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The second foreign language, referred to as Modern Languages in the Swedish
cutriculum, begins no later than year 6 in compulsory school. Swedish students
normally make their Language Choice (in Swedish “Sprdkval”) in year 5 and begin
their learning of the chosen language in year 6. Almost nine out of ten students
choose a Modern Language (normally French, German or Spanish) but as an al-
ternative to a Modern Language, they can also decide on additional Swedish or
English, Swedish as a Second Language, their mother tongue (if other than Swe-
dish) or Sign Language. Spanish is by far the most popular Modern Language and
more than half of the students choosing a Modern Language decide on Spanish in
year 6. However, the drop-out rates are substantial and in school year 9 the per-
centage of students learning a Modern Language is around 70%. Consequently,
approximately 30% of the students in year 9 have cither dropped the language or
have not started to learn one in school year 6.

Drawing on a socio-cognitivist approach, this thesis investigates the attitudes,
perceptions and experiences that young language learners (11 to 12 years old) hold
prior to making their choice and during their first year of learning a new language.
The students’ perspective is essential, and based on three thematic aspects, namely
Wanting to learn, Learning and Having learnt, the study investigates their experiences
concerning language learning, teaching and assessment. Three Modern Language
classes and their teachers were followed during school year 2019/2020 (one class
in each language). A mixed methods approach was used including qualitative meth-
ods (classroom observations, interviews and fieldnotes) in conjunction with quan-

titative methods (three questionnaires).



The students’ Language Choice was primarily inspired by their families, by vis-
its to a country where the target language is spoken and by the comfort of having
a friend in the Modern Language group. Furthermore, it was found that among
the participating young language learners, motivation for learning a Modern Lan-
guage in year 6 was high prior to their Language Choice (in year 5), as well as
during and after their first year of learning. However, a small decrease in motiva-
tion was noticeable at the end of the first year. In terms of gender, the analyses
generated no conclusive results to indicate that motivation for language learning
differed between the gitls and boys participating in the study. There seem to be
several contextual parameters that are interrelated and influence students’ motiva-
tion, such as group dynamics, learning conditions, peets, and patents/legal guard-
ians. Furthermore, results indicate that emotions are closely connected to language
learning and that these emotions can be both motivational and demotivational.

Other findings show that the majority of the students were content with the
teaching practices they encountered in the Modern Language classroom, that many
of them had their own strategies for studying and that they believed that they had
learnt a lot during their first year of learning the new language. Findings also reveal
a certain ambiguity towards language learning. Although many students liked and
thought that they would have good use of their Modern Language in the future,
some also believed that they would probably manage well without knowing any
other foreign languages besides English. Another important finding was that con-
textual parameters play a significant role in relation to the Language Choice. Or-
ganizational and administrational features influenced the teaching and learning
practices in the language classroom as well as the teacher’s assessment. The con-
ditions for learning a Modern Language also varied between the three languages,
mainly due to the large groups of students learning Spanish. These differences have
implications for the students learning and for the teachers’ teaching and assess-
ment and can therefore be considered problematic from a comparability perspec-

tive.



Abbreviations

CEFR
CLIL
ELP
FL
L1
L2
L3
NAE
SFL
TL
YLL

Common European Framework of References for Languages
Content and Language Integrated Learning
European Language Portfolio

Foreign Language

First Language

Second language

Third language (in this thesis referred to as SFL)
(Swedish) National Agency for Education
Second Foreign Language

Target Language

Young Language Learner
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1 Introduction

During my years as a teacher of French in an upper secondary school in Sweden,
most of my students showed an interest in and a motivation to learn the language,
but quite frequently I also met students who were demotivated for further language
studies. Some students seemed tired of learning French already when starting their
first year in upper secondary school, stating that their choice of French was made
for tactical reasons, while others seemed to feel that they did not have the profi-
ciency needed and gave up. Furthermore, these students stated that they did not
need to learn French, or any other foreign language except English, and they were
quite content when dropping the language subject. I soon recognized the need to
work with my students” motivation to learn French, realizing that as a teacher 1
played a crucial role in both motivation in the language classroom, and I must sadly
admit, sometimes also demotivation. What brought me to undertake my PhD jour-
ney was the desire to learn more about motivational aspects of language learning
and how I could enhance my students’ motivation to continue to learn French.
Consequently, this study focuses on the petceptions and expetiences of learn-
ing a foreign language other than English among young language learners (11 to
12 years old). By investigating the beliefs that young language learners hold at the
beginning of their learning of a second foreign language, it will hopefully be pos-
sible to better understand what makes language studies more fulfilling and worth-

while; this may also be applicable for older learners.

1.1 Context and background

In the Swedish curriculum, the learning of a second foreign language, called Modern
Langnages’, begins in year 6 in Swedish compulsory school. All students choose a

1 In the Swedish cutriculum, the school subject which entails the learning of a second foreign
language is called Modern Languages. Most students choose Spanish, German, or French (in
otder of students’ choice) but Chinese, Finnish, Italian or Arabic may, in some cases, be
offered. Modern Languages as a subject has its own syllabus and is the same for all foreign
languages except English, Swedish as a second language and Chinese. It may appear strange
that English is not included in Modern Languages; this is due to the special status of English as
one of the core subjects in the Swedish curriculum with its own syllabuses.
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language to learn (Swedish ‘Sprakval’, literally translated into English “The Lan-
guage Choice’) at the end of year 5, (i.e., they decide which additional language
they would like to learn in addition to English); this is normally French, German
or Spanish. The Language Choice was introduced as a concept in the Swedish
cutriculum in 1994 (‘Lpo94’) and refers to the fact that all students must make a
choice of additional language learning, but not necessarily a new foreign language.
Students can also choose to study additional English and/or Swedish, Swedish as
a Second Language, their mother tongue (if other than Swedish) or Sign Lan-
guage?.

The concept ‘Language Choice’ is essential in this study and could be further
problematized. Statistics show that many schools are not able to offer all three
second foreign languages (Granfeldt et al., 2019), hence the ‘choice’ is quite often
between two languages. In a strict sense, one could therefore argue that the Lan-
guage Choice is not much of a choice. Further, the word ‘choice’ itself needs to be
regarded with caution, since students are likely to be influenced by several factors,
such as expectations from legal guardians and/or opinions from siblings and peets,
so their final decision may be based on more than their own preferences. Moreo-
ver, school policies seldom allow students to choose between subjects, and the
Language Choice is therefore the first (and only) choice students make during
lower secondary school, at least regarding choices between subjects.

According to statistics from the Swedish National Agency for Education
(NAE), around 85% of all students in year 6 in school year 2021/2022 chose to
learn either French, German, or Spanish? (Skolverket, 2021/2022a). Spanish is by
far the most popular second foreign language in Swedish schools and more than
half of the students chose Spanish as a Modern Language for school year 6
(Skolverket, 2021/2022a). Furthermore, the drop-out rates from Modern Lan-
guages are substantial and in school year 9 the percentages of students learning a
Modern Language is approximately 70% (i.e., a drop-out rate of roughly 15%).
Consequently, 30% of all students in year 9 have either dropped their Modern
Language subject or did not start learning one in year 6 (Skolverket, 2021/2022b).
Initially, the option of not choosing a Modern Language was intended for students
with difficulties in Swedish and/or English or for children with a mother tongue

2 Swedish Sign Language for the Hearing

3 Inschool year 2021/2022, 87% of all students in year 6 chose a Modern Language; the
petcentage between the three Modern Languages in school year 6 was 20% for French, 22% for
German and 58% for Spanish.
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other than Swedish*. However, in practice, many schools have allowed students to
drop their Modern Language due to lack of motivation, energy or when students
express that learning a new language is hard work (Lirarnas Riksférbund, 2016;
Skolverket, 2018a; Tholin & Lindqvist, 2009).

During the past two decades, a central issue for educational policy makers in
Sweden has been the declining interest in foreign language learning, except for
English. Many schools also find it difficult to recruit teachers of Modern Lan-
guages, and language teachers claim that many of their students are not particularly
motivated for the language subject (Lirarnas Riksférbund, 2016). Although several
interventions have been put into place to prevent students from dropping their
Modern Language studies, there is still a great concern about the status of Modern
Languages.

The background presented here indicates a complexity of factors that interact
when Swedish students choose to learn, or choose not to learn, or even drop their
Modern Language. Further, little is known about the Language Choice in school
year 6. Hence, this study sets out to investigate the Language Choice in a Swedish
compulsory school where three Modern Language classes were observed during
one school year. The students in the three year-six classes were learning French,
German, or Spanish. The overall aim is to gain knowledge about young language
learners’ beliefs in relation to learning, teaching and assessment in the Modern
Language classroom. In addition, how do the practices encountered in the Modern
Language classroom influence their further motivation for learning the new lan-

guage?

1.2 Aims and research questions

Previous research into the motivational field of language learning has primarily
investigated adults” or older students’ experiences of language learning (Lamb,
2017; Wesely, 2012). There has been less attention to young language learners’
understanding and perceptions of language learning. Therefore, this research pro-
ject aims to generate an increased understanding of young language learners’ learn-
ing of a foreign language in Sweden. In addition, the project aims to capture the
beliefs of younger students, and what impact these might have on their learning.

The intention is to investigate young learners’ (aged 11 to 12) attitudes, beliefs, and

4 Children with other mother tongue than Swedish can also choose Mother Tongue instruction
as their Language Choice.
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expectations before and throughout their first year of Modern Language instruc-
tion, as well as the policy and organization of the Language Choice at school level.

The study has three different points of depatture/thematic aspects. The first
starting point is the notion of ‘Wanting to learn’ where the focus is on the learners’
beliefs prior to and during their learning process. The second point of departure
is ‘Learning with the aim to further explore the beliefs and attitudes of young learn-
ers in relation to classroom practices. The third point, ‘Having learn?, addresses how
the young learners experience the outcome of their first year of learning, (i.e., the
assessment, both self-assessment and teacher assessment).

Many schools in Sweden are no longer primarily monolingual, (i.e., with Swe-
dish as the mother tongue of most children), but multilingual®. Formally, multilin-
gual students can choose their mother tongue within the Language Choice. How-
ever, there are no statistics (or very little) available in relation to Mother Tongue
instruction, or for extra English and/or Swedish. This diversity in linguistic back-
grounds will therefore also be taken into consideration (see 2.1).

Consequently, the empirical study was conducted with the purpose of explor-

ing the following three main research questions:

1. What beliefs about their Language Choice do students hold prior to and
during their first year of learning a Modern language?

2. What learning and teaching practices are manifested in the language
classroom and how are these practices experienced by the students?

3. How do students assess their own language learning and how do they
experience their teacher’s assessments, both the continuous and that
which is conducted at the end of their first year of studying a Modern
Language?

The thesis will hopefully contribute to a better understanding of the students’
beliefs about language learning and language assessment. The results may have
implications, not only for teaching and language proficiency, but also for
teacher education.

5 In this thesis, the use of multilingualism leans on the definition given by the European
Commission (2007): ‘the ability of societies, institutions, groups and individuals to engage, on a
regular basis, with more than one language in their day-to-day lives’ (p. 6). This does not,
however, mean that the languages are on an equal level in mastery or balance (Cenoz, 2013).



1 INTRODUCTION

The methodological point of departure for the study is a mixed method ap-
proach using both qualitative and quantitative methods. Traditional qualitative
methods, such as interviews and classroom observations, are used in combina-
tion with questionnaires and register data to gain a broader picture of young
language learners’ beliefs about language learning.

