In this sixth section 

of the chapter therefore, some of the evidence in the literature for the effect of explicit 

instruction on second language learning is now examined, together with the arguments 

for implicit v. explicit knowledge and the role of the latter in recent government 

initiatives.

2.6.1. Explicit instruction

As discussed above, John Ortega (2000) initially surveyed the findings of 250 

experimental and quasi-experimental studies undertaken between 1980 and 1998 (a 

number that was eventually narrowed down to 49) on the relative effectiveness of 

different sorts of instructional treatment. There are evident problems here as regards the 

means of measuring effectiveness and the present study does not propose to examine 

Ortega’s meta-analysis, but rather to look at the definitions that the work makes and at 

the implications for further SLA research.

Many of the studies included in Ortega’s secondary research incorporated tasks where 

there were implicit factors within explicit instruction. In defining these two terms, 

Ortega follows DeKeyser (1995). Teaching is explicit either if it uses rule explanation 

(i.e. it is deductive and metalinguistic) or if the learners are simply asked by the task or
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the instructor to attend to particular forms on their own and to try to find some sort o f 

pattern, or metalinguistic generalization, on their own (Ortega, 2000). If neither is the 

case, then the teaching is implicit. Ortega concluded from this review that there was 

robust evidence for focussed, explicit teaching, especially when it involved a focus on 

the form of the language embedded in a meaningful context (not simply as an isolated 

grammatical item, or decontextualised sentence).

2.6.2. Implicit and explicit learning

If it is the case that current research tends to favour the superiority of explicit teaching 

over mere exposure or meaning-focused instruction, what of the situation as regards 

implicit and explicit learning? The terminology ‘automatic and controlled processing’, 

(Ellis, N., 1994:28) raises a question about the use of a nomenclature which may 

indicate a conceptual inaccuracy.

In the introduction to his 1994 book, Ellis starts by making a distinction between 

implicit and explicit learning. His distinction initially rests on this basis: ‘Some things 

we just come to be able to do, like walking, recognising happiness in others, knowing 

that th is more common than tg in written English, or making simple utterances in our 

native language...Other of our abilities depend on our knowing how to do them, like 

multiplication, playing chess, speaking pig Latin, or using a computer programming 

language. We learn these abilities explicitly, like aircraft designers learn 

aerodynamics’(1994:.l). These do not seem to indicate a clear split of the ‘knowing 

what, knowing how’ differentiation, as Ellis indicates, for the reasons outlined below.

Ellis defines implicit learning as a natural process, comparing it to the way swallows 

fly, requiring no conscious ‘operations’, being a ‘non-conscious and automatic 

abstraction from the structural nature of the material arrived at from experience of 

instances’ (Ellis, N., 1994:1). My argument is that Ellis is describing the way the 

mechanism for learning works. That is to say that what this mechanism does, is to allow 

processing from an experience of instances. This processing results in specifically 

human skills, such as upright locomotion, communicative speech, recognition, or 

perceived recognition of states of being of other living beings, recognition of pattern, 

part of which skill is recognition of frequency (Ellis, N., 2002 describes in more detail 

the importance of frequency in SLA). This mechanism is not essentially different for
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any skill, and without the underlying neural operations, it would not be do-able. In the 

words of John Lennon: ‘there’s nothing you can do that can’t be done’ (Lennon & 

McCartney, 1967). The ability to multiply, or to play chess or to speak a made-up 

language (Schmidt, 1995:166) involves sensitivity to regularities, attention and some 

form of practice. Curran and Keele (1993:193) suggest that - ‘A fundamental type of 

learning in which humans excel is the learning of sequential patterns of behaviour’.

All these abilities are based on the processing facilities of the nervous system, which 

themselves are not accessible to conscious thought (Raichle, 1998). Indeed, Schmidt 

suggests this applies at least to implicit learning as it ‘seems to be based ...on some 

very general mechanisms of human learning’ (in Ellis, N., 1994:198).

Krashen’s view that learning happens subconsciously with rules usually being generated 

from the experience of language use has already been mentioned (Krashen, 1981). 

Other authorities maintain that children do not have recourse to rules of the LI in a 

conscious explicit way (Roberts, 1994; Sharwood Smith, 1994; Zhonggango, 2001). 

Learning LI is a natural process and happens through attempts to communicate 

(Sharwood Smith, 1994:34). In this scenario, rules are not in fact necessary as there are 

‘general principle(s) that are part of universal grammar’ (Sharwood Smith, 1994: 34). 

For example there is a law of word order, that is simply a case of selection by principle 

of UG, and we can know that one or other utterance is correct ‘because it ‘feels’ correct’ 

(Sharwood Smith, 1994: 35).

However, even amongst these authors, there is the proposition that some areas of 

language may be susceptible to acquisition by rule, and that in fact when it comes to L2 

learning, language items may have to be taught explicitly, due to a less rich linguistic 

environment or loss of intuition due to age (Zhonggango, 2001). Sharwood Smith 

suggests that some LI or L2 rules are learned explicitly by instruction and can be 

verbalised. A rule learnt consciously from a book can be stored, as can a mathematical 

formula. It can also be obtained from conscious analysis of language by the learner, in 

which case it pertains to the realm of meta-knowledge (Sharwood Smith, 1994:36). 

Such consciously accessible rules are differentiated by Sharwood Smith from real-time 

or performance rules, which ‘follow some rule of processing’ and have been ‘gained 

without conscious analysis’ (Sharwood Smith, 1994:37).
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Ellis. N. (1994) points out the difficulties in researching the effects of explicitness in 

both teaching and learning because of the number of variables. For example, there is the 

amount and level of the use of metalanguage by the instructor -  rules can be hinted at or 

very detailed. The source and manner of presentation of such rules are also variable. 

Other variable factors are frequency of presentation and devices such as simplification 

and pace of presentation, as well as the teacher’s management of discourse, (and on this 

basis, presumably of the classroom in general, including here relationships with pupils 

as well as the social background of pupils and how they were feeling that day!) The 

teacher is normally more a source of explicit knowledge than of implicit knowledge as 

s/he supplies more grammatical or at least pre-set activities that do not result in the sort 

of talk that is thought by acquisitionists to be essential. Ellis suggests that a known 

explicit rule can be used consciously but quite quickly if it is ‘processed’ automatically 

whereas a new explicit rule is used consciously and with more ‘deliberate effort’. Under 

circumstances of controlled processing, a new implicit rule can be used without 

awareness but is accessed slowly whereas a well-leamt implicit rule can be used without 

effort with automatic processing (Ellis, N., 1994:86).

2.6.3. Implicit learning and knowledge

Implicit learning is a phenomenon discussed in much standard cognitive literature, (see 

Winter & Reber, 1994). It is the obtaining of information from the environment in an 

subconscious and non-reflective way, absorbing knowledge without awareness of the 

learning process (Winter & Reber, 1994). Implicit knowledge is also gained through 

incidental exposure (Ellis, R., : 1994)). Certainly a debate continues on two particular 

areas within it: 1) whether implicitly acquired knowledge is really abstract and if so, to 

what extent, and 2) the reality of acquiring such knowledge without the intervention of 

consciousness (Berry, 1997:3).

In the field of foreign language learning, it is suggested that some rules are picked up 

intuitively and the proof of having leamt them can be seen in performance but not 

necessarily being verbalised. It ‘feels’ right and can be easily accessed. Implicit 

knowledge of complex rules can be built up without conscious analysis as ‘evidenced 

by systematic, hence “rule-governed” performance by learners’ (Sharwood Smith, 

1994:35-6).
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I would argue that this may be possible in a situation where the learner is surrounded by 

the target language, but that in the light of the evidence on schemata, for example 

(Smith, 1988:226; see also 3.2.1.) it would be logical to suggest that patterns picked up 

implicitly will be interpreted in accordance with existing background knowledge and 

with existing neural pathways. In order to provide language learners in the MFL 

classroom with the optimum conditions for learning, it may be important to discover if  

it is the attending that is the key, rather than simply allowing them to associate and 

interpret on an implicit basis. A more active and directed process of using tools of text 

analysis might focus attention on the linguistic information, serving as a device for 

maintaining the information in the field of what is attended to.

2.6.4. Explicit knowledge

Explicit knowledge operates in the same way as for any other sort of declarative 

knowledge, and involves memory and problem-solving. Memorisation of language, for 

example, can be equated with that of maths formulae and dates. Problem-solving 

involves the induction of explicit information from the language input: ‘It can occur 

during the course of communication, as when a learner pays conscious attention to some 

formal feature in the input and tries to “understand” it’ (Ellis, R. 1994:90).

Formulaic knowledge can be learnt explicitly, for example by memorising, or can be 

learnt incidentally from exposure: ‘In classrooms where L2 is the medium of 

instruction, fixed expressions associated with the routines of classroom management 

appear to be readily internalised, perhaps because they are not only frequent but also 

help the learners to perform communicative functions that are important to them when 

they have little ‘“creative” proficiency’ (Ellis, R. 1994:92).

Explicit knowledge can help in noticing: ‘if  learners learn the formal rule for the 3rd 

person, they may be less likely to overlook the presence of this feature in the input. This 

feature is communicatively redundant and so may be missed when learners process 

input entirely for meaning...learners will be more inclined to engage in grammatical 

processing if they possess explicit knowledge and will be better equipped to do so’ 

(Ellis, R., 1994:98). I suggest that this example is a clear illustration of a role for focus 

on form in the MFL classroom, showing the connection between noticing, focus on
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form and explicit instruction. It was just such a focus that I intended to investigate in the 

current empirical research.

2.6.5. Explicit knowledge and national government initiatives

The recent emphasis in the MFL National Curriculum, and more recently, in the 

Framework for KS3 (DfES, 2003) on study of texts, can be viewed as a response to the 

relative neglect of the structure of language generated by the communicative approach 

(Carter, 2003). This neglect was perhaps in turn the reaction to prescriptive analytic 

practice associated with the grammar-translation method that had held sway throughout 

at least three-quarters of the twentieth century (Coleman & Head, 2001). The change in 

perspective observable in the National Literacy Strategy and consequently in the pilot 

Framework in MFL indicates a move from such neglect to a more explicit and form- 

focused teaching approach, with an explicit promotion of an awareness of language in 

general. Carter (2003:64) suggests that: ‘Language awareness refers to the development 

in learners of an enhanced consciousness of and sensitivity to the forms and functions of 

language’. A reading of the DfES information on teaching the KS3 Strategy in MFL 

(e.g. DfES, 2003:5-7) reveals an expectation that teaching will put a new emphasis on 

focused presentation of language structure. The first of the eleven teaching strategies of 

the National Literacy Strategy is ‘drawing attention (to)’ (Morgan & Neil, 2001:40). It 

could be argued that this emphasis echoes recent SLA ideas relating to focus on form, 

mentioned above. In the light of the above, it is possible that some of the problems 

identified in this research may be helped by new government MFL strategies. It is 

useful to note that the Nuffield Inquiry on Languages (Nuffield Foundation, 2000) 

particularly recommends linking foreign language learning and literacy initiatives. 

However, previous to the recent government directed focus on literacy across the 

curriculum, the language awareness approach has a long history, with the respective 

reports and proposals of Bullock (1975), Hawkins (1981), Donmall (1985) Kingman 

(1988) and Cox (1989), as well as the work done on Knowledge about Language (KAL) 

in the 1990s (Mitchell, Hooper & Brumfit, 1994). Language awareness, with its focus 

on an explicit and analytical approach to understanding language in general, has been 

promoted but not developed in the English MFL secondary context: ‘the influence of 

AOL’ [awareness o f language] ‘on school curricula in the UK, after initial interest, has 

been disappointing’ (Hawkins, 2005:9).
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The recent change from an implicit to a more explicit approach to the teaching of MFL 

parallels the move to adopt a similar approach in secondary English. ‘Literacy in 

Modem Foreign Languages’ (DfES, 2002) contains information for language teachers 

on the new strategies for teaching English, for example the threefold approach of text 

cohesion, sentence construction and word choice and modification (p. 12), thus 

indicating a strong link between LI and L2 in dealing with text. One of the indications 

is that, as mentioned in Chapter One, there is an assumption that greater understanding 

both of text constmction and of language structure, gives learners choice in terms of 

productive skills, whether it be in LI or in L2. It is in fact part of my hypothesis that this 

choice is what could allow language learning to become more, rather than less popular, 

as learners are supplied with the tools that allow them to do the job and are guided in 

how to use them so that they have a successful learning experience, i.e. an 

understanding of how discourse works can help production of it. As Stainthorp 

(2002:474) remarks, ‘From the perspective of cognitive psychology, reading and 

writing are recognised to be skills that have to be learned explicitly... Literacy is an 

applied cognitive skill... this means that literacy needs to be taught directly’. However, 

an implicit approach, where analysis was not encouraged, where attention was not 

directed towards the detail that builds up to form longer chunks of language has been 

evident in MFL teaching materials at least since 1992 (Door, 1999). If we take just one 

definition of literacy as ‘operational knowledge’ (Bernhardt, 1991), which is expanded 

by Urquhart & Weir (1998:73)) into ‘knowing how to approach text, knowing why one 

approaches it and what to do with it’, then a useful part of the teacher’s toolkit in 

approaching foreign language reading with a class could be a) the explicit recognition 

that schemata (3.2.1.) may have a part of play in the understanding of text cohesion and 

that b) implicit linguistic knowledge alone is insufficient for comprehension (De 

Beaugrande, 1980). In the light of the information gathered above on implicit and 

explicit instruction, I would also like to note Moon & Raban’s (1992:11-12) observation 

on literacy, supported by Donaldson (1989), Stanovitch (1986), that ‘children, on point 

of entry to school, need to be explicitly taught how to make further progress in their 

development’ [my italics]. This could be a pointer for the more explicit support in L2 

reading that perhaps would be best closely linked to the methods now used in the 

National Literacy Strategy for LI reading.
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Chapter Three

3.0. Introduction

In this third chapter, the theme of selectivity is explored further, leading into a review of 

aspects of reading, one of which is the important concept of schemata, moving on to the 

area of visual literacy and to the question of preference of image over word. Gaps in the 

literature and research, as it relates to the current study, are noted and the chapter finishes 

with an outline of the research questions that have emerged from this critical review of 

literature.

3.1. Selectivity: Further implications

In the light of what has been written about attention, consciousness, the role of written 

text and explicit instruction, I would now like to return in this section to the question of 

whether we are compelled to attend to one thing rather than another, or whether we 

have some element of choice. This in an important question when arguing for a more 

successful learning experience through greater understanding of rules of discourse, in 

the light of the limitations of perceptual overload (2.4.1).

3.1.1. Choice, motivation and attention

In foreign language teacher education literature, pupil choice is indicated as a 

motivational factor for teachers to consider when planning lessons (Morgan & Neil, 

2001). The importance of supplying materials that interest the learner is also referred to 

in SLA literature (Coady, 1979, 1998). Texts that are high in interest, because of a 

relationship to a learner’s background knowledge, or because of the desire to find out 

something from that text, are said to be high contributory factors to reading for pleasure. 

The interest factor may be far more motivational than linguistic matching (Coady,

1998), leading to the suggestion that: ‘It is the students themselves who are best capable 

of choosing what interests them’ (p.234). Additionally, in a move towards autonomous 

learning at secondary level (DfEE/QCA, 1999:16) it could be assumed that choice plays 

a major role in foreign language learning. Pupils will be expected to work more on their 

own than before the introduction of the National Literacy Strategy, choosing their pace 

and selecting their own course through the available material.
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Choice as part of goal-orientated behaviour has long been recognised in philosophical 

and psychological literature (James, 1950; Woodworth, & Marquis, 1968:368). We are 

motivated to attend to that which interests us. James (1950) has no doubts as to the 

essential nature of choice in attention. ‘The practical and theoretical life of whole 

species, as well as of individual beings, results from the selection which the habitual 

direction of their attention involves ... each of us literally chooses, by his ways of 

attending to things, what sort of a universe he shall appear to himself to inhabit' (p.424).

James' argument is that essentially, we attend only to what interests us. When we attend 

to some things, it is because they interest us in an immediate way; rather in the way that 

he says children do: 'Sensitiveness to immediately exciting sensorial stimuli 

characterizes the attention of childhood and youth' (p.417). This is a passive attention, 

that requires no effort to sustain, and may be evoked as well in an indirect sort of way 

when the stimulus in question takes its interest through its association with some other 

object or event that interests us directly.

Voluntary, active attention is, on the contrary, effortful: 'we never make an effort to 

attend to an object except for the sake of some remote interest which the effort will 

serve’ (p.416). If we do not learn to attend in this active and voluntary way, says James, 

and to sustain this sort of attention, we will never be able to explore topics of thought 

for any length of time and will be the intellectual losers thereby, not being able to ' roll 

it over and over incessantly and consider different aspects of it in turn' (p.423). James 

differentiates this sort of intellectual activity from a pathological state of obsession, as 

the latter is fixed and monotonous, whereas the former causes the mind to be 'richer in 

acquisitions . . .fresher and more original.. .’(p.423).

Mayer, in American secondary science education, throws another light on the relation 

between motivation and interest. He suggests that this idea of increased motivation 

through emotional interest finds its justification in arousal theory: ‘which is based on an 

outmoded view of learning as information acquisition. . .the idea that learning involves 

taking information from the teacher and putting it in the learner’ (Mayer, 2001:117). 

This view is discussed in Chapter Seven.
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The points I would like to draw from these particular extracts are 1) James’ concern 

with the breadth of our interest, and how that can be extended and 2) the concept of 

some mechanism of selectivity. Point 1 is discussed in more detail below in the 

discussion on schemata (3.2), and is only referred to here in the context of motivation. 

Point 2, however, that of our ability to select, is of relevance to the discussion of 

selective attention and a central executive, which controls the focus of attention.

Harp and Mayer (1998) suggest that the old idea of ‘arousal theory’, where emotional 

interest is stimulated, is not quite as straightforward as was thought. If interesting details 

are inserted into a talk or text, a learner is quite likely to pick up on them, and make out 

of them something in accordance with their own schemata. This ‘something’ can in fact 

be quite different from the actual matter in hand and so a learner can actually be misled, 

through the well-intentioned attempt to add interest. Dewey (1913) argues that if the 

matter is not essentially interesting, no amount of trying to make it so will succeed. This 

may have implications for insertion of visuals into a text and is discussed again in 

Chapter Seven and in 3.2 below. This ‘motivating but misleading’ inclusion of details is 

not an aspect exploited generally in literature on FL learning.

3.2. Aspects of reading

In the present study, data is collected about the L2 reading process of Year 9s from a 

particular perspective, i.e. that of the attention paid by the pupils to the written text, 

their engagement with it and response to the support given. There is a vast corpus of
Q

literature on the subject of LI reading and a growing one on L2 reading. This study 

hopes only to contribute to the body of knowledge in L2 reading from the particular 

perspective stated above and no conclusions will be drawn about the reading process in 

general from the results. For that reason, and because of the great complexity of the 

area, mentioned below, only a brief survey of LI and L2 reading issues is given. Prior to 

that survey, there is a discussion on schemata, as they appear to relate to attention, 

choice and reading, because the relationship of the existing schemata of the reader to 

any act of reading is thought to be relevant for the study. This is followed by a short 

section on the study of text before the main section on reading.

8 1 use the terms LI and L2 in the context o f first and second language reading respectively, as is 
customary in the literature (e.g. Grabe & Stoller, 2002).
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3.2.1. Schemata and constructivism

The idea that a pupil can somehow be ‘filled’ with information by an extraneous source 

(a teacher, for example) belongs to the model of knowledge transmission (Williams & 

Burdon, 1997). This model is increasingly discredited. For example, in the area of high 

school science education in the United States, Mayer (2001:117) refers to the model of 

knowledge transmission as ‘outmoded’. Learners are constructing a representation of 

knowledge for themselves rather than soaking it in exactly as that knowledge might 

seem to exist in the mind of the teacher. This construction is an active process, which is 

done by the learner using prior knowledge, and is necessarily then a subjective process 

(Bruner, 1957; Von Glasersfeld, 1984). How we represent knowledge on a personal 

level then becomes an issue.

Rumelhart suggests that schemata theory can be used to explain how we represent 

knowledge, how that knowledge is stored (i.e. together with which other knowledge it is 

connected) and how, if at all, prior knowledge can be modified. Schemata, our existing 

representation of knowledge of the world, will be brought to bear in any act o f 

perception, which includes that of trying to understand written discourse (Rumelhart, 

1980). Thus, there is likely to be a connection between prior knowledge, in the sense of 

having encountered a particular item of information before, and what Bartlett called 

‘schemata’- the existing mental structures that give us a sense of integration in our 

experience of the world and are our basis for acting appropriately as we conceive it 

(1932). The relevance of schemata to LI and L2 reading is discussed below, and there is 

further discussion in Chapter Seven.

3.2.2. Schemata in LI literature

The schemata, or the ‘general frameworks in our heads that enable us to make sense of 

specific texts’ (Smith, 1988:226) are constructed from our prior knowledge and are 

somehow stored in long-term memory, thus differing from any prompts that may be 

given to a subject immediately before an event, which could be held only in a short -  

term store. However, these recent stimuli, by being taken together with a schema, can 

change our perception of any event. Bransford and Johnson’s (1972:722) study shows 

the difference a title can make to comprehension, where they illustrate the effect that
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preconception can have upon interpretation of subject matter; a change of title changes 

the reader’s interpretation of the text.

Building on that study, Reynold’s (2000) presidential address to the annual meeting o f 

the Society of the Scientific Study of Reading contains several examples of studies he 

carried out between 1977 and 1984. In one (Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert, & Goetz, 

1977) a passage without a title was presented to two groups of American 

undergraduates, from two different academic backgrounds; music (mostly female) and 

physical education (mostly male). The study was aimed to see how background 

knowledge would affect comprehension. As expected, in fact rather more conclusively 

than expected, the majority of the two groups interpreted the text as being about two 

different subjects according to their interest and experience.

In another such study, this time with a more cultural bias, the basis was a game called 

‘sounding’ involving a ritual verbal insult, played by black adolescents. The materials 

for the study were created by African-Americans and assumed that all participants 

would know that ‘sounding’ was a game, not physical confrontation. As Reynolds goes 

on to say: ‘This situation was similar to the way in which knowledge of White middle- 

class values and conventions was assumed by some standardized test writers at the time. 

Indeed, the common reaction of many White middle-class teachers towards minority 

children who struggled to understand culturally loaded text was reflected by one of the 

African American male participants during the debriefing session. When he found out 

that White, rural children thought that the letter was about a fight, he looked surprised 

and said “What’s the matter? Can’t they read?” (Reynolds et al, 1982).

Smith had put forward his position as regards scripts, scenarios and schemes, or event 

knowledge by 1971 (in Smith 1988:13-16). Within these categories he places the mental 

representations of specific places, that is to say, of generic representations of how places 

are (e.g. the restaurant, the classroom). These representations enable us to recognise and 

categorise places, even when we have never been there. We can make sense of them 

because they which obviously conform to some generic rules. This is the schema form, 

against which we notice changes, but appear consciously not to attend to if the scene 

appears to remain the same, possibly connected with pattern recognition referred to 

earlier. Smith argues that within this idea of ‘schema’ can be placed the conventions of
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text lay-out and rules of discourse structure, and perhaps more importantly for the 

current study, for story schemes. ‘A child who does not have a scenario about farming is 

unlikely to understand a story about farming, or a reference to farming in a textbook... 

Any circumstance or situation to which we cannot bring a relevant cognitive structure - 

including categories, sets of distinctive features, and a multiplicity of spatial, temporal, 

temporal and other cognitive relations -  will confuse or bewilder us. Our ability to make 

sense of the world, like our ability to remember events, to act appropriately, and to 

predict the future, is determined by the complexity of the knowledge we already 

possess’ (Smith, 1988:15).

It is possible to relate this statement to the reactions of many learners in the MFL 

classroom. In some instances a pupil may be missing the cultural background 

knowledge of a particular situation. Within the current National Curriculum and GCSE 

specifications, specific background knowledge may be assumed. It could be argued that 

the more affluent the family, the more likely the child is to have been exposed not only 

to foreign travel, but to experience in petrol station, banks, restaurants, hotels and even 

post offices (Door, 1999). (I have had first hand experience in supporting pupils on a 

school exchange who were apprehensive about going into a German post office, as they 

had not been into one in England.) The topic of the text chosen for the current study 

may have been more accessible to pupils from middle-class families than to those from 

less affluent ones.

3.2.3. Schemata in L2 literature

William Stoller, a specialist in 2L reading, writing about his own experience in learning 

to read Portuguese, gives an example of background knowledge that combines a cultural 

and a topic element. He was a highly motivated and experienced adult language learner 

(Grabe & Stoller, 1997). The reading that he found most accessible was that in which he 

had some background knowledge or interest, e.g. world affairs and sport. His reading in 

these areas in Portuguese was backed up by reading on the same subjects in his LI. He 

was unwilling to access editorials from the newspaper when he realised that their 

contents was focussed on local knowledge. In the terms of the L2 literature discussed 

above, Stoller did not have a schema for that sort of knowledge and knew it was not 

worth the investment of time to get one, as his stay in Brazil was only temporary. This 

idea of ‘investment’ may well be of significance for the MFL teacher and could be
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interpreted as being evidenced in the results of this research, where the level o f 

engagement could indicate not only a lack of schemata on behalf of the pupils at the 

school where the study took place for the theme of the written text (a child who spends 

the summer with his mother) but also little motivation to invest in the close reading of 

such a scenario.

Mohammed and Swales (1994) measured performance on a reading task to measure 

proficiency by rate of task completion with 12 post-graduates, categorised as native 

speaker scientists, non-native speaker scientists, native speaker arts students and non

native speaker arts students. Results indicated that in these particular adults, subject 

knowledge about a text led to a much stronger performance than language knowledge 

alone. However, Urquhart & Weir (1998) in discussing this research, raise the issues of 

validity of the test e.g. the sort of text used for this study, categorisation of subjects and 

nature of the tasks. Other studies have proved less conclusive about the balance of 

background knowledge and linguistic skill for L2 reading e.g. Alderson and Urquhart 

(1984) have no reservations about the importance of such knowledge on LI reading, 

being of particular significance with highly specialised texts. Some of the lack of clarity 

in tests may be due to the necessity of setting a different measurement of the linguistic 

threshold level (Clarke, 1979) for each set of subjects and for each kind of task. 

Urquhart and Weir also propose that information given to readers shortly before they 

read a text will have a different role to play than that of ill-defined background 

knowledge, which is ‘often not specified in sufficient detail’ (Urquhart & 

Weir, 1998. :68).

It would seem reasonable to suggest from the literature above that our perception is 

influenced by what we have seen before. Our worldview is modified by past experience 

and our present experience is a product of that worldview and by our view of what the 

future will be like. In terms of attending, the greatest significance may be in terms of 

what is noticed and what is not. If noticing is a pre-requisite for the possibility of 

learning -  ‘what learners notice in input becomes intake for learning’ (Schmidt, 

1995:20), then it is possible to argue that what is not within a schema for any particular 

person is less likely to be noticed as it will be construed as being without meaning for 

the perceiver. This would explain William Grabe’s experience of words he felt he had 

never seen before. He knew that the words must have been in his environment because
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once he had looked up those sorts of words and learned them, he noticed them 

everywhere (Grabe & Stoller, 1997:111). To sum up, noticing something depends on its 

significance and/or interest to the ‘noticer’. This will depend on the background 

knowledge or schemata of the learner.

3.2.4. The study of text

Before looking specifically at attention in the area of reading, it is useful to consider the 

choice of written text in this research, and its relevance in the current U.K. context. An 

analysis of the National Curriculum for Modem Foreign Languages 1999 reveals a 

dependence on text for a variety of the knowledge, skills and understanding outlined in 

the ‘Programme of Study’ ((DfEE/QCA, 1999:16-17). To acquire knowledge and 

understanding of the target language, learners need to be taught the connections 

between sounds and writing: ‘the principles and interrelationship of sounds and writing 

in the target language’ (p. 16). For developing language skills, they must be taught how 

to skim and scan and summarise, which is echoed in the statement that pupils should be 

taught how to ‘listen carefully for gist and detail’ (p. 16). To develop language-learning 

skills, it is necessary to use reference materials such as dictionaries. Pupils must be 

taught about other cultures by working, amongst other things, with authentic texts from 

the target culture. The breadth of study must include response to different kinds of text, 

accessing information through text, including ICT, and reading for personal interest and 

enjoyment. Relevant to study of text is the admonition that, in this revised Programme 

of Study, opportunity should be given to pupils to leam ‘how to use context and other 

clues to interpret meaning (for example, ‘by identifying the grammatical function of 

unfamiliar words or similarities with words they know)’ (DfEE/QCA, 1999:16).

The division of language learning and teaching in the National Curriculum into four 

equal parts, one of them being ‘reading and responding’ (DfEE/QCA, 1999:43) and the 

same partition in GCSE syllabuses (e.g. AQA, 2002), indicates a role for decoding of 

written text on a par with the other separated actions of listening, speaking and writing. 

The notion of text here is taken to mean any piece where there is a written, coherent 

collection of language items. Broader, more post-modem forms of text are not 

investigated here.
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In teacher education literature, reading is classed as a similar skill to listening, in terms 

of receptivity. It exposes learners to new linguistic information, i.e. new forms and 

structures, but differs from listening in its more permanent nature. It clearly has a 

function in preparation for other related activities, as a focus on structure and form and 

as a modelling device and preparatory step for linguistic production. Its permanent 

nature allows for the opportunity for interaction and it can function to supply models for 

specific written structures or for genre (Pachler & Field, 2001). Chambers proposes that 

reading of text can act as a medium for integrating the four discrete skills (Chambers, 

1991). Its role has changed since the development of communicative language teaching 

from grammar/translation, which in its turn was based on the principles of classical 

education, where textual study served as an end in itself in some instances (Morgan & 

Neil, 2001).

3.2.5. Ways of reading

Mitchell points out the different ‘ways’ that people read in their own language, e.g. 

scanning for precise information or reading for the sub-text. Reading foreign texts can 

be reduced to word-for word comprehension, where prediction, empathy and reflection 

are not even considered, reducing reading to a disheartening struggle, with none of the 

rewards that might be expected from first language reading. This has led to attempts to 

make texts accessible through simplification, a reductive approach that can also reduce 

intrinsic interest and linguistic richness (Mitchell, 2002).

Urquhart and Weir (1998) draw attention to the difference between two kinds of reading 

for gist. They indicate that ‘careful reading’ involves the building up of a 

‘macrostructure on the basis of the majority of the information in the text’ (p. 103). 

‘Skimming’ is also a way of reading for a sense of the macrostructure, or main ideas of 

a text, but it is an expeditious process, where ‘an attempt is made to build up a 

macro structure (the gist) on the basis of as few details as possible’ (p. 103). Ideally, gist 

reading should be a preliminary stage to a more detailed reading (although there is a 

debate about this, see Urquhart and Weir (1998), regarding the differing roles of 

‘careful reading’ (p.86) and skimming) and should prepare for a closer and more 

accurate reading of the text.
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The action of reading is viewed in teacher education (Pachler & Field, 2001), as having 

two stages: reading for gist and for detail. Gist reading serves to clarify content to a 

certain extent, for example through the location of key vocabulary, identification of the 

main players, or of the situation, and detail reading allows for closer analysis of the text. 

However, although Pachler & Field make this distinction, they do not comment on any 

particular difficulties in combining these two levels of reading. In other words, they do 

not problematise this distinction. This point is returned to in Chapter Seven.

3.2.6. Selectivity and reading

The concept of selective attention has been established, not only in the general field of 

psychological studies, but also in the field of first language reading as well as in a more 

limited amount of SLA research (Bialystok, 1994).

Reynold’s (2000) investigated the concept of ‘selective allocation of attention as the 

overt manifestation of executive or metacognitive control over the learning process’ 

(p. 181). His studies indicated that all readers ‘exerted at least some internally initiated 

executive control .. .The overt manifestation of this internally initiated control was the 

readers’ ability to allocate the attentional resources to text elements based on internal 

decisions concerning perceived importance and judgements concerning the 

effectiveness of the basic comprehension strategy used’ (p. 188). This issue of an overt 

manifestation of metacognitive control over learning is returned to in the final chapter 

of this study.

It has been suggested (Jacoby, 1983: Reynolds, 2000) that the first language reading 

process can be usefully analysed in terms of selective attention. Jacoby calls attention to 

word identification perceptual attention, and he calls attention to meaning conceptual 

attention. Jacoby devised a study to measure both of these ‘attentions’. This concept 

was developed in one direction by Reynolds, who proposed that it might be more useful 

to view attention not as different types of process in any situation, but as a unitary 

phenomenon: ‘the difference would be one of focus and degree rather than kind. 

Perceptual attention would represent attention focused primarily on the structural 

aspects of words in an effort to identify them. Conceptual attention would represent 

attention focused on the semantic aspects of words in an effort to comprehend them’ 

(Reynolds, 2000:183-4). (Both Jacoby’s and Reynolds’ categorisations appear to
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provide some rough approximation with attention to form and meaning.) Reynolds had 

previously measured attention in terms of duration and intensity, where results indicated 

a link between selective allocation of attention duration and intensity and increased 

learning. He tested 10th graders (UK Year 10, 14-15 year-olds) to determine any 

differences in good and poor LI readers as to where they focused their attention in 

reading. As predicted by Jacoby (1983) and other previous studies (LaBerge & 

Samuels, 1974; Perfetti, 1985; Stanovitch, 1980), ‘good’ readers (those who performed 

well on standardised tests e.g. the Nelson-Denny Comprehension Test and who 

described themselves as good readers) did better on the conceptual task. But 

significantly, poor readers (those who performed poorly on standardised tests e.g. the 

Nelson-Denny Comprehension Test and who described themselves as poor readers) did 

better than good readers on the perceptual task. Poor readers identified more of the 

target words - 55%, with a baseline of 50%, whereas good readers identified only 43%. 

A possible implication from this test is that semantic processing is more efficient in 

good readers, as somehow processing of individual words has been subsumed into 

meaning and information on those individual words, e.g. orthographic information is no 

longer consciously available. This in turn has implications for MFL teaching. If 

focusing on form provides a more efficient learning strategy than focus on meaning, 

then good LI readers might have a different sort of difficulty from poor LI readers in 

foreign language text decoding. However it could easily be suggested that, if the notions 

of ‘good’ and ‘poor’ readers is transferable to second language reading, poor readers in 

both languages will be slower to comprehend a text due to having to spend more time 

on the word identification level.

In the case of second language reading, the apparent duality of word and meaning 

identification needs to taken into consideration on three counts. Firstly, if the selection 

of attention to word or meaning can be allocated by some sort of central control, in 

other words chosen by the learner, then there might be a very specific role for explicit 

instruction as regards what to attend to in a text and for how long. Secondly, if the 

tendency of a poor reader is to spend more time on the word identification level, they 

will theoretically need more time and/or more support in order to get to the semantic 

level. Thirdly, if  good LI readers transfer their skill to L2 reading, are they likely to 

miss out on formal information about the language, but be efficient decoders of 

meaning? Is this a contributory factor to the current low levels of structural accuracy of
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students coming onto language degree courses in the UK? (Klapper & Rees, 2004). This 

is assuming that most entrants to foreign language degree courses are, at the GCSE and 

A level stages, classifiable as ‘good’ readers. In the eventuality of the above hypothesis 

being true, that is, that word identification and semantic decoding are separate activities 

and readers respond differently to the demands of each, this would demand a different 

sort of differentiated support than is currently available in UK foreign language 

teaching materials (Door, 1999).

Another issue raised by studies like those of Reynolds (2000), is that of the ability of a 

learner to choose to focus on any given aspect of a text. If an executive control of 

attention is posited (James, 1950; Reynolds, 2000) then the existence of an executive 

(something which selects the focus) is implied. The act of choosing to attend to one 

thing as opposed to another, or to attend more to one thing rather than to another could 

relate to a very general definition of free will. Peter Van Inwagen’s definition seems to 

be useful for this discussion: ‘the concept of free will should be understood in terms of 

the power or ability of agents to act otherwise than they in fact do’ (1982:49). Subjects 

in Reynolds’ et al 1982 study, both poor and good readers, showed that they could 

switch their focus of attention as directed by the nature of questions on the text they 

were reading. Good readers were able to do this more quickly than poor readers.

Reynolds and his team argue that given the limitations on attentional resources, 

automatisation of lower level word identification lessens the demand and frees more 

resources for higher-level comprehension skills. I would like to suggest that there are 

inherent dangers in automatisation in SLA, namely a lack of awareness of the most 

basic orthographic forms as has already been discussed in 2.4.1. It is difficult to know 

how useful the existing models of the LI reading process are to this particular study, 

bearing in mind Grabe and Stoller’s (2002:31) warning that such models are only 

‘metaphorical generalisations that stem from comprehension research over the past 3 

decades’. Several authors suggest the impossibility of having models at all (Gibson & 

Levin, 1974) or at least recommend that caution should be exercised in giving them too 

much importance. This suggestion springs from a recognition of the complexity of the 

reading process and the many different styles and responses to tasks, which are 

magnified in L2 reading (Urquhart & Weir, 1998: Grabe & Stoller, 2002). Urquhart and 

Weir suggest the utility of identifying two classes of model: componential and process.
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The former appears to have arisen later than the process model and is an attempt to 

describe the component factors of the reading process, i.e. ‘the skills or knowledge 

thought to be involved’ (1998:47). This model is described in more detail below. The 

process model describes attempts to describe the whole process of reading, i.e. putting 

into operation those component factors.

3.2.7. Models of LI and L2 reading

Since the late 60s and early 70s, the literature reports three major suggestions for a 

process model: bottom-up, top-down, and interactionist. Urquhart and Weir warn that 

the popular view of process models is not completely accurate, particularly as regards 

who thought what, Goodman being normally reported as a top-downist, whereas he in 

fact denies the nomenclature (1998:42). An example of a bottom-up model is Gough’s 

(1972) reading aloud model. The process is essentially sequential: readers move from 

scanning letters (from left to right in English), decoding the letter string into phonemes. 

The word is then recognised as an entity and its individual meaning established. Total 

meaning is only reached at the end of the sentence, where syntactic and semantic sense 

is ascribed, before vocalisation. Urquhart and Weir (1998) comment on the potential 

problem of knowing when to stop with such an approach, presumably in the sense that 

is it simply the presence of the full stop that sets the component that ascribes syntactic 

and semantic sense into action, or perhaps a sense of the end of a phrase, or chunk of 

language that by itself contains meaning.

The top-down approach is sometimes perceived as emphasising the global rather than 

the particular serial view of a bottom-up model, although it should not be seen as a 

neatly opposite model to bottom-up (Urquhart & Weir, 1998). Here the reader’s 

schemata play a primary role in approaching a text, and the terms ‘data/text-driven’ for 

bottom-up and ‘reader-driven’ for top-down are suggested as more appropriate 

(Urquhart & Weir, 1998:42). For Frank Smith, a major player in the formation of 

reading theory in the early 70s, looking back from the late 80s, the expressions ‘outside 

in’ and ‘inside-out’ are more descriptive of his understanding, although he prefers to 

refer to them as ‘roughly equivalent’ to bottom- up and top-down (Smith, 1988). For 

Smith, the two models represent radically different points of view: in outside-in we are 

‘putting the text in charge, with the letters on the page the first and final arbiter of the
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reader’s responses’ whereas for inside -out ‘a reader determines how a text will be 

approached, dealt with, and interpreted’ (Smith, 1988:218).

3.2.8. Guessing in Reading

Goodman’s suggestion, that reading as a process of hypothesis through text sampling 

and existing language knowledge, is sometimes classified as top-down, but was in fact 

an attempt to get away from the ‘precise, sequential identification’ (Urquhart & 

Weir, 1998:43) that he felt characterised the classroom approach in the 60s. Hosenfeld 

(1984) made the equation of good guesser equals good reader. The concept of guessing 

in reading is also of importance in considering L2 reading, particularly as it relates to 

the current study and this is discussed in more detail below.

Goodman’s approach could be seen as being nearer an interactive model than a top- 

down one. The hallmarks of interactivity as applied to a model of reading is that 

information is ‘provided simultaneously from several sources’ (Stanovitch, 1980:35) 

Rumelhart’s (1977) model posits the functioning of a Feature Extraction Device to get 

information from the Visual Information Store. Information is then passed to the Pattern 

Synthesiser, into which data from Syntactical, Semantic, Lexical and Orthographic 

Knowledge is placed. By 1999, Stanovich and Stanovich stated: ‘Two decades of 

empirical research have largely resolved.. .debates in favour of the bottom-up models. A 

greater use of cues to aid word recognition is not a characteristic of good readers; 

developing phonological sensitivity, in terms of understanding the sound to grapheme 

relations, is critical for early success in reading acquisition’ (Stanovitch & Stanovitch, 

1999; see also Stuart, Masterson & Dixon, 1999:29). Accurate use of textual cues, 

which is involved in top-down models, may not be an easy task. The current study 

suggests this to be the case. Empirical studies have shown that when readers are asked 

to anticipate words in a passage, probability of a correct hypothesis is low (Albom, 

Rubenstein & Sterling, 1959; Alford, 1980; Gough, 1983). Gough shows (1983) that 

prediction is highest for function words and lowest for content-bearing words. This is 

interesting, in the light of the results of the current study. Gough & Wren (1999) suggest 

that even in the case of adult readers, it is far more efficient to decode the words than to 

attempt to hypothesise what they might be. It is possible that the top-down approaches
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were ‘considerably influenced by analysis-by-synthesis models of speech perception 

and interactive models of recognition that were derived by analogy to artificial 

intelligence in speech perception (e.g., Rumelhart, 1977) that excised words from 

normal conversations which are often not recognized out of context. ‘This does not hold 

for written language’ (Stanovitch & Stanovitch, 1999:16). Indeed, Perfetti (1999) 

observes that skilled readers do not depend on context for comprehension but on 

decoding of individual words. In LI reading, children decode for meaning by using their 

pre-existing language skills, i.e. they have quite an extensive knowledge of spoken 

language before reading and can use this to help in word recognition. I would like to 

suggest that in L2 reading this is not possible for beginners at least. The issue of word 

recognition is discussed further in 3.2.9.

It is worth noting that in the SLA literature an interactive model of L2 learning 

processes was proposed in the 90s (Carr & Curran, 1994; Ellis, N. 1994, 2001; 

Robinson, P. 1995; Schmidt, 2001). ‘Bottom-up data driven processing and top-down, 

conceptually driven processing guided by goals and expectations (including beliefs and 

expectations concerning the target language grammar’ (Schmidt, 2001:5) are constantly 

interacting (N. Ellis, 2001). Given the observations above, the extent to which an L2 

learner can use expectations concerning the target language grammar may be very 

limited. An L2 reader starts as a complete beginner with no pre-existing knowledge of 

the target language, although s/he may well have beliefs and expectations about it. 

These may or may not be correct.

These models have relevance for this particular study in so far as pupils’ beliefs and 

expectations emerge as drivers of their reading the foreign language text. However, this 

does not accord with the findings of one FL researcher. Macaro (2000), in his study of 

English and Italian adolescent foreign language readers, concluded that less successful 

readers did not use a schemata-driven, top-down approach, but tended to focus on 

elements of the text. However, Macaro found that readers did ‘make wild guesses not 

corroborated by other semantic information in the text’ (2001:85). Where the boundary 

can be drawn between ‘beliefs and expectations’ and ‘wild guesses’ could be an 

interesting debate. The indications from the present research were that the Year 9 

readers did make guesses about the meaning of the written text. These guesses seemed 

to be based on a number of factors, all of which could be classed as beliefs and
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expectations, rather than ‘wild guesses’ and it was possible to interpret the answers 

given in the light of the illustrations, prior knowledge of the sorts of topics normally 

covered in French lessons, as well as pupils’ own experiences of life.

3.2.9. Word Recognition, Expectations and Linguistic Comprehension

If it is posited that an outside-in, top-down, reader-driven model has credence, it would 

be reasonable to suggest that the prior knowledge and expectations that a reader brings 

to text will affect their perception and therefore comprehension of that text. There is no 

reason to suspect that in this area, LI reading should differ from L2. In the light of the 

information given below on the issue of culturally loaded text, the question can be asked 

whether word recognition may be hindered in the L2 when a subject is reading a text on 

an unfamiliar theme.

Firstly, a brief discussion of componential models in the literature, as it is considered 

that it is helpful in gaining a better understanding of the word-recognition issue. There 

has been criticism of two former models (Rayner & Pollatsek, 1989; Hoover & Tunmer, 

1993) on the ground that they focus on skills and knowledge rather than on the 

component of the actual reading process. Hoover and Tunmer propose a ‘simple’ view 

of two components in order to ‘understand reading as a set of theoretically distinct and 

empirically isolable constituents’ (1993:4). These components are a) word recognition 

and b) linguistic comprehension, both of which concepts are reminiscent of Jacoby’s 

(1983) classification (3.2.6). The ‘simplicity’ of these two concepts is highly 

questionable (Urquhart & Weir, 1998) and research continues into what actually 

constitutes these two components e.g. Greenwood & Bilbow (2002) and Sieroff, (2002) 

commenting on the former, and Savage (2001); der Jong & der Leij (2002) all 

commenting on the latter. What would appear to be relevant for this study is that for LI 

younger children and those with below average word identification skills, most variance 

occurred in phonology and rapid naming, whereas for older children (6th grade) the most 

variance occurred on the semantic component.

Word recognition would seem to be based on the pattern-spotting tendencies of the 

brain (e.g. Ho, 1998), which Smith defines as our capacity for categorisation 

(1988:103). We appear to have an enormous capacity for selection by similarity,
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ignoring minor differences, for example between script type which, for example, allow 

us to recognise letters even when written in very dissimilar fonts. If the brain has 

limited processing resources, then ‘it is more efficient to pay attention only to 

significant differences’ (Smith, 1988:103). Discussion of the mechanism for such 

pattern recognition is beyond the scope of this study. Suffice it to say that there is 

evidence that this is what the brain does, whether by template matching, feature 

analysis, shape recognition or a combination of all these and more. Theories about how 

words are recognised or identified fall into three main categories: whole word 

recognition, letter-by-letter recognition and a halfway camp of spelling patterns. There 

seems to be a distinction, pointed out by Mandler (1980), that word recognition is 

different from word identification. The former means knowing that that word has been 

met before, whilst the latter is putting a name to that word. An interesting illustration of 

this is Grabe and Stoller’s account of Grabe’s five-month long stay in Brazil, where he 

conducted a case study on his own progress in reading in Portuguese. One of the types 

of word knowledge that he identified was that of those words ‘with which he sensed a 

degree of familiarity. The words falling into this category were those that he had read 

before, and thus recognized, but he could not recall their meaning. ..there were familiar 

and understandable words.. .that he had retained’ (Grabe & Stoller, 1997:111).

Extrapolating from that, identification could be viewed as the secondary, but necessary 

step to linguistic comprehension. It is at this point, perhaps, that there is access to a 

hypothetical ‘mental lexicon’ (Urquhart & Weir, 1998:48). The bridge between appears 

to be of two sorts: the unexplained phenomenon of ‘fast mapping’ (Grabe & Stoller, 

1997) where a word is learned for retention very quickly, i.e. after one or two 

exposures, and the more indirect bridge, where a word, having been encountered, 

remains ‘vaguely known’ for an unspecified amount of time (Grabe & Stoller, 

1997:114). It is tempting to argue that the vaguely known words are so because, 

although they have been attended to at some point, not enough conscious thought has 

been applied to their retention, for all sorts of reasons ranging from fatigue to lack of 

background knowledge to enable them to connect with anything in the existing 

(hypothetical) lexis. The question can then be asked, whether background knowledge, 

or some connections can be created in the classroom for learners who are being 

introduced to words that are linguistically and experientially (in terms of their 

knowledge and experience of the world) meaningless for them.
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With reference to the form of the current study and the data generated, it is interesting to 

note that Jerome Bruner (1957) discussed the notion of perceptual recklessness. This 

was an observation on the inferences that readers can make on limited information. If  

too little information is processed, inaccurate judgements about what was on the page 

can be made. Accurate reading needs to be informed by some sort of judgement 

balancing perceptual hypothesis and sensory information. In the current study it was 

assumed that readers would have time for a careful reading of the short text and that 

their construction of a macro structure would be based on that sort of reading, provided 

that they were attending to the task.

3.2.10. Lack of Vocabulary in L2

I give a final note to this section on reading on the existing research situation as regards 

unknown vocabulary and single word recognition. There is a lack of research on these 

issues in the context of school learners’ early contact with new L2 words and their 

response to them. According to Randall and Meara (1988) and Urquhart and Weir 

(1998) this is due to the paucity of L2 vocabulary of such learners, which makes such 

research difficult. Many readers who have been studied are experienced and are beyond 

the stage of simple word recognition. Much research has been focussed on the relatively 

higher-order skills of discourse organization and the interpretation of continuous text 

(Randall & Meara, 1988). This is bom out by recent L2 research projects e.g. Those 

reported in Koda (1996) and those carried out by Wade-Woolley (1999) and Kroll, 

Michael, Tokowicz & Dufour (2002) where the subjects in the studies were all young 

adults. Although the present study was conducted on continuous text, it did however 

also provide information on young learners’ response what was thought to be known 

single words, but which appeared in fact, to be unknown vocabulary.

3.3. Visual representation and visual literacy

Because of the inclusion of images in the FL text used in the current study, the literature 

on the issue of the image v. the word and on the emerging concept of a visual, as 

opposed to textual, literacy is explored in this section.

3.3.1. Choosing image in preference to word
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In the current study, data were recorded on the responses of foreign language learners to 

illustrated and non-illustrated text. In the context of image and word, Paivio (1986) 

makes a distinction between different sorts of mental representations that are made 

internally. His work developed from research into memory and cognition carried out in 

the 1960s, where die view was that processes mediating memory and other cognitive 

tasks were primarily verbal. Paivio’s theory of dual-coding was developed from the 

standpoint of ‘the importance of nonverbal imagery as a mode of thought that was 

distinct from, though coordinated with, verbal processes’. His ideas were in opposition 

to those propositional theorists, who were ‘singleminded in insisting that all 

information, whether verbal or non-verbal, was transformed into this common

descriptive format’ (i.e. verbal or linguistic) ‘and then operated on by processes of a 

similar form’ (p.vii). Paivio’s concept is that there are two classes of phenomena that 

occur externally and are registered. These two classes are dealt with cognitively by 

separate sub-systems. One sub-system is specialised for ‘the representation and 

processing of information concerning non-verbal objects and events, the other 

specialized for dealing with language’ (p.53). He refers to these sub-systems as the 

imagery system and the verbal system and he assumes them to be structurally and 

functionally distinct. Paivio posits that the two systems can function independently or 

together and that the structural system consists somehow of fairly stable, long-term

information, both of verbal and non-verbal events. The functional system is the

processing, e.g. the encoding of information from either class, its recoding,

transformation, manipulation and retrieval. He proposes that there is functional 

asymmetry, but not total specialisation, i.e. that both cerebral hemispheres are to some 

extent generalised. (This accords with Omstein, 1997.) However, he suggests that 

within these parameters, all the neuropsychological evidence supports the idea of 

different parts of the brain being specialised to process verbal and non-verbal 

information. Both hemispheres can recognise images, but the left hemisphere shows 

superiority over the right in naming images (Paivio, 1986: 259). A distinction is made in 

the way information is represented between ‘picture-like’ and ‘language-like’ (p. 16). 