1.3 Outline of thesis

This chapter has presented the overall aims and research question of the thesis. In
Chapter 2, the contextual background to the research project begins with the learn-
ing and teaching of foreign languages in the Swedish educational context, provid-
ing both an historic overview and a current contextual background regarding pol-
icy and curricula. This is followed by a presentation of the Swedish linguistic situ-
ation also addressing the omnipresence of English and the special status of this
language in Sweden. In addition, the chapter presents an overview of previous
studies and research in relation to the current study. Chapter 3 provides the theo-
retical framework relevant to the thesis, divided into three thematic perspectives,
namely, learning a foreign langunage, teaching practices in the langnage classroom, and assessment
of young language learners’ learning. 'The three aspects present theoretical concepts
which are relevant in relation to the subsequent analyses and results of the study.
Chapter 4 describes the methodology of the thesis and the rationale for the chosen
design. It gives an overview of the process of the data collection and the data
analyses. Issues of reliability and validity are also included and in the last section
of this chapter, ethical considerations are discussed. In Chapter 5, the results of
the study are presented in accordance with the three research questions. In Chapter
0, the results are discussed. Summary and conclusions are presented in Chapter 7
where suggestions for further research also are included. After Chapter 7, a post-
scriptum is added which discusses the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the

research study. A Swedish summary is presented in Chapter 9.
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2 Contextual background and
literature review

The following chapter provides the contextual background of the research project.
Firstly, it addresses the linguistic situation of Swedish and the strong position of
English and then continues with a historical review of foreign language teaching
in Sweden. It also provides an overview of the current situation for Modern Lan-
guages where recent changes and current issues are addressed. The chapter then
continues with a literature review divided into two parts. National reports and sut-
veys are presented first, followed by previous research in relation to Modern Lan-
guages in the Swedish educational context. Last, the chapter turns to the European
context of foreign language teaching and learning, where both similarities and dif-

ferences compared to Sweden are noticed.

2.1 Linguistic diversity in Sweden

Sweden is a country with approximately 10.5 million inhabitants which entails that,
from a global perspective, the Swedish language is spoken by comparatively few.
Even though Sweden may have previously been considered a largely monolin-
gual country, minority languages have always co-existed together with the Swedish
language. Due to historical and cultural reasons, there are five official minority
languages: Sami, Meinkieli (Tornedal Finnish), Finnish, Romany Chib and Yid-
dish. In 2009, the Swedish parliament adopted a Language Act (SES 2009:600,
Kulturdepartementet [Ministry of Education]), giving the five national minority
languages, and the Swedish Sign Language, certain rights; these include the right
to use the minority language in societal and public contexts and ‘in the public sec-
tor and in international contexts’ (SFS 2009:600). The Language Act stresses the
right to use one’s mother tongue: [...] persons belonging to a national minority
are to be given the opportunity to learn, develop and use the minority language.’
(SES 2009:600, section 14). The right to be entitled to support in a first language
also applies to all minority languages; this makes Sweden’s language policy seem
quite radical in a global perspective (Lindgren & Enever, 2015). Furthermore, Swe-
den has acknowledged the European Language policy recommendation that all
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European citizens should be able to speak two foreign languages besides their
mother tongue, also known as the ‘1 + 2 formula’®.

Like many other European countries, Sweden has had several waves of immi-
gration during the 20t century mirroring an increasing globalization as well as po-
litical and economic crises. According to the Language Council” in Sweden, there
are about 200 different languages in Sweden; these minority languages include (in
order of frequency, starting with the most frequent) Arabic, Finnish, Somali, Dari,
Persian, Tigrinya, Bosnian-Serbo-Croatian, Polish, Turkish and Spanish (Institutet
for sprak och folkminnen, 2021). Recent statistics from Statistics Sweden® show
that approximately 20% of the Swedish population have a migrant background.

This linguistic diversity has changed the school context and schools in Sweden
can no longer be seen as mainly monolingual. Furthermore, there is an increasing
number of students with Swedish as a second language, and with an increased
demand for Mother Tongue instruction and language guidance in the mother
tongue? within the school timetable. However, only about 55% of the students
entitled to Mother Tongue instruction receive this instruction (Thurfjell, 2017).
According to statistics from the NAE, 26% of all students in compulsory school
have a foreign background!? (Skolverket, 2020a; 2020b).

2.1.1. English in Swedish society

Increasing globalization has entailed changes for certain languages and perhaps
this is most pertinent for the English language. In many parts of the world, English
is no longer seen as a foreign language, but as a second language. The wide spread
of English as a global language was already discussed by Kachru in 1985, when he
illustrated the historical spread of the English language with the use of concentric
circles. The ‘inner circle’ is represented by native Anglophone speakers, the ‘outer

circle’ represents the postcolonial territories where the English language is used

6 The ‘1 + 2’ formula refers to the mother tongue (1) and the learning of two foreign languages
(2), which was first stated in the conclusions in the Barcelona European Council Conclusions
(2002).

7 Sprakradet is the Language Council of Sweden and is a part of Institutet for sprak och
folkminnen [The Institute for Language and Folklore].

8  Statistics Sweden (Statistiska centralbyran) is responsible for official statistics and for other
government statistics: https:/ /www.scb.se/hitta-statistik /svetige-i-siffror/manniskorna-i-
sverige/utrikes-fodda
Sprikhandledning i modersmilet.

10 The term used by the NAE is “utlindsk bakgrund”, literally translated into ‘foreign
background’, referring to children who were ecither born in a foreign country, or have two
parents who were born in a foreign country.
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for administration and official purposes as a second language, and finally, the ‘ex-
panding circle’ represents English as a foreign language. According to many schol-
ars, this ‘expanding circle’ has widened during the last few decades and in some
contexts, the ‘expanding circle’ has become more of an ‘outer circle’; in the Scan-
dinavian countries and the Netherlands, the English language is present to a great
extent in many contexts of society (Crystal, 2003; Graddol, 2006; McKay, 2002).
This presence of global English has implications for the educational context in
many parts of the world. Ushioda (2013a) points to the fact that mobility and new
possibilities of communication have dramatically changed language learning in
ways we might never have imagined: [...] contexts of learning and using English
in the globalized world are becoming fluid, flexible, mobile, transitory, bordetless,
and less easily definable.” (p. 5).

In the Swedish context, English is constantly present on social media, in films
that are not dubbed, and music, and many Swedes consider themselves fluent
speakers of English, especially the younger population. Furthermore, Swedish stu-
dents outperformed a considerable number of other European students partici-
pating in the European Survey on Language Competences (European Commis-
sion, 2012a) in language skills, primarily in reading and listening skills where Swe-
dish students even attained better results than students from Malta, where English
is an official language.

In the Eurobarometer 386 survey (European Commission, 2012b)!1, 91% of
the Swedish respondents indicated that they were able to speak at least one foreign
language besides their mother tongue; in the Swedish context, English is generally
the first foreign language (86%). Further, 44% of the Swedish respondents stated
that they were able to speak two languages besides their mother tongue. In relation
to personal development, 93% of the Swedes stated that English was the most
useful language, followed by German (29%), Spanish (18%) and French (11%),
while the other languages mentioned in the survey were not perceived as very use-
ful (4% for Chinese, 2% for Italian and 0% for Russian). In terms of languages
which might be important for (their) children to learn, the overwhelming majority
(95%) considered English to be the most important language. The second most
useful language for children to learn was Spanish (34%), followed by Chinese
(19%), German (15%) and French (9%). These findings are in line with the results
from Thorson et al. (2003), Cabau-Lampa (2007), and Henry (2011)12, suggesting

11 The European Commission has not conducted any follow-up surveys on ‘Europeans and their
languages’ after the survey in 2012.
12 References are given in chronological order.
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that many young Swedes consider knowing English as sufficient in a globalized
world.

There are, of course, many ways of learning a foreign language, but when it
comes to English, many Swedes acquire a lot outside school. The high amount of
English input — both oral and written — on social media, in music, films and gaming
online, facilitates the learning of the language and this high amount of English
outside the school context has been coined as a concept — ‘extramural English’
(EE) by Sylvén (2006). Research has shown that high exposure to EE raises the
proficiency not only in vocabulary but also regarding syntax and grammar
(Sundgvist, 2009; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2012, 2014, 2016; Warnby, 2022). Further-
more, recent research has shown that Swedish children can have a large vocabulary
already at a very young age (Sylvén, 2022). The omnipresence of EE might also
have made it more difficult for Swedish teachers of English to motivate their stu-
dents in the classroom, since they seem to be learning most of the language outside
school. This obsetrvation was also supported by the School Inspectorate in a report
from 2010, where one of the conclusions was that schools need to better bridge
the gap between the English learnt outside school with the English subject taught
in school (Skolinspektionen, 2010a). The importance of the English language is
also supported in the Swedish curticulum, where English differs from other for-
eign languages, regarding starting time, number of teaching hours, as well as being
mandatory all through the school system.

As shown, the English language has a unique position in Swedish society and
several researchers (Bardel et al., 2013; Falk et al., 2015; Hyltenstam, 2004; Sylvén,
2013) have suggested that English is unofficially acquiring the role of a second
language; in Kachru’s terms, it is moving from the expanding circle to the ‘outer
circle’ (1985). English is expanding in many other sections in Swedish society, for
example in academia, in politics and in culture; this is often the case when a pres-
tigious language spreads at the expense of other languages (Vetenskapsridet,
2012). There are, however, critical voices concerning the dominance of global Eng-
lish, such as Philipson and Skutnabb-Kangas (1996) who claimed that multilingual-
ism and the promotion of foreign language learning are hindered by the monolin-
gual view of English in a European context. Philipson (2017) goes as far as com-
paring the English dominance as a kind of colonization where English is seen as a
lingua franca for humanity and expressed in the myth: ...] in international com-
munication the only language you need is English’ (p. 316).

In Sweden, discussions regarding the status of English might not be character-

ized by the notion of language imperialism, but there ate concerns for the Swedish
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language as well as for other languages — both minority languages and foreign lan-
guages. One concern is that Swedish will lose ground, or even disappear at the
expense of English, especially in certain domains, such as education, research, and
technology (Cabau-Lamba, 2007; Hult, 2005). When knowledge and skills in Eng-
lish are regarded as important key features for both individual and societal success,
the view on other languages changes, resulting in diminishing interest in foreign

languages, other than English.

2.2 Foreign language teaching in Sweden -
history and curricula

In the Swedish curriculum, the subject that comprises the second foreign language
option is called ‘Modern Languages’. Historically, it has evolved from being a ra-
ther small subject taught to a limited number of students, to a subject that most
students start in year 0, at the age of 12.