Consensus is emerging that the difference between the two is the ‘degree of 

arbitrariness of the mapping relation between the form of the representation and the 

form of the represented world... in the case of language-like representations... the 

relation is completely arbitrary’ (Paivio, 1986: 16) In other words, a picture can have a 

strong similarity to the object it is meant to represent, whilst a word, except arguably in
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the case of onomatopoeia, need have no relation at all, except that which the speakers 

and the listening community give it. This is a point to be considered in the light of the 

results of this study. The arbitrariness of the lexical form is not perhaps as immediately 

appealing to a Year 9 pupil as is a more ‘mappable’ image. Paivio’s position is strongly 

supported in practice by Mayer (2001), working in the area of textbook design: Mayer 

takes Paivio’s dual verbal and non-verbal processing assumptions and extends it into 

task design, with particular emphasis on the qualitative difference between image and 

word in processing terms, proposing a means to reduce cognitive load for the learner, by 

ensuring that the correct targeting of that qualitative difference. This approach has direct 

significance for the current study.

Another factor contributing to a favouring of the image over the word can be drawn 

from the area cognitive psychology, specifically in the work of Kinjo & Snodgrass 

(2000). They suggest that pictures are remembered better than their labels, due largely 

to the greater distinctiveness of a picture in comparison with a word on paper.

As is evident in the discussion on LI and L2 reading above, the current thinking is that 

the less skilled reader relies more on contextual clues than on specific word recognition. 

Smith (1971) suggests that the more difficulty a reader has with reading, the more s/he 

relies on visual information; this statement applies to both the fluent reader and to the 

beginner. In both cases, the difficulty has its origins in the inability of the reader ‘to 

make full use of syntactic and semantic redundancy, of nonvisual sources of 

information’ (Smith, 1971:221). Smith was not however, positing that it can be 

generalised that unskilled readers use more non-textual clues than skilled readers; he 

was referring to what any reader would do in a situation where the level of text was 

proving difficult. His hypothesis was, as discussed above (3.2), of the top-down school, 

that skilled readers rely less on graphic clues than unskilled readers, and are constantly 

sampling, rather than reading every word and then making hypotheses from that 

sampling. In a study on 5 year-old readers, Gough and Juel (1991) showed that readers 

at that stage of development prefer images to words and do not analyse the actual 

words, being swayed by the image rather than the word. Work from the English as a 

Second Language field also indicates that the use of the image can interfere with the 

learning of vocabulary (Elliott & Adepoju, 1998). The data produced in the current 

study appears to confirm that non-textual information is used by readers who are having
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difficulty with comprehending the text, and that the information they are using to help 

them comprehend is that represented by images.

3.3.2. Visual Literacy

In cultural terms, and at its most basic level, the concept of visual literacy could be 

defined as the interpretation of visual information. Vallance (1995) defines visual 

literacy as outside any narrow definition of literacy in terms of being able to read or 

write, but as being in a position to take part in that area of cultural interchange that is 

represented in images. Morgan and Neil (2001) suggest: ‘It is useful to remember that 

students have a context outside school that is rich in visuals’ (p.66). In terms of current 

imagery, for example on television, in computer games, on the Internet and in the sort 

of culture that surrounds them generally, school age children tend to have a high level 

of visual literacy as defined above by Vallance. Moreover, there is ‘likely to be an 

expectation on the part of the students of visual support for learning’ (Morgan & Neil, 

2001:69). Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996) work on the changing roles of image and 

word in textbooks indicates that by 1978, the image carried more primary meaning than 

it did in 1938, and that it is the text that supports the image rather than vice versa, as 

was the case before the Second World War. Kress’s more recent work (2003) continues 

to support this view. If their views are correct, it would be reasonable to hypothesise 

that pupils will look for primary meaning in accompanying visuals rather than in the 

text they are there to illustrate. This raises a question about the meaning-carrying role of 

images in foreign language textbooks and their power to help or hinder comprehension 

and learning.

There is a commonly-held assumption in UK MFL pedagogic literature that visuals are 

useful. The image can ‘provide a non-verbal link between the actual language used and 

the idea or concept expressed’ (Pachler & Field, 2001:238) and there is general 

agreement that use of visuals can avoid translation and recourse to the mother tongue, 

as well as enhancing the ‘aesthetic appeal’ (Morgan & Neil, 2001:73) of teaching 

material. McColl (2002:41) regards visuals as ‘an additional support through other 

sensory channels’. Morgan & Neil (2001) sound a note of warning, which in the light of 

the current study is somewhat prophetic, when they say: ‘It is useful to remember that 

visuals can be the main carriers of meaning’ (p.73). This is an important statement in 

the light of the current study, which would indicate that the nature of the non-verbal link
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may need to be very carefully considered in the creation of FL teaching material. 

Although it is posited in some texts (e.g. Elliott & Adepoju, 1998) that the image can 

interfere with comprehension of lexis, it is hard to find authors who report on the 

problem of the actual nature of visuals in FL text presentation, and how this nature may 

need to be very carefully considered because of the superiority of attention paid to them 

by readers, who are then led into making wrong assumptions about the text, this being a 

major finding of this research.. This particular phenomenon suggests that the role of the 

image as a non-verbal link or support in FL text may need to be investigated.

3.4. Foreign language classroom research

Much of the content discussed in this and the previous chapter relates to wider fields of 

SLA, to psychology and to neuropsychology, as well as to LI and L2 reading research. 

Apart from the specific references to the literacy strategy, to my own previous work and 

experience, there has been little reference to recent FL classroom research. This has 

been a result of a desire to explore the wider context, together with the obvious 

limitations on presentation. However, my methodology and thought has also been 

informed by more specific work on the classroom. In terms of methodology, UK 

classroom researchers (and I do not extend this term to small-scale action research, 

inclusion of which is simply not possible due to limitations of space) have used think- 

aloud procedures and gathered pupil perspectives on aspects of language learning. The 

way in which these two elements relate to this research is discussed further in Chapter 

Four. In terms of research focus, although there has been little apparent research directly 

on the issue of attention at the secondary level at a national or an international level, 

there has been work on surrounding issues which have relevance. What follows does 

not claim to be in any way inclusive of all secondary FL research but rather to be a 

sample of FL classroom research as it relates to the current study. These samples are 

taken mainly from FL reading and vocabulary acquisition research.

Grenfell and Harris’ (1999) work focused on strategies in all four skills, including 

reading. One of the three pupils whom they interviewed was a 12 year old boy, who 

evidenced ‘wild-card’ guessing of vocabulary (1999:65), very free interpretation of 

written text, a lack of attention to form, and a lack of ability to articulate his own 

learning process, features which were all reflected in the present study. In the same 

year, Chamot & El-dinary (1999) investigated the reading strategies of 8-year-olds in
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Canadian immersion programmes, using think-aloud. The less efficient readers were 

more reliant on visual clues and tended to get lost in the details, to the neglect of the 

overall content, which again bears a close relationship to the findings of this current 

research. Macaro (2001) also looked at strategies used by pupils in reading texts. In 

investigating whether 14-year-old learners used top-down or bottom-up approaches, 

they used oral think-aloud protocol to give details to a researcher about a slightly more 

demanding L2 text than they were used to. The author reports evidence that the more 

effective readers used a combination of the two approaches. Interestingly, he also 

reports that one of the less effective readers over-used the technique of scanning the text 

for cognates, neglecting to look for known words, disregarding the form of individual 

words by not looking at them closely, thereby and missing possible information. This 

pupil also displayed a lack of awareness of the clues given by syntax, (e.g. failing to 

recognize that verbs are not preceded by the definite article) and, in common with many 

of the least effective readers, reported mostly on noun phrases at the expense of verb 

phrases.

Barry and Lazarte (1998) looked at the aspect of inferencing whilst reading. They found 

that within their target group of UK16-year-olds, those with the highest amount of 

background knowledge on the content (not the FL) of the passage made more inferences 

than those with less knowledge. They also made less incorrect inferences than the 

others. Those with low levels of prior knowledge had more difficulty in extracting and 

storing information from the written text.

Work in both Korea (Lee & Shallert, 1997) and in France (Walter, 2001), investigating 

the transfer of LI reading skills to L2 with secondary age pupils, found indications that 

L2 performance appeared to be related to LI reading proficiency, although Lee and 

Shallert also found the strongest correlation was between L2 proficiency and L2 

reading, rather than LI reading alone.

There have been quite extensive studies on attitude and motivation, which are included 

here only in so far as they relate to attending to material. A growing number of these 

relate to anxiety in language learning. For example Graham’s (1997) UK work indicated 

that post-16 students were demotivated by language tasks that they perceived as being 

too difficult. This is important for the current study, in the sense that pupil perception of
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the nature of the task and their own ability to cope are influential in progress. Failure, or 

perceived failure to cope relates to a very recent pupil perception study, where 

Williams, Burdon, Poulet, and Maun (2004), revealed a lack of focus and clarity about 

strategy use in UK 11-16 year-olds. This work also exposed pupil attitude that resonates 

with the current study, where lack of effort was perceived as the major factor in lack of 

MFL success. Comments such as ‘I don’t concentrate’ (p.23), point to awareness of lack 

of attention. Hood’s (1996) research explored the motivation of UK 11-year-olds to 

persist with accessing text. There were certain parallels with the current study, as the 

task involved two texts, one with and one without a glossary, and reporting on text 

content. Hood’s findings however, concerned metacognitive reading strategies and how 

increased awareness of them may be a factor in more effective L2 reading. Hufton, 

Elliott and Illushin (2002) found evidence of an ‘anti-intellectual, often anti-education 

culture’ in the UK (Sunderland) classroom, as did Broadfoot et al (2000) before them, 

this time in comparison with attitudes of primary pupils in France. The resistance to 

learning needs to be considered in the current study as a factor in the issue of attending 

and is mentioned in Chapter Seven.

Knight’s (1994) research on dictionary use pointed up a strong pupil perception that 

lack of vocabulary was a priority in language learning. Many of the studies done in this 

area have been done with tertiary students (e.g. Jacobs, Dufin and Fong, 1994; Fraser,

1999). Jacobs et al wanted to find out if and how a gloss helped students to recall new 

vocabulary after reading it in a text and whether LI or L2 glosses were superior. The 

study revealed that higher ability students performed better with a gloss than without, 

but whether they were LI or L2 made no significant difference. Students themselves 

perceived glosses to be useful, especially LI ones, but the researchers suggested that 

inferencing might be reduced if glosses were supplied (the researchers put a value on 

inferencing for this sort of activity). The Fraser study (1999), again on dealing with new 

vocabulary in reading, looked, among other things, at the possibility that students ignore 

new lexis unless there is a perceived need to understand it, under which circumstances 

they will infer rather than consult a dictionary. The relevance for the current empirical 

study is the issue of ignoring and inferring, which I have interpreted to suggest a lack of 

attention to the new lexis. Both Jacobs et al and Fraser used strategy training in their 

research projects, with some slight indication of increase in acquisition of new 

vocabulary.
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Secondary studies, such as that of Hurman and Tall (2002) identify a need for more 

training for GCSE pupils in the use of dictionaries. Mitchell and Martin (1997), Myles, 

Hooper and Mitchell (1998) and Myles, Mitchell and Hooper (1999) point up the way 

that secondary language learners seem to acquire vocabulary in chunked phrases and 

need time to develop appropriate creative use of individual lexis.

As mentioned above, to date, there appear to be few studies specifically on attention 

within the secondary classroom. This is also appears to be the case for work on explicit

instruction. However, Mitchell, Hooper and Brumfitt (1994) do look at the issue of

‘explicit study of language’ in an MFL (in combination with English and History) 

classroom context. Findings indicated an uneven delivery of explicit instruction about 

language, together with lack of clarity of rationale for such instruction and limited 

linguistic knowledge of the teachers involved. This study has significance for the 

current Framework for teaching MFL (and other subjects), as indicating a need for 

much further research on the whole notion of explicit knowledge about language 

instruction within the curriculum.

3.5. Summary of concepts, classroom practice knowledge and research 

methodology

The following theoretical propositions, which emerge from the literature reviewed in 

Chapters Two and Three, underpin the current empirical study. The concepts are largely 

from the perspective of cognitive psychology, cognitive neuroscience and cognitive 

views o f SLA. They are based on experimental work within both those areas, although 

most o f the SLA concepts use findings from cognitive psychology and neuroscience as 

a basis for their models.

■ Attention is necessary for language learning.

■ Attention is limited in capacity and selective in focus.

■ One way of viewing attention in language learning is to refer to its function of 

noticing a linguistic item or feature.

■ Noticing alone is not sufficient for language learning.

■ Noticing must be accompanied by some form of processing by the learner 

(engagement), so that the item or feature becomes encoded into long-term 

memory.
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■ There are limitations in the brain on both noticing and processing.

■ Consciousness is a concept that includes attention (and therefore, noticing). It 

is necessary to differentiate between the term ‘consciousness’ as being general 

and inclusive, and ‘conscious attention’, which denotes a deliberate or 

intentional attention.

■ Conscious attention in language learning can be used as a mechanism for 

selection, thus controlling cognitive load. A learner can thus have choice over 

the object of attention.

■ A model of SLA where a specialized device is posited, does not require 

conscious attention and noticing -  language acquisition will happen without 

conscious intervention. There does not appear to be a role for choice in such a 

model.

The following points regarding language learning practice knowledge, based on LI

and L2 reading research as well as more diverse areas of SLA research, are thought

to be relevant for the current study. There is some evidence in the literature that:

■ Explicit instruction in the classroom can be a factor in increasing learners’ 

ability to articulate an understanding of language items or features.

■ The ability to articulate the thought processes that lead to a correct choice 

regarding a linguistic item or feature is termed metalinguistic noticing.

■ Learners who display the ability to notice in this way, as opposed to those who 

notice items or features without being able to articulate an understanding of 

them, have been seen to have more success in learning.

■ English secondary MFL pupils have a generally low ability to articulate an 

understanding of how language works

■ Explicit instruction in the MFL and English secondary classroom regarding 

how language works has been uneven.

■ Prior knowledge, in the form of schemata, will always play a part in a) what a

learner notices and b) how that learner interprets a text.

■ The learner can approach an LI or L2 text from ‘top-down’, giving priority to 

meaning interpreted from schemata, or from ‘bottom-up’ where more attention 

is given to the form of the linguistic items. The approach taken will depend on 

factors such as nature of the text, demand of any associated task and the choice 

o f the individual reader at any moment in time.
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■ Reading strategies of guessing and hypothesizing are ‘top-down’ strategies.

■ Literacy, (which includes reading in LI) if defined as an applied cognitive 

skill, can be taught directly.

The following methodologies used in studies about attention, LI and L2 reading, learner 

strategies and the effects of instruction, have been located in the literature reported on in 

this chapter. Those methodologies, or aspects of methodology, that have had some 

bearing on the development of the empirical study are discussed in Chapter Four.

■ Experimental quantitative work done with adults on attention in laboratory 

situations in the U.K. and USA in a context of cognitive psychology, e.g.

Cherry, 1953; Moray, 1959; Duncan, 1980.

■ Experimental quantitative work done with adults on attention in laboratory 

situations in the UK and USA in a neuroscientific context, e.g. Posner & 

Peterson, 1990; LaBerge et aly 1991.

■ Experimental mixed-method (quantitative and qualitative) work in both a book 

and computer environment with American high-school students on multi-media 

learning (related in this thesis to the issue of cognitive overload) e.g. Mayer 

1998.

■ Experimental mixed-method work with American high-school students on 

emotional and cognitive interest in scientific textbook design, e.g. Harp & 

Mayer, 1997.

■ Mixed-method SLA work on input enhancement with American university 

students, using methods such as comprehension tests, grammaticality judgement 

tests and think-aloud protocols, Alanen, 1995; Jourdanais et al, 1995; Leow, 

1997.

■ Mixed-method work on schemata in LI reading with American high-school and 

university students using standardized tests, e.g. Nelson-Denny Comprehension 

Test and participant report, e.g. Stanovitch , 1980; Mohammed & Swales, 1994.

■ Mixed-method work on the relationship between inferencing and prior 

knowledge in reading, with American high-school students, e.g. Barry & 

Lazarte, 1998.
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■ Qualitative work on L2 reading strategies, with primary and secondary 

language learners, using interview and think-aloud protocol, e.g. Grenfell & 

Harris, 1999; Chamot & El-dinary, 1999; Macaro, 2001.

■ Intervention studies with American university students on vocabulary 

acquisition in SLA reading, using control groups, strategy training and 

participant interview and report, e.g. Jacobs et al, 1994; Fraser, 1999.

■ Documentary studies of English secondary Yr 9 pupils’ knowledge about 

language, (LI and L2) and progression in FL in Key Stage 3, using teacher 

report and interview, pupil task and report, and classroom observation (Mitchell 

etal, 1994).

3.5.1 Gaps in research

There is clearly much evidence over time from the literature of psychology, 

neurophysiology and, more recently, from that of SLA, that attention is important in 

learning. There is currently however, very little in the area of FL secondary classroom 

research in England exploring this area. Explicit instruction and the nature of implicit 

and explicit learning also are increasingly well explored in more general studies, but far 

less so in an MFL secondary context. Research on the role of the image in learning is 

becoming more prolific, but is again limited as regards the MFL classroom.

Some aspects that relate to the current study appear not to be problematised in the 

literature, for example as mentioned above, the role of the image in FL secondary 

language teaching and learning, the problems for MFL pupils in dealing with page lay

out and information over-load, and the strategies of LI and 2 reading for gist and detail, 

including strategies such as scanning for cognates in L2. It is thought that the current 

study does raise questions regarding these three areas.

3.5.2. Research questions

The following research questions for this study have emerged from the literature 

explored above. (More detail is given on their evolution in Chapter Four.)

1. To what extent, and how, do pupils learning MFL in secondary school give close 

attention to, and engage with, written text in the target language during MFL 

lessons?
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2. What are pupils’ perceptions of how they go about understanding written text in 

MFL and how do different presentation and forms of support help them?

3. To what extent, and how, does teaching in MFL enable and equip pupils to 

engage with texts in the target language?

4. How can attention and engagement with text in MFL pedagogy be theorised in 

relation to teaching and learning?

3.6. Conclusion

These two chapters have been a review of different aspects of attention, of explicit and 

implicit knowledge and instruction, of reading and literacy, and of the processing 

underlying learning. It is hoped that it gives both a broad view of the theoretical basis 

underlying the classroom research undertaken in this present study as well as a view o f 

what has not been much discussed or analysed in the literature. The methodology 

adopted for the collection of data was strongly influenced by the development of this 

review and is described itself in the next chapter.
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Chapter Four

4.0. Introduction

This chapter outlines the conceptual framework, methodology, and piloting employed to address 

the research questions and then goes on to describe the empirical study itself, which was done 

with an entire Year 9 cohort in a secondary English High School, and consisted of each of the 5 

sets of that cohort working with a short French text and answering questions on it. The research 

questions concern the extent of MFL pupils’ close attention to written text, their perceptions of 

the process of understanding such a text, the extent to which they have been equipped to engage 

with the text and how attention and engagement with text in MFL pedagogy can be theorised in 

relation to teaching and learning.

The following summary lays out in narrative form the conceptual framework that was 

developed; in Miles’ and Huberman’s words: ‘the main things to be studied’ (1994:18). These 

main things emerged from reading of the literature and from reflection on classroom experience. 

Key concepts to be explored in this study are expectation of teachers and curriculum, and pupil 

performance (in terms of recall and retention) in MFL and the tensions between expectation and 

performance in relation to attention and engagement. In this study, I define attention as pupils’ 

noticing of FL lexis at a level sufficient to enable them to report upon it in written form 

immediately after reading a FL text. This sort of attention I will call ‘close attention’. 

Engagement, that further process of attention, I define in this study as an active interaction 

between pupil and FL material. Evidence in the literature e.g. Adams (1990), Schmidt (1993) 

and Leow (2001), points to attention as being a pre-condition for learning to take place. 

Learning I define, for the purposes of this study (following Robinson, 2001), as the retention or 

encoding of information in long-term memory, thus relating it to retention of MFL lexis in and 

between lessons. Selection of target FL material by pupils is regarded here as key, due to their 

limited processing capacity. I argue that this selective capacity must be directed by a pupil’s 

knowledge of strategies, in this particular instance, in reading FL text.

In the literature there is evidence that if pupils are not attending closely to FL material, 

such attention including an active interaction with that material, then optimum 

conditions for learning will not be met. The research questions were framed so as to 

begin to explore the extent to which pupils attend to a particular piece of FL material,
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There was a further methodological issue regarding the impracticality of including 

learning. My understanding at that time was that if learning were to be explored, I 

would need to use a ‘process-product study’ (Allwright & Bailey, 1991:45) where 

learning outcomes from more than one group were compared, with pre-test, control 

group and post-test, or do secondary research, i.e. a metasurvey (such as done by 

Ortega, 2000) on data from a range of examination results. My focus however, was on 

attention primarily and appeared to be a first step in investigating the phenomenon of 

attention in the English secondary MFL classroom, the literature showing that little such 

research had been done in this particular context at the point in time when I carried out 

the study. An investigation of the possible relationships between attention and learning 

in the MFL classroom appeared to me to be a second step. On these grounds, after some 

attempts to consider how to compare learning gains in a focus on form situation, I 

arrived at a decision to limit the current study and not to look directly at learning in its 

broader sense.

Although the leaming-only test design was abandoned, (as explained above) the idea of 

careful reading, skimming, (not scanning specifically) and ascertaining comprehension 

was still important in this research. The idea of texts with different sorts of support in 

Doughty’s (1998) study was thus adapted for the study, although at the time of running 

the study I thought that her use of a pretest-posttest design was not practical in my 

particular setting.

Working deductively, as described by Punch (2005), I moved from my area of interest, 

through these sorts of considerations, to general questions, which required some 

modification and to the existing research questions. Arriving at these questions was a 

long process, as with the conceptual framework, involving much reflection both on my 

experience and observation in the classroom, and on of the literature. The two general 

questions that finally emerged as being realistic (possible in practice) were:

■ Were pupils attending to lexis enough to notice it and for some further 

processing to take place?

■ Did they have any ways (strategies) to do this consciously, including selecting 

what could be termed ‘appropriate’ information for engagement?
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together with their perceptions and capacity to do so, taking the relationship between 

close attention and learning (in terms of retention of new items in long-term memory) as 

given.

4.1. Identification of suitable methodological approaches

In seeking an appropriate methodological approach, I found that the interrelationship o f 

conceptual framework, methodology and research questions was very close. The 

development of the conceptual framework described above (4.0.) was an extended and 

iterative process that was concurrent with the gradual evolution of the research 

questions. One part of this process was setting the parameters of the study, both 

theoretical and methodological. In doing this, I was ‘focusing and bounding’ both 

framework and questions (Miles & Huberman, 1994:19). The theoretical limitation was 

my decision to exclude the issue of learning, with the following proviso: the role of 

learning in this study would be confined to that definition given above, relating to 

encoding and retention. Such a definition was intended to limit the need to investigate 

and discuss learning, except where it related to the original starting point of this thesis -  

the extent to which pupils retain lexical FL knowledge both from one lesson to another 

and over the course of their secondary FL learning experience. In terms of 

methodology, I needed to take into account the limitations of my situation as a teacher- 

researcher at the time of the empirical study in deciding what was appropriate and at the 

same time, possible.

The topic area in which I was interested was that of attention. I wanted to find out 

whether MFL pupils were actually attending to the lexis in a way that, theoretically, in 

accordance with the thinking of Schmidt (1995), Robinson (2001) and Mitchell et al 

(1994) would allow them to remember it at some future time, and use it in a different 

context, i.e. to manipulate it to create their own language. Such a quest seemed too 

ambitious for my personal circumstances as a practitioner researcher and would have 

also meant ignoring or replicating previous research (Mitchell et al, 1994, Leow, 2001). 

I discarded such a quest and narrowed the exploration to the specific activity of reading 

a text in the classroom, and also discarded the idea of finding out about the retention of 

information over a period longer than one lesson.
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There was a farther methodological issue regarding the impracticality of including 

learning. My understanding at that time was that if learning were to be explored, I 

would need to use a ‘process-product study’ (Allwright & Bailey, 1991:45) where 

learning outcomes from more than one group were compared, with pre-test, control 

group and post-test, or do secondary research, i.e. a metasurvey (such as done by 

Ortega, 2000) on data from a range of examination results. My focus however, was on 

attention primarily and appeared to be a first step in investigating the phenomenon of 

attention in the English secondary MFL classroom, the literature showing that little such 

research had been done in this particular context at the point in time when I carried out 

the study. An investigation of the possible relationships between attention and learning 

in the MFL classroom appeared to me to be a second step. On these grounds, after some 

attempts to consider how to compare learning gains in a focus on form situation, I 

arrived at a decision to limit the current study and not to look directly at learning in its 

broader sense.

Although the learning-only test design was abandoned, (as explained above) the idea of 

careful reading, skimming, (not scanning specifically) and ascertaining comprehension 

was still important in this research. The idea o f texts with different sorts of support in 

Doughty’s (1998) study was thus adapted for the study, although at the time of running 

the study I thought that her use of a pretest-posttest design was not practical my 

particular setting.

Working deductively, as described by Punch (2005), I moved from my area of interest, 

through these sorts of considerations, to general questions, which required some 

modification and to the existing research questions. Arriving at these questions was a 

long process, as with the conceptual framework, involving much reflection both on my 

experience and observation in the classroom, and on of the literature. The two general 

questions that finally emerged as being realistic (possible in practice) were:

■ Were pupils attending to lexis enough to notice it and for some further 

processing to take place?

■ Did they have any ways (strategies) to do this consciously, including selecting 

what could be termed ‘appropriate’ information for engagement?
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I broke these questions down to make them both more specific, so that they both linked 

the conceptual framework more closely than the two general questions above to the 

classroom situation that I had available, and were answerable. This enabled me to see 

what sort of data would need to be collected to answer them (Punch, 2005) and resulted 

in the three research questions already presented at the end of Chapter Three and 

reproduced below.

1. To what extent, and how, do pupils learning MFL in secondary school give close 

attention to, and engage with, written text in the target language during MFL lessons?

2. What are pupils’ perceptions of how they go about understanding written text in MFL 

and how do different presentation and forms of support help them?

3. To what extent, and how, does teaching in MFL enable and equip pupils to engage 

with texts in the target language?

The final question:

4. How can attention and engagement with text in MFL pedagogy be theorised in 

relation to teaching and learning? allows for the emergence of a discussion on the 

implications of the findings, in the context of the literature search and the conceptual 

framework and has therefore a less immediate bearing on the research design, relating 

rather to its substantive relevance in Punch’s terms of ‘investment of research effort’ 

(2005:46) as well as to the theoretical, rather than strictly to the methodological aims of 

the study.

In order to collect data to answer these questions, I needed to break them down further. 

The next step in question creation would then be to design the very specific data 

collection questions (Punch, 2005) that would be the fine-tuned tools to provide the data 

needed. Before such a specific task was possible, I needed to find a research design that 

would link the above questions to the data (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

As with the conceptual framework, some boundaries for design needed to be 

established. One way to find an appropriate design for tools to collect the data was to 

consider what I did not need to find out and what sort of approach was not appropriate. 

As discussed above, I needed to exclude an approach where I was testing learning 

outcomes. From the evidence in the literature, I was working from a position where
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attention in MFL learning was key. I therefore did not necessarily have to replicate a 

study to show this. (This statement should be qualified in the light of the fact that my 

search had indicated that, at the time of carrying out the study, no work on attention had 

been done in an English secondary MFL classroom context and it could be argued that 

the necessity of attention in that context needed to be established. However, as 

discussed above, I conceived of my research as being preliminary to work involving 

measuring learning.) However, I was reluctant to let go of the concept of ‘testing’ as 

explained in more detail in the following section. I wanted, however, as mentioned 

above, to look at, and be able to describe, what was happening, in terms of attention, 

when pupils read a FL text in a natural, classroom setting. I therefore needed to find a 

research design that could include both of these considerations.

4.1.1. Quantitative elements of approach and methods

I had decided for the purposes of this study to take the notion of attention as a necessary 

factor in language learning as ‘given’. Previous laboratory research had been carried 

out, e.g. that of Cherry (1953), Moray (1959) and Deutsch (1986), with individual 

participants, where information was played into both ears and participants asked to 

focus on one stream. In this work the researchers had been concerned to discover what 

subjects could report about unattended information. The conclusions were that if  

information had truly been unattended, participants would have nothing to report. This 

sort of work required specialist equipment, adult participants and the control of many 

variables, e.g. the likelihood that participants had switched attention from one stream of 

information to another without the researchers’ knowledge, the effect of intense streams 

of sound into individual ears, not a situation that occurs in the normal environment, and 

the effect of hearing the same word up to thirty-five times, not something that would 

happen even in a language lesson. These experimental interventions are much quoted in 

the literature (e.g. Pashler, 1999) and the fundamental core of the findings, that what is 

not attended is not available for report, is taken by some SLA researchers to be true (e.g. 

Jourdenais, 2001). Therefore, although I started out by wanting to do work which 

addressed the extent to which pupils needed to attend to the words in order to learn, if I 

took the perspective of theorists such as Schmidt, Jourdenais and Robinson, it was 

unnecessary as such work had been done before. Additionally, I was not in a situation to 

do laboratory work or work involving complex relationships between variables. Pure 

experimental work, with controls and interventions, and a purely quantitative approach
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was therefore inappropriate. However, as is clear from the literature search, I had 

located my work within a psychological and psycholinguistic perspective. It was 

reasonable therefore, to keep the work within the main methodological tradition of those 

disciplines as far as was possible. I therefore considered ways to do this.

It was feasible to run a quasi-experiment, where there was an element of testing, but 

there was no control group. The yeargroup was already split into five sets, providing 

‘naturally occurring treatment groups’ (Punch, 2005:73) and I would have control of 

one independent variable, which would be the support given for the FL text. However, I 

did not want to make comparisons between groups -  I was not trying to compare 

attention and engagement within the yeargroup, but rather to get an overall description 

of how that yeargroup attended and engaged. Neither did I consider that I was in a 

position to analyse the data in a purely quantitative sense -  any measurements I did 

would be descriptive rather than statistically significant.

I did not, however, have to rule out a confirmatory role for what I was doing. Although 

attention as essential for learning could be assumed, I was in a position to ‘explicate a 

conceptualization’ (Miles & Huberman, 1994:17). I could explore the role of attention 

within a particular environment, with particular reference to the ability of participants to 

report, so in a sense confirming, or not, the hypothesis that what is not noticed in input 

cannot be reported. The environment I did have available was not the laboratory, but 

the classroom, which provided a ‘field or life situation’ (Miles & Huberman, 1994:6), 

where there was a chance to situate research in the everyday school life of pupils. I had 

the opportunity to collect data in the ‘genuine classroom’ (Nunan, 1992: 91-2) where 

the groups had been created for normal teaching purposes, rather than being constituted 

specifically for the purpose of collecting that data, and therefore to use what Robson 

(2002:4) calls a ‘real world’ approach. The school where I was working was happy for 

me to have access to whole classes, and even whole cohorts, e.g. the whole of a 

yeargroup.

Time and manpower available to support my research was, however, extremely limited 

as I was soon to leave that particular school, the Year 9 with whom I was working 

would soon become Year 10 and be unavailable, due to exam pressure, for the sort of 

session that I envisaged. The second half of the summer term of Year 9 was the time
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that I had been allotted by the school. The general questions relating to attention to 

lexis, further processing, and strategies for attending and engaging, pointed to a 

descriptive approach, where I could explore what actually happened when pupils 

encountered FL material over a period of time. That long-term option was not available 

to me. Because of this, it seemed difficult to ignore the concept of testing. To ask a 

question ‘to what extent and how’ in a situation where time was limited, implied more 

than providing a description of an existing situation. I had discarded the idea of testing 

learning outcomes or testing the role of attention, but some sort of intervention was 

required, some catalyst that brought the elements of a normal MFL classroom activity, 

such as reading, into relief.

My first idea, before the final form of research questions had been arrived at, had been 

to use what appeared to be a mainly quantitative approach, using numerical data to 

support a hypothesis that drawing learners’ attention to specific aspects of language 

would aid learning. The intention had been to use two schools (a pilot and a main 

school) and set pupils a task that would involve them having to attend to new verb 

forms and then testing on recognition and recall. The forms were to have been 

emphasised through enlarging and emboldening the print. Pupils’ relative success in 

recognising and recalling the forms would have been taken as an indicator of level of 

engagement. I had hoped that the results would have rendered the measuring of the 

factor of learner attention possible. Such a factor can be thought of as one requiring 

high inference; that is it would, ‘demand that the observer make a judgement that goes 

well beyond what is immediately visible’ (Allwright & Bailey, 1991:64) and the 

quantitative approach was intended to increase the visibility of that factor. Such an 

approach would have used a fixed design, with strong pre-specifications and high 

control of variables. Numerical data would have been collected that could have been 

analysed with the expectation that statistically significant results would have emerged, 

from which it was hoped that it would have been possible to make generalisations about 

the engagement of Year 9 in reading FL written text.

However, in thinking through the approach, it became apparent that such a fixed design 

would present difficulties that could not necessarily be overcome in the context within 

which I would be working. Within the chosen sample, there would be a number of 

variables that it would be very difficult to control, for example, that of ability. To
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control for this, more information would be needed on each pupil than I was going to be 

permitted to have, either by the pilot or the target school. It might also have been 

necessary to control for ethnic origin and gender, neither of which factors I wanted to 

take into account in this initial investigation. Control of time of day of the test- 

intervention and of psycho-physiological elements such as fatigue, anxiety (Allwright & 

Bailey, 1991) and boredom would have added to the potential variables. Without strict 

control of these elements, it would not have been possible to establish the causal 

relationship of the controlling variable of the emboldened text and to have produced 

reliable generalisations.

If I had not been working from a strongly psychological and psycho-linguistic 

perspective, this could have been, as a completely qualitative study, perhaps carried out 

through interviews and questionnaires. The obvious model for this project was 

descriptive; ‘research-then theory’ (Skehan, 1989 in Graham, 1997: 6) and it could be 

argued that Graham’s use of qualitative research tools such as questionnaires, 

interviews, think-aloud techniques and learner diaries could have been replicated in my 

own research to produce a completely interpretative mode. However, Graham herself 

saw the advantage of a mixed-method approach, recognising ‘that investigating 

teachers’ perceptions of and reactions to those difficulties, demanded an element of 

quantification’ (Graham, 1997: 6). In Graham’s project, quantification was used in the 

counting of categories of perceptions, in other words, to assess the relative numbers of 

sorts of perceptions. In investigating engagement with written text, I chose to count not 

only perceptions, but also elements of performance. Hotho (1999) adopted a similar 

approach in investigating motivation in the classroom, where data was collected by 

questionnaire, but unlike the present study, the questionnaire was issued several times 

over an 11-week teaching period. The resulting data was analysed using Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) but the sample used was too small to reveal significant differences, 

and Hotho, too, reported consequently on trends rather than statistically significant 

results.

There were also several precedents for mixed-method approaches in the literature. Harp 

and Mayers’ (1997) work with American high-school students on emotional and 

cognitive interest in scientific textbook design had mixed an experimental approach 

with participant report, as had Alanen (1995) and Leow (1997) in SLA research, where
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statistical analysis had been combined with use of comprehension tests, grammaticality 

judgment tests and think-aloud protocols. Stanovitch (1980) and Mohammed and 

Swales (1994) had used mixed-method work on schemata in LI reading, using 

standardized reading tests together with participant report. Barry and Lazarte (1998) 

had also used a mixed-method approach on the relationship between inferencing and 

prior knowledge in reading, with American high-school students. None of these 

approaches, however, exactly matched what I was trying to find out, the target 

participants, nor the circumstances I had.

4.1.2. Qualitative elements

On basis of the above, and in the light of the preliminary nature of the study, I had taken 

the decision to explore the issue of engagement from a descriptive standpoint, where the 

perspective of learners was included with their performance in a test-intervention, and 

thus to move towards a perspective where a partly qualitative methodology was 

appropriate.

Such a methodology, which kept the ‘testing’ element, but allowed for description, was 

called for. Again, I went through a process of considering and discarding methods that 

did not seem appropriate. For example, the interview is widely accepted as a method for 

collecting data in qualitative research (Mason, 1996; Punch 2005). But two factors 

suggested that this was not the best method in this situation. These factors were my 

intention to collect information on performance and the limitations of time. It was not 

obvious how interviewing could have elicited data on performance, although it could 

have been used to assess perceptions of the text. It would have been necessary then, to 

have two data collection methods - one method for performance and then the interview 

for perceptions. However, the time factor enters at this point. As I wanted to look at a 

wide range of pupil perception (the entire Year 9 cohort), the time taken to interview 

that whole group would have been greater than was available at that point. On a similar 

basis, i.e. time restraints, additional interviews with, and questionnaires to teachers were 

discounted.

Another possible method would have been observation of participants, using a method 

largely used in ethnography (Punch, 2005). Two factors militated against this method: 

the focus of the study was not essentially ethnographic (although it had an element of
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ethnography, mentioned below), and the observation would have been for signs o f 

attention, rather than the sense pupils were making of their social situation. It would 

have been difficult to match these observations to performance and it would have been 

necessary to link the observer’s perception to each child and then to match that o f 

potentially more than ninety pupils to their performance. Such observation would have 

required very high inference and could have easily gone wrong. After reflection, I 

discarded the idea of using observation.

Looking at the methodology used in SLA research in the literature, I knew that work 

had been done on attention in a dual-task setting, where the limited-capacity model of 

attention in the learning situation was explored, such as that done by VanPatten (1990). 

In this instance, one group of participants had to listen to an extract of language for 

meaning only, while the other had to listen for form and meaning. This, I thought, 

would be too complicated to set up as a study, although in a very small way the second 

test-intervention of the series of five test-interventions that was eventually created was 

thought to supply such an environment (see the discussion below on visual literacy). 

Hulstijn’s (1989) study, with adult participants, where sentences seen briefly were 

copied and re-ordered, was too heavy on administrative load. VanPatten’s study also 

focussed on form or meaning whereas in my research I wished to combine the two.

Use of first-person reporting on learner protocol, however, did seem appropriate, as 

from the literature I understood that such a method was intended to reflect the response 

of the participants to a piece of text in their own words and should not be merely a 

commentary from an external observer. I decided to create questions that would act as 

form of written ‘think-aloud’ record. They were designed to elicit and preserve 

participants’ immediate thoughts on the text and its difficulties or otherwise. Although it 

would have been exceedingly interesting to have carried out an oral think-aloud study, 

as done -by Graham (1997) with post-16 students, Chamot and El-Dinary (1999) with 

8-year olds and Macaro (2001) with 14-year olds, the administration involved would 

have been impractical for this particular study.

4.2. Bringing together two elements in the research design

The study itself took place in an hour-long session of normal lesson time for each of 

five setted groups of a Year 9 cohort, thus taking five hours in all to run. The groups
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were given a series of test-interventions containing a written text in French, with 

questions in English on content and method of working. Four of the test-interventions 

contained the same text, with differing amounts of support in each one and the fifth had 

a different French text, and pupils were asked to respond to questions about preference 

for the presentation of the text.

Given the discussion of methodological considerations discussed in the previous 

section, the research was planned as an exploratory study, which could possibly lead to 

a further one, which might in turn produce data that could be susceptible to statistical 

analysis leading to a possible wider generalisability of findings. The intention changed 

then, from one of measuring effect of enhanced text upon learning, to a description and 

interpretation of how pupils of that Yeargroup interacted with written FL text. The tools 

developed were thus planned with the aim that they would be able to elicit the learner 

perspective on the difficulties or otherwise of that text, and at the same time, to contrast 

this perspective with actual performance.

The research design had, therefore, changed from a fixed, pre-specified model, to a 

flexible, or mainly qualitative design (Robson, 2002:5). In this latter model, there is less 

pre-specification, and the design was able to change and develop as the research 

progressed. Thus the design could respond to the demands of the situation. Robson 

makes the point that such designs can in fact produce numerical, and therefore 

quantitative data, as well as qualitative data in the form of words. However, when I 

finally was able to let go of the idea of testing for learning, and to include learner 

perspective, a statistical, analytic approach became inappropriate. I kept the idea of 

using some numerical data, which would be limited to descriptive statistical analysis, as 

I had done in the study of German and English FL textbooks (Door, 1999), in order to 

reveal trends and patterns rather than to yield numerically significant results.

In considering an approach that could be used for a study of engagement with reading as 

an indicator of attention, I took the view made explicit by Robson (2002) and Punch 

(2005), that it needed to be one that worked for that particular group in that particular 

context. Reality being an open and complex system, in contrast with the laboratory, 

would provide a rich environment with many interacting factors. There would 

potentially be a number of different mechanisms, which could all potentially trigger
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different outcomes. In other words, as discussed above, control would be a problem. It 

therefore appeared more appropriate to explore from a descriptive and qualitative angle, 

but perhaps to use some elements of quantification.

The decision to involve as many pupils as possible in the study meant that some sort of 

global view of attentional, engagement and cognitive processes within a particular age 

range might be gained. (It must again be stressed that it was intended to gather a global, 

but necessarily preliminary view, due to the limitations of the research circumstances.) 

Collecting data on a large group, split into smaller groups, setted by ability (the total 

participating group finally consisted of 88 pupils) pointed to the use of quantification.

In this particular study on engagement, I did not wish to report alone on the subjective 

response (perception) of the participants to the task. An aspect of the initial approach, 

which I tried to preserve throughout, was an interest in what pupils actually did when 

faced with written text, not simply what they thought they did. It was for this reason 

that I chose not to pursue a course of action research. I did not want, at that point in 

time, to look directly at my own practice, or to bring about change within it, but rather 

to look at what learners did at the moment of interaction with pedagogic material. This 

is why it appeared necessary to look at performance. The long-term view was to 

improve practice by finding out what the pupils did when working with the text, which 

could well form the basis for an action research project as described by Stringer (1999). 

One of the assumptions informing the study was that pupils were likely to respond to 

present events in the way that they had responded in the past, particularly if they had not 

been explicitly taught how to consciously manipulate information on language structure 

(2.2.3., 2.6.2), or had not been taught reading strategies that they could employ in 

making sense of new reading material. They would be then dependent, in their way of 

going about reading, on existing schemata (Rumelhart, 1980) and habit.

In an attempt to see if it were possible to spot this dependency, and due to limitations of 

time as mentioned above, to use completely naturalistic, non-interventionist methods 

did not seem to provide enough focus; a catalyst was required. This catalyst was to be 

the reading comprehension test-interventions where the same text was repeated, with 

different kinds of support (Appendix 2). The manner of support of this one text thus 

provided an independent variable, in the sense that I could control the input for pupils.
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The effect of the different forms of support on pupils’ attention and engagement support 

could then be measured. In this sense, I would be looking at the impact of the support 

upon pupils’ attention and engagement.

The ‘measuring’ would not be concerned with examining statistical significance, but 

would be more in the nature of a comparison, to see if the effects of each sort of support 

could be seen on pupils’ attention and engagement. It would be done by categorising 

pupil responses to certain features in the text, e.g. whether pupils got most of the gist, 

some of the gist or little gist of the text, and then looking for emerging patterns across 

the group in relation to a particular form of support.

4.2.1. Relationship of design and method to the research questions

Following Shulman (1988) I examined the above methods to make sure that they 

matched the research questions. This matching involves a consideration of how the data 

would be analysed to provide answers to the questions.

The first three research questions, which provide the sharp focus for the methods and 

for analysis, all have within them two strands, which are about performance and 

perception. The first part of the first question, i.e. ‘To what extent do pupils learning 

MFL in secondary school give close attention to, and engage with, written text in the 

target language during MFL lessons?’ lends itself, within the context of a whole 

yeargroup, rather than a small number of individuals, to a descriptive statistical analysis. 

I envisioned that such an analysis would necessitate collecting data on pupil 

performance on a common task and then looking for patterns in that performance, thus 

capturing something of the element of ‘to what extent’. The ‘how’ could also be 

researched by collecting performance evidence and counting features noticed, e.g. how 

many pupils could report on cognates. But the ‘how’ could be informed by what pupils 

themselves had to say about how they approached the text. Such a pupil perspective 

would also fit the second question: ‘What are pupils’ perceptions of how they go about 

understanding written text in MFL and how do different presentation and forms of 

support help them?’ The second part of this question, however, lends itself to a method 

that could track performance and the analysis would then consist of contrasting 

performance with perception. Answering the third question: ‘To what extent, and how, 

does teaching in MFL enable and equip pupils to engage with texts in the target

90



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 L2 reading

language?’ would necessitate drawing on data from performance and pupil comment. 

But it also seemed possible to use quantification of data on perception, in the sense of 

asking: ‘How many pupils thought X?’ How many pupils preferred Y?’

4.2.2. A summary of the nature of the research design

The design combines quantitative and qualitative elements. It takes the overall form of a 

quasi-experiment, with a test-intervention to provide a central focus. The support for the 

test-intervention was controlled and thus provides an independent variable in the form 

of different forms of support (visual and verbal). The impact of the test-intervention on 

attention and engagement is measured quantitatively, using numerical analysis. The 

impact of the text and support is also examined qualitatively in terms of pupil 

perception by the use of test-intervention and interview. The test-intervention itself 

would present two parts: the first part would ‘test’ comprehension and the second would 

seek opinions from the children on text, its presentation and ways of reading it. I called 

these test-interventions, ‘Surveys,’ so that they would appear as non-threatening and 

non-judgemental to the participants. This part of the study is essentially qualitative and 

naturalistic, following Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) in that it sets out to examine 

the constructions that the participants made in a natural setting, i.e. that of the MFL 

classroom. All their responses to the test-interventions were produced in that setting. 

The study was also qualitative in that it focussed in depth on the context of a particular 

yeargroup, in a particular school, at a particular time of day and year. In order to add a 

different element, or an element of triangulation, pupil perception is compared with 

performance. However, performance data is analysed interpretively (and therefore is 

qualitative) as being indicative of trends rather than as statistically significant, and 

generalisable data.

Thus, although the study was essentially qualitative in approach, being descriptive and 

interpretive, the research design took the form of a quasi-experiment, as defined by 

Punch (2005), with naturally occurring treatment groups, and a controllable independent 

variable, that is the variation of support for a text.

4.3. Validity and reliability

The issue of validity is fundamental to the study. As Cohen et al make clear: ‘validity is 

the touchstone of all types of educational research’ (2000:106).
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The issues of internal and external validity need here be seen in the context of a piece o f 

research, with qualitative and quantitative elements. It must be borne in mind that close, 

accurate causal relationships were not being sought between the variables, but rather a 

description of what appeared to be the connection between one thing and another. Thus 

internal validity became less crucial, (Nunan, 1992), although I would argue that the 

information given below indicates that there was integrity or validity within the design.

Internal validity could be claimed following guidelines from Cohen et al. (2000) 

because there could be confidence in the data being a real indication of how pupils were 

tackling the text, due to the relatively large numbers involved, reducing the risk o f 

pupils making something up to please the researcher. (In other words, if pupils made 

something up rather than reporting as honestly as they could, it should have shown up in 

the data analysis.) Following from the above, it would be fair, reporting at least some of 

the situation ‘through the eyes of the participants’ (pi 08); data would be confirmable by 

an outside observer i.e. the responses to the test-interventions could be read by anyone 

external to the research; the data could be audited by examination by an outside reader; 

the claim made for the research would be clear, i.e. that it would be primarily 

descriptive.

External validity could not be obtained by wide generalisation, because the research was 

limited to the one yeargroup in the one school. (Although the results from the pilot did 

appear to exhibit similar trends to those from the main school.) However, limited 

generalisation was possible because of the participation of the entire Yeargroup, which 

meant that a wide range of pupils of differing abilities and socio-economic backgrounds 

were involved. Additionally, transferability could be obtained through ‘sufficiently rich’ 

(Cohen et al, 2000:109) data which clearly contextualised the research.

Agreement had been reached amongst the teachers in the pilot school and the main 

school that the test-interventions did not present too much of a challenge to pupils and 

were of an appropriate form to appear non-threatening. The running of the pilot 

indicated that the data collection tools were appropriate and that the information that I 

wanted to collect was in fact being collected. Thus a certain degree of construct validity 

was obtained. The study had credible face validity because the format used was familiar
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to the pupils. I decided to call the test-interventions ‘Surveys’; pupils knew about 

surveys and had constructed them themselves in other subject areas. In addition, the 

language used in text and questions throughout the ‘Surveys’ (test-interventions) was 

thought by teachers in both schools to be appropriate.

Testing and a self-reporting form were decided upon because they appeared to provide a 

means to combine collection of data on outcome and perception within a realistic time 

limit of one week in the Summer Term. As mentioned above, I called these tests- 

interventions, ‘Surveys,’ as this was a term familiar to pupils and also provided no 

threat of judgement. The data collection tool would in this way have both ‘cultural 

validity’ (Joy, G, 2003; Morgan, 1999, in Cohen et ah 111), by using language 

signalling neutral, non-threatening collection of information to the participants, and also 

face validity because of the familiarity of the term and the concept. In other words, the 

language and lay-out of the tool was sensitive to the context of this particular group.

It was not possible to know how exactly how reliable the design would be in terms of 

allowing generalisations to be made, i.e., if the study were to be repeated, whether or not 

the same results would emerge. It is possible to argue that it is extremely unlikely that 

there would be the same results, as the context of its application would necessarily be 

different. The reliability is therefore provided, as mentioned above, by as thorough as 

possible contextualisation of the study and the richness of the data, obtained from using 

the triangulation of pupils’ perceptions and their performance.

4.4. Sampling and school context

Appropriate sampling plays an important part in the overall quality of research (Cohen 

et al, 2000) and more specifically, in the analysis of the data (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). The choice of sample was simple; it was the entire population of that age group 

within the school in which I was working (minus those who were unable to participate 

on the day). The final group consisted of 88 pupils, who had been put into one of five 

ability sets at the start of the school year. (These sets were named, A, B, C, D and E in 

the study). The setting was based on pupils’ Cognitive Ability Test (CAT) scores in 

Year 6 and on their performance in Maths, English and Science in Year 8.
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The school was a 13-19 comprehensive. In January 2002, there were 463 pupils in all on 

roll, 243 boys and 220 girls. Role numbers were dropping and in the OFSTED visit of 

September 2001, the school had just avoided being put into special measures. In 

September 2002 (I carried out the study in July 2002) the school was taken over by a 

consortium, with a ‘trouble-shooting’ temporary headteacher, and the name of the 

school was changed. Of these 463 pupils, 105 were eligible for free school dinners, 8 

had special education needs (SEN) statements, but 127 were considered to be ‘special 

needs’. There were 7 pupils with English as an additional language, and 27 pupils 

whose ethnicity was other than UK heritage. None of the 7 pupils with English as an 

additional language were in the language groups, but 2 pupils with SEN statements 

were doing French and were in the lowest set. One girl in Group A was classified as 

being gifted and this was regarded as a special need.

The group as a whole consisted of pupils of a wide range of abilities, who came from a 

wide spectrum of socio-economic backgrounds. They were, though, all within a certain 

age range, had had the same teacher for French (not myself) for the whole year and had 

lived in the same school environment. This leads to the limited generalisability 

claimed, as the study proper took place in one school only.

Convenience sampling was used (Cohen et al, 2000) as there was easy access to this 

group. As already mentioned, I wanted to get information on as wide a range of pupils 

as possible, rather than doing a more in-depth study on a limited number of participants. 

I also anticipated the possibility of follow-up work that could take a quantitative or 

qualitative direction, so was looking for the description of process and product over that 

wider range. However, in order to triangulate, a purposive, non-probability sample of 5 

participants was also taken. These participants were ‘hand-picked’ (Cohen et al, 

2000:103) on the basis of suitability for across-test-intervention investigation, that basis 

being that they had done all five of the reading comprehension ‘Surveys’. They were 

looked at on an individual basis in a pupil profile.