At the beginning of the 19th century, the three languages of English, French
and German were included as subjects in the curriculum of Swedish upper sec-
ondary schools, where French was regarded as the most important of the three
foreign languages (Jonasson, 1991, in Hyltenstam & Osterberg, 2010). In 1859,
German became the first foreign language (FL) taught in Swedish schools (Bardel
et al. 2019; Hyltenstam & Osterberg, 2010). However, only a small number of
students studied languages in the highly selective school system of that time. Ger-
man kept its position as the first FL learnt in school until 1946, when, after the
Second Wortld War, it was replaced by English. Eventually, in1962, English was
made compulsory for all students when the Swedish Education Act introduced a
nine-year compulsory school. French and German became optional subjects but
were required for continued studies in upper secondary school and for further
higher education (Malmberg, 2000; S6rensson, 1999). Language studies were seen
as a sort of instrument for selection of students, mirroring the assumption that
some students are theoretically gifted while others are practically gifted (Marklund,
1985, p. 220). The belief that not all students had an aptitude for language learning,
especially for German, and later also for French, contributed to the status of the
languages. English, on the contrary, was not regarded as an instrument of selection
but was considered a subject for all students, although some students could even
be relieved of that subject if it was considered too demanding for them (Tholin &
Lindgqvist, 2009).
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According to the 1962 national cutriculum for lower secondaty school, all stu-
dents were to study English between school years 4 and 7 but the subject was
optional in grades 8 and 9. However, nearly all students continued to learn English
in year 8 and 9 and approximately 50% of them also studied another FL - German
or French (Marklund, 1985; Tholin & Lindqvist, 2009). In the period of the 1962
curriculum, around 40% of those students studied German and approximately
20% studied French (Malmberg, 2000). English became compulsory in the na-
tional curriculum of 1969 from school year 3 up until school year 9 and about 60%
of the students also chose to study a second foreign language (SFL), to be able to
qualify for higher education following the nine-year compulsory school. The for-
eign languages taught were still German and French and the subject could be di-
vided into two different levels — one general level and one more advanced (i.e., a
General and a Special level)!3. The number of students in SFLs was stable during
the following two decades, but the drop-out rate increased, especially among boys
(Tholin & Lindqgvist, 2009).

In the national curriculum of 1980 (‘Lgr 80°), SFLs were no longer a require-
ment for higher education as they were in the upper secondary school reform in
1969. Prior to the new curriculum, there were plans from the National Board of
Education [Skol6verstyrelsen| to make an SFL obligatory in the Swedish curricula,
but these plans or suggestions met with a solid resistance, especially among the
language teachers. The Organization for Language Teachers in Sweden (LMS) rec-
ommended that an SFL should be optional for students, and only 12% of the
teachers asked wanted it to have a mandatory status (Skoléverstyrelsen, 1991). Fur-
thermore, if an SFL should be mandatory, the language teachers’ organization rec-
ommended that the groups were divided according to language proficiency. Be-
cause of the strong protests, the proposal to make the SFL obligatory for all stu-
dents was abandoned and accordingly, students still had the option to choose, or
not to choose, an additional FL.. However, the possibility to divide the students
into different proficiency levels in French and German was abolished but remained
in English and Mathematics. According to statistics from 1985, the number of
students in year 7 who chose to study French, or German was approximately 65%
and at the end of ninth grade the percentage had dropped to 50.5% (Tholin &
Lindqvist, 2009).

The national cutriculum of 1994 (‘Lpo94’) brought about further changes for

FLs. For the first time, a language choice was made mandatory for all students,

13 Swedish ’allmin och sirskild kurs’
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however not necessarily a new foreign language. The proposal was presented as a
‘mild requirement’ by the government bill regarding the new curriculum of 1994
(Proposition 1992/93:220) and the intention from the Government was that a
large majority of students would choose one SFL. Further, Spanish was introduced
as an option in addition to French and German; it rapidly increased in popularity
among students. Apart from these three languages, students could also decide on
extra English and/or extra Swedish, Swedish as a Second Language, Sign Lan-
guage, or Mother Tongue instruction (if other than Swedish). The possibility to
study extra English and/or Swedish was intended for students who had specific
reasons not to study an additional foreign language. However, extra English
and/or Swedish developed into an option for many students who, for vatious rea-
sons, did not want to study an SFL, and soon became the largest language choice
since many schools decided to combine the two subjects into one (Tholin & Lind-
qvist, 2009).

The syllabus changes in 1994 implied an increased amount of instruction time
for the SFL (+ 25%). Furthermore, a modification of the syllabus was made in
order to make the standards, referred to as ‘knowledge requirements’, easier to
attain; the intention was that more students would study an SFL. Along with these
changes, national assessment materials wete introduced by the Swedish National
Agency for Education (NAE) to support both learning and assessment. However,
these materials were optional for teachers and schools to use. Another change in
Lpo94 was the possibility to start learning the SFL from year 4. However, only a
very small number of students started their SFL studies earlier than year 6 or 7,
mainly due to organizational reasons (Malmberg, 2000). In addition to the possi-
bility of an early start, schools could offer students the opportunity to learn a third
foreign language in year 8; only a minority of students chose (or had the possibility
to choose) this option and less than 1% of the students in 9th grade studied a third
foreign language in 2021/22 (Skolverket, 2021/22a).14

In year 2000, the NAE made changes to the syllabuses for foreign languages
with the aim to guarantee continuity in the different language courses from the
senior level of compulsory school and forward through upper secondary school.
The subject now changed its name to ‘Modern Languages’ and a new proficiency
scale of seven steps was introduced to establish a clear progression in the language
studies throughout school. The new scaling system was inspired by the first draft

14 A third foreign language in school year 8 was made possible within what was known as the
Student’s Choice (Elevens val). There is, however, a suggestion to remove this from the
curriculum and this is being considered by the Ministry of Education.
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of the CEFR (1996) (see 3.2.3.1). The scale of seven steps included all foreign
languages taught in the Swedish syllabus, hence also English. Communication and
communicative competence were stressed even more in the syllabus from 2000,
although the oral competences (listening and speaking) and written competences
(reading and writing) had been seen as the foundations in every syllabus from 1962
(Malmberg, 2000). In the syllabus for Modern Languages of 2000, the communi-
cative approach was highlighted from the very beginning stating that the students
should develop ‘a broad communicative competence’ [“en allsidig kommunikativ
f6rmaga”].

2.2.1 The communicative stance

Since the early 1980s, the communicative stance has been increasingly emphasized
in the Swedish curriculum, as it was in many western societies since the paradigm
shift!® in language teaching during the twentieth century (Malmberg, 2001).
Drawing on the work of Chomsky (1965), the communicative competences in
language learning became more important to discuss and to determine during the
following decades (Campbell & Wales, 1970; Hymes, 1972). Canale and Swain
(1980) developed a theoretical framework which encompassed several compe-
tences within the comprehensive communicative competence, such as grammatical
competence, sociolinguistic competence, and strategic competence. In the European context,
the communicative approach was promoted and developed by influential experts
within applied linguistics and by the Council of Europe (see also 3.2.3) since many
European countries experienced a growing need for functional language compe-
tences among their citizens. Furthermore, a communicative syllabus was devel-
oped, also known as ‘threshold level’ of communicative language proficiency in a
foreign language (van Ek, 1975; van Ek & Alexander, 1980), which also entailed a
French version ‘un niveau seuil’ (Coste et al., 1976). In 1986, van Ek presented
six different competences to reach communicative ability, namely /Znguistic compe-
tence, sociolinguistic competence, disconrse competence, strategic competence, sociocultural compe-
tence, and social competence (van Ek, 1986, p. 30). The first, Znguistic competence is the
very basis for communication, meaning that to be able to communicate, there is a
need for knowledge of vocabulary and for grammatical structure. The sociolinguistic

competence addresses the ability to communicate smoothly, meaning that the learner

15 The communicative approach departs from Hymes (1972) who introduced the concept of
communicative competence, meaning the ability to use language in meaningful ways and
adopted to specific situations. It soon became an important approach in language teaching and
learning and is, therefore, seen as a paradigm shift by many scholars (Bardel, 2018).
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needs to know what to say in which context. The discourse competence is the ability,
for example, to know how to start and end a conversation, whereas the strategic
competence addresses how the learner manages to use different strategies to make
him- or herself understood. The sociocultural competence refers to contextual
knowledge which enhances communication and last, the social competence addresses
the will and motivation for communication to take place. The work of van Ek
(1986) provided a bridge between the ‘threshold level’ and the development of the
Common European Framework of References (CEFR) (see 3.2.3).

The communicative stance in language learning is based on a functional view
of language learning, namely, that communication is the main function of language
use. Communication happens in different situations and settings, and in an educa-
tional setting, the language learner needs to practice and develop different com-
municative skills, depending on the language function. Swedish researchers took
an active part in the CEFR-project already from the very beginning and the influ-
ence of the CEFR is most appatent in the syllabuses from 2000 and in the current
syllabus from 2011 (Erickson & Pakula, 2017). The action-oriented view on lan-
guage learning is emphasized in the syllabuses of Modern Languages, English,
Swedish as a Second Language and Sign Language for Hearing where the seven
steps of language learning [originally referred to as ‘steg’ in Swedish] are tentatively
linked to the proficiency levels (from Al to C2) in the CEFR. In the syllabus for
Modern Languages, communication is emphasized from the very beginning in the

phrasing of the subject aim, for example, that speaking precedes writing:

“Through teaching, students should be given the opportunity to develop all-
round communicative skills. This skill involves understanding the spoken and
written language, being able to express oneself and interact with others in the
spoken and written language and being able to adapt use of language to dif-
ferent situations, purposes, and recipients.” (Skolverket, 2018c, p. 66)

(Translated by the NAE)

These sentences reflect the very core of the communicative approach in the sense
that it is the use of the target language that is emphasized: ...] use the language in
different situations and for different purposes’ (Skolverket, 2018c, p. 606).

2.2.2 Modern Languages in the Swedish curriculum

In the Swedish curriculum, major changes were made in 2011 for compulsory
school. This curriculum was referred to as ‘Lgr 117 and entailed more descriptions

of core content and a new grading scale (see below). In contrast, other than the
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new 6-point scale, the syllabus for Modern Languages did not undergo any signif-
icant changes in relation to learning core content and aims. The curriculum was
modified in 2022 into what is referred to as ‘Lgr22’, which meant partly new ter-
minology and emphases, that did not, however, affect the communicative ap-
proach at large (Skolverket, 2022)16. The subject syllabus for Modern languages is
still common for all FLs, except for Chinese that has a modified syllabus regarding
core content and grading criteria. As in Lgr11, the total number of hours of in-
struction for Modern Languages in Lgt22 is regulated to 320 hours up to year 9,
starting in year 6 at the latest. At least 48 hours of instruction are reserved for
school year 6 (Skolverket, 2021b).

The syllabus for Modern Languages describes the overall objectives of the sub-
ject and the abilities and skills that students should acquire. It expresses long-term
goals aiming at enhancement of intercultural knowledge, thereby giving students
opportunities to participate in a globalized world. Furthermore, goals or aims that
are more specific are presented in bullet points as subject-specific abilities
(Skolverket, 2018c, p. 66).

The students should

e understand and interpret the content of spoken language and different
kinds of texts

e cxpress themselves and communicate in speech and writing

e use language strategies to understand and make themselves under-
stood!?

e adapt language for different purposes, recipients, and contexts, and

e reflect over living conditions, social and cultural phenomena in different

contexts and parts of the world where the language is used.
(Translated by the NAE)

The abilities mentioned above all draw on the competences for communication
described by van Ek (1986). The first two bullets relate to linguistic competence
and discourse competence, whereas the third bullet describes strategic compe-

tence. The fourth bullet relates both to sociolinguistic competences and discourse

16 https:/ /www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/aktuella-forandringar-pa-
grundskoleniva/amnessidor-for-andrade-kursplaner-2022/sprak /moderna-sprak

17 The use of receptive strategies as a subject-specific ability has been removed in the revised
syllabus which applies from the autumn term of 2022.
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competence and the last bullet point is what van Ek would call sociocultural com-
petence.