I decided early on not to examine the role of gender in the phenomena of attention being 

explored. To introduce it would have been to ask too much of a small-scale study of this 

sort. Consequently, no identification took place by gender. The intention was to collect
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information from pupils with reference to them as individual learners, rather than on 

any gender difference basis, relying here too on the findings of Maubach and Morgan’s 

2001 study of cognitive styles, where they found ‘little evidence to support some of the 

main assumptions about the gender divide in relation to language learning’ (p.46). This 

then is counter to the trend of seeing gender as a very significant factor in MFL learning 

where perhaps other affective or social factors may be at play. The wish was to 

maximise what the individual thought without placing any expectation of boy/girl 

categories upon the child and avoiding any possibility of stereotyping. Such a 

consideration could perhaps form the basis of further work.

4.4.1. Teaching context

The school was considered (by its senior management) to be in a problematic catchment 

area. Pupils were drawn mainly from areas of state and lowest price range housing. Less 

than one quarter of pupils were drawn from more affluent areas with middle to top 

range housing. This divergent intake provided a challenge for the team of professional 

and committed teaching staff. Academic achievement at the time of the research (2001) 

was not high relative to the rest of the town, nor to the county, with achievement of 5 

A*s to Cs at GCSE having been in the lower 40% for at least two years previously and 

having dipped below 40% the year immediately before the study was carried out. 

Modem Foreign Languages did not enjoy a high status and GCSE results were below 

average for subjects overall. Languages was still mainly compulsory at Key Stage 4 at 

the time of the research (2001), although there had been some disapplication (individual 

pupils were allowed to give up MFL) on grounds of special needs and behaviour, so that 

in Year 10 a group of about 20 pupils would pursue a work-based general course with 

minimum foreign language content.

Both German and French were taught to ‘A’ level, such groups being small, with 2 to 3 

students only. In Year 9 pupils had three language lessons per week. If they were in the 

top two sets (Groups A and B in the research study), they had one lesson of French and 

two lessons of German per week. This was because they had already had at least two 

years of French at middle school. They would, however, be starting German and 

therefore had to be enabled to get to a position to take German at Key Stage 4 after only 

one year of study. The three lower sets (Groups C, D and E in the study) had three 

lessons of French per week. Despite the majority of Year 9 doing French, there was in
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fact a relatively large take up of GCSE German, of approximately half the German Year 

9 cohort. This provided one large group for GCSE German. French groups could still be 

set, as there were generally enough pupils for two or three groups. The research 

therefore focussed on French, as it was taken by all pupils in Year 9 in that particular 

high school and so there was a potential for a greater number of participants.

It is not possible to closely define the way that the group of Year 9 pupils had been 

taught French prior to the study. The background of this Year 9 given here is as accurate 

picture as possible. All the pupils had come from the state maintained system 

operational in that particular area. The system was one where pupils attended primary 

school up to and including Year 6, and then did Year 7 and 8 in a middle school, which 

was generally on the same site as the primary. Pupils then proceeded to a high school 

for Years 9-11  or 9 -  13. Pupils at the high school where the research was done were 

drawn from six different middle schools. All the pupils had done two years of French in 

Years 7 and 8. Some had done French in Year 6 and some in Years 5 and 6. It is known 

that they had had minimal exposure, if any, to the National Literacy Strategy, as this 

had only been introduced (into the primary system and not the secondary one) in 1998. 

At that time, these pupils had been in Year 6. If, and this is an unlikely scenario, all of 

the six different feeder schools which these pupils had attended, had immediately put 

Literacy Hour into practice, this Yeargroup would only have had one year’s exposure to 

what could be termed ‘explicit’ teaching methods as regards LI grammar. But this 

would now be nearly three years in the past, as none of the high schools had been part 

of the Key Stage 3 Literacy pilot and would not therefore, have had to teach grammar 

explicitly. Whether or not some pupils in the target Yeargroup had received some 

explicit instruction in LI or L2 grammar in Years 7 and 8 could not be established 

beyond doubt because of the variety of middle schools from which the pupils came. 

However it is known (from discussion with the relevant teachers at the high school 

where the research was carried out) that explicit and systematic instruction in LI and L2 

grammar had not been given during the course of Year 9 prior to the research. Nor had 

explicit instruction in reading strategies in English and French been given in that year. 

Because of these circumstances, which appeared to be the norm for English and French 

teaching at the time I carried out the study, this Yeargroup provided a good opportunity 

to observe reader responses to three types of context, namely no, implicit and more
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explicit support. In one sense, the whole group would act as a control group for further 

study

Within the limits posed by administration of the project then, it was hoped that 

collecting some sort of multi-layered data on as large a group as possible would 

generate information on some generalities of at least this Year 9 in this particular 

school. If it were successful, in some form, the research tools used could then be used 

on other yeargroups in other schools.

4.5. Data collection tools

In searching the literature, the data-collection tool that appeared most suited to the 

perceived requirements of this study, was of the sort that would produce data for content 

analysis, i.e. data requiring linguistic analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994), such as word 

counts and categorisation of the ‘content of communication’ (Cohen et al, 2000:164). 

As discussed earlier, the first idea for the study had in fact been one where learning only 

was tested, that is to say, there was a hypothesis about learning which was to have been 

tested by a task and subsequent analysis, in a positivistic vein. This was to have been 

somewhat of a replication of a number of studies carried out using some form of input 

salience. These sorts of studies used some form of explicit rule enhancement, which was 

sometimes in the form of instruction, as in SLA studies by DeKeyser (1995) or 

sometimes, as with Doughty (1998), in the form of making the feature to be acquired 

salient within the text itself. Some studies e.g. Ellis, N. (1994) incorporated both of 

these devices.

It has already been established in Chapter Two that there is an existing body of evidence 

that supports the premise that attention and noticing are necessary for second language 

learning to take place. It was thought that in order to see attention in action in language 

learning, it would be easier to spot focal attention in action rather than trying to observe 

a peripheral process. Whatever means I would have at my disposal would tend to be 

fairly crude indicators of any cognitive process, as the study was to be done in the 

classroom and not in the laboratory. The task should also be one that left a permanent 

record that could be analysed post the event. For this reason, it was decided to use 

analysis of responses to a text as the main tool of gauging attentional engagement. As 

Carr and Curran suggest, (1994), complex sentences should require more processing
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than decontextualised words. The challenge was then to find the sort of text, the 

demands of which would necessitate that a Year 9 pupil attend ‘focally’ in order to be 

able to make some observations upon it. However, such sentences should not be beyond 

the cognitive processing ability of the child, as if it were, presumably little of use would 

be learned, as the child would be totally unable to engage with the text and therefore be 

unable to answer any of the questions. Likewise, if the sort of language used were 

completely unfamiliar to the children who were to take part in the study, it was thought 

that little information might be gathered, as they would be unable to engage with that 

text at all.

This aspect raised an interesting question. If the pupils were able to understand the text 

very easily, would they actually engage with the text in such a way as to be able to 

report on it so easily that nothing would be learned by the researcher? DeKeyser 

(2001:125) describes automaticity as the performance of a: ‘series of complex tasks 

very quickly and efficiently... without having to think about the various components 

and subcomponents of action involved’. If pupils had automatised the knowledge and 

skills necessary to understand the text, my hypothesis was that it would be difficult to 

see what different sorts of support contributed to the way the text was tackled. One way 

of dealing with this would have been to set a series of texts of graded ‘difficulty’ (‘very 

difficult’ being in this context the sort of language that was out of the pupils’ experience 

and beyond their cognitive ability) and to set up a situation where response to these 

texts could be, in some way, measured. However, this only seemed to be a good idea if  

the aim was to measure previous language knowledge and existing cognitive skill. Such 

a thing was not the aim of the study. Also, the data-collection tool would then become 

very complicated, with a series of graded texts, perhaps each with a different kind of 

support. What I wanted to examine was the response of these Year 9 readers to text, to 

see if anything could be learned about the way they attended to it and if that process of 

attending could be supported. I decided finally to use one text, which could be viewed 

in different contexts. This text should be within pupils’ grasp in terms of 

comprehension, but would not be too easily comprehended, thus causing them to have 

to engage with the text itself, i.e. in terms of its form and not simply its meaning, in 

order to answer a set of questions. I anticipated that these answers would generate the 

data for analysis. The same text was used for each of the test-interventions, and each
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test-intervention had a different form of support, ranging from none, to visual support, 

to a glossary.

As discussed in section 4.1.1, the form of support then would act as an independent 

variable from which differences in performance and pupils’ perception could be 

recorded. It was envisaged that the major uncontrollable variable would be the state o f 

the pupils themselves, in terms of general fatigue, family situation, reaction to weather 

at the time of study (it was July), and reaction to being in the test situation. However, it 

was thought that pupil state could be considered an irrelevant variable in all aspects 

except the last one, as the aim was to look at the attentional processes in exactly those 

sort of varying everyday conditions, where a range of pupils present a range of states. 

The last element, that of response to testing, was to be mitigated by stressing the non

test nature of the study, and emphasising it both before the entrance into the classroom 

and in the instructions.

Using large classes instead of inviting a small group of pupils taken to be representative 

of the Yeargroup would involve further uncontrollable variables, such as different sizes 

of groups (the lower set being considerably smaller than the other four groups), and the 

time of day. This latter would arise because it was not going to be possible to run each 

session at the same time of day for all groups. However, since the idea was to get 

responses from as large a group as was practically possible, as a preliminary to other 

studies along the same lines, this variable was accepted. In the event it was considered 

that the novelty of doing the test-interventions actually over-rode any differences made 

by the time of day. This conclusion is based on observations made by the three adults 

present as a constant through all of the sessions and on the trends seen in the results.

I also wanted to explore the relationship, if there were one, between attention in the 

process of SLA and explicit instruction, hence wanting to allow for effects of support in 

the data collection. The perceived robust link between explicit teaching and effective 

teaching has already been discussed in Chapter Two. In the test-intervention texts used, 

‘explicit teaching’ was taken to equal ‘explicit support’. The aims of the study 

necessitated creating a data-collection tool that would track changes in the learners’ 

focal attention and to see if optimal performance (within this group) was brought about 

through implicit or explicit cognitive processing of new material.
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The eventual design of the data-collection tool, as mentioned at the end of Chapter 1, was a test- 

intervention in the form of a series of four reading comprehensions with questions in English, 

which were called by pupils ‘Surveys’. Each test-intervention had the same FL text, and a 

similar series of questions. A fifth one had a different French text presented in three different 

ways (Appendix 2). The questions were designed to elicit preference for presentation and pupils 

were not required to read this text. The series of test-interventions was intended to give as broad 

a view of possible, from different angles, in fact to be a sort of multi-perspective tool. It is 

thought that the consecutive use of a series of such test-interventions on an FL text for this age 

group is entirely original.

4.5.1. Choice of text
The first four test-interventions were based on the same text, in French. As discussed above, it 

was decided not to use an input salience model of the text itself (e.g. Doughty & Williams, 

1998, where lexical items are emboldened). No words were to be highlighted or emboldened. 

Rather, it was to be seen which word or words pupils would notice. The text should not be of 

the sort of level of ease of reading for pupils where Schmidt’s first grade of conscious detection 

only would be elicited, i.e. that of perception alone. If there were only perception, following 

Schmidt’s model, participants would have little to report. The level of difficulty had to be one 

where noticing occurred. Noticing, according to Schmidt, although a subjective experience, 

should provide information for verbal report (see 2:2). If the language in the text were too 

familiar, it might be possible for the reader to process it at some sort o f less than conscious, or 

subliminal level, which would not make it available for conscious report.

The text itself then, consisted of four sentences. The extract was taken from Route Nationale 3, 
(Briggs & Goodman-Stevens, 1994) which was one of the textbooks used by the school for 

Year 9. None of the classes had used that particular text before. Because of the system in place 

at the school, where input was taken from a range of textbooks and from the teacher’s own store 

of resources, the particular topic of leisure and holidays had been taught, but had not been 

resourced by Route Nationale.

The text contained the sorts of lexis, grammar and syntax that was thought by that MFL 

department to be comprehensible by Year 9 towards the end of the year. All the classes had 

done work on the topics included here i.e. holiday plans, activities, opinions, the weather. The 

text was deliberately chosen to be representative of the sort of text supplied in textbooks at the 

time of the study. The intrinsic interest of the text for pupils, or lack of it, was not considered to
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be a factor affecting the response of participants in terms of initial attention and engagement. I 

did not expect the extent of attention to the text, particularly on first reading, where attention 

levels were primarily assessed, to be much affected by the nature of the contents, which were, as 

stated above, typical for that stage of the curriculum. What was key, as regards the text for the 

test-intervention was that it would be linguistically accessible for the participants and that it the 

contents were to some extent familiar to them (i.e. on a topic with which they were familiar).

The text is broken down as follows in order to give an idea of the sort of linguistic complexity 

with which pupils were dealing. It does not attempt to be a comprehensive breakdown, nor to be 

an analysis in generative terms.

Fig.4.2. To show the linguistic complexity o f  the text used in the study

Sentence 1

Pendant les

vacances

j ’essaie de planifier un peu ce que je  vais fa ire

Adverb Noun conjugated

verb

near cognate 

infinitive

quantifier relative

pronoun

conjugated near 

future

Sentence

2

p a r exemple j  ’essaie de fa ire tin pen de sport toutes les 

sem aines

et j ’essaie tl’ aider

Collocation conjugat-ed

verb

infinitive quantifier + noun adverbial

phrase

conjunction + 

conjugated verb

infinitive

ma mere p o u r  le  

m a n a g e

e t  d a n s la 

cu is in e

noun + p ossessive prepos

ition + noun

conjunc-tion +

preposit-ional

phrase

Sentence 3

J 'a im e  biett L ir e a u ss i et, p u is B ien  sfir j e  r e g a rd e p a s  m a l de  

tdlevision

Conjugated verb  

+intensifier

infin itive adverb conjunction + 

adverb

adverbial

phrase

conjugated verb quantifier +  noun

Conjugated  

im personal verb  

+ adjective

S ’it  f a i t  m a u va is J ’a im e f a ir e d es  je u x  de so c ie td

conjugat-ed

verb

infin itive noun

The tense was deliberately kept in the present, but with the use of the near-cognate 

planifier to indicate the placing of the action in the future. Thus the meaning of the text
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was to be gathered through supposedly accessible lexis rather than an a priori 

knowledge of tense structure.

4.5.2. Questions for Survey 1

(The Surveys are all given in Appendix 2 and a table o f pupil responses in Appendix 3) 

The questions in this Survey were constructed with the words of William James in 

mind: ‘My experience is what I agree to attend to’ (1950: 402). The aim was to produce 

data to answer the question: ‘What has been attended to here?’ and ‘How is the pupil 

responding to the experience?’ ‘Testing attention’ questions (content) and ‘experience’ 

questions (metalinguistic) were in Surveys all five Surveys. Responses were either 

written answers in LI, which could be several lines long (lines were put in to encourage 

participants to write ‘long’) where the pupil’s own information gathering and 

perceptions of process were demanded or tick boxes were used where a simple 

preference or choice of method was elicited.

The first content question in the basic test-intervention, which was to become Survey 1, 

was: ‘What is this text about?’ It was designed to elicit gist. This first question in the 

study was made to be deliberately very open, with no cues at all as to the nature of the 

gist. This was so as to allow pupils as far as possible to express what they really thought 

rather than what they thought they ought to write. It was also in order to give pupils the 

best conditions for demonstrating understanding of the text. Understanding is the third 

level of consciousness in Schmidt’s analytic model of consciousness and requires that 

the reader moves from a position beyond simple registration to noticing, with its 

element of what Schmidt defines as consciousness (2.2.) and then to a final process that 

involves analysis and comparison. The object o f this understanding can therefore be 

reflected upon, which would not be possible upon simple registration nor on noticing.

What would constitute understanding can be up for discussion; it could be a ‘correct’ 

understanding, as decided by one experienced reader, or it could be simply the act of 

trying to analyse and to compare. Thus after some thought, I decided that in this study, 

to have been said to ‘understand’ the text would have to involve some sort of correct 

definition. If  one tested merely for engagement, wrong or right, it would be very 

difficult to see if there were any difference of understanding in the differently supported 

texts. As the text had been carefully chosen as being one that the pupils might be
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expected to be able to comprehend at some level or other, it seemed reasonable to 

demand an objective proof of that comprehension through setting clear parameters for 

what did in fact constitute gist understanding, i.e. Olivier’s plans for his holiday.

The second question: ‘What are the activities that Olivier mentions?’ was intended to 

elicit the detail of the text. The text contains details of the planned activities, so this was 

thought to be appropriate for eliciting information on whether the reader had been able 

to do a closer reading. These two content questions were both intended to explore the 

reader’s semantic understanding of the text. However, they were also designed to see if 

or how the reader had attended to form. It was thought that it would be obvious from the 

answers as to which linguistic elements, or forms, the reader had attended.

The third question asked pupils to comment on their reading experience and was: ‘How 

did you go about reading the text? This was created as one question with eight sub

sections. The first five sub-sections related to ways of reading (the order in which the 

text was read and reading to oneself). In the event, the data from these sub-sections are 

not included in the results or final discussion, as after analysis, I decided that the 

information was inconclusive and as such did not add to answering the research 

questions. The sixth and seventh sub-sections did help to identify where pupils focussed 

in the text (helping to elicit metalinguistic awareness information) asking if there were 

words in the text which pupils thought were more important and if so, which words 

those were. Sub-section 8 was an open question designed to give pupils space to give 

more information: ‘Is there anything else you can say about how you went about 

understanding the text?’

4.5.3. Questions for Surveys 2-4.

This same text was used in Surveys 2-4 but extra support was provided and pupils were 

asked (indirectly) about the usefulness of this support. Survey 2 also asked a direct 

question about how the support was used. Survey 2 (Appendix 2) used visual images to 

support the text. These images were taken from the original textbook used occasionally 

by the class, from the section on holidays. The textbook was not used by the teacher for 

this topic. The two content questions (gist and detail) from Survey 1 were repeated, as 

was the ‘experience’ question on learning strategies and important words. Two extra 

questions were added: one of these asking pupils to compare responding to this Survey
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with responding to the previous one, ‘If you found this text easier than the previous one, 

why did you find it easier?’ and the second directly asking how the support was used,

i.e. for Survey 2, ‘How did you use the pictures?’

Survey 3 supplied lexical support for the text. Below the text was a glossary set out in a 

way with which the pupils would be familiar from their classwork (Appendix 2) with 

the French word on the left and the English next to it on the right. The words supplied 

were the infinitives of the eight verbs contained within the passage. The French words 

were printed in bold in order to increase their salience. The infinitive rather than the 

conjugated form of the verb was used to provide some, but not extensive, support 

(which was provided in Survey 4). The content questions (gist and detail) from Survey 1 

were included, as were the ‘experience’ question from Survey 1 and the comparative 

question from Survey 2. Pupils were not asked the equivalent ‘experience’ question to 

‘How did you use the pictures’ i.e. ‘How did you use the words’ as I thought that would 

be too direct and to complex a question to ask and might cause pupils to make up 

answers.

Survey 4 replicated the questions in Survey 3 (Appendix 2). This time, however, the 

glossary was much more extensive, with more verbs conjugated as they were in the text 

and many of the key vocabulary items added. This Survey, I thought, provided the 

‘ultimate’ in lexical support.

4.5.4. Questions for Survey 5

Questions for this last test-intervention were constructed on a different basis from the 

previous four (Appendix 2), to provide additional information on aspects of pupil 

perceptions of reading and lay-out of text. It was designed to find out pupils’ response 

to format, i.e. text lay-out. This was a more complex text than that used in Surveys 1-4, 

containing examples of the future and the conditional tense. The first version was in 

cartoon form, the second was plain text, and the third was laid out with each sentence of 

text placed next to a picture. The two different illustrated texts replicated supposedly 

popular forms of text, the cartoon, and a combination of text and image. The first text 

could be seen as a possible equivalent of a ‘gist’ (general) lay-out, where the reader 

might perhaps get a sense of the general theme from the visual contextual clues of body 

language and brochures on the table etc. The third text was constructed to be a possible
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equivalent of a ‘detail’ text, where separate aspects of the text were articulated into 

atomised separate sentence and image ‘text-bites’

The first cartoon text was taken from Route Nationale 3. The third text was illustrated 

with pictures from a holiday brochure. The groups had had access to neither text 

previously. Both cartoon and sentence-with-image texts were in colour. This was to 

make the texts similar to those which pupils would commonly find in textbooks or on 

the Internet.

The instructions for Survey 5 (named French Survey 1A for the session) were to look at 

the examples and decide which would be the best one to work with. It was emphasised 

that it was not necessary to do anything with the texts, but simply to look at them and 

then answer the questions given on the page following the three text versions. The three 

questions all concerned process. Pupils were asked which text they would prefer to 

work with (a box requiring writing a number 1, 2 or 3). They were then asked to explain 

this choice with the last question asking what other help that pupil would have liked in 

order to help make sense of the text. Here then, pupils’ performance was not being 

judged. Information elicited could be added to findings from the ‘experience’ questions 

from Surveys 1-4.

4.5.5. Analysis of the data

Because of the descriptive nature of the study, using descriptive statistics, there was no 

expectation of establishing an accurate scale of measurement of attention. What was 

required was some creation of categories which could give a relative idea of the extent 

to which pupils were attending and engaging with the text, bearing in mind that there 

would be nearly 90 participants, in groups of uneven numbers, answering a number of 

questions over the five test-interventions .

To create categories, I followed Znaniecki’s (1934) and LeCompte and Preissle’s 

(1993) techniques, where, following examination of the data collected, categories were 

created that could usefully contain the emerging data, e.g. the perceptions of the 

participants regarding forms of support offered, contrasting with their actual 

performance using that support. As well as examining the relationships between these 

categories, summaries were written and individual cases were examined in more detail
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categories, summaries were written and individual cases were examined in more detail 

to attempt to explore the relationship between data and hypothesis. The data analysis 

thus took the form of content analysis (Carney, 1973; Cohen et al, 2000; Robson, 2002). 

This involved putting participants’ responses to the task material (a text and 

questionnaire) into categories in order to be able to pick out patterns and frequencies. 

The analysis was done on the manifest content, i.e. what the pupils actually wrote and 

on the latent content, i.e. I made inferences and interpretations. Here again the 

limitations of such inferencing are recognised in the data analysis.

4.5.6. Summary of data collection tools and data analysis

The research questions demanded that tools collected information on pupils’ level of 

attention and engagement with FL material, as well as on their perception of the process 

of understanding that material, and of the usefulness of any support offered for that 

process. In order to track attention, a text of a sufficiently complex level to necessitate 

pupils’ focal attention was created. This text was reproduced with different kinds and 

levels of support (no support, images, emboldened glossaries), in four test-interventions. 

Each test-intervention had a set of LI questions, both open and closed, to collect data on 

both comprehension and perception. A fifth test-intervention presented a different text 

reproduced three times in different presentational form to collect data on perception 

only. The data collected from responses to the questions required linguistic analysis. 

Categories were created to classify and compare levels of performance and nature of 

perception. The relationships between performance and perception were examined 

using analysis of manifest and latent content.

4.6. The pilot study

The first data to be collected was that done from the pilot study, which was run in a 14 

to 19 comprehensive school three miles distant from the main school. It had a similar 

catchment area to the main school, with pupils of a wide range of abilities and from 

varying socio-economic backgrounds. There were two main differences, however: the 

school was a designated language college and had a rural as well as an urban intake. 

The 25 Year 9 pupils doing the pilot were in a mixed-ability set and had two lessons of 

French and two of German a week. They came from similar (and some from the same) 

feeder middle schools to the pupils in the main study.
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Preliminary analysis was positive in terms of revealing a) pupils being able to fill in 

most of the ‘performance- product’ questions, with a range of answers and b) what 

appeared to be interesting differences on the ‘perception-process’ questions involving 

different reading styles and sorts of comments, for example on reasons for preferring 

one text to another in Survey 5. (An example of the partial analysis done on the pilot 

papers is given in Appendix 4.) From a reading and analysis of Questions 1 and 2, it 

emerged that the majority of pupils had grasped the holiday element of the text, together 

with the idea of Olivier doing some activities. However, only one participant reported 

on the planning element, and all others reported in the past tense. From this, and from 

the fact that the majority went on to do Survey 5, but relatively few did Surveys 2 to 4 ,1 

suspected that pupils had not understood as much of the text as they thought they had. 

The instructions given had been to do the second Survey only if participants had had 

difficulty doing the first one. It appeared that most pupils had read this as a dissuader 

from doing Surveys 2 to 4, or their perception of their performance had, in their eyes, 

rendered doing these other Surveys unnecessary. In order to get more information from 

the pilot, subjects who finished Survey 1, and 1A (Survey 5) were asked if they would 

like to do the second, third and fourth Surveys. In the light of this, it was decided that 

in the main study, it should be emphasised verbally to pupils that they could take as 

long as they liked with each Survey; there was no need to rush. However, the original 

plan, that those pupils who really were able to engage with the text should just go on to 

do Survey 5, was not changed. This was because it was still presumed that pupils who 

needed no support would be indicated by their taking this particular route. Pupils who 

needed more support, or perceived that they did, would select a different route.

Some of the comments elicited by the question ‘why’ (the second question of Survey 5, 

which aimed to elicit the reason why pupils preferred a particular text) reinforced the 

theory that the questions could act as a written form of ‘think aloud’, albeit 

retrospective. This particular question gave a view of pupils’ perceptions of the visual 

image. For example, one comment from a pupil who chose the cartoon: ‘I think that it is 

easy to understand what people are saying because it is possible to see their facial 

expression and see what they are saying is making them happy or sad’. This contrasts 

with the comment from a pupil who chose the plain text: ‘it gives you more info’ and 

‘because theres (sic) not much text and the pictures are cool’ from a pupil who chose
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Text 3. This sort of comment indicated that this particular test-intervention form was 

yielding data on pupils’ perceptions of text-image relationship.

In view of the seeming richness of data produced by this particular tool, I decided to use 

the projected form as used in the pilot without changes, excepting the one mentioned 

above to do with instructions and an administrative change mentioned below. It was 

evident from looking at the responses that some patterns were emerging. The proximity 

in time of the running of the pilot and the fact that the schools were fairly distant from 

each other, led me to think that it was unnecessary to change the text itself, as pupils 

would be unlikely to be in contact. Also, the sort of activity required by the text, that is, 

not demanding a wrong or right answer, but a response, monitored by performance 

across the range of five test-interventions, would not, in my opinion, be altered by a 

pupil from one school discussing it with another. This opinion also held within the test 

school itself; the studies were carried out over the space of three days and apart from 

some rumours of the possibility of chocolate being distributed at some point during the 

French lesson, there appeared to have been no recognisable cross-class communication.

What had been apparent from the pilot, apart from the way pupils moved from Survey 

to Survey, discussed above, was the need for a change in the way the test-intervention 

was administered. I had worked on my own on die pilot, with a passive cover teacher 

sitting at the back of the class. It became clear that there was much work involved in 

giving instructions, observing, and giving out the required Surveys which would be 

better done by more than one person, causing less fatigue for the administrator. In the 

actual study therefore, there were always the same three people present across the five 

groups, that is, myself, the usual French teacher o f the group (who was the same for the 

whole year for all of the groups) and a Learning Support Assistant. Some data on 

reading ages was provided by the LSA, (for sets 5, 3 and 2, but not on sets 1 and 4.) It 

was not possible to apply reading ages after the event, as pupils were identified by a 

number only and at no point were their names linked to this number. This provided 

complete anonymity but did result in no possibility of tracking back.

4.6.1. How the empirical study was run and data collected

It was not possible to run the study all on one day, in one session with the whole 

Yeargroup. Because of this, sessions were run for the five setted groups of pupils in
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their normal lesson time. The advantage of this was that the normal dynamics of the 

groups appeared to a large extent to be maintained, i.e. the normal lesson atmosphere 

was partially preserved, disrupted only by the unusual task and the presence of the 

researcher and special needs teacher (who would have been there in many lessons, but 

in a different sort of a role. She was not, in this instance, giving specific content-based 

support to pupils). Thus the normal behaviour of each group was maintained to a 

certain extent.

The study was carried out in the second last week of the summer term, when pupils had 

on the whole, finished the year’s work. The numbers taking part in the test-interventions 

differ (see Appendix 5) and the numbers of participants in each group varies, with 

Group E, being the lowest set, being the smallest. This was school policy, so that the 

least able should have maximum individual attention. On the day allocated for the study 

for Group A, unbeknown to myself or the staff assisting in the lesson, half the group 

was out on a school event. As the timetable for research was tight, and the missing half 

of the group were not likely to be available for the rest of the week, it was decided to go 

ahead with the study.

Not only did the number of pupils within groups vary, there was a difference in 

numbers of participants from each group doing the various Surveys. The instruction 

given was to have a look at the first Survey. If pupils considered that it was too hard, 

they should wait for three minutes before putting a hand up to ask for the next one. If 

pupils were unable to complete the first Survey, they would be given the second one 

and so on, i.e. going through Surveys 2 to 4 if necessary. The staff present (myself, the 

French teacher of the year group and a special needs teacher) were to give out the fifth 

Survey if pupils had been able to complete the first one. At the start of the study, it was 

not known how long pupils would need to do the three basic Surveys and it was not 

anticipated that all pupils would do all of them. The expectations were that the pupils 

doing the second, third and fourth French Surveys would be those who had most 

difficulty in reading French.

There was also a difference in the order in which pupils did the Surveys from what had 

been envisaged. The original idea had been, as explained above, that participants would 

do Survey 1 and then go on to Survey 5. The hypothesis had been that a few pupils
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would have been able to do this, leaving the majority to do Survey 2 followed by 

Survey 5, or to go on to do the third and fourth Surveys if they were unable to cope with 

Survey 2. However, pupils in Group A, the first group to do the Surveys, initiated an 

unexpected process. Those who finished the two first Surveys, and then had time left 

from the 50 minutes, asked if they could be allowed to do the remaining Surveys. It was 

decided that this was a valid request, which would produce more data (as it did). This 

change of action meant that far more of the group did more of the Surveys. The great 

significance here for the analysis was that pupils kept a sequential way of working 

through the French texts. If they started with Survey 1 and then went to Survey 5, they 

still came back to do Survey 2, 3 and 4 in that order. In other words then, the only 

difference in sequence was that some pupils did Survey 5 before they had done Surveys 

2, 3 and 4, and some did Survey 5 after they had done Surveys 1, 2, 3 and 4. Because 

Survey 5 was about ways of working, this difference in sequence was not thought to be 

significant, the sequence of 1, 2, 3, and 4 being maintained. Thus there has been no 

differentiation in analysing the data between pupils choosing different routes. Another 

element of significance was that the pupils who went on to do the second, third and 

fourth French Surveys were not simply those who had had difficulties (or who 

perceived that they had difficulties) with text 1. Because of the desire of the majority of 

pupils to try a greater range of Surveys, those doing the later French Surveys were a 

mixed group in terms of ability to cope with FL text.

Due to different speeds of working, some pupils in Group A did not have time to do all 

the Surveys. In Group B, C, D and E, pupils were instructed to make sure that they did 

Survey 5 after doing one of the French text Surveys. A minority of pupils in Group B to 

E did not do the fifth Survey. It is thought that they were offered it and then decided not 

to fill it in. It is not thought that this has much significance because there were sufficient 

data collected overall to give a robust description of the engagement of this particular 

year group in this particular school.

There was a relatively high take-up on Survey 2 for Groups B, C and D, 17/21, 23/23 

and 19/22 respectively (Appendix 5). It is not possible to offer completely objective 

evidence for this phenomenon. However, the three observers present, i.e. the researcher, 

the French teacher for all of the groups and a special needs teacher, observed that an air 

of competition was created by pupils themselves in these three groups. This may have
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been related to the size of the groups; when it was generally observed that some pupils 

were asking to go back to the second, third and fourth Surveys, this activity began to 

take on an air of desirability and more and more pupils began to put up hands to ask for 

more Surveys. In Group E, however, although there was a lot of enthusiasm, as there 

had been in the other groups, it was observable that pupils were struggling to deal with 

Survey 1. Although more than four of this group took Survey 5 to fill in, only 4 actually 

did till it in. Although all filled in their number, more than 50% were unable to fill in 

Survey 1 and so went on to Surveys 2, 3 and 4. Other spaces in numbering can be seen 

in Appendix 5. These indicate that the number was not chosen by any pupil (i.e. that no 

pupil sat at that particular desk) and therefore was not used.

As mentioned above, not all pupils did all the Surveys. Some pupils wrote their names 

on a Survey but did not fill it in. Others did not write their names on the Surveys. A 

decision had to be made as to whether or not to consider those who simply wrote their 

names as being participants in that particular Survey. It was decided that if a pupil had 

put their name on the Survey, they would be considered in any of the counts as having 

participated. This decision was taken on the basis that taking a Survey and writing a 

name on it, then not answering any of the questions could be an indication of total lack 

of engagement with the task. Such pupils, therefore, are included in the analyses in the 

first section of the next chapter, and are identified by a zero (blank) response in the 

Appendices.

Pupils were to be identified by numbers, to keep total anonymity. Number cards were 

printed and laminated. This was a successful feature from the point of view of tracking 

pupils and was also popular with the pupils themselves. They were able to pick the 

cards up and play with them and it appeared that they thought their number gave them a 

certain status as individuals, and took them out of their normal lesson identity.

No prior warning was given to pupils that anything different would take place in the 

lesson, until they had lined up outside the classroom. At that point they were able to see 

that the researcher and teaching assistant were already in the room and that there were 

papers laid out on the desks. They were greeted by their usual French teacher, and 

reassured that it was not an exam. Pupils were asked to enter the room in silence and to 

find a seat anywhere in the room. The desks had been laid out with the numbers printed
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on cards. The desks were set out in a square U shape, plus two lines of two desks in the 

middle of the room. This was the normal lay-out for the classroom. When the pupils 

entered the room, they were asked to choose where to sit, in order to avoid giving the 

impression that they were about to do an exam. Pupils did not sit by tilling up the 

numbers in order and there were some gaps. This resulted in there not always being 

every number paper for each group. Also the different sizes of the groups meant that it 

was not possible to have identical sets of numbers for each group. During laying out the 

papers and numbers for the first session, it was discovered that the Number 9 was 

missing. For the sake of consistency, that number was not replaced in the following 

sessions.

Pupils when seated were asked to have only a pen on the desk and those who had no 

pen were given one. The normal class teacher then gave the pupils the instructions. He 

did this from a written sheet (Appendix 6) and kept to the wording on that sheet at each 

session.

The time given for each session was the same for all groups -  a fifty minute lesson 

session. The time taken to do the test-intervention varied very slightly; administration 

took slightly less time with the smaller groups, but it was ensured that all groups had an 

equivalent length of time to complete the Surveys. This was done by putting no stated 

time limit on the activity and allowing pupils to work until finished. (Some comments 

on Survey 5 indicated that some pupils perceived that they needed more time to finish -  

this was not evident to the three administrators during the sessions.) As a generalisation, 

the top groups completed the Survey more quickly and the lower ability groups took 

longer. This was not consistent on an individual basis however and it is recommended 

that it should not be seen as significant. Some pupils from Groups A and B spent a long 

time on each of the Surveys that they did, while others in those groups worked very 

quickly. Likewise, some pupils in Groups C to E worked quickly and some took a long 

time, longer and with much more apparent effort, than those in Groups A and B.

Papers were collected in by the three adults as they were completed. Pupils were not 

allowed to keep a paper in order to amend what they had written. Although every effort 

was made to discourage pupils from taking cues from each others’ work, it is suspected 

that some forms of collaboration did happen. One problem was classroom size and the

112



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 L2 reading

double desks, which meant that in all groups except A and E, pairs of pupils sat beside 

each other. However, it is also thought that the number of Surveys done across the 

majority of this Year 9 group means that limited instances of copying do not affect the 

overall results.

4.6.2. Identification

As indicated above, no identification of pupils occurred except for the reading ages of 

those three groups and the grouping that they had been placed in by the school. This 

setting was done on the basis of Cognitive Ability Test (CAT) scores in Year 6 and 

corresponded with pupils’ expected performance in English using various information 

from the feeder middle schools. Some input may have taken place from personal 

communication from the French teachers of the middle school to the head of department 

on the summer of 2000 as regards setting, but in the main, sets were done with major 

reference to ability in English. Most pupils had been doing French since Year 6, and all 

would have had French for one or two lessons a week in Years 7 and 8. However, on 

the move from middle to high school, during Year 9, September 2001 to July 2002, all 

pupils had had one lesson a week in French and 2 of German (Sets 1-2) or 3 lessons of 

French only (sets 3-5) with the same teacher. All French lessons were taught by the 

same teacher; the German had been taught by the researcher.

In summary, there were no apparent negative indicators picked up from the preliminary 

analysis to make further changes seem necessary. However, there were 

recommendations for adaptations after the running of the final study, which will be 

discussed in Chapter Eight.

4.6.3. Pupil Profiles -  key participants

I considered it useful to look at a number of pupils’ results in more depth and to produce 

a form of short learner profile. This would add an extra qualitative dimension to the 

study. Choosing which pupils to look at more closely was initially problematic: some of 

those whose performances in certain studies was a little bit out of the ordinary would 

perhaps have been obvious candidates, for example those who chose the plain text in 

Survey 5. However, none of the pupils whose performance was a little bit different in 

the sense of making an unusual choice, did all of the Surveys, so this was discarded as a 

possible criterion. The same objection applied to choosing the ‘best’ and the ‘worst’ of
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each group; both of these would not necessarily have done all of the same Surveys and 

would therefore not provide a good comparison, because there would be an uneven 

amount of material. Finally I chose five pupils as being key for a closer study, thus 

providing a more than 5% sample of the whole group, with one pupil from each group 

giving a balanced view across the groups. It was decided to choose these five on the 

basis of having done all of the Surveys, or as many of them as possible. (All groups 

except Group E yielded at least two participants who fulfilled this criterion.) They 

should also have been articulate enough to have some material to examine and to 

provide a contrast to each other if possible. It would, of course, have been possible to 

choose pupils on the basis of similarity in performance, but it was felt that the 

contrasting performances would give a more representative glimpse of what sort o f 

progress was made by this Yeargroup when faced with this particular challenge. From 

this it was hoped, it might be possible to pick out some sorts of profiles of learners in 

terms of how they attended to these differently supported texts.

4.6.4. Summary of logistics of the empirical study

After piloting, the empirical study was run in one week of the last half of the summer 

term. The majority of an entire cohort of the Year 9 of a 14-19 maintained school 

participated. The cohort were given their 50 minutes of normal lesson time to work on 

five test-interventions, called by them ‘Surveys’. The cohort worked in their normal sets 

for this task. Numbers in the sets were unequal. Three adults were present for each 

session, including the researcher and the normal class teacher, the latter giving the 

same instructions at each session. Collaboration between pupils was discouraged. Test- 

interventions were worked on in roughly the same order by all participants, although 

everyone did not complete all of the test-interventions. Data from all participating 

pupils was used in the analysis. In addition, the responses from five pupils who 

completed all of the test-interventions were chosen for profiling.

4.7. Conclusion

There were many methodological considerations to be taken into account for proceeding 

with research into attention, engagement and support with written MFL text in a 

secondary school context. The conceptual framework was based on an observed gap 

between teacher and curriculum expectation and pupils’ recall and retention of new 

language. This gap was explored from the point of view of the extent to which pupils
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paid close attention to a FL text and what means they had to do this. The concept of 

‘noticing’ was used to define a level of attention that allowed pupils to report on content 

and approach. The eventual methodological approach was mixed, using quantitative and 

qualitative methods, with a quasi-experimental research design. Content analysis was 

used on the data collected.

The findings from the results of the analyses done from the data collected by the tools 

and procedures described in this chapter are to be found in Chapters Five and Six.
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Chapter Five

5.0. Introduction

In the two following chapters the findings from the analysis of data are presented, 

together with a preliminary discussion on the way the analyses relate to the research 

questions. Chapter Five contains a restatement of the research questions and the 

findings related to pupil performance and the process they appeared to go through in 

reading the text. Chapter Six contains the findings relating to pupil perception and a 

summary of the overall key findings.

As discussed in the previous chapter, the research questions were developed as 

focusing tools behind the methodology. They guided both the development of the test- 

interventions and the means of analysis of pupil response to these test-interventions, 

the aim being to collect the sort of information needed to produce as rich a description 

as possible of readers’ engagement with a particular written foreign language text. 

The questions, as stated in the previous chapter (4.1.) are:

1. To what extent, and how, do pupils learning MFL in secondary school give 

close attention to, and engage with, written text in the target language during 

MFL lessons?

2. What are pupils’ perceptions of how they go about understanding written text 

in MFL and how do different presentations and forms of support help them?

3. To what extent, and how, does teaching in MFL enable and equip pupils to 

engage with texts in the target language?

4. How can attention and engagement with text in MFL pedagogy be theorised in 

relation to teaching and learning?

The structure of the chapter is as follows: The analysis starts with the apparent 

attention levels of pupils at one particular stage in the study, based on reports of 

cognates in the text (5.1). Pupils’ understanding of the text is then examined (5.2.,

5.3.). This is presented in terms of how much of the general gist of the text
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participants understood and of the sort of detail that they report noticing. The next 

section (5.4) is a discussion about those elements of the text that the pupils appeared 

to engage with. Section 5.5.identifies the processes that the pupils went through, using 

their comments as regards text difficulty, effects of different kinds of support and 

their concepts of important elements of the text. These sections are followed by a 

short discussion.

Throughout this chapter, the term ‘Survey’ used in conjunction with the numbers 1 -  

5 designate the 5 test-interventions explained in Chapter Four.

Although the intention is to get a global view of the group, the analyses in 5.1.3. 

follow the pattern of set (group) first and then the global whole Yeargroup analysis. 

(The sets were named Groups A, B, C D and E for the purposes of the study only.) 

This pattern allowed the way each group responded to be captured in accordance with 

its own identity, which had been forged over a year of learning together (Holliday, 

1999). Particular identities were observable, for example between Groups A and B, 

who were near in ability but quite different in group ethos (there being a much more 

evident work ethos in Group A).

As mentioned in Chapter Four, the groupings were fortuitous and not significant, it 

being possible to do the study only with groups of pupils in their sets at times dictated 

by their timetable. The focus of interest was the whole of Year 9 and not the 

comparisons between groups of different abilities. To make the focus looking at the 

way the setted groups coped across the Surveys would have been a different study. 

However, because during the running of the empirical study pupils were in their 

normal sets as mentioned above, the data was gathered on a set-by-set basis. As the 

set provided a smaller, more manageable unit for analysis than the whole Yeargroup, I 

decided to analyse it on a set-by-set basis first, and then to look at the data globally, 

looking for changes in understanding and perception of all the individuals within the 

context of the whole group. Again, aiming for a rich description of engagement, it 

seemed that the different units of analysis might give a broader range of perspectives. 

Thus some comparisons could be made between groups in terms of the level of 

understanding, and also in terms of the similarities or differences in engagement 

throughout the whole sample.
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Although this is a predominately qualitative study and essentially tries to provide a 

picture of the reading engagement of pupils at one point in time, I have included 

quantitative detail to contribute to this picture, particularly as such a study lent itself 

to the appearance of patterns of engagement. Therefore, in order to try to pick out and 

illustrate trends that appeared, I decided to use percentages in some of the following 

analyses. I found that the use of percentages made it easier to track the changes in 

participants’ comprehension levels. It was not straightforward to make direct 

comparisons between groups containing different numbers of pupils, as in such a 

situation there are fractions with different bases. However, in this use of percentages, 

I was aware of the distorting effect with small numbers. For that reason, both the 

percentage and the actual number of pupils are given. The use of percentages, 

therefore, for example in the tables in sections 5.1. -  5.3., is intended to provide a 

quick visual reference for comparisons betweens such numerically varied groups. 

Where percentages appear, they have been rounded up or down conventionally. 

Because of this, occasionally a further slight distortion is introduced. However, as this 

is not a statistical study, percentages are merely relative indicators of quantity.

The instrument used for the Surveys used can be found in Appendix 2 and individual 

pupil responses in Appendix 3. In the tables in this chapter, the essentials of pupils’ 

comments have been extracted, although in the analysis below the pupils’ own 

wording is given as often as possible to give a flavour of their answers. In those tables 

that display the pupils’ comments in the appendices, the pupils’ own words are always 

given. This is to give a clear reflection of the ideas the pupils actually expressed in the 

area concerned with both performance and subjective responses.

A discussion and explanation of the criteria precede the presentation of these 

particular findings. This is because the issue of trying to measure attention in a 

classroom context was complex and problematic. In later sections, the findings are 

presented after the explanation of criteria, and followed by a commentary.

5.1. Apparent levels of attention

As the larger focus of this study is attention in language learning, the first analysis 

presented here was done to try to describe how much attention pupils were giving the 

text at the start of the hour-long session. As discussed in Chapter Four, there was no

118



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading

expectation of establishing an accurate scale of measurement of attention. Rather, the 

aim was to describe any apparent interaction with the material from different points of 

view, using different criteria. It is for this reason that the formula ‘apparent level of 

attention’ is used in the categories below. The essence of the first research question, 

‘To what extent, and how, do pupils give close attention to, and engage with, written 

text?’ was the basis for finding out whether pupils had noticed specific words on their 

first reading. The criterion in this analysis was essentially that of pupil report of the 

cognates in the text. This criterion was not given to pupils, the data being extracted 

from their answers to Questions 1 and 2 of Survey 1 (‘What is this text about?’ and 

‘What are the activities that Olivier mentions?’). The analysis was intended to provide 

a snapshot of participants’ attentional levels at that time in terms of their engagement 

with the text at a level of word recognition. Such information might be useful when 

considering what sort of learning might happen with this Yeargroup in their initial 

contact with a text, following the position taken by Adams (1990) and Schmidt (1993) 

that, in the context of learning, the primary requirement is that the FL words of any 

material being worked with be noticed. The thinking was that if pupils were looking 

at the text itself and giving it some degree of attention, i.e. at the level of noticing 

only, they would pick up those words {sport, television) that were easily recognisable 

and which required no knowledge of French.

This particular analysis of cognates was done only on the first Survey because it was 

meant to target that initial attentional response, when pupils were neither fatigued, nor 

bored with seeing the same text more than once. Also, I thought that when pupils 

looked at subsequent Surveys, they might then have some knowledge of the text. This 

knowledge might be very limited, but however limited it was, it would be different 

from that which they would have had on the first reading.

As mentioned above, the analysis was done using data from Questions 1 and 2 of 

Survey 1. The words reported were counted and the score categorised to show 3 

different levels of attention.

1. An apparently high level of attention. In order to be classified as having this, a 

pupil had to report both cognates of sport and television, plus at least one other 

detail. It is appreciated that demanding another word that was not simply a
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cognate could be regarded as testing the child’s knowledge of French. It might 

thus be discriminatory against those with less knowledge, for example those in the 

lower sets. This argument could be balanced against the fact that all these pupils 

had been learning French for at least 3 years. To ask for one more detail from a 

text containing words to which they had been exposed during the past 3 years 

could be seen as a reasonable indicator of attention to the text.

2. An apparent medium level of attention. This required the pupil to report the 2 

cognates or 1 cognate and 1 detail. Here pupils only needed to spot English words 

within a matrix of other words. The criterion was whether pupils would be able to 

pick out such words from a context, a context which they did not have to 

understand at all. They had the stimulus of the question (to report on activities 

mentioned by the narrator) and would be able to guess that television and sport 

could relate to such a question.

3. Apparently low level of attention. These were ascribed to those pupils getting 

either 1 cognate only, 1 detail, or no cognates or details at all.

There is no claim that these criteria are anything but crude indicators of what pupils 

noticed. A relationship has been implied with the ‘what’ that was noticed (i.e. the 

cognates plus or minus another detail) to how much attention (apparent level of 

attention) they were giving the text. Thus, in creating the indicators, the assumption 

has been made that it is possible to relate that noticing of individual words to a 

category of amount of attention. This assumption follows Schmidt’s linkage of the 3 

elements of awareness, noticing, and attention. He suggests that ‘a low level of 

awareness, called here “noticing”, is nearly isomorphic with attention’ (Schmidt, 

1995:1). The answers that pupils gave on the question concerning detail were taken to 

indicate some form of low-grade awareness that was evidently sufficient to produce a 

written report and hence have been used as very roughly indicative of what they 

attended to in the text. The complication here was how to define a level of attention 

from pupil report. The criteria have been strictly adhered to, so that if a pupil reported 

a word that they had perhaps noticed, like societe, but had put the wrong 

interpretation on it, such as ‘socialising’, then the item has not been counted. The 

decision to do this was taken on the basis that what might be termed ‘full 

engagement’ would require a thoughtful processing of the material in its context, 

(having first attended to it, in the sense of noticing it) rather than simply noticing a
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word and writing it down without regard for its setting. It is for that reason that 

recognition of the cognates alone has been classed as ‘some apparent level of 

attention’. For the ‘apparently high level’ it was necessary for pupils to have another 

correct, non-cognate detail.

The results of the analysis were as follows, with full details in the relevant appendices 

(Appendix 3, Group A -  E data; Appendix 7, initial analysis of data on gist and detail 

understanding)

Table 5.1.a. Apparent levels o f attention across the groups in Survey 1 (expressed in 

numbers)
Group No. of pupils High Medium Low

A 11 3 8 0

B 21 3 11 7

C 23 6 12 5

D 22 1 11 10

E 11 0 4 7

Table 5.1.b. Apparent levels o f  attention across the groups in Survey 1 expressed as 

percentages
Group High% Medium% Low%

A 27 73 0

B 14 53 33

C 26 52 22

D 4 50 46

E 0 36 64

There are differences in apparent levels of attention between the groups. However, if 

the analysis is done across the whole group, the indication is that general attention 

levels are not high, as can be seen from Table 5.1.c below. Here the findings have 

some of the characteristics of a normal distribution curve for high, medium and low, 

with the majority in the middle range. However the concern was not to find any sort 

of mean or standard deviation from it, but to establish what was the case with this 

Yeargroup.
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Table 5.1.c. Apparent levels o f  attention (engagement) across the whole year group in 

Survey 1, shown as pupil numbers and percentages.
Group No. of pupils High Medium Low

W hole

group

88 13 46 29

W hole

group

%

100% 15 52 33

Taking the group as a whole, 15% (nl3) of the group were able to report on 2 

cognates plus 1 other detail. In a teaching and learning situation, therefore, in this year 

group, just over one-eighth might be expected to be attending enough to a written 

foreign text on first reading to pick up those elements requiring little to no specialist 

knowledge.

5.2. Purpose of collecting data on gist and detail understanding

The findings on attention levels were taken from the body of data collected from 

Survey 1. This data was gathered by asking two questions: ‘What is this text about?’ 

and: ‘What are the activities that Olivier mentions?’ The same two questions were 

asked in Surveys 2, 3 and 4. As discussed in Chapter Four, these particular questions 

were designed to inform on pupils’ understanding of the text, on the basis of how 

much of the gist of the text, and how many of the details, had been understood. Such 

an understanding was taken to relate both to the first research question, ‘To what 

extent, and how, do pupils give close attention to, and engage with written text’, as 

well as to the third, ‘To what extent, and how, does teaching in MFL enable and equip 

pupils to engage with texts in the target language?’

In the following section an explanation of the criteria of gist understanding categories 

is followed by the findings. These consist of the numbers of pupils falling into each of 

the categories (described below) in each of the Surveys and then the changes 

emerging across the Surveys for each of the groups. These findings are followed by a 

global analysis of the changes, looking at the Yeargroup as a whole. Section 5.3. 

follows the same pattern of presentation of the findings on detail comprehension.
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5.2.1. Criteria for classification of gist

Gist understanding was analysed on a three-level basis. It seemed from first analysis 

of the Surveys that any more than three levels would have been too detailed for the 

small amount of information gained. I considered that a simple, ‘yes/no’ for 

classification of understanding not to have been telling enough, nor yielding enough 

information. Gist understanding was considered total if pupils mentioned four things:

• A holiday

• Plans for the holiday, or some indication of future time

• The main player, but not necessarily by name, nor with expectation that the name 

‘Olivier’ would identify the gender of the writer

• Various activities (the specific activities themselves did not need to be mentioned)

I thought that there was a possibility that this last element might be reported implicitly 

under the heading of ‘plans’ or ‘things to do’. Therefore, pupils who mentioned three 

or four of these elements were deemed as having ‘all’ the gist, as long as ‘holiday’ 

and ‘plans/future time’ were mentioned. This meant that mentions of ‘holiday’ and 

‘plans’ would be counted as two separate elements.