Furthermore, by developing skills and strategies for language learning, the
learners should learn how to learn, that is, develop metacognitive skills and to be-
come independent and autonomous learners (Malmberg, 2001). Putting the learner
in the centre and promoting learner autonomy are important ingredients in the
communicative approach. This is further emphasized in the CEFR, as well as in
the European Language Portfolio (ELP)!8, (Little, 2009), and clear in the Swedish
language syllabuses.

The syllabus, the former as well as the cutrent, expresses different core content
[centralt innehall] which should guide the learning and teaching of the new lan-
guage. The core content expresses the content of communication drawing on the
different skills in both reception and production of the language. In year 4 - 6 the
content of communication is centred around areas that are close to the students,
such as family, interests, everyday situations, places, and people. These areas are
the same for school yeats 7 - 9, but enforced with communication around activi-
ties, events, and more demanding tasks, such as expressing an opinion, an emotion
or describing an experience.

The so-called knowledge requirements (referred to as grading criteria in the
2022 version of the curricula) ate different for school yeats 6 and 9 in compulsory
school. The students are awarded grades each term as of year 6 and criteria are
provided for the grade levels of E, C and A'. From school year 2018/2019, a new
regulation requires grades for all subjects in year 0, also in Modern Languages,
which was not the case previously. The regulation introduced a new time plan in
Swedish compulsory school and the appointed time for Modern Languages is 48
hours between school year 4 - 6. The rationale for introducing grades in Modern
Languages in year 6 was to enhance equivalence between schools (making sure
that students had equal time of instruction) (Skolverket, 2021a).

18 ELP European Language Portfolio (see 3.2.3.1 and 3.3.3)

19 The Swedish grading system introduced in Lgr2011 runs from F to A where grade E is
equivalent to having passed the lowest knowledge requirements and A is the highest grade. The
F grade means that the student has not reached the knowledge requirements for E. There are
descriptions of knowledge requirements for grades E, C and A, whereas grades D and B are to
be awarded when a student has met all the requirements for the lower grade, and a substantial
part of the higher grade.
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2.2.2.1 Assessment in Modern Langnages

In terms of assessment in Modern Languages, there are no mandatory national
tests as there are in English. However, national assessment materials are provided
for French, German, and Spanish by the NAEZ2; these tests are developed accord-
ing to the same principles as the national tests in English, comprising four different
sub-tests (focusing on reading, listening, writing, and speaking). These tests are
scored according to the Swedish grading system. In addition, formative assessment
materials are provided for beginners.

Given the non-mandatory status of these tests, there are limited statistics avail-
able of test results or the frequency of usage on a national level. There are, how-
ever, indications of a relatively high usage of the national assessment material in
Swedish schools (Axelson et al., 2020). In the TAL study, 86% of the participating
teachers?! stated that they had used the tests, either in all four skills, or in some of
the skills (Erickson et al., 2018).

2.2.3 The current situation for Modern Languages

During the past two decades, there have been many alarming and pessimistic re-
potts in the media about Modern Languages in the Swedish educational system
(Bardel & Novén, 2012; Elfving, 2002; Réshammar, 2021; Stridsman, 2016).
Drawing on statistics from the NAE from 1996 to 2011, Tholin (2019) conducted
an overview of the number of students studying a Modern Language in school
years 7 to 9 and concluded that the percentage was quite stable over that period of
time. Tholin also found that about 80% of the students started to learn a Modern
Language in year 7, but approximately 20% had dropped their Modern Language
before leaving lower secondary school in year 922,

To prevent students from dropping their Modern Language, a reform that re-

warded students for continuing their language studies was introduced in 2007 (re-

20 National Tests of Foreign Languages. The NAE has commissioned the project ‘Nafs’ project
(National Tests of Foreign Languages) at the University of Gothenburg to develop national
tests and assessment materials in English and Modern Languages.
https://www.gu.se/en/national-tests-of-foreign-languages

21 In the TAL study, 315 teachers from different compulsory schools (randomly chosen), were
asked about their use of the assessment materials provided by the NAE.

22 In addition, French, German, and Spanish have even more difficulties in attracting students to
continue their language studies to a higher level in upper secondary school, especially for the
courses 4 or 5 - corresponding to the B1.1 or B1.2 level of the Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages (CEFR) scale (Skolverket, 2018a). This declining trend in language
studies, other than English, is also evident for many of the Swedish universities (SUHF, 2017



2 CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW

ferred to as extra qualification points; in Swedish meritpodng). The system entails
that extra points are added to the grade point average for those students who con-
tinue to study a Modern Language in upper secondary school; these extra points
could enhance access to university. In 2014, the system of extra qualification points
was also introduced in lower secondary school to deter students from dropping
their foreign language before the 9t grade. Recent national statistics from the NAE
show that an increasing number of students start to learn a Modern Language in
year 6 (around 85%) and that the number of students with a grade in French, Ger-
man, or Spanish in year 9, is around 70%.23

The distribution between the Modern Languages has been quite constant dut-
ing the past decade. After the introduction of Spanish in compulsory school in
1994, the language has been the most popular of the three and around 50% of the
students studying a Modern Language learn Spanish. The previous most popular
language, German, has seen a declining number of students in language classes. In
the study conducted by Tholin (2019), statistical analyses showed that in 1996,
German was the most popular foreign language (after English) with almost half of
the students in year 7 choosing German. One fourth of the students studied
French and very few studied Spanish. In 2009, Spanish had become the largest
Modern Language at the expense of the other two, where German had lost the
largest number of students. According to statistics from the NAE for school year
2021/2022, the percentage of students receiving a final grade in year 9 in Modern
Languages was 22% for German, 19% for French and 59% for Spanish?4,

However, there are demographic differences in relation to students’ Language
Choice. While Spanish is widely studied in all municipalities in Sweden, German is
studied more in tural ateas and French is studied more in urban areas (Granfeldt
et al,, 2021).

The large number of students wanting to learn Spanish as a Modern Language
has led to large groups of students and difficulties in finding qualified teachers (Riis
& Francia, 2013). In addition, many language teachers in French and German will
soon reach retirement age, which will further increase the shortage, and not only
in Spanish (Ldrarnas Riksférbund, 2016). The declining interest in foreign lan-
guages, other than English in Swedish society might reflect the alarmingly low

23 According to statistics of school year 2021/2022 provided by the NAE, 70% of all students in
year 9 studied a Modern Language. Out of these students, 95% passed the knowledge
requirements for at least an E grade (many of them receiving a higher grade than E).

24 Beside these three languages, a very small group of students (less than 1%) studied another
modern language, namely either Finnish, Chinese, Sami, or Arabic (Skolverket, 2021/2022a).
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numbers of teacher students applying to become teachers in French, German, and
Spanish, which ate the least popular subjects chosen by students applying to be-
come teachers (Bardel et al., 2019). According to the NAE, the need for certified
language teachers is most urgent for school years 7 to 9. To accommodate this
need, approximately 200 teacher students of Spanish and 100 teacher students of
French and German would need to graduate every year from 2017 - 2021 to meet
the increasing number of students as well as the forthcoming retirements (Skolver-
ket, 2017b, p. 62). Unfortunately, this has not been the case and the scatcity of
language teachers is, therefore, a present threat. The need for graduated teacher
students in all three languages will, according to the same forecast, be considerable
and no improvement can be noticed at least until 2031 (Skolverket, 2017b, p. 63).
Furthermore, statistics from the Swedish Higher Education Authority [UKA]?5
(2019) show that the average number of graduated teachers during school year
2011/2012 - 2017/2018 was below 50 for Spanish, and about 20 for German and
French (p. 21); this is far below the number needed according to the NAE. In
school year 2017/2018, as many as 80 (out of 290) municipalities in Sweden were
not able to recruit certified teachers in one of the subjects French, German, or
Spanish (Bergling, 2018).

In 2016, the Swedish Union for Teachers (Lirarnas Riksférbund) published a
report concerning Modern Languages in Swedish schools where it was concluded,
in a similar vein as the NAE, that there will be shortage of certified language teach-
ers within the next decade (as many as 5 700 new language teachers in Modern
Languages in the period of 2015 to 2029). The report gave several possible expla-
nations for the current situation (note that the study was conducted by an organi-
zation which cannot be considered altogether neutral). These include: 1) language
teachers are less paid than other teacher categories, perhaps due to the strong
overrepresentation of women among language teachers (89% of language teachers
are women), 2) dissatisfaction with working conditions and 3) a declining interest
among students and school leaders regarding Modern Languages. According to
the report, 60% of the teachers involved in the survey stated that they (had) con-
sidered leaving their employment as a language teacher (Lirarnas Riksférbund,
2010).

In addition, organizing Modern Language instruction in year 6 is problematic
for many schools, especially in rural areas where it might be difficult to find qual-
ified teachers (SKR, 2020)26. Many schools need to transport their students to an-

25 UKA [Universitetskanslersimbetet] stands for Swedish Higher Education Authority.
26 SKR [Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner] stands for Swedish Municipalities and Regions.
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other school for Modern Language classes, since the Modern Language teachers
normally teach students in year 7 to 9. In addition, due to the present lack of teach-
ers, many schools cannot offer all three languages. Results from the large-scale
TAL?7 research project show important differences between schools and munici-
palities around Sweden, where larger schools with more students tend to offer
French, German, and Spanish, whereas smaller schools do not always offer all
three languages (Granfeldt et al., 2019). The study also indicates that school dis-
tricts with a higher socio-economic parental index seem to offer all three languages
and start the language education earlier, in year 628. If only two languages are of-
fered, it is usually German and Spanish. In the northern parts of Sweden, French
is less often taught and there are more students learning Mother Tongue as their
Language Choice (24%) compared to other regions (Granfeldt et al., 2019).

In terms of the present lack of certified language teachers, the NAE made it
possible for schools to provide computer-based distance teaching (in Swedish
“Fjarrundervisning”)? in Mother Tongue, Modern Languages, and Sign Language.
The possibility for distance teaching started in 2015 (SFS 2011:185) and with an
increasing shortage of teachers in all subjects, not only in foreign languages, the
government has accepted distance education also in other subjects from 2021
(Utbildningsdepartementet®, 2020). The possibility to teach languages through
distance teaching was introduced as an experiment, but as the preliminary results
were positive (Skolverket, 2017a), the project continued and henceforth also in-
cludes other subjects. In 2018, about 7% of the compulsory schools in Sweden
organized distance education, mainly in Mother Tongue but also in Modern Lan-
guages (Wallin, 2018). During the Covid-19 pandemic, sporadically, as many as
060% of all lower secondary schools used distance teaching to prevent the spread
of the virus (Skolverket, 2021c). The implications of distance teaching, whether

positive or negative, are not yet clear, given the closeness in time of the pandemic.

27 TAL (Learning, Teaching and Assessment of Second Foreign Languages) is a large-scale survey
investigating foreign languages, other than English, in the Swedish context (see 3.4).

28 When the TAL survey was conducted, each school authority responsible could choose when
their students should start Modern Language education, including year 7. According to new
regulations in 2018, Modern Languages should start in year 6, at the latest.

29 Fjirrundervisning [Distance teaching] refers to a group of students in a classroom, being taught
by a teacher online (i.c., through a digital link). In compulsory school, the group of students
should be assisted by a coach present in the classroom.