The concept of tense was included under ‘gist’ only where it was fundamental to the 

essential meaning of the text, i.e. where pupils were able to spot future time. A 

detailed analysis of the verbs used was not done in this study. When planning the 

criteria I had not expected that many pupils would actually report in the past, 

particularly in the most able group. Hence in the tables in Appendix 7, getting the 

present tense is counted as near-accurate and is therefore in bold italic. It is not, 

however, counted as an accurate item of gist. The inclusion of an analysis of tense in 

the tables in Appendix 7 does appear to give an indication of inaccurate reporting on 

time frame and is commented on in Chapter Seven. A deeper analysis of tense is not 

included in the study, as it was felt to be an area that required a further layer of 

investigation, beyond the parameters of this particular work.
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5.2.2. Gist understanding in Survey 1 across all groups

Findings are presented below on a Survey-by-Survey basis, following the 

understanding of each set for each Survey in turn. A global view of gist understanding 

is presented in 5.2.7.

Survey 1 consisted of a plain written text with no additional support in any form. The 

text was followed by questions. The findings for gist understanding were taken from 

the first question: ‘What is this text about?’

Table 5.2.2. Number and percentage ofpupils in each category o f gist understanding 

for all groups in Survey 1

Survey 1 Group A Group B Group C Group D Group E

No of pupils 11 21 23 22 11

All gist 0 0 0 0 0

Some gist 9 13 0 0 0

No gist 2 8 23 22 11

%  of pupils 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

All gist 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Some gist 82% 62% 0% 0% 0%

No gist 18% 38% 100% 100% 100%

I have included below an example of the analysis done to produce the above findings. 

The same sort of descriptive analysis was done for each group for each Survey. 

Examples of this analysis, on both gist and detail, are to be found in Appendix 8.

Group A

None of the eleven pupils had a global comprehension of the text by the definitions 

laid down. For those nine who were deemed to have got ‘some’ gist, all managed to 

extract the information that the piece involved a holiday. The general interpretation of 

those pupils was that the text concerned a boy called Olivier telling us what he did on 

holiday. None of these nine pupils understood the correct tense. However, two pupils 

classified as getting ‘no’ gist, did report in the present tense, the tense used in the 

passage. It is difficult though, to be sure that the use of present tense here was not a 

response to the reporting nature of the activity.
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5.2.3. Gist comprehension in Survey 2 across all groups

This Survey contained the same text as Survey 1. However, images taken from the 

original textbook, with a global connection to the activities, were placed around the 

text. The first question was also the same: ‘What is this text about? There were two 

extra questions: ‘If you found this text easier than the previous one, why did you find 

it easier?’ and: ‘How did you use the pictures?’ Reports on these two additional 

questions are referred to in the discussion on pupils’ answers to this Survey.

Table 5.2.3. Number and percentage o f pupils in each category o f gist understanding 

for all groups in Survey 2

Survey 1 Group A Group B Group C Group D Group E

No of pupils 10 17 23 19 6

All gist 0 0 0 0 0

Some gist 10 7 1 1 0

No gist 0 10 22 18 6

% of pupils 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

All gist 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Some gist 100% 41% 4% 5% 0%

No gist 0% 59% 96% 95% 100%

5.2.4. Gist comprehension in Survey 3 across all groups

Survey 3 consisted of the same text as the previous two Surveys. The text was not 

illustrated. Instead, support took the form of a glossary of eight infinitives. Gist 

comprehension was taken as in the two previous Surveys from the question: ‘What is 

this text about?’ Reports on the additional question, as in Survey 2, ‘If you found this 

text easier than the previous one, why did you find it easier?’ are referred to in the 

discussion on pupils’ answers to this Survey.
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Table 5.2.4. Number and percentage ofpupils in each category o f gist understanding 

for all groups in Survey 3

Survey 1 Group A Group B Group C Group D Group E

No of pupils 7 16 16 14 5

All gist 1 1 1 0 0

Some gist 6 6 2 1 1

No gist 0 9 13 13 4

% of pupils 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

All gist 14% 6% 6% 0% 0%

Some gist 86% 38% 13% 7% 20%

No gist 0% 56% 81% 93% 80%

5.2.5. Gist comprehension in Survey 4 across all groups

Survey 4 consisted once again of the same text. A glossary containing nineteen words 

or phrases appeared under the text. The questions are the same as for Survey 3.

Table 5.2.5. Number and percentage ofpupils in each category o f gist understanding 

for all groups in Survey 4

Survey 1 Group A Group B Group C Group D Group E

No of pupils 3 17 12 6 3

All gist 2 5 2 2 0

Some gist 1 8 6 1 2

No gist 0 4 4 3 1

% of pupils 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

All gist 67% 29% 17% 33% 0%

Some gist 33% 47% 50% 17% 67%

No gist 0% 24% 33% 50% 33%

5.2.6. Patterns of change in gist understanding across the 4 Surveys

In order to see if any pattern of change of understanding throughout the Surveys could 

be observed, i.e. whether there was deterioration or an improvement in
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comprehension of the general context and theme of the text (gist), an analysis of the 

tables was carried out The factors that were posited that could foster changes were:

a) constant exposure to the same text

b) support from images

c) increasing lexical support

The findings on changes at this point are done on a group-by-group basis, to give a 

sharper focus of the sets. Comments on the change of gist understanding attempt a 

preliminary look at the w a y  pupils have engaged with the text in terms of the general 

sense they have made of it. Analysis of understanding of detail occurs in the next 

section (5.3) and a global analysis of changes across both gist and detail 

understanding together is given in 5.3.7.

The following tables, 5.2.6a-e, give a view of the proportions of pupils getting at least 

some understanding of the gist of the text. The proportions are given first in 

percentages to give an easy guide to the how much of the gist readers understood in 

the consecutive Surveys. The actual numbers of pupils represented by the percentages 

and the total numbers in the groups are also given for the sake of clarity.

Table 5.2.6a. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group A getting some or more gist as

well as numbers o f pupils attempting each Survey
Group A % No. Total in group doing that Survey (N=)

Survey 1 82 9 11

Survey 2 100 10 10

Survey 3 100 7 7

Survey 4 100 3 3

Looking at the data from Group A as a whole and tracking that data as the group 

across Surveys 1-4, it appears that there is some evidence of a change in 

understanding of gist, there being an increase in understanding. 100% (n= 10 in 

Survey 2, 7 in Survey 3 and 3 in Survey 4) got some or full understanding of the 

general sense of the text in Surveys 2-4. By Survey 4, two pupils out of the group of 

three had a full understanding. However, this increase in understanding needs to be 

considered against the fact fewer and fewer pupils attempted each Survey, only three
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pupils participating in Survey 4. It is possible that a different picture would have 

emerged if all participants of Group A had done all of the Surveys. That was 

impracticable at the time, but might inform any future research of this type.

Table 5.2.6b. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group B getting some or more gist, as

well as numbers o f pupils attempting each Survey

Group B % No. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 62 13 21

Survey 2 41 7 17

Survey 3 44 7 16

Survey 4 77 13 17

Group B, like Group A, also increased in understanding of gist as they proceeded 

through the texts, with the clearest change in the last Survey. Unlike Group A 

however, gist understanding decreased in the second Survey. Why this was cannot be 

firmly established; it could be posited that it was connected to the presence of the 

pictures and that pupils attended to the pictures rather than to the text. Gist 

understanding only rose very slightly in the third Survey in response to the list of 

infinitives. There is an increase between Surveys 1 and 4 illustrated in percentage 

points by a difference of 15 but between Survey 2 and Survey 4 there was a difference 

of 36 which represents an increase of 88%. As the numbers show clearly, nearly twice 

as many pupils were getting some or more gist in Survey 4 than they were in Survey

2. In overall terms, exactly the same number of pupils were getting some or more gist 

in Survey 4 as in Survey 1. That a real change has taken place, however, is illustrated 

by reference back to Table 5.2.2 and Table 5.2.5. In Survey 1 no one in this group got 

‘all gist’; in Survey 4 five did. It appears that these were all promoted from the ‘some 

gist’ section for that section falls from thirteen to eight between surveys. The ‘no gist’ 

group falls from eight to four but by this time four had fallen out of the exercise.
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Table 5.2.6c. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group C getting some or more gist, as 

well as numbers o f pupils attempting each Survey 

Group C % No. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 0 0 23

Survey 2 4 1 23

Survey 3 19 3 16

Survey 4 67 8 12

Looking at the data from Group C as a whole and tracking the data as the group 

proceed through the interventions, the general pattern was similar to that found in 

Groups A and B, with an increase in comprehension between Survey 1 and Survey 4. 

Gist comprehension increased from the first to the fourth Survey from none to 67% of 

the smaller group. There was not the dip in Survey 2 that is found in Group B, but 

that was due to one pupil getting some gist where there was no score before. There 

was a further increase in understanding in Survey 3 and the largest jump in level of 

understanding was in Survey 4. Again the plain numbers show that no one in this 

group was succeeding in the first intervention but by Survey 4 eight were, including 

two getting ‘all gist’.

As has already been mentioned as regards Group A, not all participants did all the 

Surveys. In terms of charting progress, I regard this as loss. The way that some pupils 

are able to pick out certain elements is intriguing and I would have liked to know 

more. For example, in Survey 2, participant C22 reported the gist as being about what 

‘he’s was planning to do or what he’s done’. This pupil was not designated a key 

participant because s/he did not go on to do the next 2 Surveys. It would have been 

very interesting to know where the planning element came from. As there is no hint in 

the pictures, it is conceivable that this pupil attended to the text anew and encountered 

the word planifier. An improved study would perhaps include a question attempting 

to elicit why the participant chose any particular timeframe for their answer as well as 

attempting to get more pupils to do more Surveys.
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T able 5.2.6d. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group D getting some or more gist, as 

well as numbers o f  pupils attempting each Survey 

Group D % no. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 0 0 22

Survey 2 5 1 19

Survey 3 7 1 14

Survey 4 50 3 6

Gist understanding for Group D increased throughout the Surveys, with 50% of the 

remaining group having some success by Survey 4. To put it another way, no one in 

this group had any success in Surveys 1 and 2 but by Survey 4, although it was just 

over one quarter of its original size, three pupils were succeeding, including two 

getting ‘all gist’.

Table 5.2.6e. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group E getting some or more gist, as 

well as numbers o f  pupils attempting each Survey 
Group E % no. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 0 0 11

Survey 2 0 0 6

Survey 3 20 1 5

Survey 4 67 2 3

A similar pattern of increase in understanding appeared with Group E. No one was 

succeeding in Surveys 1 and 2, one pupil had some success in Survey 3, and 2 out of 

the remaining three were having some success in Survey 4.

5.2.7. Global view of gist understanding

Table 5.2.7a. Changes in understanding of gist between Surveys 1 and 2 across whole 

Yeargroup
Survey 1 Survey 2

No. o f pupils doing Survey 88 75

No. o f  pupils with some or 

more gist

22 19
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% of pupils with some or more 25% 25%

gist

Taking the results from Table 5.2.7a, twenty-two pupils out of the eighty-eight (25%) 

doing Survey 1 got some or more gist. Nineteen pupils out of seventy-five (25%) in 

Survey 2 got some or more gist. There is thus no significant increase in gist 

understanding. The actual numbers show a more complicated picture. 19 out of 75 as 

a percentage is very slightly greater than 22 out of 88. (The ‘greater’ in this case 

represents less than a quarter of a person.) In terms of numbers, however three fewer 

gained some or more gist in Survey 2 than did in Survey 1. Because pupils dropped 

out of the exercise as it proceeded this could be because three pupils having some gist 

in the first Survey dropped out in the second. It is not quite so straightforward. In 

Groups A, C and D one pupil in each group was promoted from ‘no gist’ to ‘some 

gist’. In Group B the number scoring, some gist, fell from 13 to 7. 4 dropped out 

altogether accounting for some of this loss but at the same time 2 pupils were 

‘demoted’, for the ‘no gist’ section grew from 8 to 10. Taking into account the 

distorting effects of using percentages with small numbers 75 people is 85% of the 

original group and 19 is 86% of 22. The decrease in success is proportional to the 

decrease in group size. Putting it the other way round, taking the group as a whole the 

increase in gist understanding did not increase by one whole person. As will be seen 

in section 5.5., fifty-seven out of the seventy-one pupils out of the whole year group 

(80%) doing Survey 2 perceived the second text, the text with images, as being easier 

to understand. That would indicate that the year group as a whole thought that images 

aided comprehension. In terms of people, what amounts to no increase in gist 

understanding gives no support to this perception. Further, it could have been 

hypothesised that the element of familiarity with the text, through a second exposure, 

may have had some effect in increasing comprehension. However, the results for 

performance, particularly of gist understanding, where there was no increase between 

Surveys 1 and 2, would not bear that out. It is also possible that the effects of 

boredom and fatigue were playing a role, but such effects were not measured and such 

conjectures are counteracted by later results of those who remained, they should have 

been more tired and more bored later.
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Table 5.2.7b. Changes in understanding of gist between Surveys 3 and 4 across whole 

Yeargroup
Survey 3 Survey 4

No. o f pupils doing Survey 58 42

No. o f pupils with some or 

more gist

18 28

% of pupils with some or more 

gist

31% 67%

As can be seen in Table 5.2.7b, fifty-eight pupils did Survey 3 and eighteen (31%) got 

some or more gist. Forty-two did Survey 4 and twenty-eight (67%) got some or more 

gist. There has been a large drop out from Survey 2 to Survey 3 and again another 

from 3 to 4. The percentages show an increase in gist understanding over surveys 1 

and 2 but the number of successes in Survey 3 is less than that in Survey 2 and that 

must be looked at first. The overall group size in Survey 3 is 66% of the original 

group size. The success rate, eighteen as against twenty-two, is 82% of the original, a 

higher proportion. Looking at the individual groups: although there are four less in 

Group A there are no ‘no gist’ in survey 3 as against two in Survey 1, one is promoted 

from ‘some’ to ‘all’ in Survey 3 as against none in the ‘all’ category in Survey 1. In 

Group B, the anomaly of the increasing ‘no gist’ section having been discussed above, 

it can be seen that in a group smaller by one the number of some or all gist is constant 

at seven in Survey 3; in fact one has been promoted from ‘some’ to ‘all’. Group C 

shows that in survey 3 there are now two in the ‘some gist’ as against one in Survey 2 

and one in the ‘all gist’ section as opposed to none in Survey 2. There are two 

promotions from the ‘no gist ‘section. In Group D five have dropped out from Survey 

2 to Survey 3 and the number in the ‘some gist’ section remains at one. The size of 

Group E shows a diminution by one but also the first success with one promotion 

from none to ‘some’ gist. The percentage increase indicates a real improvement even 

though there is apparently a smaller number succeeding. There has been promotion 

from lower sections and some of the drop outs were successes in previous surveys. 

Apart from Group B, in Survey 4 all groups continued to shrink in size and as noted 

above forty-two, only, of the original eighty-eight pupils remained, 48%. There are 

now, however twenty-eight successes as against twenty-two; this is a 127% increase
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from Survey 1 to Survey 4. In Group A in Survey 4, although the number in the 

group has now dropped to three one has been promoted to ‘all’. All the dropouts were 

successes on previous surveys. For Group B in Survey 4 the number is back at the 

level for Survey 2 (a temporary withdrawal of one pupil). The ‘no gist’ section has 

shrunk from ten to four, there are eight in the ‘some gist’ section and five in the ‘all 

gist’ section as against none in Survey 1 and one in Survey 3. Group C now has two 

in the ‘all’ section (one in Survey 3, none in Survey 1) and six in the ‘some gist’ 

section (two in Survey 3 none in Survey 1). In Group D a further eight have dropped 

out, the largest drop at this stage, but there are two promotions into the ‘all* section 

(from none) with the ‘some’ remaining at one. Group E shows one promotion over 

Survey 3 to ‘some gist’ from ‘no gist’ bringing it to two (none previous to Survey 3). 

As with Survey 3 the percentage increase indicates a real improvement in success.

5.3. Criteria for classification of detail

As one of the tasks of the study was to see which elements of the text pupils were 

engaging with, the concept of ‘understanding’ the text was split into two constituents. 

Gist understanding, described above, demanded an engagement with the text as a 

whole, i.e. with a summary of the meaning. Detail understanding required some 

recognition of the meaning of individual, or groups, of words. The literature in 

Chapter Two indicated that a first step to understanding meaning was to notice the 

words. Understanding of detail was mostly taken from the question ‘What are the 

activities Olivier m en tions?bu t details that referred to context were also allowed, 

e.g. the holiday context and the weather being bad when Olivier played board games. 

Nine possible details were decided on:

• Holiday

• Plan/planning

• Sport (not ‘going to sports centre’)

• Helping mum (around the house)/helping mum clean/cleaning

• Helping mum in the kitchen/ helping mum cook/cooking

• Reading

• Watching TV

• Board games

• (if) weather (is bad)
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The rationale for these was as follows:

‘Holiday’, although expected to be included as part of the gist, did feature in reports 

of activities. It seemed that the concept of ‘holiday’ could easily be viewed as relevant 

to activities and therefore should be allowed as a detail. The ‘helping mum’ detail 

could take three forms (pupils may have picked up on any of these three aspects) 

simply helping mum/helping mum around the house; helping her to clean; helping her 

to cook. However, ‘helping mum with cleaning’ and ‘cleaning’ by itself could be 

considered as one detail as would ‘helping mum cook’ and ‘cooking’. The 

dependency of playing board games on bad weather would be counted as two details.

The criterion for getting all detail was that the participant should get seven or more 

correct details. This was decided on the basis that ‘planning’ and weather’ might not 

be viewed as activities by some participants, so they needed to get all of the obvious 

activities of sport, television, reading and board games as well as some form of 

cooking and cleaning and a mention of the holiday. If the holiday was mentioned in 

‘gist’ this was also counted as a detail in this analysis, as some pupils mentioned 

‘holiday’ as a gist item and some as an activity. Having three to six correct details was 

classified as ‘some’ detail, and two or less was classified as ‘no’ detail. An additional 

differential is made between detail that was nearly accurate and that which was totally 

inaccurate. Near-accurate is indicated by bold italic in the tables (appendix 7), whilst 

inaccurate is indicated by italic alone. For the purposes of the analysis, both these 

categories are ‘inaccurate’, but the division does provide extra information.

As with the findings on gist understanding, all the Yeargroup’s responses to each 

Survey in turn are presented in tabular form. This is with the intention of showing 

how each Survey affected understanding both of the individual sets first, before going 

on to seeing the effects on the Yeargroup as a whole (5.3.6). Detailed tables are given 

in Appendix 4 and 7 and descriptive analysis in Appendix 8.
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5.3.1. Detail understanding in Survey 1 across all groups

Table 5.3.1. Number and percentage 

understanding for all groups in Survey 1

Survey 1 Group A Group B

No. of 11 21

pupils

All detail 0 0

Some 9 11

detail

No detail 2 10

% of 100% 100%

pupils

All detail 0% 0%

Some 82% 52%

detail

No detail 18% 48%

o f pupils in each category o f detail

Group C Group D Group E

23 22 12

0 0 0

5 0 0

18 22 12

100% 100% 100%

0% 0% 0%

22% 0% 0%

78% 100% 100%

As with gist understanding in the previous section, (4.2) one example is given here of 

the descriptive analysis of this aspect.

Group A

Nine of the eleven pupils got some detail. (A11 missed getting all of it by one detail.) 

Forty details are given in all. All participants in this group identified television or 

watching television as one of the details. All, with the exception of two pupils (A7 

and A8) identified sport or playing sport. Nine of the eleven reported that the text had 

a connection with holidays. The two pupils who had got no gist (A6, A 10) were able 

to report two correct details and one wrong one.

There was evidence of identifying different verbs. Phrases such as ‘seeing people’ 

(Al), ‘going out to meet people’ (A2), ‘watched TV’ (A3), ‘doing sport’ (A13) are 

typical. A l l ’s ‘helping his mom in the kitchen’ is unique. Only two pupils (A8 and 

A l l )  reported ‘reading’ as an activity.

Nearly all the pupils in this group reported on the two cognates of television and 

sport As all pupils report the activity of watching television, it is again not possible to
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state that this detail has been obtained from a correct reading of the verb regarder or 

whether an interpretation has been made from the cognate television. Tlaying sport’ 

is mentioned by A6, but only ‘sport’ is mentioned by A10. Again, an extrapolation 

from the cognate ‘sport’ could be the reason for this, rather than a correct reading of 

faire un peu de sport.

The sorts of wrong details reported included doing something with a cousin or mum, 

meeting people, and eating out or going to a cafe or restaurant.

5.3.2. Detail understanding in Survey 2 across all groups

Table 5.3.1b. Categories o f  detail understanding fo r  all groups in Survey 2 

Survey 1 Group A Group B Group C Group D Group E

No. of

pupils 

All detail 

Some 

detail 

No detail 

% of

pupils 

All detail 

Some 

detail 

No detail

10 17 23 19 6

0 0 0 0 0

10 7 12 9 1

0 10 11 10 5
100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

100% 41% 52% 47% 17%

0% 59% 48% 53% 83%
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5.3.3. Detail understanding in Survey 3 across all groups

T able 5.3.3. Categories o f detail understanding fo r  all groups in Survey 3

Survey 1 Group A Group B

No. of . 7 16

pupils

All detail 0 0

Some 7 8

detail

No detail 7 8

% of 100% 100%

pupils

All detail 0% 0%

Some 100% 50%

detail

No detail 0% 50%

Group C Group D Group E

18 14 6

1 0 0

2 5 1

15 9 5

100% 100% 100%

6% 0% 0%

11% 36% 17%

83% 64% 83%

5.3.4. Detail understanding in Survey 4 across all groups

Table 5.3.4 . Categories o f detail understanding fo r  all groups in Survey 4 

Survey 1 Group A Group B Group C Group D

No. of 3 17 12 7

pupils

All detail 1 1

Some 2 14

detail

No detail 0 2

% of 100% 100%

pupils

All detail 33% 6%

Some 67% 82%

detail

No detail 0% 12%

Group E

3

0 0 0

7 1 2

5 6 1

100% 100% 100%

0% 0% 0%

58% 14% 67%

42% 86% 33%
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5.3.5. Patterns of change in detail understanding across the 4 Surveys

In identifying patterns of change, this section follows the lines of the section on patterns of 

change in gist understanding (5.2.6). Thus the following tables, 5.3.5a-j give a view of the 

proportions of pupils getting at least some understanding of the details of the text as 

well as the number of accurate and inaccurate details given by the different sets. The 

proportions are given first in percentages to give an easy guide to the how much of the 

detail readers understood in the consecutive Surveys. The actual numbers of pupils 

represented by the percentages and the total numbers in the groups are also given for 

the sake of clarity, as in section 5.2.6.

Information is represented below on the numbers of both accurate and inaccurate 

details that pupils got. The existence of a number of inaccurate details in the answers 

may be a similar phenomenon to the hypothesising about the gist in section 5.2. It 

relates to the first research question and to the discussion on schemata in Chapter 

Three, where new information is interpreted in the light of existing knowledge. My 

interest in this sort of interpretation concerns the tendency of readers to invent what 

they think they see on the page, rather than to focus on what might actually be there, 

thereby missing the opportunity for new input, or consolidation of recent learning.

In looking at the changes, the number of details that pupils got on average, across 

their set, is not rounded to the nearest decimal point. This is because the numbers are 

so small, that to do so would obscure the essential point of the information, i.e. are 

pupils getting more or less detail for each particular Survey. The aim was to look at 

pupils’ grasp of detail as being indicative of how much they were engaging with the 

actual lexical content of the text.
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Group A

Table 5.3.5a. Percentages and numbers o f pupils in Group A getting some or more detail, 

as well as numbers o f  pupils attempting each Survey 

Group A % no. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 82 9 11

Survey 2 100 10 10

Survey 3 100 7 7

Survey 4 100 3 3

By Survey 2, every individual within this group was getting some or more detail.

Table 5.3.5b. Number of accurate and inaccurate details given by Group A across Surveys 
1-4.

SURVEY 1 SURVEY 2 SURVEY3 SURVEY 4
Grp. no. of 

details
% of
inaccu
racies

inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

Inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inac
cura
cies

A
40 20% 8 56 20% 11 33 15% 5 17 0% 0

Taking the number of details reported overall, there was a change, manifested by an 

increase, expressed as an average between Survey 1 and 4.

In Survey 1, the eleven pupils of Group A reported 40 details. This is an average of 

3.6 details per pupil. In Survey 2, 56 details were reported; an average of 5.6 details 

per pupil.1 In Survey 3, 33 details are reported; an average of 4.7 details per pupil. In 

Survey 4, 17 details are reported giving an average of 5.7 details per pupil.

The number of inaccuracies decreased after Survey 2, so that there were none in 

Survey 4.

Group B

1 I believe that taking the average number o f details for each Survey in the case o f Group A and B gives 
a result which corresponds very closely to individual details. It is appreciated that no pupil reported 0.6 
of a detail.
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Table 5.3.5c. Percentages and numbers o f pupils in Group B getting some or more detail, 

as well as numbers o f pupils attempting each Survey 

Group B % no. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 52 11 21

Survey 2 41 7 17

Survey 3 50 8 16

Survey 4 88 15 17

Group B did not show as complete a reporting of accurate detail from Survey 2 on as 

did Group A. The drop in number of pupils reporting some or more detail in Survey 2 

seems to be as a result of the four who dropped out of the exercise between surveys 1 

and 2 all coming from those who had reported some detail in Survey 1. The numbers 

of the ‘no detail’ section were not increased as was the case with the ‘no gist’ section 

as already reported above. The number of details, as can be seen in Table 5.3.5d, 

decreased in Survey 3, before rising to its highest level for this group in Survey 4.

Table 5.3.5d. Number of accurate and inaccurate details given by Group B across Surveys 
1-4.

SURVEY 1 SURVEY 2 SURVEY 3 SURVEY4
Gip. no. of 

details
% of
inaccu
racies

No.
of
inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

No.
of
inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

No.
of
inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

Inac
cura
cies

B 55 18% 10 72 33% 24 60 32% 19 73 18% 13

Taking the number of details reported overall, the pattern is similar to that of the gist 

understanding for this group. The increase is not evident until the last Survey. It is 

also different from that of Group A, i.e. rather than an increase in pupils getting some 

detail as they proceed through the Surveys, there is in fact a decrease after Survey 1, 

see note above, which is augmented by just one in survey 3. It is not until Survey 4 

that there is an increase over and above the original reporting in Survey 1. The 

numbers in this group were almost constant across the last three surveys (17,16,17). 

However, there is an increase across the Surveys in terms of items reported.
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In Survey 1 there were fifty-five details from twenty-one pupils. This was an average 

of 2.6 details per pupil. In Survey 2, ten there were seventy-two items from the 

reduced group of seventeen, an average of 4.2 items. In Survey 3, there are 60 details 

from the group of sixteen, an average of 3.8. By Survey 4, where fourteen pupils out 

of the group of seventeen (88%) have some detail and one (6%) has all, there are 73 

details, an average of 4.3 details per pupil.

Incorrect detail rose in Survey 2, rose by 83% becoming slightly less in Survey 3, 

reducing to a similar level to Survey 1 by the last Survey.

Group C

Table 5.3.5e. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group C getting g some or more 

detail, as well as numbers o f pupils attempting each Survey 

Group C % no. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 22 5 23

Survey 2 52 12 23

Survey 3 17 3 18

Survey 4 58 7 12

Detail recognition went up in Survey 2, decreased in Survey 3 and rose to its highest 

level in Survey 4. The number of participants in Survey 3 had dropped by 5 from the 

previous survey. The number of those reporting some or more detail dropped from 

twelve to three, with one of those reporting “all detail’ and the number of those 

reporting ‘no detail’ rose by 4. There is a possibility that some pupils thought that if 

they had already reported a detail they didn’t need to report it again in a subsequent 

survey. By Survey 4 six more have dropped out but the ‘no detail’ section has reduced 

by ten so there was a genuine movement upwards into the ‘some detail’ category, 

although the pupil with ‘all detail’ from the previous survey has disappeared.
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Table 5.3.5f Number of accurate and inaccurate details given by Group C across Surveys 
1-4.

SURVEY 1 SURVEY 2 SURVEY 3 SURVEY 4
Gro
up

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

No.
of
inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inaccu
racies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

Inac
cura
cies

C 46 2% 1 85 25% 21 51 22% 11 41 12% 5

The number of details reported in Survey 1 rose by 85% in Survey 2 with the number 

of participants reporting some or more detail rising from five to twelve, the group size 

remaining the same. The number of inaccurate details reported leapt from 2% to 25% 

from Survey 1 to Survey 2. In other words the same size group is making a lot more 

mistakes than it did without the increased aid. The increase in accurately reported 

details being only 42%. In Survey 3 there is an improvement with 78% of the original 

group reporting 89% of the number of accurate details in Survey 1 and in Survey 4 

52% of the group is reporting 80% of the level of accurate of Survey 1.

In Survey 1 out of twenty-three pupils only five pupils had some detail (22%). There 

were 46 items from the group, making an average of two details per pupil. Moving on 

to Survey 2, twelve pupils out of twenty-three had some detail (52%).

The amount of detail increased in individual cases to 5 or 6 items per pupil, 85 items 

in all. The average per pupil is 3.7 details. There was however, a greater unevenness 

of detail for this group in this Survey than for Groups A and B, where the average was 

representative o f the individual ‘score’. All of these new details could have been cued 

by the images (except perhaps ‘the fair’ of C3 and ‘being bored’ from C24). In Survey 

3, six out of the seventeen participants (35%) got some details. There are 51 details 

altogether, representing an average of 3 details per pupil, so slightly fewer than in 

Survey 2. In Survey 4, seven out of the twelve participants (58%) got some detail. 

There were 38 details given in total by the eleven, representing an average of 3.5 

details. Again the average is not completely representative as most pupils got 4 details 

but their score was taken down by two pupils who only got 1 detail each and C8 who 

got no detail. However, if compared with Survey 1, the average number of details has
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increased by 1.4. If Survey 2 and 4 are compared, the average has decreased by .2 of 

an item.

Group D

Table 5.3.5g. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group D getting some or more detail, 

as well as numbers o f pupils attempting each Survey 

Group C % no. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 0 0 22

Survey 2 47 9 19

Survey 3 36 5 14

Survey 4 14 1 7

In this group, the amount of detail was greatest in Survey 2, and was at its second 

lowest in Survey 4.

Table 5.3.5h. Numbers of accurate and inaccurate details given by group D across surveys 
SURVEY 1 SURVEY 2 SURVEY3 SURVEY 4
Gro
up

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inaccu
racies

no. of 
details

% of
inaccu
racies

inac
cura
cies

D 47 38% 18 82 46% 38 48 44% 21 20 30% 6

In Survey 1, no pupils (0%) of the twenty-two had ‘some or more’ detail by the criteria set 

out above. There were 47 items of detail reported, making an average of 2.1 items per 

pupil. The anomaly arises because pupils reporting more than two details were reporting 

inaccurately. In Survey 2, nine pupils out of nineteen (46%) had some detail. There were 

82 items reported, making an average of 4.1 per pupil. The number of details increases by 

74% but the increase in accurate details by 51%. The group size is 86% of that of Survey 1. 

In Survey 3, five pupils out of fourteen (36%) had some detail. There were 48 details, 

making an average of 3.4 per pupil. That is 63% of the group were reporting 93% of the 

details reported at the level of Survey 1. In Survey 4, only one pupil (14%) out of seven has 

some detail. Out of the five who had some detail in Survey 3, one continued to get some, 

one got none, and three did not do Survey 4. The number of details was 20, making an 

average of 2.9 per pupil.

In terms of inaccurate detail, in Survey 1,18 out of 47 instances (38%) were incorrect.

In Survey 2, there were 38 incorrect items out of 82 (46%). In Survey 3, there were 21
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out of 47 incorrect details (44%) and in Survey 4, there were 6 out of 20 instances of 

incorrect detail (30%). The number of inaccuracies in Survey 2 could have been 

caused by the pictures prompting incorrect detail. The amount of detail decreases 

slightly in Surveys 3 and 4, but the amount of incorrect detail also decreases, pointing 

to an increase in accurate reporting by those pupils still participating.

Again, as seen with Group C, the most prevalent correct detail apart from the 2 

cognates is ‘reading’. The most prevalent errors, as with all groups so far, are 

associated with specific forms of sport, such as tennis and football.

144



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading

Group E

Table 5.3.5i. Percentages and numbers of pupils in Group E getting some or more detail, 

as well as numbers o f pupils attempting each Survey 

Group E % no. Total in group doing that Survey

Survey 1 0 0 12

Survey 2 17 1 6

Survey 3 17 1 6

Survey 4 67 2 3

In Survey 1, no pupils out of the group of twelve who wrote their names on the paper 

(100%) reported enough items to be categorised as getting any detail. 11 details were 

reported, making an average of .9 items per pupil. In Survey 2, one of the group of six 

(17%) had some detail and five (83%) have none. A total of 9 details was reported, 

making an average of 1.5 per pupil. In Survey 3, the same one pupil demonstrated 

some understanding. The remaining five again got no detail. There were 10 details 

reported, making the average almost the same as for the last Survey, 1.6 per pupil. In 

Survey 4, the group is reduced to three. Two participants got some understanding of 

detail (67%). There were 10 details. The average is therefore 3.3 items per pupil.

Table 5.3.5j. Numbers of accurate and inaccurate details given by Group E across Surveys
1-4.

SURVEY 1 SURVEY 2 SURVEY3 SURVEY 4
Gro
up

no. of 
details

inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

inac
cura
cies

no. of 
details

inaccu
racies

no. of 
details

inac
cura
cies

E 11 0% 0 9 10% 1 10 10% 1 10 0% 0

In terms of inaccurate detail, there were no instances in Survey 1 (0%) and in Survey 

2, 1 instance out of 10 is incorrect (10%). In Survey 3, there is also 1 instance out of 

10 (10%). In Survey 4, there was no incorrect detail.
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5.3.6. Global view of detail understanding

Table 5.3.6a. Changes in understanding in detail between Surveys 1 and 2 across whole 

Yeargj'oup
Survey 1 Survey 2

No. of pupils doing Survey 88 74

No. o f pupils with some or 

more detail

25 44

% o f pupils with some or more 

detail

28% 56%

Total o f detail 202 304

Total o f accurate detail 165 209

Total o f inaccurate detail 37 95

Average o f details 2.2 4.1

Average of accurate detail per 

pupil

1.8 2.8

Average o f inaccurate detail 

per pupil

0.4 1.3

Table 5.3.6a.shows that the eighty-eight pupils doing Survey 1 reported 202 details in 

total. This gives an average of 2.3 details per pupil. In Survey 2, seventy-four pupils 

reported 304 details. This gives an average of 4.1 details per pupil. There is thus an 

increase in detail average of 1.8 details per pupil as they move from Survey 1 to 

Survey 2.

However, if these results are looked at in the light of the amount of wrong and right 

detail, this increase is not so straightforward. There were 37 wrong details out of the 

202 reported in Survey 1, leaving 165 correct details. (Inaccurate details 18% of total 

details reported.) This means that each pupil had an average of 0.4 inaccurate detail 

and 1.9 accurate details. There were 95 wrong details out of the 304 reported in 

Survey 2, leaving 209 accurate details. (Inaccurate details 31% of total details 

reported.) This means that each pupil had an average of 1.3 inaccurate details and 2.8 

accurate details. As seen above, the actual increase in correct detail between Surveys 

1 and 2 can be broken down to show that the 2.3 items of detail in Survey 1 were 

made up of 1.9 items of correct detail per pupil and .4 items of inaccurate detail. In

146



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading

Survey 2, the 4.1 items were made up of 2.8 items of correct detail and 1.3 items of 

incorrect detail. In other words, between Surveys 1 and 2, there was a small increase 

of an average of 1 accurate detail per pupil at the same time as there was an increase 

of .9 inaccurate items.

It can be seen, then, that although more details were given overall there was a sharp 

increase in inaccuracies, some pupils even losing correct items that they had reported 

in Survey 1.

Table 5.3.6.b. Changes in understanding in detail between Surveys 3 and 4 across whole 

Yeargroup
Whole group Survey 3 Survey 4

No. o f pupils doing Survey 58 42

No. o f pupils with some or 

more detail

27 28

% of pupils with some or more 

detail

47% 67%

Total o f detail 200 157

Total o f accurate detail 143 134

Total o f inaccurate detail 57 23

Average o f details 3.4 items 3.7 items

Average o f accurate detail per 

pupil

2.5 items 3.1items

Average o f inaccurate detail 

per pupil

. 9 items .6 items

As can be seen from the table above, out of the fifty-eight pupils doing Survey 3, 

twenty-seven had some or more detail. Out of the forty-two pupils doing Survey 4, 

twenty-eight had some or more detail. The amount of inaccurate detail decreased from 

Survey 3 to Survey 4 by 34 items, the average of inaccurate detail being .9 in Survey 

3 and .6 in Survey 4. The average of accurate detail increased from Survey 3 to 

Survey 4, the average being 2.5 items per pupil in Survey 3 and 3.1 in Survey 4, 

although there is a decrease in the numbers doing the Survey overall. The overall 

trend is for a decrease in inaccurate detail between Surveys 2 and 4, starting in Survey 

3, and an increase in accurate detail, again starting in Survey 3. In terms of
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percentages 29% of the total details reported are inaccurate, a decrease from Survey 2. 

This decrease continues as the number of inaccuracies in Survey 4 nearly halves to 

15% of total details reported. This better than Survey 1.

5.3.7. Summary of gist and detail understanding over the Yeargroup across all 4 

Surveys

In the shift in the text (Survey 1 to 2) from no support to visual prompting, superiority 

of accurate reporting was still seen in Groups A and B over the other groups. 

However, there was no real overall increase in accurate gist reporting, with some loss 

of the idea of ‘holiday’ and some increase in the ideas of activities and hobbies as the 

main theme. The idea of the main character persisted. There was overall a large 

increase in both correct and incorrect detail reporting, but the detail that was correct 

can be seen apparently to relate to the images. There was no apparent increase in 

cognate recognition. The most popular correct detail to appear was ‘reading’. Overall, 

pupils had a perception that the text in Survey 2 was easier than that of the text in 

Survey 1, but there is no clear pattern of progression in understanding.

In Survey 3 there was a very slight increase in accurate gist understanding, with some 

return of mentions of ‘holiday’. Some gist and detail reports appeared to be very 

similar to those in the previous Survey, possibly indicating some fossilisation of ideas

i.e. the text was not being read very closely and pupils were sticking with ideas they 

had already picked up from previous Surveys. Despite the presence of the infinitives 

in the glossary, there was no obvious increase in mentions of verbs and no clear 

improvement in understanding of the timeframe. There was a decrease in detail 

reporting on the whole, but this was accompanied by a slight decrease in inaccurate 

reporting. Correct reporting of cognates was still not consistent over the whole 

Yeargroup, again indicating that the text was not being read closely. The lower 

numbers doing this Survey could reflect a continuing drop of interest in answering.

In Survey 4 there was a noticeable increase in accurate gist reporting, with many more 

participants grasping the idea of planning for the holiday. The details become less 

inaccurate, as incorrect detail was lost, but some inaccuracies remained. ‘Reading’ 

stayed the most popular non-cognate detail after ‘holiday’. In the lower groups of C -  

E, the gist improvement was more evident than improvement in detail.
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The analysis indicates that across the groups there were clear improvements in gist 

and detail understanding as the pupils proceeded from Survey 3 to 4, where there was 

a full glossary. The improvements are particularly clear in the results of the gist, 

although there is evidence of increase of detail understanding as well. This time, 

pupils’ perceptions about the ease of the text (discussed in Section 5.4. below) seemed 

to be echoed more closely by their performance. There are two obvious factors that 

could account for the improvement:

• Increased familiarity with the text. If so, why did this not bring a smooth 

universal improvement across all pupils as they proceeded?

• Use of the glossary. Clearly not all pupils accessed the glossary to an equal 

extent, although most appeared to have noticed its presence and appreciated its 

potential for support.

There are two linked questions to be asked at this juncture regarding the significance 

there could be in a) getting more detail, but maintaining incorrect detail, and in b) the 

relationship of amount of gist understood to the amount of details, correct or 

incorrect. On the surface, it seems reasonable to assume that the greater amount of 

detail extracted by the reader, the clearer the gist will become. In other words, detail 

should inform gist. This puts a different light onto an initial question that first arose 

from the emerging data; whether it was more important to get the gist right or the 

detail right. The results indicate that this was perhaps not the right question. The real 

issue is whether the reader is able to inform an initial search for gist with a secondary 

search for detail and is then able to revise assumptions made in the initial search if 

necessary. This is discussed further in Chapter Seven.

Connections between gist and detail understanding

As seen above, the trend can be seen to be one of an increasing number of details 

from Surveys 1 to 2, together with an increase in inaccurate detail. In Survey 3 there 

is a slight reduction in detail, with only a slight drop in inaccuracies. In Survey 4 there 

is an increase in the amount of detail and a very slight decrease in amount of incorrect 

detail compared with Survey 1. The decrease in inaccuracies compared with Surveys 

2 and 3 is marked. However, on close examination of the results of the five
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individuals who got all the gist in Survey 4, four had only correct detail and one had 

one incorrect detail which s/he had carried forward from Survey 2. This group of five 

gave 20 details between them, with only 1 wrong (5%). The four pupils with no gist 

also had 20 details, 6 of which were wrong (30%). Those with some gist provided 32 

instances of detail with 6 inaccuracies (19%). This means that the error rate stayed 

more or less the same for those who had no real comprehension. The majority of 

incorrect instances were brought about by the errors of those who had no and some 

gist. It is possible that this is the result of guessing by those pupils who had least 

understanding of the text and therefore who had fewer constraints as to what was 

likely. Between Survey 1 and 3, there is a 14% increase in wrong detail. Over those 

Surveys there is an 18% decrease in gist understanding. It seems that the same 

relationship between correct detail and correct gist is emerging as in Group A. One 

could then ask the question: Are the correct details supporting a correct interpretation 

and incorrect details an incorrect understanding of gist?

Another feature emerging is how incorrect detail added in Survey 2 persisted across 

the Surveys, but mostly with those pupils who showed no real gist understanding.

5.3.8. Elements of the text with which pupils engaged

The first research question asked about the extent to which pupils attend and engage 

with text. One of the ways I hoped to answer this question was by finding out which 

elements of the text pupils actually engaged with. The objective in asking the question 

was to gather information about what parts of the text pupils noticed and then, as a 

secondary step, had some further interaction with (i.e. engaged with, as defined in 

Chapter One2). Looking first at what pupils seemed to engage with from the point of 

view of the above findings in terms of pupils’ actual performance on gist and detail 

understanding, there were indications that indicate that there was a tendency to 

perform better on detail than on gist. Pupils were more able, overall, to pick out single 

words than to synthesise an accurate report on what the text was about. However, 

such noticing does not necessarily signify any further processing, or engagement. The

2 ‘ I use the term ‘engagement’ to indicate a particular aspect o f attention, namely that a learner who is 
‘engaged’ is actively processing the relevant input (i.e. that material which is provided directly or 
indirectly by a teacher for the purpose o f language learning). Engagement therefore signifies both 
focussing on, and allowing the brain to work on, the intended material. Thus the word in this context 
indicates the metaphorical ‘interlocking’ o f learner and material.’ Chapter 1.
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ability to summarise the text did not appear high for any group, but it appeared to 

diminish from A to E, with participants in Group E reporting details rather than 

summarising In Schmidt’s (1995) terms then, there was a general trend of apparently 

more noticing (and therefore, potentially higher attention levels) of individual lexis 

than of engagement with the text at a level of synthesising meaning from that lexis.

From the findings so far presented, what seems to have been noticed in the first text is 

the main character, indicating that they have noticed the proper noun of ‘Olivier’. 

There was a recognition that the text had a holiday connection, again indicating that 

the noun vacances was noticed, and this gradually diminished from Group A to E. 

Groups A and B had picked up the element of ‘holiday’, but by Group C, the main 

theme became one of hobbies or likes and dislikes. There was an extremely low 

identification of verbs across the Yeargroup, with only one report of the correct tense.

Group A had the highest amount of cognate recognition. There appeared to be some 

relationship between getting both cognates and getting more gist. Wrong detail 

increased in the middle groups, where participants appeared to begin to hypothesise 

about a likely scenario, pointing to a possible explanation for the increase in 

inaccuracy. This could indicate pupils were using information seen or discussed 

previously in French lessons, which they are expecting might be in a French text. This 

is taken to be indicative of low levels of engagement with the actual lexical elements 

of the text in the study.

The detail findings indicate that pupils were using the images to supply them with 

information on the text, but not necessarily cross-checking between text and image. 

The majority of the group have not engaged successfully with the glossary in Survey 

3, although more accuracy in detail and gist reporting in Survey 4 indicates an 

increasing engagement with the more specific glossary.

5.4. Perceived ‘support’ from images

The previous three sections have focused largely on the actual performance of pupils 

throughout the Surveys 1 to 4. In this current section, those findings are used together 

with those gathered from information given by pupils as to whether they thought 

Survey 2 was easier than Survey 1. The implicit question here (not asked directly of
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pupils) was about the use they actually made of, and thought they made of, the 

images. The findings were related to the second research question regarding pupils’ 

perceptions of how they go about understanding written text in MFL and how they 

think different presentation and forms of support help them. On analysis, it became 

clear that they also had particular relevance for the first question regarding the extent 

of attention and engagement as well as the extent to which pupils were equipped to 

engage with FL texts.

The findings presented below explore the relationship between how pupils actually 

performed in the first two Surveys and how they perceived their performance. This 

was done by looking at the data relating to performance on gist and detail in Survey 1 

in comparison with the results of performance on Survey 2. These two sets of data 

were viewed in turn in the light of the first question of Survey 2, which sought to 

elicit whether the pupil found the current text easier and if so why. The answer to this 

was considered together with the pupil’s stated preference for text lay-out from 

Survey 5, where pupils were asked to pick out their preferred text lay-out and give a 

reason for their preference (Appendix 2).

As discussed in Chapter Four, Survey 5 was intended to elicit indications of pupils’ 

preferences for types of text, i.e. with and without pictures. Pupils were asked to 

indicate which of the 3 written versions of the same text they would prefer to work 

with and to give a reason for their preference and to indicate if there was some other 

help they might have wanted. Text 1 (taken from Route Nationale 3 pupil’s book) was 

considered to provide a visual form of gist support; the cartoon could be interpreted as 

giving clues as to the general context of the passage. The colour pictures show a 

family group around a table, who are discussing something. There would appear to be 

some planning going on; the family are looking at maps and brochures, one of which 

has a picture of a sun on it. There also appears to be some excitement and some 

disagreement. At first the father appears to be expressing ideas that do not please the 

rest of the family. There then seems to be some agreement and then the father seems 

to say something that causes the rest of the family to react negatively. A reading of the 

text will show that this is the essence of the piece, with the planning and discussion 

centred around the potential holiday destination. Text 3 provided a visual form of 

detail support (with photos from a holiday brochure); there are 6 separate sections,
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each with a colour illustration, each of which has some specific reference to the 

individual aspects of the text e.g. a picture of a hotel when one character mentions 

staying in a hotel. The visual details are: a campsite, a gite, a beach, a hotel and once 

again, a campsite. Text 2 was written as in a script, with the name of the character 

speaking followed by what is said. There were no illustrations.

The responses to the first question on Survey 2: ‘If you found this text easier that the 

previous one, why did you find it easier?’ were compared to the actual performance of 

the pupil in Survey 2. Pupils’ answers as to why they found the second text easier 

were taken into account, as were the preferences for text lay-out shown in the data 

from Survey 5. Not every answer to these questions was used; one or two pupils 

across the Surveys gave answers that were not completely clear on analysis. For 

example, C25 gave the unclear answer ‘because no pictures’ and it was thought that 

although it would be possible to interpret this answer to mean ‘this text was easier 

than the last one because there were no pictures on the last one’, that in this sort of 

interpretation there was a danger of a subjectivity, based on emerging trends and my 

initial hypothesis that the pictures would help. However, those few pupils, like C23, 

who did not fill in any answers to Survey 1, but did complete them in Survey 2, were 

included. As already stated, it was known that all pupils looked at Survey 1 and 

therefore such pupils as C23 were presumed to be responding to the level of perceived 

difficulty of the second Survey in comparison with the first, despite not having given 

answers to the first Survey. (The instructions to pupils were to look at the Survey and 

then to wait 3 minutes before putting the hand up to ask for the next one.)

The findings on the individual sets are given first in full, followed by those on the 

whole Yeargroup. This is to make as transparent as possible these results which 2 

major points of significance for the study:

• in terms of the gap between performance and perception, a gap which only 

emerged as the study progressed and

• the role of visuals in FL reading.
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5.4.1. Perception of ease of text in relation to performance (Group A)

Table 5.4.1a. Actual improvement or otherwise in gist understanding between Survey 

1 and 2, Group A.
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group Total 

no./% 

of

pupils

some 

or more 

gist

Total

no./% of 

pupils

Some 

or more 

gist

Text 2 

easier

A 11 9 10 10 8

% 100% 82% 100% 100% 80%

Table 5.4.1.b. Actual improvement or otherwise in detail understanding between 

Survey 1 and 2, Group A
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

inaccuracies no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

Inaccuracies

A
40 (11 

pupils)

9 8 56 (10 

pupils)

10 11

%
100% 82% 100% 100%

In Group A, eight out of the ten pupils (80%) taking part in Survey 2 thought that the 

second text was easier than the first. Two pupils moved from no gist understanding to 

some gist understanding. The others maintained their ‘some gist’ status. As can be 

seen, although there was an increase in detail, there was also an increase in incorrect 

detail. There is a strong perception that the images helped, but Tables 4.4.1a. and b. 

indicate little evidence of improvement.

Preference of text lav out in relation to performance

Seven pupils out of the nine (78%) who did Survey 5 thought that they would prefer 

to work with illustrated text. Two (22%) said they preferred working with text alone. 

Both of these, A6 and A8, who preferred the plain text in Survey 5 mentioned that the
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pictures helped in Survey 2. However, there appears to be little evidence that pupils’ 

preference relates in an obvious way to performance.

5.4.2. Perception of ease of text in relation to performance (Group B)

Table 5.4.2a. Actual improvement or otherwise in gist understanding between Survey 

1 and 2, Group B.

Survey 1 Survey 2

Group no. of 

pupils

some 

or more 

gist

no. of 

pupils

Some 

or more 

gist

Text 2 

easier

B 21 13 17 7 14

% 100% 62% 100% 41% 82%

Table 5.4.2b. Actual improvement or otherwise in detail understanding between 

Survey 1 and 2, Group B
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group No. of 

details

some or

more

detail

inaccuracies no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

Inaccuracies

B 55 (20 

pupils)

11 10 72 (17 

pupils)

10 24

% 100% 55% - 100% 59% -

In Group B, fourteen of the seventeen participants (82%) thought the second text was 

easier. Some pupils picked up that only some of the images were helpful. Again, as 

with Group A, there is little evidence to show that there is a real increase in accurate 

understanding of the text. In Group B, fifteen out of seventeen (88%) preferred to 

work with illustrated text. There is little evidence that the preferences coincide with 

improved performance.