30 Ministry of Education
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2.3 Modern Languages in the Swedish context
— national reports, surveys, and previous
research

During the past two decades, several studies investigating second foreign language
learning in the Swedish educational context have been conducted. The following
section presents a literature review divided into two categories: 1) an overview of
reports and surveys (most conducted by authorities) and 2) previous academic

studies.

2.3.1 Reports and surveys

In 1999, Sérensson conducted a pilot study commissioned by the NAE with the
intention to investigate the Language Choice implemented five years eatlier.
Sérensson concluded that the amount of time allocated for foreign languages had
increased, just as the implementation required, and that many students who started
their SFL in school year 6 instead of year 7 seemed rather positive to the earlier
start. However, the teachers were not as enthusiastic about the eatlier start, refer-
ring to the educational context, such as organizational issues when students had to
be transported between schools, to large groups of students, and that teaching
younger language learners required other teaching skills.

In another report, Barbier (2002) concluded that the educational context in
Modern Languages is essential for motivating students, stressing the importance
of how languages are learnt, and what is being taught. Barbier pointed to the im-
portance of teacher in-service training and the implementation of the communi-
cative approach. In addition, the report showed that beliefs and attitudes among
students, such as knowing English being enough, played an important role also for
FL learning.

The educational context is also highlighted in the report entitled “Sprakig
enfald eller mangfald?” [Language simplicity or diversity?] (Thorson et al., 2003).
The study was conducted in upper secondary school in collaboration with teacher
students and showed that attitudes towards the English language and the
motivation for learning it, are very different from the motivation to learn a second,
third or even fourth foreign language. Many students stated that they could not
see the importance of learning a FL, nor the use of it, apart from English. The
teachers’ explanations for the students’ drop-out rates from Modern Languages

mainly included tactical reasons, while the students pointed to the educational
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context, such as the teacher and/or the learning content. The study concluded that
there is a need for more authentic matetial, more communicative practices and a
need for further in-service training addressing language teaching.

Tholin and Lindquist (2009) investigated the Language Choice of Swedish
and/or English. After the introduction of ‘Lpo94’ and the syllabuses changes, this
new subject (often merged into oze subject) attracted many students. Although the
study focused on the Language Choice of Swedish and/or English, important con-
clusions could also be drawn for Modern Languages. This report pointed to the
fact that the SFL is optional and not compulsory which might explain some of the
large drop-out rates from the Modern languages (as many as 40% of the students
chose the alternative of Swedish and/or English in the ninth grade). The option
of Swedish and/or English was petceived as ‘an easy subject’ since the subject has
no specific syllabus; some students expressed that Modern Languages is not an
important school subject. Furthermore, the study showed that the drop out from
Modern Languages is more frequent among boys, almost twice as many boys drop
their SFL as compared to gitls. In their report, Tholin and Lindquist suggested
several explanations for the many drop-outs, such as organizational circumstances,
attitudes, and motivational aspects but also the educational context in the Modern
Languages classrooms.

In a report from 2010, the Swedish Schools Inspectorate [Skolinspektionen]
concluded that schools generally try to encourage all students to choose a SFL, but
that the information regarding the Language Choice could be improved. The re-
port also stated that the practices in the language classroom may not provide
enough motivation. Examples included little authentic material, low use of the tar-
get language, and a homogeneous way of teaching where students’ different needs
were not taken into account. Another dilemma, according to this study, was the
lack of students’ influence and autonomy in the language classroom (Skolin-
spektionen, 2010b).

In 2012, the NAE published an international language assessment survey
(ESLC31, see 2.4.1) in which Swedish students participated in English and Spanish.
Swedish students had excellent results in English, but poor results in Spanish. The
report mentions the different learning conditions for the two languages in the Swe-
dish context, for example pointing to the fact that Spanish is mainly learnt in the

classroom. (European Commission, 2012a; Skolverket, 2012).

31 European Survey on Language Competences.

37



38

YOUNG STUDENTS’ LANGUAGE CHOICE IN SWEDISH COMPULSORY SCHOOL — LEARNING,

TEACHING AND ASSESSMENT

The conditions for learning and teaching Spanish in the Swedish educational
context wete investigated in a study by Francia and Riis (2013). As previously men-
tioned, the many students who want to learn Spanish has led to large groups of
students and a lack of qualified teachers. Furthermore, the drop-out rates from
Spanish in compulsory school were substantial and it was apparent that more boys
than gitls dropped the subject. The reasons behind these drop-out rates seemed to
be the non-mandatory status of the subject, the lack of qualified teachers, lack of
extra support for students in need of it, and a lower grade of motivation to learn
Spanish. The report demanded political action on municipality level, pointing to
the different conditions for the three languages and recommended in-setvice train-
ing and increased opportunities for teachers to obtain a formal qualification in
Spanish. According to the conclusions in the report, Spanish as a school subject
needs to be given more financial support than the other two languages within the
Language Choice (French and German) to meet the learning targets in the com-
mon, national syllabus (Francia & Riis, p. 113).

The previously mentioned survey (see above) conducted by the Swedish Union
for Teachers (Lirarnas Riksférbund, 2016) not only pointed to the upcoming
shortage of language teachers, but also to the conditions for teaching a foreign
language, which in turn demonstrate the conditions for learning. In this sutrvey,
many language teachers stated that their dissatisfaction was related to working con-
ditions, such as large heterogeneous groups that sometimes involve varying levels
among the students and poor prospects of further teacher training. Furthermore,
many language teachers experienced that a considerable number of their students
had a low degree of interest in foreign language learning.

In a recent report, the Swedish Schools Inspectorate [Skolinspektionen] (2022)
concluded that many of the issues mentioned in their previous report from 2010
are still urgent problems, such as the importance of in-service training for language
teachers to maintain and develop teacher competence and that more can be done
to prevent students from dropping the subject. Other issues addressed include the
seemingly low status of the subject, and the fact that in many schools, language
teachers often lack colleagues in the same language subject. The report also points

to inequality issues, in relation to parental support and socio-economic factors.

2.3.2 Previous studies

In the following section, previous research investigating SFL in the Swedish edu-

cational context will be presented. Researchers have primarily focused on older
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students in lower secondary school (15 to 16 years old) or in upper secondary
school (16 to 18 years old); many of those studies have focused on motivation,
trying to comprehend and discuss the issues and reasons behind Swedish students’
relatively common lack of interest in FL. (other than English), also including the
many drop-outs from SFL learning.

In a doctoral thesis, Osterberg (2008) investigated the interplay between lan-
guage development through syntactic complexity and accuracy in spoken language
and the motivation and aptitude for learning Spanish as an L2. The longitudinal
study was conducted in Swedish upper secondary school. The results indicated a
correlation between language performance and progression and a higher degree of
intrinsic motivation (see 3.1.1). Students with high intrinsic motivation were more
likely to continue their language studies, whereas the students who drop out were
more instrumental in their learning approach. The study drew on the motivational
theories of Dérnyei and Skehan (2003), showing that individual intrinsic motiva-
tion correlates with language progression and performance.

Henry and Apelgren (2008) investigated attitudes towards Modern Languages
before and after the introduction of a Modern Language in school year 4, 5 or 6.
The learners’ attitudes in relation to the Modern Language were compared with
the students’ attitudes towards English, in order to investigate possible gender var-
iances. Results showed that young learners were positive towards learning both
English (boys and girls equally positive), and a Modern Language. Gitls were, how-
ever, slightly more positive towards learning a Modern Language, and furthermore,
this positive attitude was still present after one year of instruction, although a small
decline could be found. Additional results showed that girls were more positive to
communicative activities in the classroom than boys, and that girls had a higher
level of self-concept?2, meaning that the gitls in the study could more easily imagine
a possible ideal self (see further 3.1.1). In several studies, Henry has further investi-
gated motivational influence on language learning. In a study from 2010, results
revealed that most students who drop their Modern Language do so because they
find the subject boring. In another study (Henry, 2013a), six students in upper
secondary school were interviewed about their rationale for continuing to learn
French; the results show that three students learnt the language out of interest and
a desire to learn more, whilst the other three continued to learn French mainly

because of the extra qualification points.

32 In this context, self-concept refers to ‘[...] some more basic identification process within the
individual’s self-concept’” (Dérnyei and Csésier, 2002, p. 453). Within this ‘self-concept’, they
acknowledge a willingness or desire to become ‘an ideal’ .2 speaker.
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In a licentiate thesis from 2014, Nylén interviewed thirteen Swedish teachers
of Spanish focusing on their values and opinions about grammar instruction and
its role for enhancing communicative competence. Findings showed that teaching
grammatical structutres to students was important for all the teachers interviewed
and that many displayed a focus on form in their practice. Most teachers also ad-
dressed a need for in-service training where matters of how to teach grammar were
called for, as well as a closer connection between teaching and research.

Cardelds (2015) studied motivation and attitudes among students in the last
year of upper secondary school (18 to 19 years old). The students focused upon in
his doctoral thesis were learning their SFL for the sixth year, which is statistically
rare since most students drop the SFL after year 9 (at the age of 15 or 16) or after
the first year in upper secondary school. Hence, the students in Cardelus’ study
were highly motivated SFL learners. Results showed the importance of intrinsic
motivation, positive emotional references towards the target language and an im-
portant amount of self-efficacy?” in language learning. Furthermore, the study in-
dicated that family and friends played an important role when initially choosing
the language and that contacts with the target language increase motivation.

Tholin (2019) investigated state control and governance from 1996 - 2011, with
a focus on language learning (French, German, and Spanish) in Swedish compul-
sory school from the changes in the syllabus made in 1994 and 2000. These
changes were meant to strengthen Modern Languages but according to the study,
very little was gained from the implementation. The drop-out rates were not re-
duced and the number of students who passed the level of grade E did not in-
crease. Even though there was a clear governmental goal, the implementation
failed due to low state governance and the fact that teachers did not seem to per-
ceive the changes as important as intended. In addition, Tholin points to several
explanations why teachers might not perceive the changes as significant as in-
tended, namely that in many schools, language teachers have no colleagues in the
same SFL subject, which, in turn, might lead to teachers setting their own stand-
ards for assessment; the assessment materials provided by the Swedish NAE are
recommended for use, but not obligatory, which might also explain a variety in
grades between schools. The most important result, however, was that the state
governance did not rely on previous research on why students do not want to learn
an SFL, or why they drop the subject after just a couple of years.

33 Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy enhances learning when focusing less on problems and more
on solutions and setting goals, i.c., the self-perceived ability to perform (1997).
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The learning of Modern Languages was investigated from a sociological pet-
spective by Krigh in a doctoral thesis (2019). Drawing on the theoretical concept
of capital introduced by Bourdieu (1977), Krigh showed that language studies are
used as an educational strategy for the well-educated middle-class, whereas families
with less educational and cultural capital emphasized that learning English was
sufficient. Hence, Krigh concluded that investment in language studies, in the cut-
rent system, reinforces cultural and educational capital. In terms of gender, girls
(especially from upper middle-class families) reached higher final grades than boys,
who were more inclined to drop the subject (especially those from working class
families).

Rocher Hahlin (2020) investigated motivation for language learning in two
Swedish 9th grade classes learning French (students aged 15 - 16 years old, # = 45).
Drawing on Dérnyei’s L2 motivational self-system (2009) (see further 3.1.1), this in-
tervention study investigated the students’ Idea/ I3 self. The results show that class-
room activities can stimulate the Idea/ French self and that such activities should be
introduced as early as possible. There was also a strong correlation between stu-
dents’ effort and Ideal French self. Rocher Hahlin thereafter turned the perspective
to the teachers and their beliefs about motivation, as well as their motivational role
in the classroom. The study emphasizes the important role of the teacher and his
or her beliefs, as well as the psychological relationship between the learner and the
teacher.

Albeit in a study of English as the first foreign language, Nilsson (2020) inves-
tigated young students’ experiences of learning, focusing on foreign language anx-
iety, agency and learner beliefs. The students were in school year 2 to 5 in Swedish
primary school. Generally, the learners expressed a positive attitude towards Eng-
lish as well as to the teaching practices they encountered. Although some learners
experienced high levels of anxiety in the language classroom, for example when
they did not understand what was expected of them, they strongly relied on their
teacher and her/his view of abundant input in the target language and the im-
portance of guessing and daring to speak. Further, some also expressed a fear of
social exposure and negative reactions from their peers, which made them silent
in the language classroom.

The TAL project (2016 - 2018) was a large-scale survey of Modern Languages
funded by the Swedish Research Council. The project was a collaboration between
several universities and researchers in Sweden, and aimed to map learning, teach-
ing, and assessment of SFLs in the Swedish school context. The focus was on oral

proficiency, seen as an under-researched aspect of the language competences. The
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purpose of the project was to gain a better understanding and paint a broader
picture of the Swedish SFL context. The project has presented its results in several
articles and in symposia®4, and further publications are underway. One interesting
finding, out of many, is that language teachers nowadays are more positive towards
making the SFL. mandatory for all students. As many as 68% of the language teach-
ers asked in a survey conducted with 315 teachers, randomly sampled in Sweden,
were positive towatds this change (Bardel et al., 2019; Erickson et al., 2022). As a
comparison, only 12 per cent of the language teachers were in favour of making
the SFL obligatory when asked in 1991 (Skol6verstyrelsen, 1991). Further, as many
as 80% of the teachers stated that they would become a language teacher again,
given the possibility to change their professional career (Erickson et al., 2022).
Hence, these findings do not quite support the rather pessimistic findings from
the Swedish Union for Teachers (Ldrarnas Rikstérbund, 2016).

Another important result from the TAL study shows that there are important
differences in the educational context of Modern Languages across Sweden in
terms of languages offered in urban and rural areas. These differences are due to
regional, socio-economic, and educational reasons (Granfeldt et al., 2019).

In relation to this thesis, Sayehli et al. (2022) published an interesting atticle
from the TAL study showing the importance of emotions and motivation in SFL
learning. Foreign language anxiety, motivation for learning an SFL and willingness
to communicate were vatiables investigated among students in school year 9. Find-
ings point to certain gender differences in motivation and emotions in SFL learn-
ing. Girls generally displayed stronger emotions and motivation in SFL, but their
responses also indicated higher levels of anxiety and they seemed less willing to
communicate in the foreign language.

In a recent doctoral thesis, Hikansson Ramberg (2021) investigated validity in
written assessment in German in upper secondaty school. The study compared
the students’ written performance in relation to the CEFR and to the Swedish
courses 1 to 7 (previously steps, in Swedish s7g). The study concluded that the
Swedish raters’ ability to rank their students’” performances was satisfactory, alt-
hough challenges could be found, particularly for the intermediate and higher lev-
els. Furthermore, Hikansson Ramberg stressed the importance of rater training as

well as discussions about assessment among language teachers.

34 A list of publications is to be found at https://tal.blogg.lu.se/
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2.4 European perspectives

In a European context, there are, of course, both similarities and differences con-
cerning foreign language teaching and learning. The Eurostat Newstelease (2017)
concluded that 59% of all students in lower secondary school learn two or more
foreign languages. In many member states, the figure is higher, for example, in
Luxemburg (100%), Finland (98%) and Italy (96%). The two most studied lan-
guages in the European school context are English and French. English is the most
studied language in lower secondary school (97%), followed by French (34%).
French is the number one choice in Ireland and Belgium, as well as the second
choice in many other European countries. After French, German was the third
most studied language (23%) with the highest numbers in Denmark, Poland, and
Slovakia. However, Spanish, which was in fourth place in the Eurostat News-
release in 2017, has surpassed German and is currently the third choice, with high
popularity in France, Italy, Germany, and Sweden (Eurostat, 2020)35. Other lan-
guages which are studied in the European context are Russian (3%) and Italian
(1%). The former is mainly studied in the eastern parts of Europe, in some coun-
tries it is even the second most common studied language, for example in the Baltic
member states, whereas the latter is the second most common language in Malta.
In some member states, English is, however, not the main foreign language, for
example in Belgium (French), and Luxembourg (German).

The European Commission promotes language learning as a ‘key competence’
(European Commission, 2006) to enhance mobility and trade across the European
Union, but also to promote intercultural competences. The Barcelona European
Council Conclusions (2002) aimed at improving language skills ‘in particular by
teaching at least two foreign languages from a very early age’ and also to establish
‘a linguistic competence indicator’ (European Commission, 2005).

As CEFR (see 3.2.3.1) is an important tool to learn more about language pro-
ficiency and assessment of foreign language education across Europe, it has been
used as a tool of reference in two large scale surveys - The ELLIE project (Enever,
2011) and the ESLC survey (European Commission, 2012a).

35 Later statistics show a change from the percentages presented in the Eurostat Newsrelease
from 2017, whete the trend has been an increasing popularity for Spanish.
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2.4.1 BEuropean studies and reports

The ELLIE3 research study, initiated by the British Council, investigated young
language learning across Europe (Enever, 2011). The study was a transnational and
longitudinal research project (2007 - 2010), supported by the European Commis-
sion and the British Council, involving researchers from seven European countries
(Croatia, England, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Spain, and Sweden). The aim of the
project was to increase knowledge of early language learning across Europe, with
a broad research focus involving different parameters - such as school policy in
different European settings, learners’ attitudes, motivation and experiences, the
school context (including teachers and parents) and the learners’ achievements in
the target language. The children were all learning English, except in England
where the target language was French or Spanish.

The research results concluded that an eatly start in language learning can be
beneficial, albeit, under the right circumstances, such as teachers who are qualified
and adjusted to the age group. Other important factors to learning success are the
amount of out-of-school exposure of the TL through the media, internet, travel-
ling, and support from parents. The affective and motivational part of language
learning was also investigated, where one conclusion was that affective develop-
ment of young learners was rather complex. Although many researchers have as-
sumed that young language learners are generally motivated and positive when
starting to learn a FL, not all of them are. As many as 25% were quite neutral in
their attitudes and a small minority expressed that they did not like FL learning at
all. Another interesting result of the ELLIiE project is that the meta-learning ability,
(i.e., the awareness of the learning process), seems to begin early. The participating
children were able to express how they learned the FL and how they experienced
different learning and teaching methods, for example which activities they liked or
disliked and also why.

Another large-scale research project initiated by the European Commission
(2012a) was The First European Survey on Language Competences (The ESLC
Survey). The aim of this study was to collect information about language learning,
teaching, but also about policies, curricula and learning conditions across Europe
(2011). Approximately 54 000 students from 14 different European countries3’

participated in the survey. The students were all in the last year of lower secondary

36 ELLIE: Early Language Learning in Europe.

37 The participating countries in the ESL.C were Belgium (three different language communities in
Belgium), Bulgaria, Croatia, England (UK), Estonia, France, Greece, Malta, the Netherlands,
Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden.
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school or in the first year of upper secondary school. The study assessed the pat-
ticipants’ achievement in receptive skills (reading and listening) and in one produc-
tive skill (writing). In almost all European countries, English is the first foreign
language learnt in school with few exceptions3s. In each country, skills in the two
languages most widely taught were tested which resulted in five languages — Eng-
lish, French, German, Italian and Spanish. To facilitate the comparisons between
the language achievements, the assessment materials were aligned to the CEFR
with a focus to determine a basic user (Al and A2) and an independent user (B1
and B2). Although there were no desctiptors for beginners in the CEFR (at that
time), a pre-A level was also determined.

The results of the ESLC study show that there are both similarities and differ-
ences in language policies for the participating countries. European students nor-
mally learn two foreign languages which is also the goal of the European Commis-
sion (2005). As previously stated, the first foreign language is often English and in
most countries the students’ start of instruction is early (at the age of 6 to 7). The
first foreign language is normally compulsory, whereas the second foreign language
could be both obligatory and optional in relation to different educational contexts.
In some countries there is a choice between several languages (both for the first
and second foreign language), while in other countries the choice is only between
two languages. The learning of classical languages is quite rare in most European
countries, except in the French and German patts of Belgium and in Greece, where
as many as 25% of the students study Greek or Latin.

In all countries, the policy documents for foreign language teaching emphasize
communicative skills and competences. Thete are, however, differences regarding
views on which skill is to be regarded as the most important. The choice of lan-
guages to learn varies between countries and there are both cultural and regional
explanations for these differences. In some countries, the vicinity to other language
regions enhances visits abroad and informal language learning, while other coun-
tries seem to have fewer opportunities to participate in intercultural exchanges. All
the participating countries stated that the use of information and communication
technologies are common in language education and one can probably assume that
this use has increased since 2011.

When it comes to language proficiency in the first and second foreign lan-
guages, there are major differences across Europe. The results are somewhat pes-

simistic in general — the level of competence is low in both the first FL and the

38 In this survey, the German and Flemish part of Belgium and England had French as the first
foreign language.
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second FL. Only 42% of the students reached the level of an independent user in
the first FL, whereas for the second FL, only 25% reached that level (B1 and B2
according to the CEFR scale). Furthermore, 14% of the students did not reach
level A1 (basic user) for the first FL and for the second FL, the number was 20%.
Yet, there are large differences between the countries participating in the study.
Only 14% of the French students reached the level of independent user for Eng-
lish (first FL)) and the English students learning French (first FL) did not perform
any better — only 9% reached the level B1 + B2.

As previously stated, Swedish students had excellent results in English, the
first FL. For the second foreign language, however, (i.e., Spanish), approximately
80% of the Swedish students’ performances were assessed as pre-A or Al (in lis-
tening and writing, the percentage for pre-A level was approximately 40%). In
comparison with other European countries, the Swedish results are extreme, either
excellent or weak. However, there are other countries that have similar results as
the Swedish, such as Malta, the Netherlands and Estonia showing high proficiency
results in English as a first FL.. For the second FL, the results were similar to those
of Sweden, for example Poland (learning German as a second FL) and Greece
(learning French as a second FL). Interestingly, Spanish was assessed only in Swe-
den and in France, and although the French students had better results than their
Swedish peers, the differences were not so great, which might be seen as a surptis-
ing result, considering the kinship between the Spanish and French languages.

The results from the study show that there are positive correlations between
language proficiency and an eatly start of learning the language. Positive correla-
tions were also shown for language proficiency and parents’ knowledge of the TL,
as well as the students’ exposure to the target language. The students that showed
high levels of foreign language proficiency perceived the TL as useful and they
used the TL to a high extent during language lessons.