Preference in relation to performance

In Group B, the one pupil, B8, who preferred the plain text of Survey 5, did not report 

finding Survey 2 easier than Survey 1. B8 did not gain in gist understanding in Survey
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2. In terms of actual performance from Survey 1 to 2, B8 gained one correct detail, 

lost one correct detail, corrected one error and added two more errors.

5.4.3. Perception of ease of text in relation to performance (Group C)

Table 5.4.3a. Actual improvement or otherwise in gist understanding between Survey 

1 and 2, Group C.
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group

no. of 

pupils

some 

or more 

gist

no. of 

pupils

Some 

or more 

gist

Text 2 

easier

C 23 0 23 1 17

% 100% 0% 100% 4% 77%

Table 5.4.3b. Actual improvement or otherwise in detail understanding between 

Survey 1 and 2, Group C
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

inaccuracies no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

Inaccuracies

C 46 (23 

pupils)

5 1 85 (23 

pupils)

12 21

% 100% 22% - 100% 52% -

In Group C, seventeen of the twenty-two pupils (77%) whose answers were clearly 

interpretable perceived the second text as easier. (Only twelve of these specifically 

mentioned that the pictures helped.) However, there is an increasing trend, which 

seemed to emerge with group B, of very little gist improvement. One pupil, only, 

moved from a position of ‘no’ to ‘some’ understanding. Although far more details 

were given in Survey 2, the amount of inaccuracies rose steeply, from 1 to 21. Many 

of the correct and incorrect details given could have been gleaned from the pictures, 

without reference to the text.
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Preference in relation to performance

In Group C, thirteen of the fifteen participants (87%) taking part in Survey 5 thought 

that images were preferable. Two pupils, C22 and 23 (13%) thought the plain text was 

preferable. Both these participants reported finding Survey 2 easier, C22 because the 

text was more spread out, and C23 because the pictures gave some idea of what was 

going on. There does not appear to be any evidence that preference for text can be 

used as an indicator for performance, apart from the fact that C22 was the only pupil 

of this group to get some understanding of gist in Survey 2.

5.4.4. Perception of ease of text in relation to performance (Group D)

T ab le  5 .4 .4a . Actual improvement or otherwise in gist understanding between Survey 

1 and 2, Group D.
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group no. of 

pupils

some 

or more 

gist

no. of 

pupils

Some 

or more 

gist

Text 2 

easier

D 22 0 19 1 15

% 100% 0% 100% 5% 79%

T ab le  5 .4 .4b . Actual improvement or otherwise in detail understanding between 

Survey 1 and 2, Group D
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

inaccuracies no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

Inaccuracies

D 47(19)

pupils)

0 18 82 (18) 

pupils)

9 38

% 100% 0% - 100% 50% -

In Group D, fifteen out of nineteen pupils (79%) reported the second text as easier. 

Continuing the trend seen with the previous two groups, gist understanding has not 

improved, except in one case, D3. The fourteen others, who perceived Survey 2 as 

being easier, did not improve in gist understanding.
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Preference in relation to performance

In Group D, fourteen out of sixteen participants (88%) doing Survey 5 reported 

preferring illustrated text. Two pupils, D2 and D18 (12.5), who reported a preference 

for the plain text, found Survey 2 easier because of the pictures. D2 got no details in 

Survey 1, reported two correct details in Survey 2 and five errors. D18 got three 

correct additions from Survey land lost one error. Again, it is hard to see evidence 

that pupil preference is a true reflection of performance.

5.4.5. Perception of ease of text in relation to performance (Group E)

Table 5.4.5a. Actual improvement or otherwise in gist understanding between Survey 

1 and 2, Group E.
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group no. of 

pupils

some 

or more 

gist

no. of 

pupils

Some 

or more 

gist

Text 2 

easier

E 12 0 6 0 3

% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100%

Table 5.4.5b. Actual improvement or otherwise in detail understanding between 

Survey 1 and 2, Group E
Survey 1 Survey 2

Group no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

inaccuracies no. of 

details

some or

more

detail

Inaccuracies

E 11 (6 

pupils)

0 0 9 (3 

pupils)

1 1

% 100% 0% - 100% 11% -

In Group E, all three pupils (100%) who did the second Survey perceived it as easier. 

All those finding the second text easier gave the reason as the presence of the pictures. 

None of the pupils improved their gist performance. The number of details given went 

down, and there was 1 inaccuracy. E6 did move to a position of some detail
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understanding, but all the details given could have come from looking at the images 

alone.

Preference in relation to performance

There were no results for this exercise in this particular form of analysis of data from 

Group E, as the three participants of Survey 2 did not take part in Survey 5.

5.5.5. Perception of ease of text in relation to performance (whole Yeargroup)

The following findings are presented to show the difference between performance on 

gist and detail understanding and pupils’ perception of the ease of the text in Survey 

2, in comparison with that in Survey 1. The change in accuracy of details over the 2 

Surveys is also shown.

Table 5.5.5a. Gist understanding and perception o f  relative ease o f understanding o f  

the text across the whole Yeargroup in numbers and percentages (generalising across 

groups o f  unequal numbers)

No. o f pupils 

participating

Survey 1 88

No. o f pupils with 

some + gist

Survey 1 22

% o f whole group: 

with some + 

understanding

Survey 1 25% (n=22)

No. o f pupils 

participating

Survey 2 74

No. o f  pupils with 

some + gist

Survey 2 18

% o f whole group: 

with some + 

understanding

Survey 2 24% (n=18)

No. in whole 

group: perception 

of text

Survey 2 

text easier

59

% o f  whole group: 

perception o f text

Survey 2 

text easier

80% (n=59)
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The majority of the Yeargroup perceived the text in Survey 2 as being easier to 

understand than the text in Survey 1. Actual performance in terms of gist 

understanding showed a very small decrease on the text in Survey 2.

Table 5.5.5b. Detail understanding, numbers and percentages o f pupils with some or 

more detail understanding in Surveys 1 & 2 across whole Year group

Nos. whole group: 

some + 

understanding

Survey 1 25

% whole group: 

some + 

understanding

Survey 1 28%

Nos. whole group: 

some + 

understanding

Survey 2 41

Whole group: some 

+ understanding

Survey 2 56%

Table 5.5.5c. Increase in details, accurate and inaccurate, in Surveys 1 & 2 across 

whole Yeargroup
Survey 1 Survey 2

Total o f detail 202 304

Total o f  pupils 88 74

Total o f accurate detail 165 209

Total o f inaccurate detail 37 95

Average o f detail per pupil 2.3 4.1

Average o f accurate detail per 

pupil

1.9 2.8

Average o f inaccurate detail 0.4 1.3

Actual increase in accurate detail = 1 item 

Actual increase in inaccurate detail = .9 item 

%  increase o f accurate detail = 27 

% increase o f inaccurate detail =157
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Understanding of detail rose from Survey 1 to 2. Although detail as a whole increased 

between Surveys, the largest increase was in inaccurate detail, however, which went 

up by 157% from Survey 1 to Survey 2.

It became apparent on analysis of the Surveys that pupil perception of ease or 

difficulty of Survey did not always correspond to how well they understood the text.

5.6. Discussion

Before moving on to discuss the qualitative information yielded by the Surveys in 

Chapter Six, the findings above on engagement, as described by data on performance 

and perception, are briefly discussed. For this purpose, I shall discuss the Yeargroup 

as a whole, and look at the results globally rather than on the set-by-set basis, as the 

focus is on the group as a whole, set-by-set breakdown only being given to give 

greater depth and clarity to the emerging trends.

As stated at the start of this chapter, a broad aim of the study was to see how 

participants engaged in reading a short piece of text. In interpreting the data it was 

taken that the level of engagement was indicated by the extent of understanding of the 

main and supporting elements of the text, in other words, the gist and detail. It 

appeared that the majority of pupils did not attend closely to the texts that they read 

and thus could be said not to have been engaging with them in the terms defined 

earlier in this study, i.e. focussing on, and allowing the brain to work on the text. This 

was evident from the lack of gist and accurate detail understanding, despite a written 

text that contained many familiar elements and the support offered in the later 

Surveys, particularly Survey 4.

As well as evident lack of attention, there was also a tendency to interpret the text 

wrongly. These ‘wrong’ interpretations could be explained in a variety of ways. 

Firstly, constructs may have dominated that were familiar or popular for the students, 

i.e. contexts they were used to in French lessons -  sports, hobbies -  or pupils’ own 

interests, sport being a popular pastime in that school. Secondly, inaccurate decoding 

of gist and detail could again relate to not really engaging, which resulted in either 

absence o f understanding or inaccurate understanding. Misunderstanding the visuals 

is a particularly striking example here.
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There were several factors that could have acted as support mechanisms (the cognates 

of sport and television, the repetition of the text four times, the chronological word- 

for-word translations in the glossary in Survey 4 and the visuals in Survey 2). Most 

striking here is that many students did not use the glossary in Survey 4 and that 

contrary to popular belief, the visuals distracted rather than aided understanding.

The lack of attention and engagement which can be surmised, and which may relate to 

fatigue and boredom, does not however correlate with the subjective observations of 

the three adults present, who were struck by the gusto of most pupils and by their 

apparent motivation to succeed in this novel French lesson.

There is another aspect of this unevenness of gist and detailed reporting that emerged. 

Pupils appeared to have difficulty in summarising the text, as mentioned above. This 

difficulty has been taken to indicate a lack of engagement on their part. It is possible 

that the lack of engagement is related to a lack of knowledge about how to summarise. 

Could it be that picking out discrete details is a skill more practised than that of 

accurately summarising the macro structure? The common-sense view could be that it 

requires less cognitive effort to pick out individual words than to consider the 

meaning of those words in a context and to give an overall view of the significance of 

those words in that particular context. A question here is raised about depth of 

engagement and cognitive demand: how deep an engagement is demanded by having 

to pick out discrete words? What sort of a demand is put on the reader’s thinking 

skills in comparison to having to weigh the significance of those words in a larger 

context and to have a global understanding of that context?

In terms of what the findings on the different forms of support, a strong trend has 

emerged indicating that pupils have been very influenced in their answers by the 

visuals presented in Survey 2. Through the self-reports, it was evident that the 

majority perceived that the presence of pictures made understanding the text easier. 

The results obtained by measuring gist and detail comprehension by the defined 

criteria, however, showed that there was no clear sign of improvement in accurate 

comprehension of the contents. Breaking down this lack of improvement into two 

parts, we see that gist comprehension was very slightly decreased from the first to the
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second Survey, whilst reporting of detail increased. However, it was striking that this 

reporting included a large increase in inaccurate detail.

Self-report, as will be seen from the qualitative analysis below, again revealed that 

support from glossaries in Surveys 3 and 4 was perceived as helpful. The results 

showed that this time the perception corresponded with a gradual increase in accurate 

reporting of gist and detail. However, even the chronological word-for-word 

glossaries did not result in total comprehension by all participants.

There is clearly great willingness to perceive the images as an aid to understanding. 

At the same time, there is a potential problem. If the images are provided with a text 

what steps can be taken to ensure that pupils associate the actual word with that 

image, so that some increase in vocabulary is made? An additional closely related 

question concerns the difference between understanding a FL text and working out an 

underlying rule. White refers to Cook’s

• ‘decoding’ (Doughty & Williams, 1998:102, see also Chapter Two of the 

current study) where readers simply get the message so that they understand 

the item sufficiently to equate it with something in their mother tongue, and

• ‘breaking the code’ where there is some understanding of the linguistic form 

and therefore the possibility of using the item in the FL.

These issues are discussed in Chapter Seven.

The findings relating to pupil perception and a summary of the key findings overall 

follow in the next chapter.
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Chapter Six

6.0. Introduction - understanding the process

In this chapter, I examine the data from a different, more purely qualitative point of 

view, using pupils’ answers, and their actual words as far as possible, regarding the 

process they went through and their perceptions of different sorts of text. In this 

triangulation, I shall look at the Yeargroup as a whole as far as is possible and focus 

on the process that they appeared to go through in their reading and comprehension. 

The findings relate particularly to the third research question, ‘To what extent, and 

how, does teaching in MFL enable and equip pupils to engage with texts in the target 

language?’ It is worth noting again at this point, that not all pupils did all of the 

Surveys (Appendix 5). The possible reasons for this have already been mentioned; 

fatigue, boredom or the possibility that they simply did not want to work for the 

whole session. For some pupils it was a lack of time, as they spent a long time with 

one particular Survey and were not then in a position to do all of them.

The structure of the chapter is as follows: section 6.1. contains the findings on pupil 

perception of the process of reading the written text, leading on to 6.2., where pupils’ 

preference for text-layout is presented, together with the reasons given for such. A 

closer look at pupil reaction to the support elements of the glossaries and their ability 

to deal with the code provided by the text as a whole, including images and glossaries 

follow on (6.3., 6.4.). The data analysis ends with the profiles of five participants, 

where all of the findings on each of those pupils are brought together (6.5.). The 

chapter concludes with the key points revealed by the whole analysis, including that 

done in Chapter Five.

It needs to be noted at this point, that the pupils’ own words and spelling are used in 

all the quotations from the test-interventions used in this chapter.

6.1. Self-reports -the source of the data

In looking at this aspect of the process, I have primarily used the data from the final 

question of the Surveys, which was: ‘Is there anything else you can say about how 

you went about understanding the text?’ supported by data from the ‘important words’

164



Attention, engagement and support in year 9 FL reading

question. I am trying here to get a glimpse of the thought processes of the pupils, 

rather than focusing directly on the strategies that they used in decoding. Both these 

aspects are of course two sides of the same coin, but they reflect a different emphasis 

on the same issue, the ‘how’ of reading a foreign language text.

In the French Surveys 1-4 there were questions that were particularly focused on 

process, as opposed to product. The first of these questions concerned the perceived 

ease of the Survey (from Survey 2 onwards). This was followed by some questions on 

the sequence followed in reading. Lastly, there were two questions at the end of the 

Surveys, the first one being about the words that pupils thought were important, with 

the second of the two questions giving pupils a chance to add anything further about 

any part of the Survey. The question about words was in two parts, the first being a 

tick box next to the words ‘Were there some words in each sentence that you thought 

were more important to understand?’ and the second being ‘If so, which words were 

they and why were they important? Pupils were provided with space after this 

question where they could write freehand answers. The purpose of the question was to 

try to gather information on the kinds of words that pupils thought they could, or 

should, focus on in reading, with the following research questions in mind: ‘What 

elements of the text were pupils engaging with?’ and ‘How did pupils think they went 

about understanding the text?’

The final question asked was: ‘Is there anything else you can say about how you went 

about understanding this text?’ The pupils’ self-reports from this question have also 

been used to inform discussion on the third aspect, that of metacognitive awareness, 

although they also provide information on prior knowledge. The information on word- 

order section has not been included in the analysis as mentioned earlier, because of 

the inconsistent completion of that section and lack of pattern of the answers. 

However, it is perhaps significant that large number of pupils made no attempt to 

answer these questions. It could thus be taken as indicative of a need to modify the 

way questions are structured. It could however, also say something about a general 

lack of attention and ability on behalf of the pupils to be analytic about their own 

practice.
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It was thought that the answers on all of these process questions would inform three 

aspects of reading, relevant for engagement:

• prior knowledge of reading strategies/lexis

• closeness of attention to individual lexis

• ability to comment on and analyse one’s own reading process (metacognitive 

awareness)

Although the process questions were present in all four of the Surveys, by far the 

majority of answers to these occurred in Survey 1. Only thirty-six pupils of eighty- 

eight wrote comprehensible or semi-comprehensible answers in Survey 1, thirty-three 

answering ‘anything else’. The number dropped to ten out of seventy-five in Survey 2 

and there was almost nil response to the question in Survey 3, six answering ‘anything 

else’ and Survey 4, with fourteen answering ‘anything else’. The focus in this analysis 

is hence on those answers given in Survey 1. However, there is important information 

from Surveys 2 -4  regarding strategies for text comprehension using the visuals and 

the glossary. Limited reference is also made to the pupils’ answers on gist and detail 

from the initial questions of the Survey in order to compare what they said about 

important words with their performance. More extensive tracking of this is done in the 

section ‘Pupil Profiles’ (6.5).

6.1.2. Prior knowledge and strategies

There was some evidence from the answers to the qualitative, process questions on 

Surveys 1 -  4 that pupils had prior knowledge of some French words and that they 

were applying reading strategies to the text, but it is striking that less than half the 

cohort reported on these questions. None of the pupils who used strategies mentioned 

their use explicitly. That is, they did not name the strategy but indicated by what they 

wrote that they had used a particular approach. The discernible strategies were:

• picking out known words -  direct application of prior lexical knowledge 

(sometimes, but not always, cognates)

• picking out the most obvious theme

• picking out the verb

• guessing

• translating
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• using visuals

Most of the following data comes from Survey 1, where there was the greatest number 

of participants responding. Information on the use of visuals comes mainly from 

Survey 2, whilst information on translating comes from Surveys 1, 3 and 4.

Known words

Seven pupils picked out words that they recognised in a basic way, as with C7: ‘de 

sport = is sport, so I knew that, television = is television I knew that’. A13 also 

illustrated this ‘known word’ strategy, with the comment ‘sport, menage & television 

-  I felt they were words I reconised’. C20 implied this recognition approach with: 

‘like the words telling you what he did. I could understand most of them’. Some 

pupils supplied a fuller explanation. A8, for example, wrote: ‘If there was a word I 

already knew, like television, I would try and work out what the words around them 

meant, so these words were quite important’. B5 gave a similar indication of process, 

but explained it in a different way: ‘If I couldn’t understand certain words, I got the 

words I did understand and tried to put them in a sentence’. Comparing this to B5’s 

gist report (in Question 1 of Survey 1), which was: ‘about what he did at the weekend 

. . .o r  what he did on holiday’, it is not clear what these sentences might have been. 

B12 also wrote about sentence-construction: ‘television, lire, sport regards because I 

knew these words and I tried to make the sentences out of them’. B12 did in fact 

produce three grammatically correct sentences in English in the answers to the gist 

question in Surveys 1, 2 and 4. However, as with B5 we cannot know exactly what 

this pupil meant by ‘making sentences’. Was s/he referring to the answers s/he wrote, 

or to a mental process of translation? It is possible that these two pupils were 

indicating that they needed such a process to make sense of the text and that the 

process was for them one where they translated the words into English and then 

worked to put them in a sensible English context, but again, we cannot be entirely 

sure. There may be an echo of a teacher demand to ‘answer in a sentence’, in this 

reportage. Looking at how much gist and detail understanding B12 evidenced in 

Survey 1, (from Questions 1 and 2 of the Survey) it appears that s/he had a limited 

understanding of the gist, having written: ‘It is about what activities Olivier does and 

when he does not. It also says whether he likes doing it’. B12 mentioned reading and 

watching television as activities in Question 2, so has not included the sport element,
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which s/he explicitly mentioned in the ‘important words’ question of that Survey. It is 

possible that s/he had perhaps implicitly included it in her/his own perception, in the 

activity of watching television.

Further evidence of using known words, but without the specific mention of sentences 

was provided by C l9, who explained that ‘because I undersode some words I could 

make out rest’. Looking back at previous answers, C l9 wrote nothing at all under the 

gist question and only reported watching television in the detail question. B25 wrote: 

‘I look to see if any words are recogniseable’ and B3: ‘by reading it and reading all 

the words I know then to work out other words I didn’t know’. Once again, the 

answer given in the important words question would imply more understanding than 

that evidenced the responses to the gist and detail questions. It is possible then that 

this sort of answer illustrates a pupil writing what s/he thinks s/he ought to answer, 

rather than reporting on the actual process.

Twelve pupils also provided information on process strategies in their answers to the 

‘anything else’ question. Two of these pupils had already indicated that they used a 

‘known words’ strategy in the answers to the first question (B12, Cl). The other ten 

wrote about their strategy for the first time under ‘anything else’. Examples are Al: ‘I 

would look at the words I knew then read the text together to get my answers’; A6, 

with: ‘I looked at the words I knew and then tried to understand the others’ and Cl, 

with: ‘I took out the words I new and tried to read the sentence’. Three further pupils 

of the twelve implied that this is what they had done. Generally speaking, these were 

not pupils who had indicated that they had used this sort of strategy in the ‘important 

words’ question. The exceptions were B12, who implied the approach with: ‘I 

couldn’t understand all the words but there were some I could’, and C7, who 

explained succinctly: ‘I looked for the words I knew!’ Both B13 and 14 implied the 

same approach in their answers to ‘anything else’. B13 wrote: ‘There were some 

words I did and did not understand through the text’ and B14 wrote: ‘I remembered 

what I had learnt in lessons and it jogged my memory’. A2 focused on word 

collection and her/his answer provided an interesting contrast to ‘important words’: ‘I 

tried to pick out the words I did know and think of what the next words could mean’. 

In answer to ‘important words’, however, A2 had stated: ‘j ’essaie and ‘planifier’
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because I ’ve only really come across the common words and I haven’t seen these’. 

For A2 then, ‘important words’ had meant the ones s/he had not understood.

Only one pupil gave an indication of looking for cognates in the answers to ‘anything 

else’. That was A8, who wrote: ‘I tried to figure out some words by what they looked 

like and if  they looked like an english word’. This can be contrasted with the high 

number of participants in Survey 1 (eighty-six) who did actually pick out 1 or more 

cognates in the gist or detail question. (The seven pupils who answered the ‘important 

words’ question and the twelve who answered the ‘anything else’ question are 

amongst this eighty-six.) It could be said that by picking out the cognates, pupils were 

demonstrating use of the strategy described by A8. However, as has been seen in the 

first findings of this chapter, not all pupils picked out the two most obvious cognates, 

thus apparently demonstrating a lack of attention. What is shown by the data from the 

two last process questions is that it appears that any strategy of looking for cognates 

was not to any obvious degree a conscious strategy, as, firstly, so few answered the 

questions and secondly only one (A8) verbalised this specific way of working and 

rationale for it.

In summary, seventeen pupils indicated that they were using prior lexical knowledge 

to access the text, but none of them mentioned specifically that they had looked for 

the words that resembled English ones (with the exception of A8:) saying instead that 

they were looking for words that they recognised. By being able to report upon it, 

they were indicating that they were aware of the process that they had gone through, 

i.e. of noticing known words. This metacognitive idea is discussed further below. 

Pupils did not appear to have any conscious strategy of noticing cognates, even 

though cognates may have been the only words they picked out (for example Cl).

Prior knowledge and picking out the main theme

The strategy of picking out the main theme, or what may have appeared to be the most 

obvious theme, similarly did not indicate a conscious process. Twelve pupils picked 

out the words or word connected with holiday or activities in the first Survey, as 

illustrated by C15’s answer: ‘I thought the things what he done were important and 

his hobbies’. C21 and 27 wrote in a similar way: ‘only the words that he used to tell 

us about the activities’ and ‘The main words were X what he did’. (The meaning of
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the X is not known.) D4 provided an answer covering both cognate/known word and 

main theme, with: ‘sport, television because most people do that every day’ and D15: 

‘television and sport because there are activities’. These answers illustrate choice by 

meaning and significance in the eyes of the pupil, perhaps. This is different from the 

known words strategy, which seems to depend on an admission of lexical knowledge 

(knowing or reporting the vocabulary) rather than meaning of the word or words 

(knowing or reporting the implication or significance of the word or words in real 

life).

Prior knowledge and picking out the verb

Picking out the verb would seem to be a strategy of lexical and grammatical 

knowledge, as well as one of meaning. It was not clearly demonstrated by the 

participants. It is however, a very important strategy in the new MFL Framework, as 

witnessed by the objectives concerning verbs throughout Key Stage 3, (DfES, 

2003:36-8). Only two pupils indicated implicitly that they knew to do this: Dl: 

‘jaime and jaime biene are important because it says i like and i think is good’ and 

D16 with: ‘Yes he said I like and I don’t like’. It must be said, however, that it is 

equally possible to interpret this answer as being one showing previous lexical 

knowledge and/or knowing the significance of the words in a context. It is also 

possible that answers that related to the activities were also implying this strategy, e.g. 

D3 in Survey 2 wrote: ‘Just the words of what he did’. No pupils gave an explicit 

reference to picking out the ‘verbs’ as such.

Guessing

Two pupils indicated that they went thorough the process of guessing as a means of 

comprehension, specifically A4: ‘To attempt to translate the text, I picked out words I 

knew and attempted to guess ones I didn’t’ and D14: ‘The text was hard and I 

couldn’t underdatnd it but It tried and I guessed’.

Translating

As has been seen above, there was some specific mention of translating the text or 

using the translations provided in Survey 4. A4 (above) and Cl 8 explicitly mentioned 

translating the text (‘I tried to place an english word to every french one to understand 

the text’. C l8). B4 mentioned the glossary for translation in Survey 4, writing: ‘the
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translations underneath might help some people’, as did B18, with: ‘using the 

translations at the bottom of the page I hope all tests will be kind enough to give 

translations’. Some pupils informed the reader that they understood how to use a 

glossary, e.g. E8, who wrote in Survey 3: ‘because the words help you because say If 

it had bike in the it would help you just under neaf the paragraph’. D4 knew that in 

Survey 3 the important words were: ‘the ones telling you what they mean’. C l8 

effectively used translation because: ‘I put the words into the senance where tey 

appeared’ in Survey 3. As discussed in the ‘known words’ section, it may be that B5 

and B 12 were also using a translation technique.

Using visuals

Out of the twenty-three pupils answering the ‘anything else’ question in Survey 2, 

twenty-one indicated that they had used the images to help. Examples are B4: ‘Yes, 

the pictures helped’, A2: ‘I looked at the pictures’ and C4: ‘I used the pictures’. 

Interestingly, B1 was able to see the limitations of the visuals with: ‘Just that the 

pictures helped (some did.)’. As discussed earlier (5.6) it was apparent that pupils 

perceived the visuals as making understanding the text easier, but they had in fact 

made more errors when using them, than when using the plain text or the texts with a 

glossary.

6.1.3. Closeness of attention to the text

Firstly, the fact that only thirty-six pupils out of eighty-eight answered the first 

question on important words and only thirty-three answered the question on ‘anything 

else’ could indicate that participants were not attending very closely to the Survey 

itself. There are other possible factors that could have caused this dearth of answers. 

In this particular instance, the results being taken from the first Survey, fatigue and 

boredom would not be obvious ones. They could be, however, very plausible reasons 

for the lack of responses to this particular question in the following Surveys. Three 

possible reasons in the case of Survey 1 are: pupils simply couldn’t be bothered, or 

that because it was the last question, they were impatient to get on to the next Survey, 

or that the question was perceived as too hard. These reasons in themselves could 

indicate a particular attitude of this Yeargroup to having to respond to questions that 

demand attention and focused thought. The last reason, that of perceived difficulty, 

could also be indicative of a factor that has significance in the classroom. Taking the
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position regarding the essential contribution of noticing (Chapter Two) to learning, it 

could be suggested that if pupils avoid that which they perceive to be difficult, they 

are not putting themselves in a position to make further progress.

Another way of evidencing lack of close attention is to look at the gist and detail 

picked out by the eighty-eight pupils who did Survey 1, and compare this to the 

number of words in the text that they might be expected to know, as was done earlier 

(4.1.12). Here we find that there is a mismatch. Not only are there the 2 clear cognates 

sport and television in the text, there is also the near cognate planifier. Pupils had 

been exposed to such phrases as je  fais , j  ’aime bien lire/jouer, je  regarde for at least 

three years. S ’il fa it mauvais, dans la cuisine, aider ma mere are phrases that they had 

been exposed to for at least two years. Les vacances is a noun and article that they had 

been exposed to for at least four weeks of the term previous to this study and would in 

fact have met before in the last three years. Without positing some sort of wilful 

ignoring of the words, it is hard not to interpret this low level of recognition with lack 

of engagement. This failure to engage may of course have happened at any point 

during pupils’ language learning careers, not just at the moment of receiving the 

Survey.

It has been mentioned above that there is a possibility that some of the answers that 

appear to exhibit an awareness of the process of reading and understanding and the 

ability to analyse this process, could be a cover for a lack of actual close attention. In 

other words, some of the answers regarding process are not supported by the 

performance on gist and detail (e.g. C l9) and could in fact be showing that there are 

pupils in the group who knew what they ought to do in terms of reading an FL text, 

and were happy to report about it, but were unwilling or unable actually to do the 

reading itself.

The third point to be made in relation to close attention to written text in this instance, 

concerns the way pupils chose to answer the questions and their comments. As 

regards the manner of answering first, the open-ended part of the question does ask: 

‘which (important) words were they?’. The response I had envisaged to this question 

was one where actual words would be quoted. Twenty-two of the thirty-six 

respondents provided this kind of answer in two different ways. An example of the
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first sort of answer was provided by B19, who simply wrote: ‘sport, cuisine, 

Television’. The second sort can be illustrated by B l: ‘the words that describes where 

he went on holiday and what he actually did there’. The remaining fourteen provided 

answers which were general comments on reading and vocabulary, for example, 

C19’s ‘because I undersode some words I could make out the rest’ and D l l ’s 

‘Because most of the words I could under stand’. Also C13’s Tong words because it is 

good to understand French’, and A8’s ‘If there was a word I already knew, like 

television, I would try and work out what the words around them meant, so these 

words were quite important’. Hence it could be said that these pupils were attending 

to the question and in fact had moved beyond listing words and had analysed the 

process (see below). A question that should be asked at this juncture, however, is 

whether some of those abstractions are hiding a lack of close attention, and this will 

be looked at in more detail in the section ‘Pupil Profiles’.

However, as regards the actual words that are reported as being important, the range 

of reported words could well indicate a low level of noticing. This phenomenon 

should be regarded, perhaps, in conjunction with the relatively small numbers of 

pupils answering the question. B15, for example, reported only ‘vacances -  hoilday’, 

D20 wrote: ‘none of them apart form societe’ and El contributed: ‘pendant sports all 

of the Frenc words’. In summary, there was a low number of words, the choice of 

words appeared not to be very helpful, and this choice was variable and inconsistent, 

e.g. B2: Tes vacances, un peu de sport, mal de television’ and B13: ‘par exemple’ I 

thought this was more important because ‘it told you things he liked to do’. The 

findings outlined support those in Chapter Five. The sorts of words picked out and the 

reasons given for choosing them do not appear to be useful in supporting accurate 

global understanding. This paucity and inappropriateness of choice also indicate the 

participants’ lack of ability to pick out details that support an accurate gist reading.

6.2. Text Preference

Data here is used from both Surveys 2 (with visuals) and Survey 5 (described in 

section 5.4.). Pupils’ preference for text has been mentioned in section 5.5 5., in 

relation to gist and detail understanding, but the findings below give a more detailed 

picture of pupil response to different text lay -out.
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Table 6.2. Response to Survey 5, whole Yeargroup

Total no. of 

pupils doing 

Survey

64 % out of whole 

group responding

73% Text type

Pupils preferring 

Text 1

30 % pupils 

preferring Text 1

47% of group of  

64

Cartoon

Pupils preferring 

Text 2

7 % pupils 

preferring Text 1

11% of group of  

64

No illustrations

Pupils preferring 

Text 3

25 %  pupils 

preferring Text 1

39% of group of  

64

Photos from 

holiday brochure

Two pupils treated as nil response = 3% (97%+3% = 100%)

The most preferred text was Text 1, closely followed by Text 3. Text 2 was the least 

popular. Only sixty-four pupils out of eighty-eight responded to this Survey. Reasons 

for non-response may have been lack of time, or fatigue and/or boredom. The 

possibility suggested above, that the group were inclined to avoid material or tasks 

that they perceived as difficult may also have been a factor. Two pupils gave 

ambiguous answers: B18 wrote no number, although in the written answer indicated 

that s/he preferred one of the illustrated texts. C20 put both 1 and 3. For the sake of 

clarity, these are counted as a nil response.

It was overwhelmingly clear that the majority of pupils thought that they preferred to 

work with a text with pictures. Fifty-five out of the sixty-four (86%) participants 

indicated a preference for one of the two illustrated texts, Text 1 or Text 3. This 

corresponds to the answers given in the first question of Survey 2, where fifty pupils 

out of seventy-five reported that the pictures had made understanding easier.

6.2.1. Preference and attention

As stated earlier in Chapter Four, there was no intention to use Survey 5 as a control 

for Surveys 2 to 4. The pictures are not set out in the same way as they are in Survey 

2, and there is no glossary given in Text 2 of Survey 5. However, it was conceived of 

as a means of getting an impression of pupils’ preference and was only meant to be 

used as a very weak indicator of such when looked at in relation to the differences in
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responses in the Surveys 2 to 4. In its own right, as an indicator of what pupils think 

provides the best environment for L2 reading, it does supply some information which 

could have implications for textbook and materials design if it were to be tested 

further.

In terms of attending, it could be said that pupils had generally noticed the visuals and 

had perceived them as helpful in both Survey 2 and in Survey 5. We have already 

seen, however, that this did not by any means lead to an improvement in performance 

and that pupils were led into inaccuracies by the images in Survey 2. Not all pupils 

though did report finding the visuals immediately helpful. B2 wrote: ‘Did not use 

pictures until later on in the questions’ in Survey 2. B2 made no comment on the 

visuals in Survey 5, although s/he did choose Text 3. C27 commented on the presence 

and use made of the pictures in Survey 2: ‘I didn’t really use them because I didn’t 

notice them’. In Survey 5, C27 chose Text 1, and explained: ‘because it was easier’. 

There is therefore no mention of C27’s perception of the role of the pictures so it 

might be that for C27, visuals were not an attraction either worth writing about, or 

were not regarded as particularly helpful. After all, it is possible that C27’s attention 

was attracted to Text 1 because of the colour, or the cartoon lay-out, but it is not 

possible to know. The majority of pupils did however perceive the images as helpful, 

making comments such as: ‘because you could see what it was on and pitchurs help 

me a lot’ (C l4 on Text 3), ‘Because it shows pictures on things it says in the text’ (D6 

on Text 3) and ‘because you can understand the pictures what they are doing’ (D ll on 

Text 1). With so many similar mentions, it would seem probable that the participants 

had their attention drawn to the text with visuals in Survey 5, although it is not 

possible to know whether the visuals would have caused them to engage more with 

the text, because they were not asked to read it. The majority of statements however, 

indicate that pupils thought they would rather engage with an illustrated text than with 

a plain one. (The perceptions of the pupils who preferred plain text are discussed in a 

later section.)

There were many similar statements about the visuals in Survey 2. For example, D3 

wrote: ‘I found it easier because there are Pictures round the side’ and E7:’ Because 

there was pictures to help you and to find woht is about’. So it would be reasonable to 

suggest that the pupils had their attention drawn to the pictures in both cases, but that
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it is not possible to link this focus with improved performance and nothing is revealed 

about engagement following on from noticing and taking the decision that they 

preferred a particular text or perceived it as easier.

There was no correlation between choice of illustrated text in Survey 5 and success in 

Survey 2. There were five pupils who did particularly well on Survey 2. A10, B23, 

C23, D18 and E6 all made significant gains in the second Survey. The first three of 

these pupils chose Text 1 as their favourite. D18 chose Text 2, the plain text and E6 

did not do the fifth Survey. These results do not show any consistency, neither was 

any other pattern found within the groups. I am not led in this to see a connection 

between stated preference and performance.

6.2.2. Reasons for Preference

From pupils’ comments as to why they preferred Text 1, 2 or 3 in Survey 5, the 

following pattern of reasons emerged:

Ease of comprehension

The evident reason for choosing any of the texts was ease of comprehension. As 

regards Texts 1 and 3, the participants indicated that the pictures made it easier to 

understand what the text was about e.g.: ‘I like to have pictures with text as it helps 

me understand it’ (A3 on Text 3); ‘because I can understand it easier’ (B18 on Text 1) 

and ‘because they have made it easier to understand with pictures (C25 on Text 1). 

This perception, as noted earlier, does not necessarily coincide with pupil 

performance. It should also be noted that pupils had already been pointed towards the 

notion of ‘ease of comprehension’ in earlier Surveys (2-4) with the question ‘If you 

found this text easier than the previous one, why did you find it easier?’

Some comments were more text-specific, for example, connecting Text 1 with ‘fun’: 

‘because it would be fun to work from’ (E ll), or ‘because it looks good to work with 

and also fun’ (C24).

Interest and ease of comprehension

Others comments concerned interest: ‘because the animation livens it up (B23 on Text 

1), or ‘because it has drawing and looks more interesting’ (D8 on Text 1). The comic
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strip lay-out of Text 1 was also seen by some as giving clues to the story and the 

actions: ‘Because you get to see the pictures and see what they are doing to help you 

understand more words (B21) or ‘because it shows you what’s going on and it’s easier 

to imagine what would happen when the scene was set’ (C21). This sort of comment 

is important when considering the role of the visuals in gist and detail (see below).

Clarity and ease of comprehension

Comments specific to Text 3 indicate a preference for clarity: ‘There is clear text next 

to the pictures’ (A ll); ‘Because the pictures are clearer and it is spaced out so you 

understand it better’ (D5). Again, these comments will be considered below in the 

discussion on visual support for gist and detail.

Plain text and ease of comprehension

There was also a small number in all groups except Group E, whose preference was 

for a plain text (seven altogether). As E was such a small sample, it is not possible to 

know if the lack of an advocate for text only is symptomatic of a lower group, or 

simply low numbers of participants. All the comments are given here, as it is such a 

small selection. Clarity and lack of distraction are given as reasons for choice in this 

particular case, e.g.: ‘because it is much easier to work with and is more clear to see 

and read’ (A6) and ‘This one is set out easier with pictures in the text to me isn’t as 

easy to read because I get distracted by the pictures’ (A8). C22 wrote ‘because 3 is 

easyer, but 2 is better to work with because its just like working/reading in English’ 

and C23 suggested: ‘Because it is set out more clearly and I can read what they mean 

clearly and I recognize some words’. For D2 ‘it is all together and easier to read’. 

D18’s comment does not obviously correspond with the choice of Text 2: ‘because 

they are all working together with there work’. B8’s comment was simply: ‘don’t 

know’.

Implications

All the comments above could be classified as versions of ‘ease of comprehension’. It 

may be that there is an indication of a growing culture of visual literacy here (Kress, 

2003), in that the reader has the concept that something cannot be read unless it has 

pictures and then is allowing her/himself to be more influenced by the image than by 

the word. This may point to a need to educate in textual literacy, i.e. making pupils
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aware of the continued validity of reading and understanding written text. Perhaps, as 

Kress suggests (2003:174) the form of reading which requires ‘sustained, 

concentrated attention over an extended period, reading where the only attention went 

to the text which was being read’ should be just one of a variety of reading 

approaches that should be explicitly taught in Key Stage 3. Perhaps also, it should not 

be the only one, in view of the multimodal and developing communication systems 

that are presented to the school-age children of today, but, nonetheless, it could for 

example, be explicitly taught in as one of those varieties in MFL reading.

A study of the pupils’ answers to Survey 5 does give some insight into a possible 

avenue for further exploration and thought. This is the extent to which visuals may, if 

correctly focused, enhance engagement and understanding. Looking at some 

comments on Text 1 in Survey 5, the ‘gist’ text has been taken to indicate some 

general contextualisation, or at least to point towards how it could be used for scene 

setting. For example, A4 wrote: ‘It was easier to understand the text when you have 

the cartoon which can give you clues through the body language of the characters’. 

Similarly, A7 said: ‘because it easier to understand and you can tell whats going on by 

reading the speech bubbles and looking at what the people are doing’. C21 wrote: 

‘Because it shows you what’s going on + its easier to imagine what would happen 

when the scene was set’. A10 reported: ‘...you can see what is going on’ and B14 

mentioned this idea explicitly with ‘you can see what is happening and you can get 

the jist of the story more’.

Reactions to the ‘detail’ Text 3 did show some cross-over as the comments could 

equally apply to either Text 1 or Text 3, e.g. B2: ‘some of the pictures give me a clue 

as to what they were saying’. However, others could indicate that pupils are going for 

a text that conceivably gives them a clearer idea of details, e.g. A l l :  ‘There is a clear 

text next to a picture. A picture is also helpful as it helps you understand what is going 

on’, B l l :  ‘It has a sentence and a picture. The picture gives you clues to what the 

sentence is about’, and D5: ‘because the pictures are clearer and it is spaced out so 

you can understand it better’.

Because the pupils were not asked to read the text, it is not possible to know how the 

visuals would have helped their performance. However, perhaps the answers are
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indicative of the need for further investigation, to see if written text can be usefully 

supported by two kinds of images; those which deliberately support a global 

understanding and those which support comprehension of detail. From the results 

from the gist analysis of Surveys 1-4, where accurately summarising information 

appears to be a difficulty, with pupils tending to pick out unconnected detail, it may 

be that gist illustrations could be of great value. Results from those sections also 

indicate that such illustration should be very tightly focused, enabling accuracy, if this 

is in fact possible in a global context. This is discussed further in Chapter Seven.

6.3. Pupils’ perceptions of lexical support

Qualitative questions in Surveys 3 and 4 allowed pupils to comment on lexical 

support. Survey 3 provided the 8 verbs in bold underneath the text. The English for 

the infinitives was provided. These represented all of the verbs contained in the text 

and were provided in infinitive form only. Survey 4 contained 19 words or phrases in 

bold underneath the text. In this glossary, the verbs were given in the form in which 

they appeared in the passage, thus requiring no transformation from infinitive to 

conjugated form or vice versa. The English translation of the French was provided 

alongside. In truth, in the words of A13: ‘the words was almost all translated’.

The thinking behind these 2 different types of lexical support was based on my 

personal experience, as I had found that the connection between infinitive and its 

conjugated form was not necessarily made by Year 9 pupils, unless they had been 

explicitly guided to do so.

The process questions were not direct, i.e. ‘do you prefer the pictures of Survey 2 to 

the words of Survey 3 and 4?’ Rather, the questions of Surveys 3 and 4 were an 

attempt to elicit this information in a less direct fashion so as to encourage the pupils 

to express their experience. Data here were taken from the answers to the first 

question in Surveys 3 and 4: ‘If you found this text easier than the previous ones, why 

did you find it easier?’ and the last question: ‘Is there anything else you can say about 

how you went about understanding this text?’ Reading the passage in Survey 3 and 

using the glossary to match the infinitive of the French and English verb to the French 

word in the written text, was potentially a more demanding task than merely matching
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up the English words to the French words in Survey 4. The hypothesis was that those 

pupils who managed to get through the Surveys to Survey 4 would in fact find the text 

there easier because of the glossary (obviously the factor of a growing familiarity with 

the text must also be taken into consideration). However, I had also hypothesised that 

comprehension would be easier only if the pupil were attending to the text and to the 

glossary and able to make some connection between the two.

Most of the pupils who did Survey 4 had also done Survey 3, but some of the 

following comments are taken from participants who only did Survey 3. (All pupils’ 

comments are given in Appendix 3.) Forty-eight out of the fifty-eight pupils (83%) 

who did Survey 3 said that they found it easier than Survey 2. Thirty-eight out of the 

forty-two (90%) who did Survey 4 said that they found Survey 4 easier than Survey 3.

In the cases where the pupils gave a reason for finding either Survey 3 or 4 easier, the 

perception was that the glossaries were important. As regards Survey 3, A2 explained 

the perception of ease as being: ‘because the meaning of the words are given’, A ll 

wrote: ‘there is a key, stating important words/phrases’. C4 reported that Survey 3 

was easier: ‘Because some of the text was translated into English’ and C24 ‘found it 

easier because there was words to help you’. E8 also reported that Survey 3 was easier 

‘because of the words at the botom of the sentences’. D2 wrote: ‘its got words at the 

bottom which help lots’ and D ll agreed: ‘the words undemeaf say what some words 

mean’. D19 said: ‘because there is words to help you’ and similarly E5 explained: 

‘because there was words to help you in french to English’. Here then there was no 

naming of the infinitive but a general recognition of verbs (although only articulated 

as ‘words’, except in the case of a few, e.g. C27: ‘because the verbs are at the 

bottom’.).

Moving on to perception of ease in Survey 4, it was easier according to A2 because 

‘there is more help’. Other participants noticed that: ‘its got more of the meanings 

written underneath’ (C2) and ‘it had all the words to help me read it’ (Cl 3). C25 

could see that the passage was ‘very easy because its giving you words and sentences. 

D ll  thought that Survey 4 was easier than Survey 3: ‘because of the pile of word 

undemeaf the text’, and E5 similarly wrote: ‘because there is more word to help you’. 

D19 saw that: ‘it has got most of the words’, as did E3, who explained: ‘most are
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write in English’ and A13, who saw that ‘almost all of it was translated’. D20 

concluded: ‘even easier than the rest’. It is interesting to note here that there is 

recognition of greater support in Survey 4 but pupils did not have the language to 

articulate where the actual differences lay.

Forty of the sixty-two words (not counting the repetitions of un peu, j ’essaie and 

j  ’aime) in the text were to be found with their translations under the passage in Survey 

4 and yet pupils did not by any means all avail themselves of the help of the glossary 

in practice. It is possible that those who did not use it to enable themselves to get total 

gist and detail understanding simply did not look at it, i.e. they did not notice it. 

However, most of those who did Survey 4 also commented on the relative ease of it 

because of the glossary, as illustrated by the quotations above. There is the possibility 

that those pupils not reporting total comprehension knew what they ought to do, but 

simply could not be bothered to attend closely enough to the task to make the 

connection in practice between text and glossary. Although some pupils succeeded by 

using the vocabulary, others did not succeed even under these seemingly very 

propitious circumstances. For example, B2, who had said of Survey 3: ‘the words up 

above where they gave you the english (eg-faire-to do) helped as they are the verbs’, 

said this of Survey 4: ‘I did not find it easier than the last one even though we had the 

extra words to help us’. BIO admitted: ‘I did not understand it I guess’. This sort of 

comment and a level of performance (see below) could point to engagement being 

less than total in all those cases where Survey 4 was done and anything less than all 

gist and detail was reported. An interesting light is thrown on pupils’ perception of the 

texts by B 17 who wrote of Survey 4: ‘there are many more words but the one before it 

was harder than this one’. It could be read from this that B17 did not realise that the 

passage had been the same in all of the French Surveys. B17 must therefore not have 

been able, or willing, to attend to the text in any depth at all.

Wavs of working -cognitive processes

Fewer pupils wrote about the way they actually used the words in the glossary 

together with the text than had written about how they used the images in Survey 2. 

The principle, however, seemed to be the very similar one of matching. For example, 

A2 wrote in ‘Anything else’: ‘I read the text through and look for the words I didn’t
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know and look for them in the list below the text’. C25 explained: ‘I looked at the 

words and then read the text and it was easyer’.

Implications

Although a strong preference for images had emerged in answers to Surveys 2 and 5, 

perception of ease and the performance taken together indicate that in Surveys 3 and 4 

the support supplied by the glossary had been useful for understanding since there 

was better performance in these two Surveys. This was rather different from the 

situation with pupils’ perceptions of the ease of Survey 2, where the results did not 

support the pupils’ view in performance terms. Although it was overwhelmingly clear 

from reports that pupils had noticed the glossary, there was no clear evidence that they 

had used it to interpret the text, particularly in Survey 3 where the results suggested 

that participants had not all made the connection between infinitive and its conjugated 

form. Improved results in Survey 4 suggest that the more explicit glossary offered 

more usable support to these pupils. In some cases, the glossary has been noticed but 

full comprehension of the text was not reported from all pupils doing the Survey. This 

noticing without full comprehension could be indicative of a lack of engagement with 

the text at any more than a ‘glancing’ superficial level by some pupils. It is not 

possible to determine the reasons for the sporadic comprehension. However, the data 

do indicate that in Survey 4, although comprehension was by no means total for all 

participants, there was some increase in aspects of it (see Section 5.2.5. & 5.3.7.). One 

unanticipated factor emerged from the data: that of an apparently uneven capacity on 

the part of pupils to use a glossary. The function of the glossary was to give all pupils 

equal access to the text. If access had indeed been equal, it could have been expected 

that all pupils would have had total comprehension in Survey 4. If comprehension is 

taken as an indicator of this engagement, then there has been a relative increase in it 

overall in Survey 4, but not a consistent one. This issue is discussed further in Chapter 

Seven.

6.4. Understanding Text Decoding

Having looked at the findings from the point of view of text preference and pupils’ 

use and perception of lexical support, I then used three questions (all related to the 

research questions) as a focus for a brief look at the issue of text decoding. The three 

questions used were:
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• What elements of the text were pupils engaging with?

• What effects did different sort of support have upon pupils’ engagement?

• How did pupils perceive the support?

The notion of ‘decoding’ in this instance does not refer to cracking the code of the 

text itself, but to that of the peripherals, images and glossary. It involves 

understanding the codes used both in textual lay-out and instruction and reporting. In 

the light of the data emerging from the qualitative analysis above, I thought it 

interesting to explore whether pupils were actually able to voice understanding of how 

a school text worked. There was of course the chance that some did understand and 

could voice it, but did not do it in this particular instance. Others perhaps, would 

know the terminology but not in fact understand it, i.e. not be able to put it into action.

I looked at two aspects of text codes:

• knowing where to look on the page for help

• knowing the technical vocabulary associated with reading a text

Throughout all of the Surveys, 28 pupils indicated that they knew where to look on 

the page for support. (A2, A5; B l, B2, B4, B7, B12, B13, B14, B15, B17, B18, B25, 

C2, C13, C15, C19, C21, C22, C27: D2, D3, D5, D l l ,  D18; E8; some mentioned it 

more than once). All these pupils made some spatial reference to the support, using a 

variety of spellings. Most referred to ‘bottom’ or ‘underneath’, and some ‘next to’ or 

‘on the edge’. It is likely that if pupils did not understand this spatial code, they would 

have difficulty in accessing the support, except on a chance basis. This has 

implications particularly for teachers who need to ensure that all pupils are aware of 

the spatial conventions of textual lay-out.

The degree of understanding of the second aspect, that of knowing the technical 

vocabulary, may also have some bearing upon the way that pupils cope with reading. 

There was a distinction between use of technical vocabulary, from the basic 

‘sentence’ and ‘text’ to the more erudite ‘key words’ and ‘illustrations’, and the 

simple use of ‘words’ and ‘pictures’.
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The following shows use of ‘technical vocabulary’ by the pupils:

- Translation: A13, B4, B18, C4.

-Verbs: A6, B2,B13,C27.

- Key words: A3, C13.

- A box with key words: Al l .

- Key, stating words/phrases: A ll

- Underlining to indicate key words: B 11.

- Illustrations: D5 (‘ilustratratrtations’).

- Glossary: A3.

- Vocabulary: D8, D12.

- Memorising a text: C l4.

There were also some further concepts:

The idea of finding a picture and then a ‘name’ in the text to go with it: B7, B25. 

Seeing text support as Tines’: D16.

Seeing text exercises as a game to catch you out: B4, C8, C27

It may be that there are some lessons here for teaching text metalanguage, as the 

number of pupils voicing an understanding was in the minority. This was further 

confirmed by pupils’ suggestions for the kind of help they would like with texts, i.e. 

highly simplified texts with fewer words (‘not one big block of words’; C20), bigger 

writing, bolder writing, words underlined, as well as ‘some more words in english to 

help’ (Bl).

In the light of these findings, the three questions specified above led to further 

questions:

• Do pupils need specific guidance on which elements to engage with and where 

to find them on the page?

• Could support in a FL text usefully include explicit instruction on strategies 

for text decoding as listed above?

• Could support in a FL text usefully include development of the concepts of 

metalanguage?
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These issues are discussed further in Chapter Seven.

6.5. Pupil Profiles

As well as looking at the data in an atomised way as in the sections above, I also 

wanted to look at some pupils in a holistic way. This was in order to get a more 

coherent sense of how the pupils had performed and perceived the process overall 

across the Survey and to see what kind of picture emerged. The question, regarding 

engagement and support, that I would have liked to ask the participants at this point 

was: ‘Were you actually looking at the text and thinking about what the words 

meant?’ and: ‘Are you a particular type of learner, who could benefit from a particular 

kind of help?’ It was clear that to do this for all participants would have been too 

unwieldy a process. Not all the pupils had done all of the Surveys and all those who 

had, had not answered all the questions. Selecting one pupil from each group as a 

purposive sample was used as the best alternative. The limiting criterion for this 

sample was: they had done all the Surveys, were able to articulate their thoughts (to 

maximise the possibility of understanding the processes of attention) and as far as 

possible, they provided some sort of contrast to each other.

A different perspective was gained by starting from these pupils’ comments on 

‘Anything else’ and on how they had used any support, together with their comments 

on text preference. These were then compared with how they had coped with 

understanding the French texts.

A2

Only three pupils in Group A did all of the five Surveys, A2, A3 and A13. A2 was 

chosen to profile because s/he provided the most written data, in other words, 

appeared to be able to articulate her/his thoughts.

A2’ s response to the 3 texts in Survey 5 had indicated a preference for an illustrated 

text, on the basis that ‘Some of the pictures gave me a clue of what they were saying’ 

but s/he made the proviso that ‘simpler words or have some of the meanings at the top 

of the page to help us’ would also have been useful. A2 did not state explicitly that 

Survey 2 had been easier than the first Survey, although it was implied in the answer: 

‘Because it has pictures around to help you’. It is almost as if A2 could see that
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images ought to help, but somehow knew that they had not done so in this case. In 

fact, A 2’s gist understanding did not increase in Survey 2; s/he had already seen that it 

was about ‘what Olivier did on his holiday’, and in terms of detail, s/he appears to 

have used the pictures to expand the text (i.e. to put in what is not there, as many 

other pupils did). ‘Sports’ from Survey 1 turned into ‘tennis and football’. There were 

some gains from Survey 1 to 2; ‘helping mum’ and ‘board games’, but in Survey 3 

there is a hint that verbal clues might be welcomed. A2 found this Survey easier 

‘because theres more help’. The gist understanding changed from holidays, to ‘what 

Olivier did at home’ Here A2 was using the past tense (as done in Surveys 1 and 2), 

so it appears that s/he had not noticed and processed planifier. ‘Board games’ 

disappeared, so it is hard to know whether its presence in Survey 2 was a lucky guess 

or if it was based on the visuals. There is an implication here that A2 was not looking 

very closely at the text, as planifier was in the glossary and does appear in the first 

line of the passage. In terms of detail, A2 has the 4 accurate details in Survey 3 that 

s/he had in Survey 2, but has lost ‘board games’ and has included both cognates 

(‘sports’ this time is unexpanded).

A2 explained how s/he worked at the third Survey: ‘I read the text through and look at 

the words I didn’t know and look for them in the list below’. This is a similar process 

to the one described for Survey 2: ‘Read the text then went back and matched the 

pictures up to the text’. As we have seen with the missing of planifier, A2’s matching 

process was not totally successful. In Survey 2 A2 has allowed the pictures to lead 

her/him to conclusions that are inaccurate. However, in Survey 4, A2 had got all the 

gist, including planning and holidays, including the implication that Olivier is not 

going off somewhere exotic on holiday, but rather is going to be involved in ‘daily 

routine’. A2 had got most of the detail, including ‘plays board games if the weather is 

bad’. By this stage, A2 has noticed and processed the two words that s/he picked out 

as important in Survey 1: ‘j ’essaie and ‘planifier’ because I’ve only really come 

across the common words and I havn’t seen these’. In Survey 4, A2 had picked out 

these 2 verbs and said that Olivier: ‘tries to plan ahead’.

Apparent attention levels and picture of the learner

So was A2 attending to the text itself? We can say that perhaps s/he was at times, but 

it was not consistent attention until Survey 4. It is possible that s/he was attending to
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the images rather than to the text in Survey 2. S/he was able to pick out detail, but was 

inclined to hypothesise around it rather than examine the text carefully to verify an 

idea, s/he appears to know the importance of verbs implicitly. It may be this 

knowledge that allows A2 to pick out planifier from the glossary in Survey 4 and 

make the connection with Olivier’s planning. In terms of help, A2 seems to be the sort 

of learner who could and would use verbal support, but would prefer it broken down 

into small units and not to have to make any conceptual leaps, s/he is able to ‘match’ 

pictures to words, as s/he claims in Survey 2, taking ‘sport’ from Survey 1 and then 

adding in tennis and football from the 2 images, and perhaps ‘board games’ too. 

‘Reading’ could also have been cued from the image. A2 is certainly able to cope with 

the lay-out of a page, i.e. the pictures around meanings at the top of a page and the list 

below. This may be an indication that A2 is a good reader, or that s/he is able to 

attend well. Or perhaps the latter is a result of the former. One of the indications of 

being a good reader may be the ability to scan a whole page and know which areas to 

focus on, i.e. understanding the schema of a page. A2 is also able to comment on her 

own learning.

B8

Group B offered a greater choice of possible targets for a closer study; fourteen of the 

group took part in all the Surveys. I decided to follow B8 throughout the Surveys, as 

s/he alone in the group, chose Text 2, the plain text, in Survey 5.

B8’s choice of the text without visuals in Survey 5 does not match other comments 

on her/his performance and was unable to verbalise this plain-text choice. S/he would 

have liked a teacher to help. S/he found both Survey 1 and 2 difficult, but said of 

Survey 2: ‘I know what’s in the passage because of the pictures’. B8’s performance in 

Survey 1 demonstrates the difficulty s/he has with a plain text, despite her avowed 

preference for this type of text. In Survey 1, B8 got ‘no gist’, and wrote that it was 

about ‘a boy who plays sport with his cousin’. The activities were sport, with 

‘football’ in brackets. B8 has read the text carefully enough to notice the faux ami 

cuisine, and then has invented the presence of football, which is a cognate in French, 

and was a word generally known by the whole year group. So, how did the pictures 

help in Survey 2? Here, B8 changed the gist of the text from ‘a boy who plays sport
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with his cousin’ to a boy who plays tennis, chess and watches TV. s/he maintained the 

present tense in both accounts. This was not an unusual occurrence in Group B.

B8 did not pick out any important words in any of the Surveys and was emphatic that 

there was nothing else to be said about Survey 1, answering ‘no’ to the ‘anything else’ 

question. S/he found the text of Survey 3 easier than the previous one because ‘ther 

was french words turned into English’. (It is interesting that B8 knew to capitalise the 

first letter of the adjective ‘English’.) However, gist performance did not improve, 

although the inaccuracy of chess disappeared (but not ‘tennis’). Although B8 

maintained in Survey 2 that s/he knew ‘what’s in the passage because of the pictures’, 

her/his best gist and detail performance came in Survey 4, with: ‘he’s on holiday, 

plays sport help with housework’, the list for both gist and detail being similar. Some 

use was evidently made of the glossary.

Apparent attention levels and picture of the learner

Here is a pupil with seemingly low ability in reading and in summarising a foreign 

text. It is not possible to know why s/he chose Text 2 in the fifth Survey -  perhaps it 

is because the text is uncluttered by illustrations. In Survey 2, B8 has allowed 

her/himself to be led away from the text by the pictures, but has then returned in 

subsequent texts, to the words and has been able to use the glossary to increase 

comprehension to a limited extent. It appears that B8 did not attend closely to the 

actual lexis of the texts, but did so from time-to-time, as did A2. Unlike A2, B8 did 

not demonstrate metacognitive awareness of the process of text comprehension, but 

was aware of the presence of the glossary in Survey 3 and (un-stated, but evident from 

the improvement in comprehension) in Survey 4. This could indicate that B8 would 

have benefited from some further verbal support, but only if s/he had been willing to 

attend to it and to the text.

C24

In the C group, three pupils, C2, Cl 8 and C24, did all of the Surveys. All three had an 

average reading age. Out of these, C l8 and 24 were picked for potential profiles, as 

both displayed a different sort of trajectory of understanding across the Surveys. In 

the end C24 was chosen as being someone who moved from no understanding, to 

partial understanding of the text from Survey 1 to 2, but did not respond well to
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Surveys 3 and 4. S/he therefore offered a contrast to the 2 previous participants, who 

had both been more successful in Survey 4 than in Surveys 1 and 2.

C24 chose Text 1, the cartoon, in Survey 5: ‘Because it looks good to work with and 

also fun’. S/he would have appreciated ‘some in English’. The pictures did not help 

make this text easier, in fact ‘there wasn’t any pictures’. It is hard to know what this 

statement means, unless C24 is referring back to Survey 1. In fact C24 thought in 

Survey 2 that there ‘Should be more pitchers to help understand’ Survey 2. C24 

evidently had problems with the gist and detail of both Survey 1 and 2. S/he thought 

that the first text was about ‘sports that Olivier is telling us about what sports he 

likes’. The activities were watching television and socialising.

It would appear that this pupil may have thought that there were two different texts as 

s/he says that the second text is ‘about Olivier again and sports’. The activities were 

watching television, reading and being bored, showing an addition of 1 correct item, 

reading, and 1 incorrect one, being bored. It is possible to conjecture that ‘j ‘essaie’ 

has been misinterpreted as ‘je m ’ennuie’. It is unlikely, but not however impossible, 

that this pupil knew the phrase. The correct item (reading) could have been stimulated 

by the images.

Despite the plea for more pictures, C24 found the third Survey easier because of the 

words. This claim is backed up by a similar one in Survey 4 ‘anything else’, where 

C24 wrote that ‘it was better because you go to figure it out for yourself. Looking 

at how this pupil coped with the gist and detail of those Surveys, Survey 3 is about 

‘Ollie and sports’. The activities are television, reading and being bored, 

demonstrating no change from Survey 2. There would appear to be no closer reading 

of the text in Survey 3 than in Surveys 1 and 2. As we have seen, C24 found Survey 4 

even easier, ‘because there was more words to help you do it and figure it out’. The 

text is about ‘Olivier playing sports and games in the holidays’. This is the first 

mention of holidays, which may signify a closer reading of the text and some use of 

the glossary. The activities in this fourth Survey are television, being bored, and 

playing games, so it does look as if C24’s reporting has fossilised and very limited 

new information has been processed.
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Apparent attention levels and picture of the learner

There is little evidence here that C24 was attending to the text. C24 did show some 

apparent attention levels throughout the Surveys by getting the cognates, but did not 

use the glossaries to any extent in the later Surveys. C24 did not show much ability to 

summarise. Although s/he is able to pick out some detail in French, this fossilises 

after Survey 2 and gives the impression that the text has not been reconsidered anew. 

In terms of considering her/him as a type of learner, although C24 indicated a 

preference for Text 1 of Survey 5, it is also possible to pick up a desire for verbal 

support in the request for ‘some English’ and the affirmation that Survey 4 was better 

because the means of deciphering it were supplied.

D12

Four participants from Group D, Dl l ,  D12, D 19 and D20 took part in all the 

Surveys. D12 wrote slightly more than the others and also once again provided a 

contrast to A2 and B8, in that s/he did not respond well to Surveys 3 and 4 in practice 

and was chosen on that basis.

D12 chose Text 3 in Survey 5 ‘Because the text shows pictures of where they plan to 

go’. It is interesting too that ‘plan’ is mentioned, as D12 did not mention it in any of 

the other Surveys. It could be that s/he has attended closely to the pictures of the text, 

and perhaps even backed it up by looking at the cartoon. D12 did not think highly of 

her/his skill in French, writing: ‘I’m no good with french so a vocabulary would do’. 

Looking at the results of Surveys 1 and 2, D12 thought that the first text was ‘about a 

person doing certain activities. He/She is probably saying stuff about what they like’. 

The only activity mentioned in Survey 1 was television. The gist of Survey 2 was 

reported as being: ‘About a person going on about what they did’. This was despite 

the fact that D12 thought the pictures made the second text easier to understand. The 

activities increased to television, sports, reading, chess and housework. A clear 

relationship to the pictures certainly could be interpreted from this result. This would 

support an interpretation that D12 was attending quite closely to the visuals as there 

does not appear to be any increase in gist understanding, but the report on the 

activities has increased. This could imply that D12 did not return to the text after 

examining the images. However, D12 did give a glimpse of method in: ‘I read a 

sentence and found a picture to go with it’. However, it is more likely that, having
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determined what the gist of the text was the first time, the presence of the pictures 

reinforced the concept of ‘certain activities’ for D12 in Survey 2. The question in the 

Surveys, ‘What are the activities Olivier mentions?’ may also have been a cue for that 

idea. There is little other metacognitive information as D12 did not report any 

important words and the only additional information tells us that D12 thought s/he got 

the idea of television as s/he knew the word. It is not possible to know why s/he did 

not get the other cognate, sport.

Moving on to verbal support, D12 found Survey 3 easier because of the vocabulary. It 

is again ‘about a person doing stuff.’ The activities are television, sport and 

housework. Reading and chess have been lost, so it is possible to say that there has 

been some gain in understanding, or at least some loss of inaccuracies. The loss of 

‘reading’ would imply that D12 did not get that word from the text in the second 

Survey, but from the image, and that s/he did not use the glossary to make the 

connection with the lexis in the text of Survey 3. However, D12 found the fourth 

Survey even easier ‘because it has got another vocab’. It is still about ‘a person doing 

stuff. The activities are television and sport. Now the housework has been lost and 

there is no increase in gist understanding, so it would seem that this participant has the 

conceptual awareness of the glossary and its function, but only used it to a very 

limited extent.

Apparent attention levels and picture of the learner

The apparent attention levels of this pupil are not high and appear to tail off in 

Surveys 3 and 4. D12 seemed to be paying most attention in Survey 1, where s/he has 

hypothesised what Olivier might be saying: ‘I think this text is about a person doing 

certain activities. He/she is probably saying stuff about what they like’. It is possible 

to read D12’s profile as one of a pupil who is able to summarise but is hindered by a 

lack of knowledge of French words and of how to go about decoding an L2 text. 

When D12 says ‘I’m no good with french so a vocabulary would do’, it does not 

sound like a pupil who rejects written text and word. Perhaps a lack of confidence to 

look closely at the text, or lack of motivation to do so caused the poor performance of 

this pupil, who clearly indicates that clarity of word and image are what s/he 

appreciates.
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E7

In Group E, E5 and E7 did not do the first Survey, but did do Surveys 2, 3, 4 and 6. 

Despite this lack, they were the richest sources of information of the group, 

particularly as they gave a sense of contrast between Surveys 2 and 4. As E7 wrote 

slightly more than E5, s/he was chosen as the final profile. There is no information on 

text preference, as E7 did not do Survey 5. What is available is the report on gist in 

Survey 2, which was: ‘This text is about Games, reading and there is to people in it’. 

The only activities were: ‘reading and Games’. However, E7 implied that the text in 

Survey 2 had been easier than that of Survey 1, writing: ‘Because there was pictures 

to help you and to find woht is was about’. We are even given a glimpse into the 

process, with: ‘I read throught the passage and seen woht I now and what I did not 

now’. It would appear that E7 did not read the text in Survey 3, as s/he says: ‘It is 

about t.v. sports And there are 2 people in it again’ and admitted that: ‘I rembered on 

woht I seen in the other paper’. There was no explicit mention of ease, or support, but 

it would appear that E7 did look at the text in Survey 4, as now the gist is: ‘Some 

body went on holiday and during the holiday they planed woht they where doing’. 

The details were similar. Television is mentioned, but sport is not. It is possible, of 

course, that ‘sport’ was implied in ‘planing woht they were doing’. The tense is 

wrong, all the details are not there, and the main character is not mentioned by name, 

but nevertheless, some attention must have been paid in order to report this much.

Apparent attention levels and picture of the learner

It would appear, then, that E7 did pay some attention to the text, but probably only in 

Survey 4. It is likely that s/he thought that each text was different (‘there are 2 people 

in it again’). There was some evidence of ability to summarise and differentiate detail 

from gist by Survey 4.

It appears that E7 did profit by the support from the glossary in Survey 4, but we 

cannot know why s/he did not use it in Survey 3, except to presume that s/he did not 

look at it, or did not know how to use it. S/he also demonstrates awareness of the 

usefulness of a global reading technique. S/he is a pupil who demonstrates a certain 

amount of self-awareness with: ‘woht I now and what I did not now’ and is keen to 

point out the effort that s/he has exerted: ‘tried to right as much as I can do’.
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6.5.1. Trends Indicated by Pupil Profiles

The following trends emerge from the five individual profiles:

• There is little evidence to suggest that pupils are attending closely to the texts. 

There is little consistent success in understanding the texts, indicating that 

high levels of attention were not prevalent. There is evidence of fossilisation 

of inaccurate guesses, and of an unawareness that the texts were all the same, 

indicating a possible lack of close reading of each text afresh.

• There is limited evidence of metacognitive awareness. Pupils do not appear to 

have strategies for dealing with the written texts, and where they say that they 

do, e.g. seeing that the glossary could help, they appear not to be using them to 

the full extent. They appear unaware that they might be being misled by the 

images. There is a perception that the presence of images helped. There is little 

mention of verbs as being useful in reading the FL, and an overall apparent 

lack of knowledge of how to interpret written text and to summarise in LI and 

in the FL.

• There is a low level of knowledge of vocabulary. There is an awareness that a 

glossary can be helpful, but the indication is that few put the glossary to use. 

Pupils were able to make less use of glossaries containing only infinitives. 

Nevertheless, pupils did appear to evidence more understanding when there 

was a glossary, than when there was none, or when the text was surrounded by 

pictures.

• There is evidence that pupils were strongly influenced by images, which was 

accompanied by a decrease in gist understanding and accurate detail.

These trends mirror the general conclusions drawn below.
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6.6. Conclusions

It would appear from the findings overall (from Chapters Five and Six) that the pupils 

in the group studied were able to attend to, and engage with, the short L2 text to 

differing degrees. The following findings are suggested as being key:

♦ That there was a low level of attention and engagement with the text in general 

(noticing and giving thought to) evidenced by a lack of comprehension of the text 

as a whole

♦ Pupils were more willing to engage with images than words

♦ Pupils perceived that images were helpful as a support to understanding

♦ When pupils attended to and engaged with the words of the text and the words

provided as a support, performance improved

♦ That the willingness and potential to attend was not defined by the level of the set

in which any individual pupil had been put

♦ That there was a willingness and potential to attend and engage when there was 

support that the pupil considered accessible

♦ Knowledge of target language vocabulary was limited

♦ That a limited range of strategies were used to read the FL text

♦ That there was a limited knowledge of metalingustic phraseology

In the next two chapters, the more global issues which emerged in relation to these

findings are discussed further and in more depth in relation to the literature and to the

research questions.
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Chapter Seven

7 .0. Introduction

This chapter focuses on the relationship between the key findings outlined at the end 

of Chapter Six, the research questions, and how these together relate to the wider 

field. At the end of the chapter I consider the extent to which the research questions 

have been answered.

In what follows, the research questions are taken individually in relation to the key 

findings that have a bearing upon them. There is of course, some overlap between all 

the questions and all the findings, but on the whole, there are specific connections 

between questions and findings that enable a sequential presentation.

7.1. To what extent, and how, do pupils learning MFL in secondary school give 

close attention to, and engage with, written text in the target language during 

MFL lessons?

• ‘There was a low level o f  attention and engagement (noticing and giving

thought to) with the text in general, evidenced by a lack o f  comprehension o f  

the text as a whole ’

In order to come to this conclusion, I am suggesting that it was possible to examine 

attention in the secondary MFL classroom and that the methodology used in this 

study was appropriate for examining it. (Limitations in the methodology are discussed 

in Chapter Eight.) As noted in Chapter Three, little research appeared to have been 

done in this country on the issue of attention in FL learning when the empirical study 

was carried out. Most of the research had been done in the US, Canada and Japan 

(Doughty & Williams, 1998) and with adult learners. Work on large-scale studies (i.e. 

where more than one class was the focus) set in the FL secondary classroom in 

England was increasing (e.g. Mitchell & Martin, 1997, Mitchell & Myles, 1998, 

Grenfell & Harris, 1999) but not on this particular theme. This current study then, was 

investigative not only of the wider issues of attention and engagement, but also of 

whether it might be possible for a small-scale research project to have anything to add 

to these concepts in the MFL secondary context. It would appear from the results of 

the analysis that it was possible to examine aspects of attention in the field, with
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that are too cognitively demanding and are presented with extraneous material, i.e. misleading 

visuals, may contribute towards a mismatch between teacher and curriculum expectation and 

pupil performance. In any presentation of text, then, pupils need to be given the opportunity 

and to focus and the knowledge and strategies for how to do such. Additionally, the level of 

simplicity or complexity of text, not simply at a linguistic level, but in terms of lay-out and 

position of information on the page, should be considered. If the text is complex, it is 

important that teacher and learner are aware of the complexity and that the learner is given the 

metacognitive tools to ‘use’ the lay-out and any support. I would, based on these findings, 

recommend that equipping pupils with metacognitive tools and strategies which will enable 

them to work with FL text is of great importance and should be taken into consideration in 

MFL methodology, by textbook designers, teachers and initial teacher educators.

7.4. How can attention and engagement with text in MFL pedagogy be theorised 

in relation to teaching and learning?

The two most relevant points for this study which emerged from the literature generally as 

regards attention were those related ones of selectivity and of noticing. Selectivity, a concept 

found in both neuropsychology and cognitive psychology (e.g. Cohen, 1993, Baddeley, 1999) 

could be summarised here as the name for the limited nature of the attentional process. This 

process is restricted in terms of the amount of information that can be taken in and processed 

at any one time (for example, see 2.4). As I have defined attention and engagement for the 

purposes of the study as the taking in of information (noticing) and the processing (thinking 

actively about), selectivity is clearly a key element in any theory relating to noticing and 

thinking about FL input. Noticing is a concept found in SLA literature (e.g. Robinson, 1995; 

Schmidt, 1995). According to these authorities, noticing is vital in SLA as it includes both the 

detection of, say, a new word, and then a further step, where the attentional resources are 

allocated to the word by a central executive. The notion of allocation of attentional resources 

by some central mechanism relates back to the concept of selectivity, which itself contains the 

idea of choice. We have the ability to choose what we attend to. The importance of this 

statement for the current study lies in learners having the necessary knowledge to know what 

to choose.

In theorising attention and engagement in relation to teaching and learning, I suggest 

that this study has indicated that the concept of limited capacity of the learner to 

attend and process information in a written text should be linked closely to that of 

choice. The issue in this instance is that choice must be in some way guided, or 

informed, in order to conform with the limitation on capacity to notice and process the
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several classes, even though I suggest that this study has merely scratched the surface 

of the potential for investigation.

This claim that the empirical study does provide some evidence of attention in the 

classroom is based on the findings as a whole, both on the performance of the pupils 

in the test-interventions and on their reports on their methods and perceptions. In 

seeking to answer the first research question, which serves as the heading for this 

section however, I point particularly to the findings in sections 5.Land 6.1.3.of 

Chapters Five and Six, which concern the apparent attention levels. Here the 

suggestion is that, on the basis of that particular level of noticing (attending) and 

processing information (engaging) in a classroom teaching and learning situation, 

only just over one eighth of this Year 9 might be expected to attend and engage 

sufficiently with a written foreign text on first reading to pick up even those elements 

in it that require little to no specialist knowledge.

I state in Chapter Five that the content analysis used is only a crude indicator of 

attention levels. There is no question here, then, of accurately measuring attention, but 

rather of describing it in action, i.e. looking at the participants’ output in response to 

the questions on the test-interventions. So from this study, it is not possible to be sure 

whether the attention described is of the same nature as that suggested by William 

James, a ‘taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form’ (1950: 403-4). 

However, taking James’ definition: ‘the withdrawal from some things in order to deal 

effectively with others’ (p.403-4), in looking at the amount of correct gist and detail 

from the first Survey alone, and in considering that these are pupils who have been 

doing French for at least 3 years, it could easily be argued that pupils have not dealt 

very effectively with the intended object of their attention - the written text.

• ‘the willingness and potential to attend was not defined hy the level o f the set 

in which any individual pupil had been placed ... there was a willingness and 

potential to engage when there was support that the pupils considered 

accessible ’

It is possible, when looking at the findings, to interpret some low level of attention as 

being a deliberate lack of cooperation with the task. The findings indicate that, 

generally speaking, the set that pupils were in did not determine their level of
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cooperation, as long as the pupils perceived the task as being do-able. Pupils in lower 

sets were able to make progress when they used the glossary in conjunction with the 

text (e.g. 5.3.5). This finding has a bearing on the second research question, which is 

discussed fully in 7.3, in terms of equipping pupils with the skills necessary to attend 

and engage effectively with text and also with the fourth research question, 

concerning the theorising of attention and engagement in MFL pedagogy (7.4.). It 

might then be valuable, in order to deepen understanding of attention in FL teaching 

and learning, to research the relationship between cooperation and attention, offering 

a slightly different viewpoint and set of circumstances from that of the mainstream of 

research done. Work with cooperative adult learners, such as that done by Leow 

(2001) or Kormos (2000) cannot necessarily be compared with that done in an 

English secondary MFL classroom, as there are different problems facing both 

researcher and participants. Work done by Hufton et al (2002) on learners in England 

(compared to those in the US and Russia) although identifying this resistance, does 

not specifically cite its possible effect on attention to text in FL classes.

• ‘Pupils were more willing to engage with images than words 

As Anderson explains (2000, see 2.1.1), one of the two major contentions about 

attention is the nature of its relationship to consciousness. There is one small area of 

the study where possibly this relationship was observable and that was in the 

allocation of attentional resources. If we take Reynolds’ statement from his 

experience of his study on American 10th grade students, cited in Chapter Three, he 

states that all readers ‘exerted at least some internally initiated executive control 

.. .The overt manifestation of this internally initiated control was the readers’ ability to 

allocate the attentional resources to text elements based on internal decisions 

concerning perceived importance and judgements concerning the effectiveness of the 

basic comprehension strategy used’ (Reynolds, 2000:188). What was shown in the 

results of the present study was the selection of certain elements of the text for 

reporting. As seen clearly with Survey 2 (e.g. 5.3.7., 5.3.8.) pupils have evidently 

attended primarily to the pictures. It is possible to interpret this as an allocation of 

‘attentional resources’ by pupils who perceived those elements (the pictures) to be 

important and were judging as effective (by reporting implicitly on the pictures) their 

comprehension strategy of using image not word as a primary information source. 

The responses on the Surveys may then be the ‘overt manifestation’ of that control by
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consciousness. Thus, as far as this study goes, perhaps what can be most usefully 

abstracted from the way pupils have apparently allocated their attentional resources, is 

their inclination to favour image over lexis. This then fits in with the conclusions 

reached by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) and Kress (2003) in LI reading, which is

that the image is more alluring to present day young readers than the written word.

The use of the visuals is discussed further in 7.2.

The apparent favouring of image over lexis leads to another aspect of attention 

revealed in this study, i.e. its selective nature, which continues to be an area of interest 

in attentional research (LaBerge, 1995; Mulligan & Brown, 2002). Evidence for this 

claim takes 3 forms in the findings:

• Spotting cognates

• Using visuals (see 7.2)

• Using lexical support (see 7.2)

Spotting cognates

The detailed analysis shows how uneven the reporting on cognates is. Some pupils did 

not report the cognates immediately, but included them in later Surveys or recognised 

them and dropped them later. Is this simply what we might call carelessness, is it a 

symptom of lack of cooperation, or a perception that it was not important any more, 

or were pupils simply not engaging fully with the text the second time around due to 

fatigue or the wearing off of the novelty of the exercise? There is, however, the 

chance that this phenomenon relates to a deeper problem of comprehension, where 

pupils have not learned how to attend to written text closely or to give careful thought 

to the lexis that they meet there. The uneven reporting of cognates points to an 

attentional selectivity and deserves attention in further research, because of its 

significance in teaching and learning, where the taking in new information is an 

essential activity.

7.2. What are pupils’ perceptions of how they go about understanding written 

text in MFL and how do different presentation and forms of support help them?

Using visuals

• ‘Pupils perceived that images were helpful as a support to understanding
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One of the most striking things to emerge from the study then, was the role played by 

visuals in reading a foreign language text. Returning to William James’ statement 

that: ‘My experience is what I agree to attend to’, it is relevant at this point to recall 

the sentences that prefaced it. ‘Millions of items of the outward order are present to 

my senses which never properly enter in to my experience. Why? Because they have 

no interest for me’. (1950:402). In the current study the findings show that in the 

second Survey the majority of participants chose to attend primarily to the images. 

Was this because these visuals were intrinsically more interesting than the text alone? 

A few of the pupils’ comments support this idea explicitly (for example, B23, C2, D8 

on Survey 5, 5.4.2) and as we have seen, many perceived Survey 2 as easier. Was it 

also because they found the images easier to relate to, but were not able to articulate 

such a sentiment? The evidence from the respondents indicated that perceived ease of 

understanding was a major factor in their responses to the Survey (6.2). As Kress 

points out (2003) the image is a language to which the pupils have had access for all 

of their lives and is likely to appear to be more comprehensible. French text, on the 

other hand, represents a relatively new language and a major challenge in decoding 

for this Yeargroup.

A question of fundamental importance is raised here; does the presence of something 

which is interesting in learning material make it easier for a learner to agree to attend? 

There is a danger perhaps that, in an attempt to make learning material of interest, 

peripherals are added. The second question of importance then is ‘do the peripherals 

increase the likelihood of learning?’ John Dewey pointed out in ‘Interest and Effort in 

Education’: ‘(W)hen things have to be made interesting, it is because interest itself is 

wanting. Moreover, the phrase is a misnomer. The thing, the object, is no more 

interesting than it was before’ (1913:11, 12). If the images had been inserted merely 

to make the text Took’ more interesting, would that factor of itself contribute to 

learning? The issue of limit of attentional resources has been mentioned in Chapter 

Two (Cherry, 1953; Treisman & Davis, 1973, Pashler, 1999, Harp & Mayer, 2001: 

Schmidt, 2001) but few authors, apart from such as Harp & Mayer (1998) in science 

education and Elliott & Adelanke (1997) in MFL look at the issue of what could be 

called the distraction of peripheral information on the learner.
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The data from Surveys 3 and 4 indicate that what pupils really prefer is peripheral 

support that makes comprehension easier. This lends support to Mayer’s cognitive 

theory of multimedia learning that: ‘When the message is poorly designed, learners 

must engage in irrelevant or inefficient cognitive processing; when it is well designed, 

extraneous cognitive load is minimised’ (2001:50).

It appears that in Survey 2 pupils have engaged more with the page overall than they 

did in Survey 1 as evidenced by the increase in detail reporting. But participants have 

taken ideas from the images that do not necessarily correspond with the text and, 

equipped with this erroneous knowledge, began to create their own scenarios as to 

what is happening in the passage, in accordance with their own schemata. In other 

words, they chose the image as their primary source of information over the word and 

combined it with their prior knowledge and expectations.

This choice would appear to have great significance for the construction of learning 

material in MFL. Perhaps it has more significance in MFL than in any other school 

subject, because the contrast between foreign text and familiar visual image may be 

even greater than between text in LI and image, so the gulf between something 

apparently familiar and comprehensible and something far less familiar and rather 

difficult to comprehend is wider, so there is a greater stimulus to choose the easier 

option (the image). Some work has been done in this area, but little of it is MFL- 

specific research. As seen in Chapter Two (2.4.1) Harp and Mayer (1998) for 

example, suggest that details in material that is to be learned, which do not contribute 

to understanding, are in fact negative factors in meaningful learning. Rather than 

stimulating the learner and ‘arousing’ some sort of emotion that encourages attention 

and learning, perceived interesting details can cause false ideas to be incorporated into 

the construct of knowledge that the learner is making.

The pupils’ strong preference for image can also be related to a ‘knowledge 

construction’ view of learning. Here ‘learners actively build mental representations 

based on what is presented and what they already know.’ (Mayer, 2001:119). The 

results of the analysis of the data for Survey 2 (5.2.3; 5.3.2.) as contrasted with the 

results for the performance from other Surveys implies that this is exactly what the 

participants did, with pupils using their pre-existing schemata for what might be
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expected to be found in a piece of text in a French lesson, and for the pictures 

surrounding the text, together with their experience of what happens in their own life. 

The literature on L2 reading is clear that prior knowledge of a subject means easier 

access to that subject for the learner (Alderson and Urquhart, 1984; Mohammed and 

Swales, 1994; Grabe & Stoller, 1997: Barry & Lazarte, 1998). However, this is a 

slightly different point from that of ‘emotional interest’, which may just be creating 

‘noise’ which has little bearing on the learning focus.

Perhaps one of the most important pointers that can be drawn from the study is the 

vital importance of making sure that any visuals associated with text are completely 

unambiguous. It seems that visuals must support text comprehension in a way that 

does not place any extra cognitive load on the reader and which adds directly to 

comprehension. The limitations of the present study do not allow an in-depth 

discussion of the different proposals for why pictures are remembered better than 

words. However, to Kinjo and Snodgrass’ (2000) suggestion that they just have more 

sensory distinction could be added the proposal that they make no linguistic demand. 

Because the subjects in this study seem to be more literate visually than literate in 

decoding foreign language text, many favour the image as a primary aid to 

interpreting the text; meaning is assigned to the picture, which is then assigned to the 

text as a secondary act. This sort of prioritising becomes problematic if the most 

obviously ascribed meaning of the image does not totally support and clarify textual 

meaning. Under such circumstances, a generalised picture, put in, say, for aesthetic 

effect or to give a general impression, might have a negative effect upon learners’ 

comprehension. If Schmidt’s (1990, 1995, 2001) noticing hypothesis (see 2.5) is true, 

i.e. that information will only be processed if it has been noticed, then, should 

‘incorrect’ or misleading information be processed, there will be an impact on what is 

available for learning. I am suggested that in this way an inaccurately targeted image 

could affect learning outcomes

Is there essentially anything ‘wrong’ with having images with text? Paivio points out 

(1986:53) that: ‘human cognition is unique in that it has become specialised for 

dealing simultaneously with language and with non-verbal objects and events’. Mayer 

too (2001) suggests that the qualitative differences in the processing channels for 

visually-based and verbally-based material can lead to enhanced learning if both are
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exploited simultaneously. This echoes the results reported in Chapter Two (2.3.3), 

where dual task interference is maximised when both tasks involve language, and 

tasks involving two streams of language result in a very clear drop-off in performance 

(e.g. Cherry, 1953;Treisman & Davis, 1973). Solman et al’s (1992) work also 

indicates that the image can act as a diversion from the printed word, but views it in 

the light of prior training, that dispose the learner to respond to a known stimulus. 

Such a rationale relies on an acceptance of classical conditioning and a behaviourist 

view7 of language acquisition.

Paivio’s (1986) evidence that both hemispheres process images, but only the left 

processes their names, might be a reflection of the greater image- processing capacity 

of the brain. Therefore the preference of learners for image over text may be structural 

(anatomical and physiological) rather than purely cultural. Essentially, the main 

indications are that the contribution of visuals to L2 text can, if wrongly used, be 

negative.

Generally, this would point to there seeming to be little reason not to use pictures and 

words together in foreign language learning, although Solman et al (1992) Elliott & 

Adelanke (1997) and Mayer (2001) indicate that caution is needed. The results from 

the current study would indicate that for this group of students, the majority of whom 

are looking to the images for primary indicators of text content, these images needed 

to have been very carefully chosen to support that process. Many of the correct and 

incorrect details given could have been gleaned from the pictures, without reference to 

the text. There is clearly great willingness to perceive the images as an aid to 

understanding, or, as some of these pupils appear to have done, to substitute the image 

for the text. At the same time, there is a potential problem. If the images are very 

accurately linked to the text (unlike as in this study), what steps could be taken to 

ensure that pupils associate the actual word with that image, so that some increase in 

vocabulary is made?

Using lexical support

• ‘When pupils attended to and engaged with the words o f a text and the words 

provided as a support, performance improved
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There was uneven use of the glossary in Surveys 3 and 4 in particular (5.3.7.). One 

could posit that the participants simply did not know how to use a glossary. It is also 

possible that not all pupils looked at both text and the glossary together, making the 

connection between them, or even that some simply did not notice the glossary. As 

discussed in Chapters Five and Six, some pupils may not have had the text decoding 

skills to use the glossary. Although the majority of pupils doing the third and fourth 

Surveys were aware of the glossary, they did not use it (e.g. 6.9.). The implications 

from the findings is that if they had used it in Survey 4, then all of them would have 

had a very strong possibility of getting all of the gist and all of the detail. In those 

cases where the glossary was noticed but not used there was a level of noticing 

implying minimal engagement, and no cognition at all at the level of connecting the 

glossary to the text in a functional way so as to report correctly on content.

7.3. To what extent, and how, does teaching in MFL enable and equip pupils to 

engage with texts in the TL?

‘Knowledge o f  the TL vocabulary was limited’

Although pupils would have met most of the vocabulary contained in the text in the 

test-interventions, they appeared to have little current knowledge of it. A low 

vocabulary base is a disadvantage in SLA reading (Carrell, Devine & Eskey, 1988). 

There is an indication that the teaching these pupils have received has not given them 

the opportunity to build up their knowledge of lexis over their three years of KS3 

MFL. In the light of the low level of engagement with the glossary, discussed above, 

there could also be a relationship between low lexical knowledge, lack of close 

attention and engagement in lessons, and failure to retain lexis. The pupils in the 

current study had been exposed to much of the lexis contained in the passage in the 

previous three years, and yet there appears to have been very little, and in some cases, 

no retention. There is also very little evidence of transfer, the only evidence being that 

some words were recognised and some sense made out of the passage. This relative 

inability to transfer echoes an observation by a participating teacher in Mitchell et a l’s 

(1994) report on their Knowledge About Language research: ‘It’s all very well them 

learning phrases off by heart but it’s no good if they can’t then take another word and 

adapt it and stick it in the same situation’ (p. 12). It also echoes Desforges and 

Lings’(1998) findings regarding the difficulties that children have in applying 

Teamed’ knowledge to ‘real’ or any other situation. From this lack of transfer, we
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could conclude that in some degree, something in the way in which these pupils have 

been taught French has generally not resulted in meaningful learning in the sense of 

learning that shows an increase in a growth of knowledge of French lexis. These 

pupils appear to have been taught in a way that has not allowed for much meaningful 

learning to take place and also in a way that has not supplied them with learning 

strategies, e.g. knowing to, and then how to, look for the verb. I would like to suggest 

that if pupils had had more strategic knowledge about text decoding, they would have 

been able to engage more closely than they did with the FL text. They might then 

have been able to re-activate any knowledge that was, so to speak untapped, due to the 

welter of incomprehensible language with which they found themselves faced.

■ ‘a limited range o f strategies were used to read the FL text ’

■ ‘There was a limited knowledge o f metalinguistic phraseology ’

The findings did reveal something of the nature of the relationship between SLA and 

explicit instruction through the support offered in Surveys 2-4. The pupils in the 

study had not to my knowledge received any form of explicit instruction in strategies 

for dealing with texts and did not reveal any expertise in dealing with them. I knew 

that they had been passively exposed to the grammatical structures in the text, but that 

had clearly not been sufficient for meaningful learning. This supports findings from 

the Canadian immersion programmes, e.g. Harley and Swain (1984) where much 

exposure to the TL without explicit instruction about how the TL worked did not 

result in an ability to produce language with grammatical precision. The lack of 

expertise also relates to the explicit instruction research explained in Chapter Two, 

(2.6) e.g. Ellis, R. (1994), Ortega, (2000). A certain amount of change in this regard in 

the English MFL classroom may come about through raising awareness of the nature 

and structure of language in general, together with explicit teaching of grammatical 

terms. The Key Stage 3 English (DfEE, 2001) and MFL Framework (DfES, 2003) do 

address the issue of helping pupils to develop an explicit understanding of how 

language works. In the climate current at the time of writing, perhaps the 

metalinguistic questions of the sort suggested by, or used in this study (How do you 

know what it is about? What are the important words?) together with a suitable text 

(i.e. one where there is only a moderate demand) might provide a useful diagnostic 

tool, by which a pupil’s reading approach could be observed. The observation could
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then be used to raise pupils’ awareness of a habitual approach and of the possibilities 

of varying it to suit the situation, as well as enabling them to have the metalanguage 

to articulate the process. In the area of explicit instruction then, the difficulty of 

supplying enough comprehensible and form-focused input to learners in the short time 

available should be addressed. I would therefore argue that in the secondary 

classroom, acquisition will tend not to be a simple product of exposure (the shortness 

of time available plays an important role here), but can be a product of conscious 

attention and of the manipulation of knowledge.

The findings point to an area that could be of particular interest for strategy training in 

receptive skills in MFL: that of recognising the difficulties in picking out gist and 

detail. Considerable differences in the nature of the demands of gist and detail 

reporting were revealed in the findings. Reporting accurately on gist appears to 

involve a greater demand than that of reporting on specific details (and this relates 

back strongly to the first finding at the start of 7.1). Although the hypothesis had been 

that gist reporting would be somewhat more demanding, I had not been anticipated 

that writing an accurate summary would prove such a problem, in comparison with 

reporting on details.

The summarising of gist was clearly more difficult for readers. Reading for gist, but 

reading along the lines of the text, it would be possible to expect possible (literal) 

comprehension of this sort:

‘During the holidays, I  try to plan, I ’m going to do. Example, I ... to do o f  sport

 the weeks., and I  to help my mother in the kitchen. I l i k e  To read too,

and I  watch TV. Bad weather, I  like to do games......

None of the pupils in the Survey were able to produce a gist summary based on this 

amount of information, information that should have been accessible to them all by 

Surveys 3 and 4. The preference was to give a list of details rather than to give what

might be called a meaningful account of the content.

What was revealed as a result of the gist and detail questions was a tendency for the 

majority of the readers to collect detail in isolation from context, i.e. they were better 

able to provide information on single details which were not related to the whole. 

There may be some implications of this in the way pupils are instructed to read for
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gist and skimming and scanning in L2 reading. A first reading may be just a 

preliminary first reading, with its attendant pitfalls. Reading for accurate global 

understanding is perhaps a deeper process than simply skimming or scanning. It may 

involve more than one reading, and include reading through, then reading for detail 

and then returning to an over-all whole text reading. It appears that misconceptions 

can arise from what can be called a less-than-close-reading of a text. These 

misconceptions can then possibly influence the reader’s interpretation of the text 

when reading for detail. The schemata of a reader and his or her expectations about 

the content of a text, together with a superficial reading, appear to combine to produce 

a less than accurate understanding. Perhaps a useful approach in the MFL classroom 

is to raise the issue of the possible misconceptions that can be formed on first reading, 

and how those misconceptions can be dealt with. In other words, perhaps MFL 

teaching should bring about a situation where a reader can be aware that first reading 

can be misleading and not put too much store on its accuracy, and be encouraged to 

come back and check the results of that reading against further study. It appears that 

the possibility of this strategy is not often mentioned in the literature, perhaps with the 

exception of Urquhart and Weir, 1998, who discuss the complexity of different 

macro- and micro approaches to reading, as mentioned earlier. An assumption is often 

made by, for example, Pachler and Field (2001), by Morgan and Neil (2001) and 

Mitchell (2002) that gist reading is a more straight-forward process than in fact it may 

prove to be.

Gist and detail are then perhaps but two sides of the same coin. Of course, I am not 

presuming to say that MFL teachers do not already follow the sort of pattern 

suggested above in their teaching, simply that the present study does provide evidence 

to suggest that it might be a useful way to proceed. The results also suggest that some 

pupils have not been enabled to do such a ‘triple’ reading. The pupils in the present 

study were obviously not rich in knowledge of lexis, but I would argue that their way 

of reading the text did not support transfer of previously learned words and structures, 

and a closer reading of the text by them could have elicited more success.

If the findings of this study could be generalised, as regards the third research 

question, then it would be possible to suggest that failure to equip learners with the 

metacognitive strategies for discriminate selection, together with common use of texts
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that are too cognitively demanding and are presented with extraneous material such as 

illustrations that do not aid understanding, may contribute towards a mismatch 

between teacher and curriculum expectation and pupil performance. In any 

presentation of text, then, pupils need to be given the opportunity to focus. The level 

of simplicity or complexity of text, not simply at a linguistic level, but in terms of lay

out and position of information on the page, should be considered. If the text is 

complex, it is important that both teacher and learner are aware of the complexity and 

that the learner is given the metacognitive tools to ‘use’ the lay-out and any support.

7.4. How can attention and engagement with text in MFL pedagogy be theorised 

in relation to teaching and learning?

The two most relevant points for this study which emerged from the literature 

generally as regards attention were those related ones of selectivity and of noticing. 

Selectivity, a concept found in both neuropsychology and cognitive psychology (e.g. 

Cohen, 1993, Baddeley, 1999) could be summarised here as the name for the limited 

nature of the attentional process. This process is restricted in terms of the amount of 

information that can be taken in and processed at any one time (for example, see 2.4). 

As I have defined attention and engagement for the purposes of the study as the taking 

in of information (noticing) and the processing (thinking actively about), selectivity is 

clearly a key element in any theory relating to noticing and thinking about FL input. 

Noticing is a concept found in SLA literature (e.g. Robinson, 1995; Schmidt, 1995). 

According to these authorities, noticing is vital in SLA as it includes both the 

detection of, say, a new word, and then a further step, where the attentional resources 

are allocated to the word by a central executive. The notion of allocation of attentional 

resources by some central mechanism relates back to the concept of selectivity, which 

itself contains the idea of choice. We have the ability to choose what we attend to. 

The importance of this statement for the current study lies in learners having the 

necessary knowledge to know what to choose.

In theorising attention and engagement in relation to teaching and learning, I suggest 

that this study has indicated that the concept of limited capacity of the learner to 

attend and process information in a written text should be linked closely to that of 

choice. The issue in this instance is that choice must be in some way guided, or 

informed, in order to conform with the limitation on capacity to notice and process the
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language in the text. For example, the findings from the study indicated that the act of 

reading the text in the test-interventions, even such an apparently simple one, clearly 

demanded more focal attention (as opposed to peripheral attention, see 4.5.) for this 

Yeargroup than they were able to give. This inability to cope with the demands of 

focal attention could justify decontextualising elements of a text and focussing of 

learners’ attention upon them. Such a decontextualisation would represent a practical 

example of Schmidt’s (2001) suggestion that limiting input may serve a useful 

function at times in the learning process (see 2.4.1). Exposing learners to text with too 

many unknowns, in whatever form, can result in a failure to learn, due to cognitive 

overload. The issue of how to support MFL learners in processing input (engaging) 

can be related to this principle of limiting input. Accurately targeted support, of what 

ever kind, may be helpful in the process of trying to take in information about the FL. 

This is supported by Mayer (2001:132): ‘students tend to learn more when less is 

presented... Learners are actively trying to make sense of the presented material by 

building a coherent mental representation, so adding extraneous information gets in 

the way’ (2.4.1.; 3.2).

In the empirical study there was a paucity of understanding as measured by gist and 

detail in the first unsupported Survey. There was no peripheral support in terms of 

images or glossary, which might have acted as distractors (as with the images in 

Survey 2). The fact that pupils did not have higher success rates in reporting cognates 

was taken to indicate that little lexical identification was going on; pupils were not 

noticing the words. Some sort of support was required then, to help pupils focus and 

identify elements they already knew. Without support to focus attention, it would 

seem doubtful as to whether these pupils would be in any position to make progress in 

terms of ‘meaningful learning’, in the sense defined by Mayer (2001) where 

meaningful learning represents a learning outcome that results not only in retention of 

material, and also allows for that material, or knowledge about the material, to be 

transferred. At some point in the learning process, or perhaps at points all along the 

way, learners need to be involved with ‘a sense-making activity in which the learner 

seeks to build a coherent mental representation from the presented material’ (Mayer, 

2001:13). This sense-making activity will happen anyway, according to schema 

theory (3.2.) and noticing any input will set in action the continual sense-making 

process of some sort. MFL pedagogy should, then, take into account the tendency of
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sense-making to happen in accordance with what learners already know, their 

previous experience, and what they notice. The sense made may not be based upon 

accurate noticing or successful language learning experiences. The challenge in MFL 

pedagogy then, is to develop methods which encourage accuracy of mental 

representation, allowing new input to be noticed, processed and retrieved in the form 

in which is actually exists in the linguistic system being learned.

The only kind of support offered to the participants in this study was that of images 

and glossary. It is seen from the responses to the different test-intervention by those 

who did all four, that for most, the best performances came in Survey 4 (5.2.5. and 

5.3.5.). Generally speaking, the support given in Survey 2 turned out to be unhelpful 

in terms of accuracy (5.3.6.). But the generalisation can be made on the evidence 

provided by the data collection and analysis that the lexical support was greeted 

positively by the participants as it was used to increase accurate reporting. The 

support from images coincided with an increase in inaccurate reporting. Does this 

imply that lexical support is superior to support through image? I don’t think that 

there needs to be any conflict between the two mediums of support. It is the nature 

and timing of use of both that need to be considered. From the study it emerged that 

incorrectly targeted visuals fail to support correct interpretation. This accords with 

Paivio (1986) and Mayer’s (2001) idea that such visuals fail to support learning. Both 

teacher (and textbook designer) and learner, then, need to have a clear idea of what 

sort of support is being intended by any particular visual image, is it a specific cue 

(e.g. a picture of a train to indicate the word train), or a generalised scene-setting cue 

(e.g. a picture of a street market to indicate the theme of shopping).

In terms of lexical support, it was also apparent that many of the pupils in the study 

made positive steps forward in comprehension by themselves when they used the 

fuller glossary in Survey 4. If this evidence can be generalised, indicates that a simple 

glossary can enable autonomous L2 reading, if pupils know how to access it. These 

particular pupils were not able to use the less explicit glossary (containing infinitives 

rather than conjugated verb forms) so successfully. This raises the question of targeted 

lexical support, i.e. what sort is needed and at what point should any particular sort be 

used? This is essentially the same question that I am suggesting should be asked about 

use of support through images. More work could refine knowledge about this area, in
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terms of what is the most appropriate forms of glossary and image, how much support 

is optimum, and how attention could be directed so that meaningful learning takes 

place.

To summarise, given the above, in theorising the position of attention and engagement 

as specifically regards MFL pedagogy, the two concepts of limitation of the

attentional system, and the contingent need for selectivity when taking in new

information are of fundamental importance. When being taught how to approach FL 

text learners need to be made aware of the necessity a) for attending and engaging in 

terms of focus, and b) to be given explicit instruction in how to do this, i.e. to be 

helped to know what to focus upon and to be given strategic knowledge about text 

decoding and how to use any support. These two pedagogical approaches recognise at 

the same time the essential limitations of the system, and the need to be able to direct 

limited resources to essential information (e.g. cognates, verbs, subject of the 

sentence, sound-spelling links) and to be aware of the tendency to make associations 

with existing knowledge, and how that can work positively and negatively, how 

learners can get the gist wrong, or get lost in detail and supply their own gist.

7. 5. Conclusion

Estimating the extent to which research questions were answered, I suggest that the 

key findings do go some way to providing useful indicative information. Although I 

think there was no question of accurately measuring attention and engagement, some 

progress was made in describing them in action, through analysis of output.

Participants’ low levels of attention and engagement concomitant with a general

willingness to engage, their prioritising of images and lack of productive strategies for 

dealing with the text give an initial description of the extent to which and how this 

Year 9 attended and engaged. Their perceptions of understanding the text indicate a 

preference for visual support, but at the same time a desire for comprehensible 

support, and a lack of awareness that the images misled them. These participants did 

not appear to be well equipped to engage with the FL text, but the work they did in 

the test-interventions does provide much insight into what might have helped them to 

do that more effectively.
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The strength of findings of course can only be as good as the methodology. Reflection 

on the limitations of the whole process of undertaking this research and particularly 

on the limitations of the methodology, and well how the central argument was served 

by it, together with a summary of the contribution that the study has made, follow in 

Chapter Eight.
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Chapter Eight

8.0. Introduction

In this chapter, I reflect upon, and evaluate the approach used, and the implications of 

the findings. I start by recapping on the original motivation for undertaking the research, 

before going on to consider the research design, the methodologies and methods chosen. 