The ESLC survey indicates that, to a large extent, language teachers in Europe
have a formal qualification. There are, however, considerable differences between
the 14 European countries, which was also highlighted in the report from the Joint
Research Centre (JCR)* (European Commission, 2013), pointing to policy and

educational context, learning conditions and methodology in the specific language

39 European Commission Joint Research Centre is the Commission’s science and knowledge
centre which provides research to support and advice the Commission’s work.
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classroom®. Furthermore, the JRC report shows that there are other important
insights from the ESLC study: 1) class size differs between countries but does not
seem to be a determinant factor for language learning; 2) CLILA#! instruction seems
to have little impact on the achievement of the three skills assessed in this survey;
3) depending on context, methodology seems to have an important impact on
learning, such as the teaching of grammar and the use of the target language (TL)
in the classroom, and the use of multimedia; 4) a correlation was found between
motivation and the perception of good teaching, (i.e. the quality of teaching). In
addition, the students’ questionnaire shows that the majority of the students pet-
ceive English as the most useful language to know and the easiest to learn. The
students’ perceptions of the English language are, most probably, mirrored by the
power, status, and privilege of the English language as a universal lingua franca.
The JRC report concludes: “This report confirms that school systems that offer a
wide choice of languages tend to achieve better results in language learning. This
suggests that a plurilingual cultural environment is more conducive to language
learning’ (p. 52).

In the summary of the ESLC report*2, several challenges are listed to improve
language learning in Europe. Overall, the results of the survey point to a need for
improved language competences throughout Europe. To achieve this, the report
suggests language policies which promote ‘language-friendly living and learning
environments’ both in- and outside educational contexts (p. 13). It suggests learn-
ing methods with more exposure to the TL, more meaningful communication in
the TL and more encouragement for students to learn several languages. The re-
port also points to the fact that European countries can learn from each other

when comparing school systems.

2.4.2 Implications and lessons to learn?

Drawing on the results from the ESLC survey and the ELLIE research project, the
findings are in line with several other researchers investigating foreign language

teaching and learning, both in the European context as well as globally.

40 The European Survey on Language Competences: School-internal and External Factors in
Language Learning (2013) analysed the survey using a multinominal regression analysis for
correlational explanations behind language learning achievement. The model was controlled for
socio-economic and gender.

41 CLIL stands for Content and Language Integrated Learning and implies that [...] a foreign
language is used as a tool in the learning of a non-language subject in which both language and
subject have a joint role (Marsh, 2002, p. 58).

42 Executive summary of the ESL.C Final report (2012).
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Both studies emphasize the importance of language education quality, which
in turn is directly linked to the teachers. Previous research has shown that teachers’
qualifications play a ctrucial role in primary education (Holmes & Myles, 2019),
which was also shown in the ELLIE study. The teacher is, obviously, important
for older students as well — for enhancing learning achievement but also for moti-
vating the students. The teacher motivates students by providing plenty of input
in the foreign language, encouraging students to develop language self-confidence
and trying to create meaningful communication adapted to the students’ level of
proficiency (Dornyei, 2020; Lamb, 2017; Mercer & Dornyei, 2020). Dérnyei and
Ushioda (2011) claim that demotivation is as complex as motivation and that
teachers play a vital role in #of demotivating their students. In addition, there is a
growing research field investigating language teacher beliefs (Kalaja et al., 2015)
and cognition (Borg, 2003, 2006) when teachers’ psychology and identity are in
focus in trying to understand the relationship between what teachers think and
believe and their practices in the classroom.

The use of technology was investigated in the two teseatch projects, which has
also been highlighted in other research studies. Both the ELLIE report and the
ESLC survey point to the importance of out-of-school input of the TL, mainly
through internet use of movies and digital multimedia. Henry (2013b) emphasizes
the need to recognize and utilize students’ knowledge of technology as well as their
use of out-of-school activities involving the TL in which he refers to ‘addressing
the authenticity gap’ (p. 139). Technology makes authentic language and material
available in class which also stresses the need for further teacher training on how
to best utilize this possibility.

Another finding in the JRC report was that CLIL students did not seem to
outperform non-CLIL students, except for the students in Spain and Portugal
where significantly better results were shown among the CLIL students. The use
of CLIL methodology in Europe has expanded (especially in the northern parts of
Europe) but also in other parts of the continent, for instance in Spain where CLIL
is “particularly popular with curriculum designers’ (Lamb, 2017, p. 324). The con-
cept is often called bi-lingual education in the European context (Lorenzo, 2007)
and differs between countries and educational contexts in different types of pro-
grammes (Coyle, 2007). The most common CLIL model is to combine a foreign
language with a regional language, but English is the most widely spread language
of instruction used in CLIL (Pérez-Cafiado, 2012). Research investigating the im-
pact of CLIL methodology shows different results whete several parameters inter-

act and influence the outcome, for example, Sylvén (2013) investigating the Swe-
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dish CLIL context. There are studies showing that CLIL instruction promotes lan-
guage achievement (Dalton-Puffer, 2011); the results, however, have been ques-
tioned as other studies point to certain selection effects, such as CLIL students
tending to have a higher level of proficiency when entering a CLIL programme
(Admiraal et al., 2006; Lo & Murphy, 2010).

2.4.3 Current trends and issues

Finally, it is evident that even though the European Commission promotes and
enhances foreign language learning and plurilingualism, the dominating foreign
language in Europe is English. Furthermore, there seems to be a negative trend
for other languages, not only in Sweden, but in several other Scandinavian coun-
tries such as Denmark (Gymnasieskolernes Larerforening, 2020)43 , Norway (Car-
rai, 2016), and Finland (Kothonen, 2006; Yle, Uutiset*, 2017). This trend is also
evident in English-speaking countries. Lamb (2017) resumes that ...] in Anglo-
phone countries, the global spread of English has undermined the raison d’étre for
foreign language teaching, reflected in a diminished role for languages in national
curricula and shrinking enrolments for study at higher levels’ (p. 301). Hence, the
effects of the global spread of English are not only a declining interest in foreign
languages in Anglophone countries, but also in many other countries around the
world where English is perceived as the most important, and often the only FL to
learn. Byrnes (2007), claims that all policies are connected to larger socio-cultural
trends and drawing on that assumption, one might point to the fact that global
English is one such trend influencing policymaking throughout Europe and other
major areas of the world.

This is in sharp contrast to the European Commission’s visions of language
diversity within the union. The Commission defines multilingualism as ’the ability
of societies, institutions, groups or individuals to engage, on a regular basis, with
more than one language in their day-to-day lives’ (European Commission, 2007, p
6). Multilingualism is promoted and seen as an asset in the complex European
linguistic landscape (European Commission, 20084, European Commission,
2020b). In the executive summary of the ESLC study, the challenge for improved

language learning in Europe was stated as follows: “While all languages are not

43 Gymnasieskolernes Larerforening is the Danish Teacher Union that supports the publication
of “Tenketanken om sprog’ to support language learning in upper secondary school.

44 “Teachers concerned about declining interest in foreign languages’ (Uutiset, 2017)

45 Council conclusions of 22 May 2008 on multilingualism, in European Union Official Journal
(2008).
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equally relevant when entering the labour market, linguistic diversity remains vitally
important for cultural and personal development. Therefore, the need to improve
language skills for employability in a globalized wotld must be combined with the
promotion of linguistic diversity and intercultural dialogue.” (p. 12). In reality, how-
ever, the English language dominates and is perhaps seen as the only linguistic
diversity needed. This is also supported by the large research field investigating
English as a global language, English as a lingua franca and World Englishes (Rose
et al,, 2021).



3 Theoretical framework

In accordance with the research questions of the thesis, the following chapter pro-
vides an overview of theoties and concepts which are relevant in relation to the
current study and its analyses. The chapter is structured around three central con-
cepts, namely learning, teaching, and assessment. In the initial part, theories about
second and foreign language?s learning are presented and the conceptual notions
of motivation, language engagement, learner beliefs, and agency in relation to lan-
guage learning are introduced. The second part focuses on theories about language
teaching and methods used in foreign language classrooms. The third part presents
theories about language testing, in particular, the assessment of young learners’

language learning.

3.1 Learning a foreign language

Second language acquisition*” (SLA) is an interdisciplinary research field with roots
from linguistics, cognitive psychology, child language acquisition and language
teaching. The birth of the research field is usually dated to the late 1960s, finding
inspiration from several other disciplines, for example, sociology, education, and
anthropology (Ortega, 2013a). The first language (1) refers to the mother tongue,
or mother tongues when a child has more than one first language, for example, in
cases of early bi - or multilingualism. Languages acquired after the first language
are generally referred to as the L2, even in the case of foreign languages learnt in
school, or other additional languages learnt in informal settings. Even if a person
has several additional languages, the term L2 is often used in SLA, but the term
L3 is also frequently used — it could be the fourth, the fifth or even the ninth
language — as a term when investigating additional languages after the L1 and L2
(Bardel & Falk, 2007; Bardel et al., 2016; Henry, 2011). However, previous studies

46 In the Swedish educational context, the first foreign language learnt in school is English and the
second language is the Modern Language: in practice, French, German, or Spanish.

47 In this thesis, the term acquisition is used when referring to the first language (L1), which the
child acquires spontaneously (Krashen, 1976). The term /earning will be reserved for .2 and L3,
when learnt in a formal context. L2 and 1.3 are used when focusing on the learning order.
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have shown that the learning of the L3 differs from the learning of L2; these dif-
ferences are due to specific factors which interact and influence the learning of the
L3, such as individual experiences of previous learning, strategies used (before) in
language learning and transfer from previous known languages (Cenoz & Jessner,
2000).

In this study, the term L3 is adequate in relation to the research context and
the research questions. The participants ate children learning a second foreign lan-
guage (SFL) in a school context where most of them have no prior knowledge of
the target language (TL). Furthermore, in the current study, the conditions for
learning an SFL are in many ways specific; although research investigating chil-
dren’s learning of an 1.2 are generally part of bilingualism studies, traditional SLA
research is often conducted with older or adult learners’ learning of a second lan-
guage, in relation to migration and/or global intercultural exchanges. Still there are
obviously both similarities and differences in the learning of an L2 and an L3,
which is the reason that the theoretical concepts used in this study relate to both.

According to Ortega, SLA research has primarily focused on some ‘universal
influences’, namely, age, mother tongue, environment, and cognition (Ortega, 2013a, p. 9).
Aptitude for language learning is seen as mostly a cognitive construct while motiva-
tion is seen as a conative construct. Aptitude and motivation are the two most re-
searched constructs in SLA that are used to explain individual differences in 1.2
learning. However, researchers point to several other constructs which have
proven to influence learning outcome, for example, affective concepts, such as emo-
tions, attitudes, and beliefs*. Language learning is a complex phenomenon which
might also be the reason for the existence of different theories on how to under-
stand language learning, such as the cognitivist approach, the sociocultural ap-
proach, and the complexity theory approach.

The cognitive approach dominated SLA language research during the 1980s
and 1990s, drawing on epistemologies where SLA was considered as a linear pro-
cess, ruled by an inner grammar (Chomsky, 1986); the language learner followed
cognitive steps or phases, which could consequently be studied simply as phases
(Krashen, 1985). In this theory, input of the target language is fundamental, com-
paring the child’s acquisition of a first language where (s)he is constantly exposed

to the language and acquires it automatically. In an SLA perspective, the learner

48 The three concepts cognition, conation, and affect (or emotions) originate from a psychological
petspective on individual differences. Cognition refets to learning processes in the human
mind, conation refers to the wanting and willingness to do something while affect involves
emotions and strong feelings (Ortega, 2013a, p. 140).
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should be given numerous opportunities for adequate input seeing learning of a
second language as a cognitive process (Ellis, 2003). The cognitive approach was
followed by the sociocultural perspective on language learning. This approach
transformed the SLA research field; it was also referred to as ‘the social turn’
(Block, 2003). Language learning is seen as socially conceptualized where languages
are tools to comprehend and communicate, helping the human being to make
meaning of our lives (Lantolf, 2011, p. 25). The sociocultural approach is still, to a
large extent, present within SLA research.