I then reflect on the contribution that the study has made to the field in theoretical, 

substantive, methodological terms and in relation to my personal learning, after which I 

consider possible avenues for future research and summarise the contribution of the 

study.

8 .1 . Recap of original intentions for this research

My starting point for this research had been my concern about the apparent tension 

between what teachers and curriculum expected of MFL learners and the poverty of 

recall and retention learners had of taught linguistic forms. My observation had been 

that consistent achievement of learning outcomes was not happening so that there was a 

gap between what teachers were teaching and what learners were learning, as outlined 

in Chapter One. In exploring the literature and the classroom in the empirical study, I 

was seeking to understand one of the factors that might be responsible for this gap.

The factor I chose to investigate was the quality of attention that pupils in the MFL 

classroom gave to any particular FL material, as I had observed that many pupils 

seemed to be attending to something other than that material. I had no way of knowing 

whether the appearance of attending to something else was of any significance. It was 

not a simple question of whether pupils appeared to be off-task or on-task. The 

appearance of being on-task did not necessarily signify that a pupil was actually doing 

what was important for at least the possibility of learning to take place. In other words, 

appearing to be attending to a task might not be the same as engaging with that task in 

such a way that learning took place, and appearing not to be attending, did not have to 

preclude learning.

In addition, I had a concern that the nature of the material might not lend itself to the 

sort of engagement that made recall and retention of the contents of that material likely, 

i.e. there might be more content than a pupil was able to take in and remember within
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the limitation of time, and it might not be clear which parts of the material were most 

important to take in. Allied closely to this was the question of the extent to which pupils 

knew how to go about dealing with FL material in a way that meant they could take it in 

and remember it. For example, if they were unaware of the need to have to pick out 

certain items and to ignore, or give lesser priority to others, then perhaps they would not 

be able to deal with the problem of a welter of incoming information that I saw them 

having to cope with in some of the commonly used English MFL textbooks.

I established from the literature reviewed that there was substantial evidence that 

attention to lexis was essential for learning to take place, although there was not 

agreement about whether that attention needed to be intentional, or whether it could be 

incidental. There were also a range of positions taken both in cognitive psychology and 

2LA about the nature of implicit and explicit knowledge, and the role of explicit and 

implicit modes of instmction, but there was an increasing movement in 2LA and in 

MFL teaching in England towards a position which supported explicit instmction 

regarding language mles.

A gradually increasing amount of research was appearing in the literature at the time I 

was doing the review regarding the problems of textbook layout and how best to present 

information so that it could be taken in and remembered. This research did not extend to 

MFL material in particular at that time, indicating a gap in knowledge. The role of 

attention in learning in general, and in FL learning in particular, had been explored in 

laboratory situations and in adult FL learning and was reported, but none was emerging 

on attention in the MFL secondary classroom. I felt justified, therefore, in researching 

on the issue of retention and recall in the context of attention, engagement and forms of 

support.

8 .2 . Evaluation of the methodology and methods

In setting out to research this issue in a new context, I needed to adapt or develop a 

methodology that would suit the English secondary MFL environment. The primary 

focus for my reflection on the methodology concerns whether the research design and 

instmments were fit for the purpose. I think that both in the end were the right choice 

for answering the research questions, as they enabled me to obtain information from 

more than one perspective on a large group in a short space of time. (The methodology
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and its rationale is presented in depth in Chapter Four.) However, on reflection, certain 

adaptations at the point of preparation, before carrying out the study, and of the main 

data-collection approach, the test-intervention, with its text and questions, as well as 

some refinements in data processing, might have strengthened the study, giving more 

focus to the answers. There was also an issue about the sort of demands that the study 

made on the participants.

The issue of pre-testing

I have explained in Chapter Four (4.5.6.) that the written text in the test-interventions 

was intended to be of a level of difficulty that demanded focal attention from the 

participants. In other words, it was expected that they would have to stmggle with it a 

little. The informal ‘pre-test’ for this level was my experience of working in this school 

for a year and the agreement of the Year Group’s French teacher that the text should be 

within the grasp of the majority. With hindsight, although there were practical 

limitations on the research circumstances that resulted in not doing a formal pre-test, I 

would have tried to ensure that one was done. Such a test should have pointed up any 

gap between pupils’ available current FL knowledge and the level of difficulty of a text 

and have indicated whether or not the text was accessible in terms of that knowledge. It 

might have been possible to use a method similar to that of Hulstijn’s 1989 study, 

mentioned earlier (4.1.2), with adult participants. Here participants were briefly exposed 

to sentences and then asked to write them down from memory. It was assumed that 

familiarity with the lexis would show in the ease with which participants copied the 

sentences after the very brief exposure. Such a test might have indicated whether a text 

was of the desired level of difficulty for the study in a more objective and replicable 

way than was done in the current study. Thus I would have perhaps been surer of 

supplying a text that tested pupils’ capacity or willingness to attend, rather than testing 

their FL lexical knowledge. Although I needed to provide a text that necessitated focal 

attention, I had wanted it to be well within participants’ competence, so that failure to 

supply gist and detail could be said to be a product of lack of engagement rather than 

lack of FL expertise. I do think, however, that Surveys 3 and 4, particularly the latter, 

did show this effect. Here, even where ‘most of the text is wrote in English too’ (B15) 

we saw that most pupils’ performances did not evidence maximum use of the glossary 

(although the uncontrolled dimensions of boredom and fatigue need to be considered in
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this context). I would have liked to have been able to be surer of the effect of lack of 

engagement in more of the Surveys.

The test-interventions (Surveys)

Although I consider that the format of the test-interventions used was appropriate, I 

would suggest with hindsight, that some adaptations would have been beneficial. For 

example, the questions eliciting data on reading sequence did not provide data that I was 

able to relate to the research questions. They were originally intended to find out if there 

was any pattern in the perceptions of the participants and in the written work they 

produced and whether there was any relationship between these two. I had thought that 

I might be able to establish whether there would be a profile of a particular sort of 

learner or not and if so, whether the profile could be seen across groups. It seemed that 

tick boxes were unsatisfactory in terms of qualitative information to be of value in this 

respect. I also think I was not clear enough about what kind of information I was 

expecting from these questions and also on how to interpret any such information. This 

part of the study was perhaps too ambitious for the time-scale and staffing, and could 

have been a complete study on its own.

Similarly, there was simply insufficient data from the Surveys to merit conclusions 

about learning styles. Originally, I had expected that it might be possible to see some 

pattern, which could be generalised, in the way different pupils approached the text. 

However, an additional data-gathering mechanism, such as interviews, (or a set of 

further questions, directly targeted to elicit this information) where further probing 

could have taken place with regards to style would probably have been necessary to 

supplement the data. This was not possible with the timeframe and support that I had 

when I was carrying out the study. Instead of the questions on reading sequence, I think 

that more useful supporting qualitative data might have been elicited by inserting other 

questions on process (e.g. ‘how did you use important words’?) in the questionnaire 

(although not necessarily on learning styles).

An advantage of having the different sorts of data was the reliability that I think was 

provided by the mixture of counting and qualitative, open-ended questions. I use the 

term ‘reliability’ in the sense of being able to have confidence in the findings because 

they explored the situation from more than one point of view. Such a dual perspective
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was illustrated for example when it was revealed that for one participant, (A2), the 

important words had been those (s)he had not understood, whereas for most others, they 

had been those they recognised. This detail might have been missed in a purely counting 

exercise.

It was possible to see from the range of data how participants performed, in terms of 

gist and detail, how they evaluated their performance, their perception of ease of text, 

and what their experience was, in the way they reported in the ‘why’, ‘important 

words’, and ‘anything else’ questions. If there had only been data on performance, there 

would have been evidence of low performance and of lack of attention, whereas with 

the layers of data, from ‘counting’ to ‘opinion’, I hope that something has been gathered 

on why participants did not pay attention and what they thought was going on (i.e. 

particularly their perception of the use of the visuals.) This study has clearly added 

useful layers of detail to information about the process and perception of Year 9 L2 

reading, even though this research is preliminary

The construction of the study in the area of how success was measured in gist and 

detail reporting also needs to be considered. An alteration in the boundaries could have 

resulted in a higher (or lower) number of participants with ‘some’ or ‘all’ of the gist. If 

the element of planning had been excluded as a crucial element, more pupils would 

have had success. If ‘Olivier and his family’ had been accepted as correct in the pupils’ 

answers, as opposed to ‘Olivier and his mother’, again there would have been more 

success. The decision about where and how to set the lines for success and failure was 

perhaps the most difficult part of the whole of the study. After all, I set the definitions 

for levels in the categorisation of the data, and the data was analysed using these 

definitions, and these were inevitably subjective, although they were based on my 

professional experience as an MFL teacher. I have at present no answer to this, apart 

from the response that it needs to be carefully considered in any future studies and that 

the same criteria were and should be, applied to all pupil answers.

Analysing the data

The use of content analysis and descriptive statistics to analyse the data appeared to 

work in answering the research questions. It was necessary to find a way of making 

comparisons between pupil performance and pupil perception of the process and also
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between the groups of uneven numbers. If there had been an expectation of establishing 

an accurate scale of measurement of attention and engagement, then the descriptive 

approach would not have been sufficient. However, I think that the level of 

sophistication of analysis was appropriate for what was essentially a task of comparing 

linguistic data in order to pick out patterns and frequencies and to interpret them.

The demands of the study on the participants

It is useful to consider the practical and immediate impact of the session on the pupils in 

considering the possible effect that impact may have had on their answers. The primary 

demand was one of being asked to do something a little out of the ordinary, of being 

expected to work in silence, and to go on working until a supervising adult gave 

permission to stop, in other words, a situation that resembled an exam setting. However, 

it is hoped that the pass or fail connotations of the normal examination procedure were 

minimised by the explanation (Appendix 6) at the start of the session that it was indeed 

not an exam, and that no answers could be ‘wrong’. What was important was that all 

pupils did their own work; their answers would be ‘right’ as long as they were their 

answers and not the answers of neighbours or friends. It is thought, as has been 

mentioned in Chapter Four (4.6.1), that some consultation with neighbours did go on. In 

any further study, it might be preferable to have a large enough classroom to seat all 

participants at individual desks, as in an examination. However, this would have the 

effect of changing the normal classroom lay-out and seating and would thus potentially 

alter the group ethos. It could be argued that as the current study was a ‘snapshot’ of a 

Year 9 in action in the MFL classroom, such an arrangement could detract from the 

realism of the situation.

An observation made by all the adults supervising the sessions was be that the 50 

minutes of looking at the text and questions, and working through the series of Surveys, 

placed a higher demand on pupils than the majority of their language lessons. This was 

because the participants were expected to work on their own, and to focus on the same 

text, and to answer the directed questions. As mentioned, there was on the whole a very 

good response to the demand, with a spirit of competitiveness developing, particularly 

with the lower groups, which resulted in a high number of Surveys being completed. 

Participants also responded very positively to being numbers rather than names, and it is 

thought that this knowledge freed them from inhibitions about failure and perhaps
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perversely, gave them the chance to write what they thought, rather than what they 

thought they should write, a factor which seems to me has to have had importance for 

the success of the study.

I had wondered if the demand of doing five consecutive Surveys would lead to fatigue 

and boredom. I had been concerned that these two elements would prove to be 

confounding variables that would cloud results. However, there appeared to be a certain 

momentum that was gained from doing all five Surveys (or fewer) in the 50 minute 

period. There was, no doubt, some fatigue and boredom, but what can be said is that the 

conditions for it were the same for all of the groups. The study was ran at a time of year 

when most academic demands had ceased and pupils were, on the whole, relaxed and 

not fatigued from other school activities. Because all the groups (except A, which did 

not do all of the Surveys as a matter of course) were presented with all of the Surveys to 

do, it is likely that they would all suffer from the same degree of fatigue and boredom. 

Any differences would tend to be individual ones. I did not test for differences that 

might be related to groupings, i.e. top sets being less prone to boredom and less fatigued 

by task demand than lower sets. In general, looking back over the running and the 

results of the study, it is hard to find concrete evidence that these two factors had a 

distorting influence. It is also probable that the use of the context of the text, (pictures, 

glossary) for Surveys 1 to 4 did in fact succeed in providing an independent variable 

that could be manipulated by that change of context. The process appeared, within the 

limits set by the study and the reservations already expressed, to have been a successful 

tool in a preliminary observation of the processes of attention and engagement in FL 

reading.

Self-report - the use of protocol reporting

The self-report did produce interesting data throwing light on perceptions and the 

discrepancies with performance. To this extent, it was a successful device, but that is 

not to say that it could not be improved upon. It is not possible to know whether more 

informative answers would have been gained from some sort of immediate interview 

strategy, where the researcher could have elicited more from the participants on how 

they saw the lay-out of the text, how they thought the images and the glossary supported 

their understanding, and how they went about reading this L2 text and whether that was 

different from the way they accessed the LI text. That strategy was not possible,
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however, within the parameters of the present study, but would certainly seem to be an 

avenue worth exploring in future studies on MFL pupils’ perception of material and 

tasks. It does appear to be increasingly used, with recognition of its limitations, in the 

sense that self-reports may not be a ‘total reflection of what is going on during the 

execution of a task’ (Graham, 1997:45).

An advantage of the written protocol, however, apart from the obvious one of ease of 

administration and relative ease of analysis, is the uniformity with which it could be 

administered; there was no irrelevant variable of differences in the questioner (even one 

person doing the questions could react and interact with participants in different ways at 

different times of day, using a different tone of voice and approach, for example). In 

retrospect, I would suggest that it would be possible to focus the questions asked in the 

written protocol in a sharper way. It would have been very interesting to know for 

example how pupils made assumptions about meaning of particular words and longer 

units of meaning.

The combination of first hand reports from the pupils themselves, together with data on 

their performance in reading and understanding the text would then seem to be a unique 

contribution to the as-yet undeveloped area of attentional studies in the MFL classroom

Group ethos

One of the most exciting aspects of doing the present study was working with pupils in 

the classroom in their normal groupings. Although it is recognised that the presence of a 

researcher and research materials will, however minimally, change the normal dynamics 

of a group (Robson, 2002:327-8), I think that these dynamics in this case, were kept as 

intact as possible. Aside from my presence in the classroom, which was a constant 

variable with all of the groups, there definitely emerged a sense of difference between 

the actual groups themselves. As Holliday (1999) has suggested, the ‘small’ culture of a 

classroom appears to be a real phenomenon, which is highly dependent upon the 

activities of the group. The background of a group may be varied, the nature of the 

individuals within it equally so. When a group is formed, by whatever agent, it begins to 

forge its own set of rules and behaviours that do not necessarily exist outside the time 

when that group is together. The three observers were aware of the different way that 

each group responded to the task, with the ‘lower’ sets, C, D and E, taking the exercise
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very seriously and clearly wanting to succeed and in a way, compete with the challenge 

of the task. Groups A and B appeared less concerned about success, and, again from the 

subjective observations of the adults, appeared less positive about the task. In terms of 

results, Group A had higher attention levels (as measured by cognate reporting) than 

Group B, who were extremely close in ability to Group A, but who were a much larger 

group. If attention levels are related to ability, this is an interesting phenomenon. One 

possible explanation could be that factors to do with the ethos of the group were 

affecting the results. Using an entire yeargroup allowed these differences between sets 

to emerge and perhaps an opportunity was missed by excluding an exploration into 

those differences. In this sense, the research questions did not exploit the sample that 

was available, and I could have used the opportunity to work with set differences. This 

may have been too ambitious however, and would be an area useful to research further, 

building on the current study. Although, as has been mentioned in Chapter Three (3.4), 

research has been conducted in MFL classrooms in England on whole groups, much of 

it has involved individual interviews with researchers, e.g. Lee & Shallert, 1997; 

Macaro, 2000; Walter, 2001 and not with whole yeargroups. England, Mitchell et al 

(1994) did use a whole class setting (but not a whole yeargroup) for some of their 

‘Knowledge about Language’ work, and Mitchell & Martin (1997) used extensive 

observation of whole KS3 classes over a period of two years. Looking at the effect on 

attention of being in a set seems not to replicate earlier work, such as that of Mitchell 

and Martin, 1997, mentioned above, where longitudinal studies were carried out, but not 

specifically on attention and engagement.

8 3 . Contribution to knowledge and possible future research agenda

Even before starting out on this particular piece of research, I was interested in the issue 

of attention, engagement and their role in learning. In the classroom, I had observed, 

along with many colleagues, how pupils who engaged with lesson material seemed to 

learn more than those who attended to anything other than the required activities. As a 

corollary to this, I was also concerned with the way that receptive MFL tasks seemed to 

overload pupils with lexis, much of which was unknown to the pupil. I wanted to 

explore my practical classroom perception, which was that swamping pupils with 

material without explicit guidance was not productive. This piece of research grew out 

of those interests and my concern about the apparent gap between what we as teachers 

were expecting of pupils and what those pupils were actually achieving, and it
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essentially took the form of seeking to investigate in detail what was happening at that 

moment of interface between pupil and MFL material. I hoped to chart something about 

the nature of the attention pupils paid to the material and the way in which they engaged 

with it at that time of interface in the classroom.

In reflecting on the value and possible contribution of the work done in this study and 

on the findings, I summarise how this study has contributed to knowledge in relation to 

four aspects, theoretical, substantive, methodological and personal.

I have worked within a framework taken from psycholinguistics, in particular that of 

second language acquisition. More specifically, I have approached the study from the 

perspective that second language learning is not totally reliant on innate facilities, but 

rather, has a commonality with learning in general and is therefore limited by, and 

dependent upon similar structures and processes to learning any subject within the 

school curriculum.

The theoretical approach I have taken differs from that taken by supporters of Nativism 

and Behaviourism, or of any 2LA theory where the construct of consciousness is seen to 

hinder language acquisition, such as that of Brooke (1960), Rivers (1964), Dulay, Burt 

& Krashen (1982). Rather, I follow that taken by Ellis, R, (1994) Schmidt (1995,2001) 

and Robinson (1995), where conscious processes are essential for SLA. I have used 

Schmidt’s concept of noticing, which he defines as a form of conscious perception, and 

the ‘subjective correlate of attention’ (1995:5) as a basis for investigation of attention 

within the secondary classroom context. Schmidt’s own theoretical basis is that 

attention to input is either necessary or at least, beneficial in learning a second language 

and the same basis is seen in the work of other SLA authorities, e.g. Schmidt and Frota 

(1986), Jourdenais, Ota, Stauffer, Boyson & Doughty (1995), Leow (1997,1998b), 

Robinson (1996a, 1996b), Rosa & O’Neill (1999).

What I have done in this thesis is to draw together the work done on attention by writers 

and researchers in SLA, including the above authorities, with that done in cognitive and 

experimental psychology in the second half of the 20th century. In this I have considered 

the implications of limitations in capacity of the individual to both attend to and to 

process input, and combined such implications with a consideration of the role of prior
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knowledge in perception and organisation of new input, that is, the role of schemata. I 

have tried to make explicit links between the necessity of attending to the form of input 

as a starting point for processing that input, and the need to select particular elements of 

that input because of our limited capacity to attend. I have used all of these concepts 

together in the new context, that of Year 9 reading in a second language in a secondary 

classroom. In so doing, I have tried to give a fuller meaning to the concept of 

engagement, and argued that it can be defined as actively thinking about input, that has, 

as part of that process of engagement, first of all to be noticed by the reader. In the 

empirical study I have shown that, in one such a context, learners who are not able to 

make an informed choice as to the object of attention and processing seemed to be 

impeded in their comprehension of a written text and have demonstrated that there was 

what seemed to be an almost random process of selection of information from the 

material, and that the processing of that material was carried out on the basis of the 

existing schemata of the learner. I consider that examining such a classroom setting 

using the framework of concepts outlined above provides an original contribution to 

attention in SLA theory, providing a new context which appears to confirm and extend 

one area of the conceptualisation of attention as a factor in language acquisition.

The theoretical and substantive aspects are very closely linked. The two related aspects 

of attention and engagement that emerge as having particular relevance for MFL 

teaching and learning, as stated above, are limitation and selectivity. The limitations are 

both on what can be noticed at the moment of contact with the material, and then on 

what can be engaged with, in terms of rehearsal of noticed information in the short term 

memory in order that it should be retained in long-term memory. The selectivity 

concerns the choice that a learner takes about what in the FL material to notice and 

engage with. These theoretical concepts I think provide a framework for the substantive 

aim -  finding practical implications of attention and engagement for MFL pedagogy in 

terms of retention and recall of lexis and structure. The implications that have emerged 

have to do with raising awareness in teacher and pupil of the nature of attention and 

engagement, and how this nature impacts on interpreting FL textbook lay-out and on the 

act of reading FL text. As discussed in depth in Chapter Two, the issue of cognitive 

overload has been under-researched in the context of the English MFL classroom. The 

findings of the empirical study indicate that particular forms of page lay-out, for 

example those with inaccurately targeted visuals, may distract from learner
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comprehension, for reasons related to the limited and selective nature of attention, 

together with the interplay of schemata. The relationship of image to text revealed in the 

study supports Mayer’s (2001) findings in science textbooks that attention-grabbing 

peripherals may be unproductive in terms of valueless processing. It also extends 

Mayer’s hypothesis by suggesting that in combination with schemata, in the MFL 

environment, such peripherals can lead to further valueless processing.

The methodological contribution, I would suggest, lies in the indication that the 

research design, data collection and analysis has acted as a starting place for exploring 

attention. Despite its limitations, described in 8 .2 ,1 consider that the methodology used 

in this study has enabled the study of attentional processes to be taken out of the 

laboratory and carried out in a working MFL classroom context, a move which would 

appear from the literature search, to be entirely original. The test-intervention format 

has provided an easily applied tool for data collection of immediate response to written 

text, which can be used by a single researcher for large groups. It could be easily 

adapted by changes in the questions and could be used in combination with other tools, 

e.g. interview, to add additional perspectives.

On a personal level, through the wide reading necessary, and through the process of 

planning of the research design as well as in the writing-up of this research, I have I 

hope developed more insight not only into research skills but also into the problems 

facing young MFL readers and their teachers. As a teacher-educator, I have the 

opportunity to observe the MFL classroom in many different schools, with many 

different classes and to discuss the issues that arise with student teachers learning to 

teach foreign languages. I hope to be able to use the insights gained in writing this 

research in working with those student teachers, e.g. helping them towards their own 

understanding of why there is sometimes such a gap between their expectations and the 

recall and retention of the material they have put before the pupils.

I consider that the issues I have begun to explore in this study here provide a 

foundation for future research. Clearly, if attention is key in generalised learning, as 

indicated in the literature, then it is important to know how to promote it within the 

classroom, and as I have stated earlier, this study has only scratched the surface of this 

issue in MFL. Unanswered questions remain concerning limitation and selectivity of
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attention. For example, the indications from the current study regarding a preference for 

images show a need for more work to refine knowledge about this area. The issue of  

page lay-out could be further investigated in this context as to type of visual image, in 

terms of accurately targeting it to correspond with the information it is meant to convey. 

Further research in an MFL context could be done on the way information is presented 

on the page and how much material should be on the page. These issues could also have 

relevance for the presentation of information on an electronic screen, i.e. on computer 

or interactive whiteboard.

Support that is not in the form of images (e.g. glossaries) is also of relevance to any 

discussion on of attention and engagement, particularly in terms of what is the most 

appropriate form of support, how much is optimum, and how attention could be directed 

to use support so that meaningful learning takes place. In the context of images and 

textual support, there remains the question of whether the presence of elements that may 

add interest to learning material makes it easier for a learner to agree to attend.

From both the empirical study and the literature review, it is clear that there are further 

questions regarding the relationship between cooperation and attention, and between 

motivation and attention. These questions may in fact be related in part to the above 

issues of presentation of material.

Moving away from the question of initial presentation of material and towards the role 

of attention in the process of reading in MFL, there is scope for research on how best to 

support the comprehension and then acquisition of lexis, with more work on the nature 

of gist and detail reading as well as the role of explicit instmction in this activity. 

Further work on reading strategies and the relationship of metacognition to successful 

L2 reading is also a fascinating possibility. Additionally, the issue of attention in the 

other receptive skill of listening, as well as further exploration of the relationship 

between the attention paid during both reading and listening, and more effective writing 

and speaking could be explored.

In summary, I suggest that this research makes a contribution to an understanding of the 

way secondary stage pupils interact with foreign language, in particular highlighting of 

some of the difficulties for pupils in MFL learning at Key Stage 3 which can create
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tension between the expectations of teachers and curriculum, and the progress made by 

pupils. If there is a lack of attention and engagement, then the evidence suggests that 

achievement is likely to be limited. This empirical study revealed a reluctance to attend 

and engage at any but a superficial level with the language in a written text and implies 

that consideration should be given to maximising the potential for attending and 

engaging. The study indicated a need to consider the sort of guidance given as regards 

reading strategies, taking into account learner tendency to use schemata. In general, 

pupils were less successful in reading for accurate gist than in picking out single details 

from the text and there was a tendency to interpret images intended to support 

understanding without reference to the text itself, and to substitute this interpretation for 

the substance of the text. That is to say, learners did not use images as a means for 

accessing textual content but rather as an alternative to the text, the implication being 

that the sort of support offered in presentation of written text must be carefully 

considered. The study also revealed a relationship between reluctance to attend and 

engage, and a poor command of metalinguistic strategies. Because these learners did not 

have the necessary knowledge about the process of reading the FL text, they were not in 

a position to learn, i.e. they did not know how to deal with the unknown. In learning, by 

definition, the learner is constantly confronted with the unknown. The findings indicate 

that it is necessary to ensure that pupils go through the processes which will enable 

them to interact with FL material in a way that accords with what is already known 

about the limitations on attention and processing, and the selective nature of attention.
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Attention, engagement and support in Yr 9 FL reading Appendix 1

Example from a commonly used textbook from the 1990s, showing new 
material (on perfect tense) which has not been previously introduced. 
(Fiom Avantage 2 , MacNab & Barrabe.)

fj Qu 'est-ce que tu os fait?

Iv s u b  K 'stec i ft i;i ihhisoii. 
J'/ii |one au ten n is .
J'iii fait ties pw irieoadK s. 
I'a i fail dti can o e.
I'ai (all ttu chcval

; J’ai lail du  velo.
! I’ai lu ties It.I).
I J ’ai fait tie Ja p l a u d i t  a voile. 

J’ai reg ard t la teic.
I'ai fail d u  steuebuiud.

K I'ai fall on  cam ping , 
t  I'ai n»g4.
M I'ai IravaiIlf it la Ic rm t. 
N  Je su it rtlR’(e) mi paic  

d ’a ttfiic tjo tu .
<) J 'a i jou<* ail lo o t .

a iro u v e Ins p a n e s , 

b  jeu  d e  ca rles

A
B
Co
Is

t

6

248



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 1

Year 9 French survey 1

Number

Read the following text and write as much as you can for each 
answer. Answer in English and tick the boxes in Question 3 that you 
think are nearest to what you did. If you find this text too difficult, 
wait for 3 minutes and then put your hand up.

Pendant les vacances j ’essaie de planifier un peu ce que je vais 
faire. Par exemple, j ’essaie de faire un peu de sport toutes les 
semaines e t j ’essaie d’aider ma mere pour le menage et dans la 
cuisine. J’aime bien lire aussi, et puis bien sur je regarde pas mal de 
television. S’il fait mauvais j ’aime faire des jeux de societe. 
(Olivier)

1. What is this text about?

2. What are the activities Olivier mentions?



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 1

3. How did you go about reading the text? Did you:

♦ Read the whole text through first and then answer the 
questions?

♦ Read the whole text and then go back and try to 
understand each sentence before you answered the 
questions?

♦ Read each word and try to understand it before you 
went on to the next word?

♦ Read each sentence and try to understand it before 
you read the whole text?

♦ Did you read the words to yourself under your breath?

♦ Were there some words in each sentence that you 
thought were more important to understand?

♦ If so, which words were they and why did you think they were more 
important?.......................................................................................

♦ Is there anything else you can say about how you went about 
understanding this text? ...........................................................



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 2

Year 9 French survey 2

Number

Read the following text and write as much as you can for 
each answer. Answer in English and tick the boxes in 
Question 5 that you think are nearest to what you did. if you 
find this iext too difficult as well 3
put your hand up,

Pendant ies vacances j ’essaie de planifier un peu ce queje vais 
faire. Par exemple, j ’essaie de faire un peu de sport toutes les 
semainss et j ’essaie d’aider ma mere pour le menage jet dans la  
cuisine, j ’aime bien lire aussi, et puis bien sur je regarde pas 
mai de television. S ’il fait mauvais j ’aime faire d.es jeux de 
societe. (Olivier)

1. If you found this text easier than the previous one, why did you 
find it easier?.......................................... .................................. .

2. How did you use the pictures?

3. What is this text about?



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 2

4. What are the activities Olivier mentions?

5. How did you go about reading the text? Did you:

♦ Read the whole text through first and then answer the 
questions?

♦ Read the whole text and then go back and try to 
understand each sentence before you answered the 
questions?

♦ Read each word and try to understand it before you 
went on to the next word?

♦ Read each sentence and try to understand it before 
you read the whole text?

♦ Did you read the words to yourself under your breath?

♦ Were there some words in each sentence that you 
thought were more important to understand?

♦ If so, which words were they and why did you think they were 
more important?

♦ Is there anything else you can say about how you went about 
understanding this text?...........................................................
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 t L  reading. Appendix 2, Survey 3

Year 9 French survey 3

Number

Read the following text and write as much as you can for each 
answer. Answer in English and tick the boxes in Question 4 that you 
think are nearest to what you did. If you find this text too difficult, 
wait for 3 minutes and then put your hand up.

Pendant les vacances j ’essaie de planifier un peu ce que je vais 
faire. Par exemple, j ’essaie de faire un peu de sport toutes les 
semaines et j ’essaie d’aider ma mere pour le menage et dans la 
cuisine. J’aime bien lire aussi, et puis bien sur je regarde pas mal de 
television. S’il fait mauvais j ’aime faire des jeux de societe. 
(Olivier)

essayer -  to try planifier -  to plan aller -  to go
faire- to  do aider - to help aimer- to  like
lire -  to read regarder -  to watch

1. If you found this text easier than the previous one, why did you find 
it easier?

2. What is this text about?
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 3

3. What are the activities Olivier mentions?

4. How did you go about reading the text? Did you:

♦ Read the whole text through first and then answer the 
questions?

♦ Read the whole text and then go back and try to 
understand each sentence before you answered the 
questions?

♦ Read each word and try to understand it before you 
went on to the next word?

♦ Read each sentence and try to understand it before 
you read the whole text?

♦ Did you read the words to yourself under your breath?

♦ Were there some words in each sentence that you 
thought were more important to understand?

♦ If so, which words were they and why did you think they were more 
important?....................................................................................

♦ Is there anything else you can say about how you went about 
understanding this text?......................................................
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 4

Year 9 French survey 4

Number

Read the following text and write as much as you can for each 
answer. Answer in English and tick the boxes in Question 6 
that you think are nearest to what you did.

Pendant les vacances j ’essaie de planifier un peu ce que je vais 
faire. Par exem plej’essaie de faire un peu de sport toutes les 
semaines et j ’essaie d’aider ma mere pour le menage et dans la 
cuisine. J’aime bien lire aussi, et puis bien sur je regarde pas mal de 
television. S’il fait mauvais j ’aime faire des jeux de societe. 
(Olivier)

pendant -  during les vacances -  the holidays
j ’essaie -  I try planifier -  to plan
un peu -  a bit je vais -  I’m going
faire -  to do toutes les semaines -  every week
aider - to help ma mere -  my mother
pour le menage -  with the housework
dans la cuisine -  in the kitchen
j ’aime bien -  I quite like aussi -  as well
puis -  then bien sur -  of course
je regarde -  I watch s’il fait mauvais -  if the weather is bad
des jeux de societe -  board games

1. If you found this text easier than the previous one, why did 
you find it easier?

2. What is this text about?
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 4

3. What are the activities Olivier mentions?

4. How did you go about reading the text? Did you:

♦ Read the whole text through first and then answer the 
questions?

♦ Read the whole text and then go back and try to 
understand each sentence before you answered the 
questions?

♦ Read each word and try to understand it before you 
went on to the next word?

♦ Read each sentence and try to understand it before 
you read the whole text?

♦ Did you read the words to yourself under your breath?

♦ Were there some words in each sentence that you 
thought were more important to understand?

♦ If so, which words were they and why did you think they were 
more important?

♦ Is there anything else you can say about how you went about 
understanding this text?...........................................................
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 5

Number j

Have a look at these 3 examples of French text.
have to do anything with the tex
decide which one would be the

vOGJZUtlflt

Si
Pern. dAiphon&e:

Alphome pm se:  
qampagne:. je pmrm.
Pere d}Alphonse: on pomrmt loyer m  gtte.par example?
■So&urdMphonse: oh chouettel SJ -on allait :a la mer? 
M&m.dWphome: Oh oujl Regarded un hotel peut^ire?

Mom, e’esid^eide. Onirouvara-un petit camping

Alphonse pmse: Btv.miM Ben voypns quelle surprise!
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S i p b t  A L L A tT  
- A  l A  W B f? r
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 5

AlEhongej3

Pern d'Aiphonse: Alors, des ideas pour les vacances de cet ate? 
Alphonse pensa; Qa sera quinze jours dans un camping a la 
campagne, je pane.

i if Mr| BAB, • j-uitscj
S TC N W ffi- C i-W fM ,'/i,

fttw.le «* St 5 saw*** w&fwrf t m. «e

d'Aiphonse: on pourraitlouer un gtte par example?

Soeur d'Aiphonse: oh chouetie! Si on aliait a la mer?

Mere d'Aiphonse: Oh out! Regarded, un hotel

f'A M H H C £A  >'v

C&.Mft'MC

d'Aiphonse: Mors, o’est decide. On trouvera un petit camping 
fr la campagne! | _  -

1 < A jiliNG /  # A

piscincBA-H • wjmartMKSs
. c«*r*s ««*»?«*- wsMkac* a msmmn

X w j to  <*e -ftti MgRflfe-oraiEftcwisjl 4s-«? • •

Alphonse pease: Etvoilal Ben voyons quelle surprise!
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 2, Survey 5

♦ Which of these 3 texts would you prefer to work with? 
1, 2 or 3?

♦ Why?

♦ What other help would you want to have to help you make sense of the 
text?
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 3 Group A data

A1 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It’s about what olivier 

did on his holiday
Telling what he done on 
his holiday

Oliver doing stuff on his 
holiday

Detail Watching television, 
sports events, cooking 
and seeing people like 
meet people on there 
holiday

Reading books, doing 
sports, watching 
television and playing 
board games

Reading, sports, 
television and board 
games

Important words Perdentles
vances=Holiday and the 
bit of what he did on his 
holiday and the 
examples

Perdent les vacenses -  
Holiday what he done

Anything else I would look at the 
words I knew then read 
the text together to get 
my answers

The pictures helped The words helped that’s 
all there is to it

Was it easier? Yes because on this one 
it showed me pictures 
telling use ’what he done 
on his holiday

Yes because there were 
words in english what 
told me what Oliver was 
doing on his holiday

How support used When I was reading the 
text and saw the word 
there it was it matched 
just say de television it = 
TELEVISION

Preference for text 3.
Why you found it 
easier

Because it’s like the 
pictures are telling you 
what will be the best 
hotel to stay at and I 
think the 3rd one is the 
one to stick with.

What other help you 
would have liked

A little bit of writing and 
pictures so can really 
understand what it
means



A 2 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Its about what Olivier 

did on his holiday
What Olivier did on his 
holiday

What Olivier did at 
home

Oliviers daily routine in 
the holidays

Detail watching television, 
doing sports, cooking, 
going out to meet people

Watching television, 
reading, playing sports 
e.g tennis and football, 
helping his mum and 
playing board games

help his mum around the 
house, watch T.V, 
reading and do sports

tries to plan ahead, plays 
sport, helping mum with 
houseword, plays board 
games if weather is bad, 
watch T.V

Important words ‘j’essaie and ‘planifier’ 
because I’ve only really 
come across the 
common words and I 
haven’t seen these

Anything else I tried to pick out the 
words I did know and 
think of what the next 
words coud mean

I looked at the pictures

Was it easier? Because it has pictures 
around to help you

This one is a bit easier 
because you have some 
meanings of the words

Because theres more 
help

How support used Read the text then went 
back and matched the 
pictures up to the text

I read the text through 
and look at the words I 
didn’t know and look for 
them in the list below 
the text

I look at the words 
below and tried to make 
sense of them

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because some of the 
pictures gave me a clue 
of what they were 
saying.

What other help 
you would have liked

Use simpler words or 
have some of the 
meanings at the top of 
the page to help us
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A3 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Its about Olivier did on 

his hollidays
What the character 
Olivier did in his 
hollidays

the character Olivier and 
what he plans to do

What the character 
Olivier is trying to plan 
to do

Detail Playing sport and 
watched TV

cleaning, football, 
Reading, Draugts

Sport, watch TV, read Housework, play board 
games, watch TV play 
sport

Important words
Anything else the pictures
Was it easier? its got a glossary it has a nice glossary
How support used the glossary
Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

I like to have the 
pictures with text as it 
helps me to understand 
it.

What other help 
you would have liked

Preferably a ‘key words’ 
glossary which features 
the most vital words in 
the text

A4 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about Oliver and his 

holidays and what he did
It is about Oliver and 
what he did on holiday

Detail sports, watching T. V., 
going to a restaurant

watching T.V, playing 
sports, reading and 
playing board games

Important words
Anything else To attempt to translate 

the text I picked out 
words I knew and 
attempted to guess ones 
I didn’t

no
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Was it easier? I did because it has 
pictures to help you

How support used I looked at them and 
matched them up with a 
near by word

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

it was easier to 
understand tire text when 
you have the cartoon 
wich you can give you 
clues through the body 
language of the 
characters

What other help 
you would have liked

none really

A5 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Its about Olivier’s 

holiday, what he did, 
who he went with, what 
he did, he gives 
examples

Its about Oliviers 
holiday, what he did, 
who he went with

Olivier’s holidays, what 
he did, who he went 
with

Detail ate at a cafe/restaurant, 
watched TV, played 
sport

eating at a resturant, 
playing sport, watching 
T.V

eating at a cafe, playing 
sport, watching T/V

Important words
Anything else I read the question first 

and then the text to find 
out the answer

read the question first 
then read the text and 
answer the question

Read the question then 
the text then answered

Was it easier? There were pictures to 
help show what the 
text’s about

the words on the edge 
help a bit than no words

How support used To show what the text 
was about, to give an 
idea of some words

Read the question and 
then the text then 
ansewered

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

I found it more fun and 
asy to read. It also
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wasn’t as bouring 
because there were 
pictures in a comic book 
style, the pictures help to 
show whats going on

What other help 
you would have liked

A6 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about a 

person telling us about 
what he likes to do

What things a person 
does and what sort of 
things they involve

It is about what Olivier 
did during his holiday

Detail Olivier mentions playing 
sport, watching the 
television and spending 
the time with his mother 
and cousin

he does sport, plays a 
board game with his 
mum and cousin, 
watching television

watching television, 
playing sport, washing, 
cleaning and ironing, 
reading

Important words
Anything else I looked at the words I 

knew and then tried to 
understand the others

Was it easier? the pictures around the 
edge made it more easy 
to understand what the 
words meant

Because the main verbs 
are written at the bottom 
with the englsih next to 
it

How support used
Preference for text 2
Why you found it 
easier

because it is much easier 
to work with and it is 
more clear to see and 
read

What other help 
you would have liked

maybe some long words 
or words that seen 
harder to work out, 
could have what they 
mean by the side so 
people can work out
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what the text is all about

A7 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about 

Olivier’s holiday, what 
he did, how long he 
went and who he went 
with

Detail Olivier mentioned 
watching TV, out to 
eat?, played darts or a 
game

Important words vacances, sport toutes, 
samaines, le menage et 
dans la cuisine, regards 
pas mal de television, 
jeux de societe

Anything else
Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

The pictures at the side 
help you to understand 
a bit about the 
conversation and what 
type of place they want 
to stay in

What other help 
you would have liked

Maybe a few pictures of 
the family discussing the 
situation or a picture of 
the character who is 
speaking
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A8 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist This text is about 

Olivier’s holiday and 
what things happened 
during the holidays, like 
what Olivier did

This is about Olivier’s 
holiday and what 
happened during it

Detail reading, watch television reading, watching 
television, playing board 
games, gong to the sport 
centre to play sport

Important words If there was a word I 
already knew, like 
‘television’ I would try 
and work out what the 
words around them 
menat, so these words 
were quite important

Anything else I tried to fiure out some 
words by what they 
looked like and if they 
looked like an english 
word

Was it easier? This text has pictures 
around, which help me 
to understand the text 
more

How support used I used the pictures to 
help understand the text, 
because I didn’t know 
what some of the words 
were

Preference for text 2
Why you found it 
easier

This one is set out 
easier, with pictures in 
the text to me isn’t as 
easy to read because I 
get distracted by the 
pictures
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What other help 
you would have liked

I get a bit stuck on some 
of the words because I 
don’t know what they 
mean, but that’s all.
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A10 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about what things 

he likes doing
The text is about what 
Olivier did on his 
holiday

Detail watching television, 
sport, something to do 
with his mom

playing sport, cleaning 
up, watching television, 
playing board games, 
reading books, doing the 
ironing

Important words
Anything else no
Was it easier? Because the pictures are 

the things he did during 
his holiday

How support used I used the pictures to try 
and match some of the 
words to them to help 
me understand the text 
more

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it is easier and I 
can understand it better 
than the rest of them, 
Also, you can see who is 
saying what

What other help 
you would have liked

I thinbk if the writing 
was bigger and in 
shorter bits

A ll Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about somebody’s 

holiday. I don’t think that 
the people went away, it is 
just an annual holiday.

An annual holiday at home. 
A boy is saying what he did 
during his holidays

An annual holiday. A boy is 
saying what he plans to do 
during his holidays

Detail Something to do with sport, 
helping his mom in the 
kitcen, watching television 
and also reading

Helping his mom, watching 
television, chess, reading 
and something to do with 
sport

something to do with sport, 
helping his mom, reading, 
watching television and 
playing chess
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Important words
Anything else I read the text and 

answered the questions 
by only using words that 
I know.

using the pictures Using the key

Was it easier? I didn’t really fmd it 
easier. It has pictures so 
that helps me understand 
a bit more.

There is a key, stating 
important words/phrases

How support used I used them by matching 
them with the word e.g. 
sport -  the raquet and 
ball

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

There is clear text next 
to a picture. A picture is 
also helpful as it helps 
you understand what is 
going on

What other help 
you would have liked

Maybe a box with 
important words in the 
english next to then, like 
a key would be quite 
helpful

A 12 filled in the number on Survey 1 and 2, but then left the room due to being upset about personal problems

A13 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the text is about Oliviers 

holiday what he did and 
ate

work, playing, watching 
T.V. and reading

What Olivier did on his 
vacasion

What Olivier did in the 
holidays

Detail doing sport, eating, also 
he mentions watching 
television

T.V. reading, sports and 
cleaning

sport, T.V. & eating T.V. Housework, 
Boardgames, sport

Important words sport, menage & 
television - 1 felt they 
were words I reconised

Anything else using the picktures The translasions 
underneath the text

the words was almost all 
translated

Was it easier? because it has pictures because almost all of it
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with it was translated
How support used I matched them up with 

the words that I 
undrestod

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because you can look at 
the picktures as wel as 
the texts

What other help 
you would have liked

bigger and bolder text 
like the text four the 
questions
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 3 Group B data

B1 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It’s about a boy called 

Olivier and he is telling us 
what he does on a week 
day e.g. sports etc and who 
he does all these things 
with, and all these things 
happened when he was on 
holiday

about a person Olivier who 
went on holiday and he 
explains what he did there, 
when he did it, and who he 
did it with

about a person who goes 
away on holiday and he’s 
telling us what he did there, 
where he went, what he 
liked there

about a boy who goes on 
holiday every week

Detail He played lots of sports, he 
watched television, and 
when he played sports he 
played them in the week

he mentioned watching 
Television, he also 
mentioned doing all kinds 
of sport in that week

he mentioned playing 
sports, reading books, 
watching T. V., and places 
that he went to see and do 
something

he mentioned playing sport 
every week, cleaning and 
reading books

Important words The words that described 
where he went on holiday 
and what he actually did 
there

Anything else No! Just that the pictures helped 
more (some did.)

Yes! I used the words that 
were written under the text 
if I got stuck to help me 
understand, but I ony used a 
couple of those words to 
help me.

I read the words underneath 
the text to help me 
understand better what 
Olivier did

Was it easier? because there is pictures to 
help you know and there 
was less more writing

because their was words 
underneath the text to help 
us understand the text 
written by Olivier better.

because their was definitely 
more words to help 
understand the text’

How support used I used the pictures to try 
and work out what he did 
on holiday, e.g. what sports 
he did, etc

Preference for text 3
Why you found it easier because it shows you some 

writing and then an 
example to the text of 
writing by using a picture

What other help 
you would have liked

- m -------------------------------- . . .  . . .  .....................................

maybe some more words in 
english to help or some 
extra pictures or if  not write 
less writing to go with a 
picture



B2 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It’s about a person who 

went on hoilday, and the 
person is saying what he 
did there. He did sport, 
watched television

It is about a boy called 
Olivier who went on a 
hoilday for some weeks. 
He did a number of 
sports, and other 
activities like watching 
television

It is about Olivier who 
went on hoilday. He 
watched TV, read some 
books and did a number 
of sports

It is about a boy 
(Olivier) who goes on 
hoilday every week. He 
does sports, reads books, 
watches television and 
much more

Detail sports watching television, 
reading, and did a 
number of sports

reading, watching TV, 
some sports and other 
stuff that I am not sure 
about

watching television, 
does a bit of house 
work, reads books

Important words les vacances, un peu de 
sport, mal de television

Anything else
Was it easier? because most of the 

things that were on this 
one was on the other,
Eg: television bit, and 
the bit where it mentions 
sport

Well the words up above 
where they gave you the 
English (eg -faire -  to 
do) helped as they are 
the verbs

I did not find it easier 
than the last one even 
though we had the extra 
words to help us

How support used Did not use pictures 
until later on in the 
questions

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because it is about camp 
sites and I know a fan- 
bit about camp sites

What other help 
you would have liked
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B3 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about a 

person saying what they 
like or enjoys to do.

Detail The activities are sport
Important words
Anything else by reading it and reading 

all words I know then to 
work out other words I 
didn’t know

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because you can talk as 
well as doing some work 
and if it rained you 
wouldn’t be outdoors

What other help 
you would have liked

to be able to have more 
writing and descroption 
so if you don’t 
understand bits of the 
test you can understand 
it if you cant read or 
understand the text then 
the words you know eil 
help you

B4 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about 

Olivia:’s holiday
This text is about the 
activities he did on his 
holiday

This text is about what 
Olivia did on his 
holiday

This text is about what 
Olivia did on his 
holiday

Detail He mentions: sport, 
watching television and 
going to see his cusine

The activities are:- 
watching the match, 
watching T.V., reading, 
swimming

reading, watching T.V., 
swimming, watching the 
mate h

reading, watching the 
match, watching tele, 
playing sports and 
swimming
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Important words 1 thought the activities 
were words were that 
were important because 
they answered question
2 as well as vacances 
this gave the answer to 
question 1

The words of the sports all the sports were 
important

all the words about the 
activities

Anything else Yes the way it starts 
gives the idea that it’s a 
message about a holiday

Yes the pictures helped I think the information 
at the bottom might help 
some peopel

the translations 
underneath might help 
some people

Was it easier? Yes because I 
understand more of the 
way the words are put 
together and the pictures 
gave it away

This was not easy Yes the words 
underneath helped 
translate the text

How support used The pictures gave it 
away what all the 
activites were without 
reading the text

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked

B5 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think the text is about 

what he did at the 
weekend (ie watched 
television) or what he 
did on holiday

Detail Watching television, 
playing sport and went 
out with friends

Important words If I couldn’t understand 
certain words, I got the
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words I did understand 
and tried to put them in 
a sentance

Anything else
Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

I would prefer to work 
with number 3 because I 
think the pictures sor t of 
represent the text, so I 
found it easier

What other help 
you would have liked

Nothing
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B6 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about a girl called 

Olivier, she is saying 
what she likes to do and 
what she doesn’t

This text is about a girsl 
called Olivier, she says 
watch she does on each 
day

This text is about a girl 
called Olivia, who says 
what she does on each 
day

It is about a girl called 
Olivier who says what 
she likes to do

Detail She mentions sport,
television,
sociali\zing/playing

Watching TV, playing 
football, playing chess, 
reading

Playing sports, watching 
tele, playing games + 
reading

watching tele, playihng 
sports, playing games + 
reading

Important words
Anything else I kept scaning the 

sentences through
looked at the pics scan the text scan the text

Was it easier? I found this text easier 
but only because it has 
pictures to go with it

I found it a little easia 
because there are some 
words to help you

I found it easia than the 
last one because thae 
are more words to look 
at + to help you

How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Because there are 
pictures to help you

What other help 
you would have liked

a few words with the 
meanings
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B7 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist a boy who plays sports about a boy who p[lays 

games
A boy who plans to do a 
sports day ore something

a boy who is doing a bit 
of sport every week and 
helps his mum in the 
kitchen

Detail watches T.V, and plays 
sports

football none board games

Important words No
Anything else No No No No
Was it easier? Yes yes because it tells you 

what some of the words 
are

Yes, because it tells you 
all the words

How support used If there was a word that 
sounded like the name 
of the picture that’s what 
I would think it is

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because you can tell a 
bit of what there doing 
by the picture

What other help 
you would have liked

english underneath
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B8 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist a boy who plays sport 

with his cousin
a boy who plays tennis, 
chess and watches T.V

a boy who plas tennis 
watches T.V

he’s on holiday, plays 
sport, help with 
housework

Detail sport, football tennis reading watch 
T.V

someone on holiday who 
plays sport help with the 
housework

Important words
Anything else no looked at the pictures no
Was it easier? I found them both 

difficult
because ther was french 
words turned into 
English

How support used I know what’s in the 
passage because of the 
pictures

Preference for text 2
Why you found it 
easier

don’t know

What other help 
you would have liked

a french teacher
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BIO Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist it’s a bout oliviers 

hobbies
What games he plays hobbies hobbies

Detail television, spots play tennis watch 
Television read books

tennis T.V Books board games tennis 
Book T.V

Important words
Anything else I did not understand it I did not understand it I 

guess
Was it easier? No No because it say the 

same
No

How support used because they were on 
the sheet

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked

r rrc*
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B ll Survey I Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist it is about what Olivier 

does eg: hobbies. He 
does sport. He watches 
tele. His mom pays for 
him to do sport. He also 
socialises with friends

(

Detail Watching TV, reading., 
socialises

Important words
Anything else I did try to remember 

what certain important 
words meant

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because it is easy to 
understand. It has a 
sentence and a picture. 
The picture gives you 
clues to what the 
sentence is about

What other help 
you would have liked

The important words 
could be underlined so 
we know to pay more 
attention to those 
particular words

B12 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about what 

activities Olivier does 
and when he does not. It 
also says whether he 
likes doing it

This text is about what 
Olivier does in his time 
and if he likes it

It is about what Olivier 
does on his holiday

Detail Olivier mentions:- watching television, watch T.V, play a bit of
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reading, watching 
television

reading books, playing 
board games, cleaning, 
playing tennis

sport, do some 
housework with hid 
mom, play board games

Important words television, lire, sport 
regards because I knew 
these words and I tried 
to make the sentences 
out of them

s’il fait mauvais, je 
regards, pour le menage 
because they say what 
Olivier does

Anything else I couldh?t understand all 
these words but there 
were some I could

I understand this text 
more by the pictures 
given

I read the words which 
are given below to 
understand the words I 
don’t know

Was it easier? I found it easier because 
there were more words I 
know in this text and the 
pictures helped me

I found this text easier 
because there are words 
from the text that are 
given in English

How support used I use the pictures by 
putting the text right and 
together, also these 
pictures are in the text

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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B13 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about what Olivier 

does and when it does 
not. It says whether 
Olivier likes it.

It is about the things 
Olivier likes to do

It is about what Olivier 
likes to do in his spare 
time

What Olivier likes to do 
in his spare time and 
when it is bad weather

Detail He watches T. V., he 
reads and he also helps 
the society

Olivier mentions that he 
watches T.V, cleans, 
plays football and 
tennis, reads and plays 
board games

Watching T.V., playing 
football, tennis and 
board games, cleaning 
and reading

Watching T.V, reading, 
cleaning, playing 
football, tennis and 
board games

Important words par exemple I thought 
this was more important 
because it told you 
things that he liked to do

Anything else There were some Words 
that I did and didn’t 
understand through the 
text

It was easy because 
there were pictures to 
heip you

It Was easy because they 
put some english words 
next to some of the 
french words

It was easy because they 
put english words + 
sentences next to the 
french ones

Was it easier? I found it easier because 
it had pictures on the 
side to help you

I found it easier because 
they put the english 
words next to some of 
the french words

I found it easier because 
they put english words 
and sentences next to the 
french one

How support used I looked at then and then 
it gave me an idea of 
what Olivier liked

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

Because it has senences 
and questions with 
pictures so the pictures 
would give you a clue

What other help 
you would have liked

I would need probably 
some English words 
next to some of the 
french ones
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B14 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist What he does each day 

and other activities that 
happen which he takes 
part in

What he does during his 1 
week in and out of 
school

What he does in the 
week, what he likes 
doing and how he does it 
with

What he does in the 
week and who with

Detail Watching television and 
going down to his 
cousins, sport juring the 
week, home work

playing chess, Sport, 
house work, homework 
watching TV going to 
his cousins

doing home work, 
helping around the 
house, playing sport, 
chess watching 
Television going to his 
cousins

home work, House 
work, sport, chess, 
watching Television

Important words
Anything else I remembered what I 

had learnt in lessons and 
it jogged my memory

Looking at the pictures looking at the words at 
the bottom to help me 
understand more about 
the text

looking at the words at 
the bottom to help me 
more

Was it easier? I looked at the pictures 
to help me and 
understand more about 
the text

I found it the same 
because it has most of 
the words that I 
Understood but there are 
some words that I didn’t 
know

It tells you at the bottom 
more words to help you 
understand

How support used I use the pictures whan I 
couldn’t Understand 
what activity he was 
doing

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

you can see what is 
happening and you can 
get the jist of the story 
more

What other help 
you would have liked

Words that tell you a bit 
about the things that you 
don’t understand and 
that you need help with
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B15 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist What Olivier did in the 

holiday and what happen 
each day

Oliviers hoilday and 
what Olivier did each 
day

What Olivier did on 
hoilday, what Olivier 
read, tried, did, planned, 
helped, watched, went, 
liked

Oliviers holidays

Detail playing sport, watching 
T.V and reading a book, 
helped mom cook meals, 
went out with friends

Reading a book, playing 
chess, watching T.V, 
playing sports, helping 
mom cook

Reading a book, 
watching T.V, playing 
chess, playing sports, 
helping mom cook,

Reading abook, playing 
sports, playing chess, 
watching T.V, helping 
mom cook,

Important words vacances -  hoilday -  
tells you what it is about

vacaces -  hoilday -  It 
tells you what happened 
each day

Anything else No Maybe Using the words helped
Was it easier? The pictures helped I found this one easier 

because of the words 
below the text, I 
understood more of the 
text

Because most of the text 
is wrote in English too.

How support used I read the text and 
looked at the pictures 
and tried to match them 
up

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Because there is pictures 
and words and you 
know who is saying it.

What other help 
you would have liked

some of the words in 
english underneath
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B17 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist what he did during his 

holidays, for example he 
stayed at home once to 
watch TV

Olivier doing many 
things, such as watch 
TV, clean up, play 
games, read and play 
sports

It’s on what Olivier is 
planning to do on his 
holiday.

it was about what he did 
during the holidays

Detail Sports, TV, stay at 
home, help mum cook, 
went out with friends 
and went out with his 
dad

TV, plays sports, helps 
clean, plays board 
games, reads,

helps his mum, watch 
TV, do sports, go out 
with people, read

play sport every week, 
watch TV, read, play 
board games, if the 
weather is bad, do other 
things

Important words
Anything else I had the pictures to help 

me
It wasn’t as easy as with 
the pictures to help me!

This helped a lot, if 
there were pictures too, 
it would be perfect

Was it easier? Yeah I found it easier 
because there were 
pictures to help me 
understand

Yeah that helps with 
some of the words at the 
bottom

Yeah there are many 
more words but the one 
before it was harder than 
this one

How support used It showed me what was 
in the text mainly and 
they were really helpful

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

it helps you by having 
pictures to help show 
what they are trying to 
tell me

What other help 
you would have liked

Nothing really, I think 
that with me pictures 
help a lot. They help me 
understand.

B18 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist A boy going on Holiday 

and what he is going to 
do there

going on holiday and 
saying what he did

It is about a kid gone on 
Holiday and he says 
what he did there

a kid saying what is he 
going to do during the 
holidays

Detail Sports watching TV Play chess, football, watching tele playing various sports, tele and
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eating nice meals tennis, reading, 
watching tele

games playing chess

Important words
Anything else look to see if any words 

are recogniseable
looking at the pictures I tried to recognise 

words I knew
using the translations at 
the bottom of the page I 
hope all tests would be 
kind enough to give 
translations

Was it easier? I found it easier because 
of the pictures

because some verbs are 
explained at the bottom

because some words are 
translated into english 
for you

How support used to recognise what Oliver 
did.

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because you can get the 
scene made clearly 
because of the nice little 
pictures

What other help 
you would have liked

B19 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist A boy going on a day 

out
A boy on his day out The same as the rest a 

boy on a day out
a boy planning before 
the holidays

Detail Sport, eating, watching 
TV

Sport, eating, watching 
TV

Sport, eating, watching 
TV

helping with housework, 
planning watching TV.

Important words sport, cuisine, 
Television

sport, cuisine, 
Television

sport, cuisine, 
Television

Menage, cuisine, 
Television

Anything else no no no NO
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Was it easier? I didn’t because the words above 
told you what they 
meant

The words tell you the 
hole passage

How support used I didn’t
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

it has a comic book 
effect

What other help 
you would have liked

Translator
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B21 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist A person talking about 

what sports he does/play 
and what he does

Detail Ball games, watching 
TV

Important words tired to look at the words 
that I thort wer right

Anything else looked at the main 
words and found out 
what they were

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Number 1 because you 
get to see a picture and 
see what they are doing 
to help you understand 
more words

What other help 
you would have liked

do the text in english 
and read the French and 
try to work out the 
words and if not look on 
the English one if stuck
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B22 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist This participant has 

written the number but 
has not filled in the 
survey

This text is about 
someone telling us about 
their hobbies and things 
they like doing

The text is about 
someone telling us all 
different things that they 
do in a day

The text is about 
someone telling us about 
a holiday

Detail Olivier mentions the 
following activities. She 
likes to read, play tenis, 
watch tele and play 
chess

She mentions, watching 
tele

Olivier mentions that 
television was one of her 
activitys and she done 
the housework

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? I found it easier because 

of the pictures on the 
side of the tex

No I didn’t find it easier I did not find this text 
easier

How support used To help me read the tex
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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B23 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Olivier’s family and 

what they like doing
about a families hobbies Olivia his mum and 

cuison’s hobbies
Olivia planning wreekly 
what he is going to do in 
the holidays

Detail Sport, television House cleaning, sport, 
board games, reading.

Household cleaning, 
sport, Board games and 
watching T.V.

playing sport, playing 
board games, helping his 
mum with the 
housework and in the 
kitchen

Important words
Anything else Yes I looked at the 

illustrations
Keep on reading it. There was even more 

definitions
Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Because of the pictures Because of the 
definitions of some 
words

More definition Aphonse 1 because the 
animation livens it up

What other help 
you would have liked

By acociating the 
pictures with the text to 
look for simularity

Some definitions of 
some words
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B25 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Tv and sport I think its 

about going on holiday
I think its about 
Entiitament and Sports

I think its about doing 
thigs activities like sport

The text is about a 
holidays

Detail sport football, tennis, chese, 
reading, tv

football tennis, tv, 
chease, reading

football chese, tennis, 
reading

Important words
Anything else I look to see if I could 

Reckanise eny of the 
words

I looked at the pictures I looked and tried to 
make of the sentences 
using the words below

I looked at the words 
undemith the texts

Was it easier? because some of the 
pictures help

I found this one easier 
because it tells you some 
of the words

I found this one easer 
because its got more 
words Done for me

How support used I looked at the picture 
and then looked for the 
name in the text

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because I can see what 
there doing

What other help 
you would have liked
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 3 Group C data
Cl Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about 

Olivier’s past time 
hobbies

the text is about Olivier 
and his past time 
hobbies

Detail Sport, television The activities are sport, 
reading, watching 
television, playing chess 
and cleaning

Important words
Anything else I took out the words I 

new and tried to read the 
sentence

the pictures

Was it easier? I found it easier because 
for some of the words I 
didn’t understand there 
are pictures to explain 
and to help

How support used I used the pictures to tell 
me what Olivier was 
talking about

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because you can see the 
people speaking and it is 
more understanding than 
the rest

What other help 
you would have liked
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C2 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the text is about what 

Olivier likes doing in his 
spare time

What Oliviers past time 
hobbies are

What Olivier does in his 
spare time

What Olivier does in his 
spare time

Detail sport watching 
television

sports watching 
television play board 
games reads a book 
tidies up

sports watches television 
reads books

tidying up plays board 
games sports watches 
television

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? There are pictures to 

help
because it has some of 
the meanings to the 
words underneath

its got more of the 
meanings written 
underneath

How support used I connected then with 
the words

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it look more 
interesting than the 
others

What other help 
you would have liked

none

293



C3 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think he’stalking 

about what he likes to do
what he likes doing What he likes doing and 

not doing
What he likes to do 
during the holidays

Detail Doing sports, going out 
with his mum watching 
T.V

the fair, sports, T.V fair, sport, T.V. Whatching television, 
reading books, helps his 
mum in the kitchen and 
the house work

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? I Did because this one 

has pictures
Because I match all the 
words up in the text

Because all the Words 
are translated into 
English

How support used By trying to match them 
up with die words

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

Because it had the 
picture to go with the 
text

What other help 
you would have liked

more pictures
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C4 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think its about his likes 

and dislikes
What he likes doing in 
his spare time

What he likes doing in 
his spare time

Detail Watching television Watching television, 
reading, sport and 
playing board games

Watching television, 
doing sports

Important words
Anything else I used the pictures
Was it easier? I found it easier because 

of the pictures
Because some of the text 
was translated into 
English

How support used I used the pictures to 
Work out What he liked

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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C5 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Don’t know I think it is about what 

they will do in the 
holidays

Detail The activities that 
Olivier mentions is 
watching television

watching television watching television watching television and 
playing board games

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? It is the same one as the 

last one
There were pictures on 
the last one to help you 
more

I found this one easier 
because there are words 
to help you in this one

How support used I just looked at them, but 
they didn’t help me.

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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C6 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5

Gist this text is about
Detail watching the television watching the television watching the television 

doing sports
watching the tele

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? It is the same text as the 

other one
there were pictures to 
help me find the answers

there were words to help 
me

How support used I look at them
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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C7 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist What Olivier likes and 

dislikes to do on 
different days!

The same What Olivier likes to do! What Olivier like to do

Detail television, sport, essay, 
societe?

chess, TV, reading, 
Tennis, football

sport, T.V. chess, 
football

The same activities

Important words de sport = is sport so I 
knew that television = is 
television I knew that.

They were the same as 
the last one

same as last one the SAME

Anything else I looked for the words I 
knew!

? ?

Was it easier? I found this on easier 
cause it shows what the 
words mean

Because its got loads of 
words to help you!

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier

I didn’t this is the same 
one!

What other help 
you would have liked
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C8 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about what 

he did over the weekend
its about how to answer 
the questions and what 
to do

How to write The 
answers and what to Do

The participant wrote 
the number but did not 
fill in any of the survey

Detail essay, sport hes not in the text we 
read

Important words
Anything else I think it’s a trick 

question
Was it easier? Because the text is wrote 

in english
Yes

How support used I didnt
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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C12 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist sports I think the text is about 

Olivier’s day -  what he 
does

I think the text is about 
Olivier trying to plan a 
rota -  her day

The text is about Olivier 
who planned her holiday

Detail Television television sports reading 
house work boards game

television reading sports 
housework board games

Television Sports 
housework

Important words Television because it 
helps piece together the 
text

The words which are 
shown in english 
because they help piece 
together the text

Anything else I tried to add the pictures
Was it easier? I found it easier because 

there are pictures to help 
as guidlines

Yes, I found it easier 
because there are words 
to help you

It was easier because 
there are lots of words to 
help

How support used I tried to put the pictures 
in the text where I could

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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C13 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist If there are any vacances 

in a sport event to watch 
on a big television with 
he mom & her cousin

different things you 
could do in a youth 
group

Olivier is planing to do 
some sport activities in 
the summer holidays

Olivia- is going to plan 
what she is going to do 
in the holidays

Detail Olivier mentions that 
there are sport activities 
int.v.

reading, Tennis, 
football, ironing, 
cleaning, board games 
and watching tv  are 
what Olivier mentions

football, tennins, 
watching t.v, reading, 
ironing, cleaning, board 
games

Board games, house 
work, watch tb,

Important words long words because it is 
good to understand 
French

none

Anything else no none none
Was it easier? I found it easier because 

it had pictures to go with 
it

I found it easier because 
it had key words under 
neath

it had all the words to 
help me read it

How support used I read the text and 
matched the pictures up 
with it

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it is telling you 
what is going on and it 
is shown in cartoon clips

What other help 
you would have liked

more text and some key 
words down the side
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C14 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about a boy the is 

tell you about his 
hobbise and what sports 
he dose

hobbies and sports

Detail Olivier likes play all 
sport and reading bookes 
and watching the T.V

all sports and watching 
t.v and reading a book

Important words sport watching TV sport watch T.V
Anything else but some times I go back 

through
No

Was it easier? because I memrised the 
texts is it was easier to 
read it

How support used I looked at them and 
there all hobbies

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because you could see 
what it was on. and 
pitchurs help me a lot

What other help 
you would have liked

more pitchurs and the 
text a little bit bigger
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C15 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist This is about Olivier and 

his hobbies and what he 
does in his spare tune.

It is about Olivier 
helping out

planning to go on 
holiday saying what he 
likes

Detail Watching television, 
teaching sport, going to 
see his mom to help her

playing chess, football, 
tennis and helping his 
mum

helping out planning to 
go on holiday playing 
board games and helping 
his mum

Important words I thought the things what 
he done were important 
and his hobbies

Just the bigger words None of them were 
because it said them all.

Anything else I didn’t understand it at 
first but I sought of 
figured it all out in the 
end

I got it really easy It was really easy 
because it gives you the 
words down the bottom

Was it easier? It is almost the same It is easier because it 
tells you the word

How support used I used them to see what 
it was

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

I found it easier to read 
from and concentrate on

What other help 
you would have liked

a bit more bigger writing
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C16 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about a kid who 

tells you about all the 
things he likes doing

a boy who likes to do 
sport and watch telli

a boy who likes to play 
sport

Detail The activities mentioned 
are sport which he likes 
playing and television 
wich he likes watching

sports television sport television

Important words
Anything else no there is nothing else 

to say about the text
none none

Was it easier? I found this text the 
same

with the word’s Just 
above

How support used to help me read it
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it has pictures to 
work with

What other help 
you would have liked

none
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C18 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I is about a boy’s family 

and what he like doing 
best

A boy an his family and 
what they do

A boy and his family 
and what the do

a boy and his mum. And 
what they do over the 
holidays

Detail playing sport cooking 
and whatching television

playing sport whatching 
Tele cleaning

playing sport watching 
tele and cleaning

watching tele cleaning 
playing board games 
playing sport

Important words
Anything else I tried to place an 

englishword to every 
french one to understand 
the text

I put the words into the 
senance where tey 
appeared

no

Was it easier? because it gave you the 
answer to some of the 
word so they were 
eaisier to know what a 
sentence is about

becayse your given the 
answer to nearly every 
word

How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

I found it a bit easier 
because There are 
pictures there to help 
you along

Because lean 
understand it eaisier

What other help 
you would have liked

By putting them to the 
apropreate sentance

The words could have 
been more presise
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C19 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think it could be about 

Olivier saying what he 
likes and what he don’t 
like

Is it about what he has to 
do and what he likes to 
do

What he dos in his spear 
time and what he like to 
do

Detail sssports whiching 
television

sports, reading house 
work board games and 
witching the T.V

sport game reading 
helping whiting 
television

Important words because I undersode 
some words I could 
make out rest

Anything else The pitctures haped me 
understand the text more

Was it easier? useing the pictures so it 
was easier to undersand 
and make out the words

the bit under the french 
were they sow you what 
the french means in 
english

How support used I use the pictures in a 
way that they could hape 
me undersand

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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C20 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about what Olivier 

likes and does in the 
week

What he likes to do

Detail sport food reading 
Television TV societe

sport reading T.V 
cleaning chess

Important words like the words telling 
you what he did I could 
understand most of them

Anything else
Was it easier? pictures to help you
How support used mached it up with the 

verbs
Preference for text 1+ 3
Why you found it 
easier

Ther is pictures to help 
you and it is not one big 
block of words

What other help 
you would have liked

teacher + diccinary
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C21 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist This Text is about what 

Oliver does in the week 
and where he lives

Where Olivier lives + 
what he does in the 
week,

Olivier, what he does in 
the week + where he 
lives

Detail sport, Television 
Reading, Food

football reading chess 
Television Tennis, 
house-work

chess reading Television 
cleaning football

Important words only the words that he 
used to tell us about the 
activities

no words

Anything else no no, it was easier than the 
last one but that’s it

Was it easier? Because at the sides 
there are pictures, so you 
know what he is about

Because of the words 
underneath

How support used When the words came 
up, I looked at the 
pictures to see I was 
right

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Because it shows you 
what’s going on + it’s 
easier to imagine what 
would happen when the 
scene was set

What other help 
you would have liked

non. number 1 was easy 
to read. The other 2 
weren't as easy
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C22 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think its about things 

she likes or has done 
with family

I think its things hes 
plaining to do/or what 
his done

Detail sport -  watching telly sports watching tv 
cleaning board games 
reading

Important words
Anything else I read each sentence 

found out which ones I 
know & then put them 
together

I look at the pictures 
then tried to find the 
words to match

Was it easier? Yes, because it seem 
spread out More

How support used I looked at the pictures 
& then found the words, 
then re-read the text

Preference for text 2
Why you found it 
easier

because 3 is easer, but 2 
is better to work with 
because its just like 
working/reading in 
English

What other help 
you would have liked

translation is English 
undemeith, or some 
small pictures

C23 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Oliviers hobbies or what 

he likes doing he say’s I 
really like reading he 
likes doing sports, and 
he likes to watch the 
telivistion

Hie boys hobbies or 
what he likes to do

Detail sport reading watchin 
the telivision go out with 
my friends

chess reading TV 
Football tennis cleaning
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Important words
Anything else I read through it slowley 

and then went through it 
again to make sure I 
didn’t get any words 
wrong

no

Was it easier? I found this one easier 
because it had pictures 
to put some idea in my 
head about what it was

How support used I read through and when 
I came across words that 
I’d met before I would 
match the picture to the 
words

Preference for text 2
Why you found it 
easier

Because it is set out 
more clearly and I can 
read what they mean 
clearly and I recognize 
some words

What other help 
you would have liked

C24 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist about sports Olivier is 

telling us about what 
sports he likes

about Olivier again and 
sports

about Ollie and sports Oliver playing sports 
and games in the 
holidays

Detail watching Television and 
socialising

Watching Television, 
reading, being bored

T.V, reading, being 
bored

T.V, being bored and 
playing games

Important words
Anything else I read it all and then 

answered the questions 
if I didn’t understand the 
question I would read it 
again

Should be more 
pitchures to help 
understand it

it was better because 
you got to figure it out 
yourself

Was it easier? no I didn’t dind it easier found it easier because because there was more
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+ no pitchers there was words to help 
you

words to help you do it 
and figure it out

How support used There wasn’t any 
pitchures

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Because it looks good to 
work with and also fun

What other help 
you would have liked

some in English

C25 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist about Olivier when hes 

doing sport do sport 3 
times a week and what 
times he is doing it

Oliver playing games about Oliver playing 
games

Oiliver playing games in 
the holidays

Detail watching television, 
reading books,

reading playing board 
games tennis cleaning 
and television I knew 
that because of pictures

Important words
Anything else I reckon its easy to read 

a sentence at a time
I looked at the words 
then read the text and it 
was easyer

Was it easier? because no pictures because its giving you 
doing word

yes very easy because its 
giving you words and 
sentences

How support used I matched the pictures 
with the word

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

One because they have 
made it easier to 
uderstand with pictures

What other help 
you would have liked

a Dictomary
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C26 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Olivier and what he 

likes to do with his 
family

Its about what Oliver 
liked to do with his 
family

Its about what Olivier 
was going to do

Detail waching T.V. sport reading, waching TV reading, T>V
Important words
Anything else Reading the words about 

what the word means
Was it easier? Because there were a 

few pictures of what 
Oliver liked to do

I found it easier because 
some meanings of words 
were there

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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C27 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about what 

Olivier likes to do
about the sports and 
other things that he does

it about the hobbies 
Olivier likes

Detail The activities are sport, 
eating and wathing

sport eating and wathing 
tele.

sport wathing tele and 
eating

Important words The main words were X 
what he did

Anything else X
Was it easier? beacause it’s shorter and 

the tricky words were 
taken out

because the verbs are at 
the bottom

How support used I didn’t really use them 
because I didn’t notice 
them

Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it was easier

What other help 
you would have liked

a dictionary
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 3 Group D data

D1 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist This text is about 

activities that Olivier 
enjoys doing and what 
he does

Detail Waching the television, 
doing sports,

Important words jaime and jaime biene 
are important because it 
says i like and i think is 
good.

Anything else
Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 2
Why you found it 
easier

because it is all together 
and easier to read

What other help 
you would have liked

a dictionary so I can 
make sense out of the 
words I didn’t no
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D2 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the text is about The text is about what 

Oliver likes doing
This text is about what 
Oliver likes doing in his 
spare time

Detail reading, chess,watching 
television, playing tennis 
and football, and ironing 
and sweeping

reading, tennis and 
football, ironing and 
sweeping, watching tv

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? I found this easier 

because the are pictures 
round the side

Because its got words at 
the bottom of it which 
help a lot.

How support used I looked at each picture 
and looked them up in 
the text

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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D4 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist what the pearson likes 

doing and what they do 
during the day

Its about someone 
saying what they like 
doing

Detail watching television, 
going out with people, 
reading, skateboarding

reading, sport, house 
jobs, television, chess

sports, chess, television, 
reading, doing jobs

Important words sport, television because 
most people do that 
every day

the ones telling you 
what they mean

Anything else Well I tried to 
understand the words 
that I new

Was it easier? because there are 
pictures of the activities

I find it easier because 
these are words on 
french telling you what 
it means

How support used try and match them up to 
the words that I know 
and try and put the other 
ones together

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because its easyier to 
read than the other 2

What other help 
you would have liked
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D5 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about a 

familly and what 
activity’s they do and 
when they do them.

about a Boy/Girl talking 
about who in his family 
like’s which activitys

a Boy or girl talking 
about what the family is 
intrested in such as sport 
and television

Detail sport, television sports, television sport, television
Important words sport and television 

because they were 
needed in the second 
question

Anything else no NO
Was it easier? Because of the 

ilustratrations around the 
text.

because some important 
words where shown in 
English at the bottom of 
the text.

How support used I looked at them when I 
came to a word which 
looked like the picture

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

Because the pictures are 
clearer and it is spaced 
out so you understand it 
better.

What other help 
you would have liked

The English undemeth

D6 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about if there 

are job vacances going 
on

Its about what Oliver 
likes doing

Detail sports television Reading Playing Games
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Reading Sports Watching 
television tiding up

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? I found it easier by 

looking at the pictures
How support used By reading the text and 

look at the pictures to 
see which one matchs

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

Because it shows 
pictures on things it says 
in the text

What other help 
you would have liked

I think that it should 
give you more pictures 
on to help you more
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D7 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist it’s about a sports 

program on television 
that they are doing 
sports events

Detail The activities are to do 
with Athletics like 
running, Javelin, long 
jump, shot-put

Important words I thought the part with 
television in was 
importantbecasue I think 
it’s a sports program on 
tv.

Anything else It mentioned sports 
events But I think they 
were all to do with 
Athletics

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it easier to 
understand and you can 
tell whats going on by 
reading the speech 
bubbles and looking at 
what the people are 
doing.

What other help 
you would have liked
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D8 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about Sport. 

It seems to be left as a 
note for someone

Its about activites. 
(hobbies)

Hobbies and actives

Detail Television, sports Television, books, 
Sports, Games

Books, TV, Basketball 
other Sports

Important words This text was hard but I 
tired

Anything else pictures make it easier With words it helps you, 
you could revise diem 
to.

Was it easier? I found this one eaiser as 
it had pictures and you 
can relate pictures to 
words

Because it had words 
(like French Volcabury) 
to help

How support used To help me thru the text
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Because it has drawing, 
and looks more 
intresting

What other help 
you would have liked

shorter text
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DIO Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is a postcard to his 

friend in french tells him 
what hotel they are 
staying what they have 
go in there rooms and 
how many are staying

It is about someone 
sending a postcard and 
telling him/her what 
they do

Detail Olivier mensions what 
activeties there are 
tennis, swimming table 
tennis and basketball.

tennis, table tennis, 
basketball and 
swimming

Important words
Anything else because I think that it 

was hard understanding
Was it easier? because it gives you 

help
How support used I used the pictures by 

seeing which one goes
Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because it is about the 
seaside, a house and 
swimming pools

What other help 
you would have liked

I am not quite sure but 
the pictures show good 
examples
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D ll Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about some people 

telling in French about 
there sports

Olivier’s sports he likes Olivier to plan to go 
somewhere very nice

Olivier planning a 
holiday

Detail television, sport toutes tennis, football, 
television

sport sports

Important words Because most of the 
words I could under 
stand

Anything else Just try and thing about 
die text and think what 
they are

Was it easier? because there was 
pictures to help you

because the words 
undemeaf say what 
some word mean

Because the pile of word 
undemeaf the text

How support used This pictures tell you 
what the text is about 
sport

Preference for text Because you can 
understand the pictures 
what they are doing

Why you found it 
easier

ask a teacher or helper to 
read you the text to you 
or try and understand it 
you self

What other help 
you would have liked
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D12 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think that this text is 

about a person doing 
certain activities. He/she 
is probably saying stuff 
about what they like

About a person going on 
about what they did

About a person doing 
stuff

About a person doing 
stuff

Detail The activities Olivier 
mention are she watches 
television and I don’t 
know the other one

Sports, Reading, Chese, 
T.V, housework

T.V., sports, Housework T.V, Sports

Important words Well I don’t understand 
french that mcuh. I got 
television because I 
knew the phrase

Anything else
Was it easier? I fmd it easier because 

there are pictures that 
Olivier has been talking 
about

I found this one a bit 
easier because it has a 
vocab.

because it has got 
another vocab

How support used I read a sentence and 
found a picture to go 
with it

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

Because the text shows 
pictures of where they 
plan to go.

What other help 
you would have liked

I’m no good with french 
so a vocabulary would 
do.
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D14 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think that this text is 

about writing a letter to 
the hotel to order a room 
for a night and about the 
activities.

Its about a person 
reading a book, then 
playing tennis and 
football, then going 
swimming, then 
watching TV and then 
playing a board game

Detail The activities that 
Olivier mentioned was 
sport activities and in an 
sports center and about 
watching television

The activities Olivier 
mentioned are reading a 
book, playing football 
and tennis, going 
swimming, watching TV 
and playing a board 
game

Important words
Anything else The text was hard and I 

couldn’t underdatnd it 
but it tried and I guessed

It was easier

Was it easier? I found it easier than the 
previous one because its 
got pictures to help you

How support used I used the pictures to 
help me know what the 
words mean

Preference for text because that is easier to 
understand

Why you found it 
easier

The help that I need is a 
French Dictionary

What other help 
you would have liked
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D15 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think that it is a test 

about writing a lettre to 
a hotel and asking for a 
price and where they 
have any vacancies etc.

It’s about a person 
reading a book then 
playing football and 
tennis then going 
swimming

Detail Sports and television 
and asking how many 
rooms and beds he 
wants to order

reading football tennis 
board games and 
swimming and the

Important words television and sport 
because there activities

Anything else It was good to read but a 
bit difficult on some of 
the words

Was it easier? because its got pictures 
and it is worded 
differently from all of 
the other ones

How support used by looking at then and 
they helped me by them 
being (illegible)

Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because that is easier the 
1 or 2 and it wouldn’t 
take much to do it

What other help 
you would have liked

It was quite hard so I 
would like help on it 
because I wouldn’t want 
to get it wrong
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D16 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5

Gist Its about sport eg. what 
sport people like its 
about how much people 
like television

sport and television

Detail Tennis, Golf, Swimming
Important words Yes he said I like and I 

don’t like
Anything else Yes I wert for the words 

that were to do with 
sport In the txt its 
important you 
understand them.

Was it easier? I found it harder than the 
last one because the last 
one I did was English 
and I can speak English 
better than French

How support used
Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

Because there was large 
pictures showing you 
each place they might go

What other help 
you would have liked

The English as well eg 
the line of the french and 
undemeth that a line of 
the English
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D17 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The participant wrote 

the number but did not 
fill in any answers on 
the survey

Olivier doing sport and 
whaching sport

Olivier doing sport and 
waching it

Holidays and Helping 
his mom

Detail football and teneses, 
reading, board games 
and T.V and swiming

football, tenes, reading, 
cleaning, and tv.

cleaning, football, board 
games

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? I did because I’v read it 

3 times and the you gave 
me some words to help 
me

because you gave me 
more words and I’v read 
it 4 times

How support used I looked at the pictures 
and then I looked at the 
text

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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D18 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think this text is about 

hobbies and sports
I think this text is about 
people doing sports and 
have hobbies.

It is about a sports 
centure were you can do 
your hobbies.

Detail television, social club, 
sports/

television, reading, 
board games, sports and 
cleaning

reading, tellie, sports, 
board games and 
cleaning

Important words NO NO NO
Anything else I read it through and did 

the answers at the same 
time.

by looking at the 
pictures

NO

Was it easier? because there is pictures 
showing what there is in 
the text.

because underneath the 
text there are english 
words

How support used because they stand out 
and they will help you 
do better

Preference for text 2
Why you found it 
easier

because they are all 
working together with 
there work

What other help 
you would have liked

teachers and pictures
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D19 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is all about different 

activities. And hobbies
doing activities! to help to watch, to hike 

and ect.
board games and extra

Detail The activities that 
Olivia mentions are 
sport, t,v and more.

chess tv sweeping 
football

chess football t.v board games holiday 
football

Important words No more no no no
Anything else no No no no
Was it easier? because it has pictures 

with it
because there is words 
to help you

because it as got most of 
the words

How support used I don’t know
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it is easy to 
understand

What other help 
you would have liked

nothing

D20 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist This text is about where 

Oliviers parents work 
and there hobbies

him and his parents 
doing all different 
activities

The same as before The same as before

Detail The activities Olivier 
mentions are Reading a 
book watching 
television

Dusting, chess T.V 
Tennis/football Reading

T.V Tennis/football 
Reading chess

same as before

Important words none of them was apart 
form societe

None None none

Anything else NO!! no No!! no!!
Was it easier? I didn’t Yes I did This even easier than all 

the rest
How support used to find out what wach 

person did on it.
Preference for text 3
Why you found it I would because it is
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easier easy est one and I have 
not worked on the others

What other help 
you would have liked

I would like to be able to 
have longer doing the 
Surveys and text

D21 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about sport thigs that I like The participant filled in 

their nunber but did not 
answer any of the 
questions

Detail Television
Important words sport Because it had all 

the things in it.
Anything else NO
Was it easier? Because I can see it 

Better
Because it tells you the 
words

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked

D22 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist The text is about what 

Different people like to 
do Different things

Detail Oliver mentioned that he 
liked to do sport

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier?
How support used
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Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

To have more words and 
a pricelist and to be able 
to see and be told what it 
would be like inside the 
hotel

What other help 
you would have liked

D23 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist They are asking if they 

have any vacances spare 
in a hotel

The participant filled  in 
their number but did not 
go on to answer any o f  
the questions

they are trying to plan a 
game plan

It is what he his 
planning to do in the 
holidays

Detail fair sport Football, tennis, TV. 
swimming

board games, tennis 
swimming

Important words
Anything else No No
Was it easier? because some of the 

words they spell the 
English for you

because most of the 
words in the text they 
spell the English for you

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked

D27 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think the text is about 

sport
the text is aaabpute 
sports wating Tv 
Reading and 
boerdgames

Detail Reading Tv Bordgames
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Important words
sports

Anything else No
Was it easier? I find this text easier 

than the previous one 
because this text got 
pictures___________

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 3 Group E data

El Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist It is about a lad called 

Olivier and it tells you 
what he likes to do in 
spear time

Detail de sports touts television 
societe menage par 
exemple

Important words pendant sports all of the 
Frenc words

Anything else It was very hard but you 
can understand some of 
it

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

Because it is very easy 
then it gets very hard so 
I cant understan it very 
well

What other help 
you would have liked

If the rords were in 
Engles Not French so 
you can understand it 
very well
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E2 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist sports and televsions the 

text is about
Detail example Pendant Olivier
Important words they sound very 

important in (illegible) 
very seriously

Anything else it was quite easy to 
understand

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it is the easiest

What other help 
you would have liked

to read more understand 
it
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E3 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the participant filled in 

their number but did not 
answer any of the 
questions

the participantfilled in 
their number but did not 
answer any of the 
questions

the participant filled in 
their number but did not 
answer any of the 
questions

Detail
Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? Because most are write 

in English
How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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£4 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the participant filled  in 

their number but did not 
answer any o f  the 
questions

the participant filled  in 
their number but did not 
answer any o f  the 
questions

Detail television board games
Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? because most of the 

words are write in 
English

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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E5 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the participant filled in 

their number but did not 
answer any of the 
questions

during the holiday I tried 
to do sports

Detail television, sport television, sport board games, television, 
sport house work

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? because there is pictures 

to help you
because there was words 
to help you with in 
french to English

because there is more 
word to help you with

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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£6 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the participant filled in 

their number but did not 
answer any of the 
questions

things a boy has been 
doing

What the boy is going to 
do our what he had done 
our what I would like to 
do

Detail sport t.v/cleaning 
reading and playing 
bordgames

sport Tv reading 
cleaning

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier? Because it’s got pictures 

to help
Because it’s got most of 
the words for you

How support used I read the text and I 
found some words And 
then found the pictures

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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E7 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the participant filled in 

their number but did not 
answer any of the 
questions

This text is about 
Games, reading and 
there is to people in it

It is ab out tv  sports 
And there are 2 people 
in it again

Some body went on 
holiday and during the 
holiday they planed 
woht they where doing.

Detail reading and Games Games, T.V, board games, watching 
t.v. planing woht they 
were doing

Important words
Anything else Yes I rembered on woht 

I seen in the other paper
Was it easier? Because there was 

pictures to help you and 
to find woht is was 
about

I did not find this text 
easier

How support used I read throught the 
passage and seen woht I 
now and what I did not 
now

Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked
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£8 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist the participant filled  in 

their number but d id  not 
answer any o f  the 
questions

the participant filled  in 
their number but did not 
answer any o f  the 
questions

It’s to watch television 
and do sports

Detail
Important words
Anything else because the words help 

you because say If it had 
bike in the it would help 
you just under neaf the 
paragraph

Was it easier? because of the words at 
the botom of the 
sentence

How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked

341



E10 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist Its about ssports and 

dans l’television
Detail that he likes sport and 

television
Important words because you have to no 

what it means before 
you start anything.

Anything else I just went along and 
hope for the best

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 3
Why you found it 
easier

because I new what they 
was oner about

What other help 
you would have liked

some reading the 
sentence for me
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E ll Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist he said in the text that he 

goes out and playes 
sport, watches the 
television

Detail he watches the television 
he playes sport

Important words because the words tell 
you what they are in 
french and eglish

Anything else I tell’t that it was a very 
hard to read

Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text 1
Why you found it 
easier

because it would be fun 
to work from

What other help 
you would have liked
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£12 Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3 Survey 4 Survey 5
Gist I think the text is about 

sport, the boys or girls 
cusin, the television, and 
Oliver

Detail the activities are sport 
playing with cusion’s 
and watching television

Important words
Anything else
Was it easier?
How support used
Preference for text
Why you found it 
easier
What other help 
you would have liked



Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading

Appendix 4 

Pilot Study -  Partial analysis

Question 3 of Survey 1 (How did you go about reading the text?) was analysed simply 

in terms o f number and percentage of pupils marking boxes. There were 25 in the 

group. Percentages are marked first, with the actual number in brackets.

20% ( 6) marked that they had read the whole text first and then answered the 

questions.

44% (11) read the text through, then went back through and tried to understand each

sentence before answering

20% (6) read the words under their breath

52% (13) thought there were significant words that were important for understanding 

the text

4% (1) read the text for word- at-a-time comprehension.

Overall, there was an 88% response, with only 12% (3) not responding 

These results indicated an insight into reaction to text that gave confidence to 

continue.

Survey 2 was done by only eight of the twenty-five participants.

Analysis o f Survey 5 showed that 50% thought they preferred the cartoon, 40% the 

single pictures and 10% the text.
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 F.L. reading. Appendix 5, Numbers of participants taking part in each Survey

No. of subjects Identification number of each pupil
Group A ____________ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
Survey 1 11 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 11 13
Survey 2 10 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 10 11 13
Survey 3 7 1 2 3 5 10 11 13
Survey 4 3 2 3 13
Survey 5 10 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 10 11 13
Group B
Survey 1 21 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 11 12 13 14 15 17 18 19 21 22 23 25
Survey 2 17 1 2 4 6 7 8 10 12 13 14 15 17 18 19 22 23 25
Survey 3 16 1 2 4 6 7 8 10 13 14 15 17 18 19 22 23 25
Survey 4 17 1 2 4 6 7 8 10 12 13 14 15 17 18 19 22 23 25
Survey 5 18 1 2 3 5 6 7 8 10 11 13 14 15 17 18 19 21 23 25
Group C
Survey 1 23 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 12 13 14 15 16 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
Survey 2 23 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 12 13 14 15 16 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
Survey 3 18 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 12 13 16 18 19 21 24 25 26 27
Survey 4 12 2 3 5 6 7 8 12 13 15 18 24 25
Survey 5 15 1 2 3 13 14 15 16 18 20 21 22 23 24 25 27
Group D
Survey 1 22 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 11 12 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 27
Survey 2 19 2 3 4 5 6 8 10 11 12 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 23 27
Survey 3 14 2 3 4 5 8 10 11 12 17 18 19 20 21 23
Survey 4 7 11 12 17 19 20 21 23
Survey 5 17 1 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 11 12 14 15 16 18 19 20 22
Group E
Survey 1 12 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 11 12
Survey 2 6 3 4 5 6 7 8
Survey 3 6 3 4 5 6 7 8
Survey 4 3 4 5 7
Survey 5 4 1 2 10 11
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 6, Instructions 
given to participants

t .

Instructions for session (It’s important that we sav the 
same things to pupils, so they have, as far as possible 
the same idea about what to do).

In the lesson today, you are going to take part in some 
important research on learning.
It is not a test, although we have to act as if it were a 
test. That means, you need to listen to the instructions 
in silence and only turn your paper over when told to. 
It is very important that you do not talk to anyone, nor 
look at anyone else’s work. You can’t get the answers 
wrong, and what we need is you answers, not 
somebody else’s.
You should each have a number. That will be your 
number for the whole time and you write it in the box 
on the front of the paper. If you do more than one 
paper, you still use that number.
Please do not write or draw anything on the paper 
except for the answers in the right place and you 
number in the box.
Turn your papers over now -  Read the text and write 
as much as you can for each answer. Write in the 
answers in English. Then go on to tick the boxes in 
the next questions that you think are nearest to what 
you did. You can tick more than one box.
If you find, that having read the text through and tried 
your best with it, you really can’t do it, then sit and 
wait for 3 minutes, then put your hand up. Put you 
hand up when you have finished the paper.
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading. Appendix 7, Initial table
analysis of data on gist and detail (examples from Groups A & B)

Figure 4. 1. 2.

To show comprehension o f gist (global information)

The highest number was AJ3. There were no missing numbers except A9. 

Incorrect tense is indicated by italics. The use o f the present is in bold italics, 

indicating nearer accuracy than use o f the past.

Group A: Survey 1 Gist 

pupil yes som e no tense,

1 X Past

2 X Past

3 X Past

4 X Past

5 X Past

6 X Presen
t

7 X Past

8 X Past

10 X Presen
t

11 X Past

12

13 X Past

tota s: 0 9 2

Fig. 4 .1 .3 .
To show comprehension of detail (activities). 
Inaccurate details are in italics. Near-accurate details are in bold italics 
Group A: Survey 1 Detail

Pupil yes some no what wrong what

1 X holiday, 

sport, TV, 
cooking,

X meeting people

2 X holiday, 

sport, TV, 

cooking,

X meeting people

3 X holiday,

348



sport TV,

4 X holiday, 

sport, TV,

X going to restaurant

5 X holiday, 

sport, TV,

X going to cafe

6 X sport TV, X spending tim e  

with mum & cousin,.

7 X holiday,

TV,

games,

X eating out

8 X holiday,

TV,

reading

10 X TV, sport, X som ething to  do  
with mum.

11 X Annual

holiday,
sport, TV,
helping
mum in
kitchen,
reading.

13 X holiday, 

sport, TV,

X eating

totals: 0 10 2 32 8 8

Figure 4.1.4.

To show comprehension o f gist (non-specific information)

The highest number was B25. The following cards were not chosen: B16, 
B20, B24.
Incorrect tense is indicated by italics. The use o f the present is in bold italics, 

indicating nearer accuracy than use o f the past.

Group B: Survey 1 Gist

Pupil yes some no tense

1 X p resen t
2 X past
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3 X p resen t
4 X not

mentioned

5 X past

6 X past

7 X p resen t

8 X presen t

10 X not

mentioned

*11 X p resen t

12 X presen t

13 X presen t

14 X presen t

15 X past

17 X past

18 X present,

future

19 X presen t

21 X p resen t

22 X

23 X presen t

25 X not

mentioned

totals: 0 13 8

Figure 4.1.5.

Inaccurate details are in italics.

Group B: Survey 1 Detail

Pupil yes som e no what wrong what

1 X holiday, 

sport, TV

2 X holiday, 

sport, TV

3 X sport

4 X holiday, 

sport, TV
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5 X holiday, 

sport, TV

6 X sport, TV

7 X sport, TV

8 X sport, X football

10 X sport, TV

11 X TV,

reading,

socialising

12 X TV,

reading

13 X TV,

reading,

X helps society

14 X TV, sport, X going to cousins', 

homework

15 X holiday,

TV,

reading,

cooking,

X friends

17 X sport, TV, 

cooking,

X friends

18 X sport, TV, X eating nice meals

19 X sport, TV, X eating

21 X TV, X ball games

22 X

23 X sport, TV,

25 X holiday, 

sport, TV

totals: 0 11 10 45 8 10
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Attention, engagement and support in Year 9 FL reading Appendix 8: Global
escriptive analysis on gist and detail and ways o f reading (examples from Group C)

Surveys the whole text was read through first before answering the questions. 
Additionally,the first was read as a whole an then the sentences returned to. In the 
second, each word was read before moving on and in both, the words were read 
under the breath.

CI4 interpreted Surveys 1 and 2 as being about hobbies and sports. The second 
survey was easier because the participant had memorised the text. The pictures were 
used to identify the hobbies. The details change from ‘play all sport, reading books 
and watching the TV’ to ‘all sports, and watching the TV and reading a book.’ The 
important words were sport and watching TV in both surveys and the reading 
technique used was reading the whole text before answering. On the first survey, the 
reader sometimes went back through the text to understand it. (RA. -3.05.)

£15 also came out in favour of the first text being about sport and hobbies, while the 
second was about ‘Olivier’s helping out’. The text was ‘almost the same’ but on the 
last question o f Survey 2, Cl 5 writes ‘ I got it really easy’. The pictures were used to 
‘see what it was’. Activities change from watching television, teaching sport and 
going to see his mum to help her, to playing chess, football, tennis, and helping his 
mum. It looks here again as if the images have been used rather than the text.
In Survey 1, the important words were the things done and hobbies, whereas in the 
second they were the bigger words. Firstly the whole text was read, and then each 
sentence was returned to before answering, but in the second the whole text was read.

C16 reported that the text was about the things a kid likes doing, changing in Survey 
2 to being about a boy who likes sport and watching television. The difficulty of the 
text was the same and the pictures were used to help the reading. Sport and television 
stay constant as activities. There is no other information given except that the whole 
text was read, then each sentence. (RA. -4.05.)

C18 reported the initial text as about a boy’s family and what he likes doing. The 
second was similar, being about the family and what it does. The second text was a bit 
easier, due to the presence of pictures, which were used by matching them to the 
appropriate sentences. Sport, watching TV and cooking change to sport, watching TV 
and cleaning. There were no important words. 18C tried to place English words to 
each French one to try to understand the first text. (S)he read firstly by reading the 
whole text and secondly by reading the whole text, then coming back to the sentences.

C19 reported the text being about likes and dislikes, added to in the second survey by 
it being about things he has to do. The pictures made it easier to understand by 
making out the words. The same pattern emerges as for C l, C2, C 4C, C7, C l2, C l3 
and C l4, where the cognate activities in Survey 1 are supplemented by information 
that could have been gathered by pictures alone, i.e. reading, house work and board 
games. The important words were those C l9 could make out, which helped in 
understand the rest. In the first survey, the whole text was read and then the sentences 
returned to, whilst in the second, the whole text was read and then the questions 
answered. (RA. -3.06.)

C20’s first interpretation was one o f what Olivier likes and also what he does in the 
week. This was reduced to what he likes to do in the second survey.
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(S)he did not actually state that Survey 2 was easier, but says that there were pictures 
to help, which were matched up by the pupil to the verbs. This is the first mention of 
using the pictures with the verbs.
The first activities were sport, food, reading, television and societe. This is the second 
(CHECK) participant to report the word in French. These have changed in Survey 2 to 
sports, reading, television, cleaning and chess. It is easy to posit that the additions of 
cleaning and chess have come simply from the pictures. Why is there a loss of food? 
Do some pupils think they should trust the pictures more than the text? Chapter 5 
could have done a post -lest to see \\>hal M>as remembered, or is that another study, to 
give kids words and play focussing games with them and give another group wrds and 
pictures and then test fo r  memory? This would look at this issue ofpicture/text 
superiority. Also, a good question to have added M>ould have been somethng like, 'M>hy 
do you think the text means this, which are the words?’
No important words were mentioned in Survey 2, but in Survey 1 they were recorded 
as The words telling you what he did I could understand most of them’. There was no 
report of reading technique in this survey, but in the second, 20C ticked reading the 
whole text through. (RA. -  4.06).

C21 reported that both texts were about what Olivier does in the week (cue from 
semaines again?) and where he lives. The second text was easier because of the 
pictures at the sides ‘so that you know what he is one about’. The pictures were used 
by looking at the words and then checking their meaning against the pictures. The 
first activities reported were sport, television, reading and food. The second group 
were tennis, football, television, reading, chess and housework. This pupil has perhaps 
had their first thoughts confirmed by the pictures, but has let the food go, as there is 
no picture of it. Both texts were read through as a whole, sentences were then returned 
to before answering. There is no added information on how the text was understood.

C22 wrote that the first text was about ‘things she likes or has done with family’, but 
that the second is about ‘things he’s planning to do/or what he’s done. This appears to 
be the first pupil to have made a transition to planning in the second text. The second 
text was easier because it seems to be more spread out (see comments on Survey 5). 
The pictures were looked at, the words were then found, then the text was re-read.
The activities in the first survey are the cognates of sport and television, which 
expand to sports, watches TV, cleaning, board games and reading.
There were no important words picked out, but there was the additional information 
that the pupil read each sentence, found out which ones were known and then put 
together. The first survey was read sentence by sentence, while the second one was 
read as a whole, then the sentences returned to.

C23 describes as being about ‘Olivier’s hobbies or what he likes doing. He say’s I 
really like reading he likes doing sports, and he likes to watch the television.’ The 
second text is reported as being about the boy’s hobbies or what he likes to do.’ The 
first activities of sport, reading, watching the television and going out with friends 
change to football, tennis, reading, TV, chess, cleaning. The pictures made the text 
easier, because the pictures ‘put an idea in my head about what it was about’. The 
pictures were used after reading through the words ‘and when I came across words 
that I’d met before I would match the pictures to the words. No important words were 
recorded, but additional information on understanding was that the text was read 
through first, then it was gone through slowly to make sure there was nothing wrong.
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This accords with the fact that 23C has ticked the box on both surveys for reading the 
text and then going back to read each sentence.

C24 thought that the first text was about sports that Olivier is telling us about and 
what sports he likes. It would appear that this pupil could think that there are two 
different texts as (s)he says that the second text is ‘about Olivier again and sports’.
The pictures did not help make this text easier, in fact ‘there wasn’t any pictures’. The 
activities changed from watching television and socialising to watching television, 
reading and being bored. There were no important words. Both texts were read as a 
whole before coming back to answer the questions. The questions in the first survey 
were read again if C24 didn’t manage to answer then the first time. This participant 
remarked in the second survey that there should be more pictures.

For C25, the text was about Olivier doing sport, how many times a week, and when 
he is doing it. The second text has been modified to being about Olivier playing 
games. The activities o f Survey 1 did not however mention sport, listing instead 
watching television, and reading books. This pupil answers that there were no 
pictures, in the question in Survey 2 about whether they found this second text easier. 
This could be read as a comment on the first text, so implies a misunderstanding of 
the question. The pictures were matched with the words and the second text produces 
the slightly extended list of television, playing board games, tennis, cleaning. Reading 
has been lost. The first text was read as a whole, then C25 went back and tried to 
understand each sentence. In response to the last question, ‘Is there anything else you 
can say about how you went about understanding this text’, (s)he commented that ‘I 
reckon it is easy to read a sentence at a time.’ The second text was read as a whole 
only. (RA. -  2.01.)

C26 thought text 1 was about Olivier and what he likes to do with his family. In 
Survey 2, the meaning stays the same, but the Tikes’ has been changed to ‘liked’. This 
second text was easier because of the pictures. However the activities in Survey 2 
have only been modified from watching TV and sport, the two cognates, to watching 
TV and reading. What does this tell us about the way 26C used the pictures?
Both texts were read as a whole and then sentences returned to for comprehension. 
(RA. -2.11.)

The last pupils o f  this group, C27 thought the text was about what Olivier likes to do, 
the report on the second text being that it was about sport and other things he does. 
The second text was shorter and the tricky words were taken out. The pictures were 
not used as they were not noticed. The activities remained constant at sports, eating 
and watching tele. Both texts were read as a whole.
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