In this current study, the young language leatners are learning a third language
(L3) in an educational setting. This language will mainly be referred to as the sec-
ond foreign language (the SFL). The perspectives and concepts relevant are both
sociocultural and cognitive, also referred to as the socio-cognitivist approach
(Atkinson, 2011; Ellis, 2010). The socio-cognitive approach to SLA has developed
out of the assumptions that neither the sociocultural nor the cognitivist perspective
can fully explain the complexity of language learning. The research questions arise
from the acknowledgement of the universal influences emphasized by Ortega
(2013a), that is, environment, cognition, and to some extent age, (i.c., age as a learning
and experience factor among young learners). Further, one of the aims of the thesis
is to learn more about young language learners’ beliefs, attitudes, and expetiences
about language learning. In terms of learner beliefs, these must be recognized as
being shaped by a cultural context (environment) and that learning always takes place
in a specific context, that is, that learning is ‘situated™®. In addition to the
importance of the social and cultural factors, it must be recognized that individual

differences are also dependent on cognitive maturity and capacity (cognition).

3.1.1 Motivational research in SLLA

Motivational research in language learning has constituted an important contribu-
tion to the SLA field for mote than half a decade. The first milestone was Gardner
and Lambert’s work in 1959, which investigated motivation for learning French
among English speaking students in Montreal (Gardner & Lambert, 1959). In their
study, they found that motivational factors played an important role in language
learning, introducing the notion of infegrativeness, which refers to the wish to be a
part of, and, integrated into a language community. The work of Gardner and

Lambert must be seen in the bilingual Canadian context where both English and

49 The concept of ‘situated learning’ detives originally from Lave and Wenger (1991), meaning
that learning is a social process which requires activity and participation.
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French are official languages but where English is the dominant and most power-
ful language of the two. Gardner later developed the instrument used in the first
sutvey, into the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) scale, (Gardner, 1985).
This scale has been used by many different researchers and research teams and has
also provided good results regarding validity and reliability, for example, by Gard-
ner and Maclntyre (1993) and Gardner and Trembley (1994). The notions of in-
strumental and integrative motivation are fundamental in the AMTB-scale, where
the ‘instrumental” refers to a learner who is rather pragmatic is his/her learning
orientation, wanting to learn the language, for example, in order to get a good
grade, to get into university or to get praise from parents. The latter notion (inte-
grative motivation) refers to a learner who is aiming at, besides knowing the lan-
guage, being part of a culture or community where the language is spoken (i.e.,
integrativeness), (Gardner and Lambert, 1959). The notion of integrativeness has
been criticized by other scholars in the field (Dérnyei, 2005; Ushioda, 2009) who
have emphasized that the term relates to the Canadian context in which it was first
developed, but that in a global wotld, the language learner may not necessarily
want to be integrated into a specific language community. The English language
is, as an example, used as a /Zngua franca in many parts of the wotld, and the learner
may have multiple motives for learning it. In a multilingual context, motivation to
learn a language is seen as much more diverse than before. The Japanese researcher
Yashima (2002) introduced the term ‘international posture’ referring to the many
Japanese learners of English who are motivated by international relations, for ex-
ample, in foreign affairs and intercultural exchanges. Further, Ushioda (2013a)
pointed to the power and status of English, which can be a demotivating factor to
learn other foreign languages.

Dérnyei depatted from Gardnet’s notion of integrativeness, but developed the
concept further, inspired by other psychological research (Markus & Nurius,
1986), and presented the I.2 Motivational Self System (D6rnyei, 2005, 2009) which
introduced three concepts of the self: the possible self, the ought-to self and the ideal
self. The three ‘selves’ imply some sort of visualization of the language learner; this
could for instance be a visualization of the ideal language self, referring to someone
who can speak the target language with a certain proficiency and perhaps who
wishes to live in a place where the language is spoken. Increasing migration and
globalization have led to larger multilingual populations in many countries, often
with various reasons and motives to learn a new language. Ushioda (2009, 2017)
states that language learners need to be seen as individuals with different types of

goals, and with different strategies to reach these goals.
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Influenced by the sociocultural perspective on language learning, current mo-
tivational research recognizes the social context as an important factor which may
both motivate and demotivate (D6rnyei, 2020). Previously, motivation was mainly
seen as individualistic, focusing on the individuals® traits to explain why one lan-
guage learner was more motivated than another. The ‘self-determination theory’
of Deci and Ryan (1985) was used as a theoretical tool for understanding the basic
human need to relate to a social group or context. According to this theory, hu-
mans are capable of autonomously regulating their behaviour, and motivation is
viewed in a continuum from controlled to autonomous (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The
theory presents two types of motivation, namely, intrinsic and extrinsic, which are
fundamental for understanding why humans make different types of choices, and
act differently, for example, in relation to learning. In an educational context, in-
trinsic motivation refers to an inner will to learn, out of interest, whete learning is
seen as rewarding in itself. Extrinsic motivation is connected to rewards from the
outside, such as grades, patental encouragement, or praise from the teacher. Learn-
ers could be motivated by both intrinsic and extrinsic factors, for example, when
a student is praised by the teacher (extrinsic motivation), the intrinsic motivation
increases. The two concepts integrative and instrumental (see above) by Gardner
and Lambert (1959) were found dichotomous and insufficient to fully explain the
multifaceted motivational behaviour in 1.2 learning. The theory of Deci and Ryan
was, therefore, seen as a complement to reach a better understanding of motiva-
tional aspects of learning.

The motivational aspects of language learning have grown into a vast field of
research where different angles are studied, acknowledging the fact that motivation
is a dynamic and complex system where many parameters are intertwined (D6rnyei
et al., 2015). Drawing on theoties found within physics, mathematics, chemistry,
meteorology, and biology, where explanations are found in non-linear systems,
(also known as Chaos theory, van Gelder & Port, 1995), researchers within SLA
drew parallels with languages and language acquisition (Larsen-Freeman, 2011;
Larsen-Freeman & Cameron 2008). This ‘complexity turn’ (Ushioda, 2017) em-
phasizes the complexity of language acquisition, recognizing it to be open to
changes, situated and dependent on multiple variables. As stated by Ushioda
(2017), motivational research in SLLA has mainly focused on monolinguals learning
a second foreign language, and bilingual or multilingual learners have not been
given the same attention. She argues that SLA research needs to move away from

the ‘target language norm to linguistic multi-competence’ (p. 475).
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The multilingual perspective is also emphasized by the Douglas Fir Group
(2016). They stress the fact that although multilingualism is nothing new, globali-
zation has entailed a changed view upon second and foreign language learning and
teaching. In their transdisciplinary framework (2016), they state that language
learning is multifaceted in nature and interacts with entities on several levels, from
the individual learnet’s micro-level up to both a meso-level and a macro-level. In
the meso-level, the importance of the context is stressed. Learning takes place in
a situated context and parameters such as families, schools, and neighborhood in-
teract with the learning. This contextual parameter has implications also for the
motivational dimensions of language learning. Finally, the macro-level refers to the
societal level, which involves beliefs and ideologies about languages and language
learning where cultural, political, and economical values interact.

As shown above, motivation in language learning (both 1.2 and 1.3) is depend-
ent on several variables, individual and social. In this study, there are possibly many
variables which interact, such as the learners’ age, parents and peers, the educa-
tional context, and previous experiences of language learning. These previous ex-
periences and perceptions are also referred to as learner beliefs; this is a research

area where language learners’ affective characteristics need to be investigated.

3.1.2 Learner beliefs

In order to understand the concept of learner beliefs, various notions within this
broad concept need to be clarified. In the research review provided by Wesely
(2012), the more overarching term Jearner beliefs usually encompasses attitudes and
perceptions, which are to be regarded as related but not as the same constructs.
Learner attitudes normally comprise attitudes towards the learning situation and the
target community where both culture and language are included. Learner perceptions
often include the learners’ own perception of themselves as (language) learners and
how they perceive themselves in the learning situation (Wesely, 2012). Learner be-
liefs can also encompass se/f-¢fficacy, which are the beliefs that learners hold about
their own capability (Bandura, 1997). Sometimes, language learner se/f-concept is also
included in learner beliefs which relate to how language learners feel about them-
selves as language learners (Mercer, 2011b). In addition, beliefs encompass feelings
and emotions since attitudes, perceptions and beliefs are all affective components.
Pavlenko (2013) talks of ‘the affective turn’ within SLA, stating that emotions af-
fect learning, but also the other way around (i.e., that learning affects our emotions
and identity) (Pavlenko, 2013; Pavlenko & Norton, 2007). In this thesis, the con-
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cept of learner beliefs is used as the overarching term which includes attitudes,
petceptions, and emotions in relation to language learning,.

Research investigating learners’ attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs within the
field of SLA field began in the 1980s with the eatly empirical works by Horowitz
(1988), Horowitz et al. (1986), Wenden, (1986) and Wenden and Rubin (1987).
Horowitz’ research started within her own work at Austin University, investigating
students’ perceptions of ‘anxiety’ in the language classroom. Wenden (1986), on
the other hand, researched students’ knowledge of their own language learning,
focusing on learner strategies and metacognitive knowledge, adopted from cognitive
psychology where beliefs were seen as cognitive in nature. This eatly research (in
the 1990s) had immediate implications for the field of applied linguistics’ and in
the 21st century, it grew into a separate field within SLLA. The concept ‘wetacognitive
knowledge’ later changed into the concept “learner beliefs’ which was initially defined
as ‘[...] the ideas or opinions about aspects of second language acquisition (SLA)
held by learners’ (Horowitz, 1987, p. 119-120).

Instruments trying to capture these beliefs (i.e., the attitudes and perceptions
that language learners hold), were developed into the Foreign Language Classroom
Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), (Horowitz et al., 1986) that measures foreign language
anxiety® and the Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) scale (Hor-
owitz, 1988). The first studies into learner beliefs were mainly quantitative, depart-
ing from the two instruments mentioned above and covering what learners think
about themselves as learners, about the learning situation and the target commu-
nity (Wesely, 2012). Present research has moved towards a more complex view on
learner beliefs, seeing them as dynamic, variable, and context-dependent, inspired
by sociocultural theories and complexity theory (Barcelos & Kalaja, 2011).

The emotional aspect of language learning has been concerned with both neg-
ative and positive emotions (Barcelos, 2015). As mentioned previously, anxiety has
been investigated by many researchers, but later studies have pointed to a diversity
of emotions in the language classtoom which have been even more extended with
a multilingual perspective (Dewaele, 2010; Pavlenko 2013). In relation to anxiety,
previous research has shown that female students are more inclined to report emo-

tional features in their learning (both positive and negative) than their male peers

50 Research investigating foreign language anxiety (FILA) has grown into a research area of its own
where extensive research has been carried out to investigate student anxiety in the foreign
language classroom, often by using the FLLCAS scale. Current trends within FLLA research have
increased the concept to include contextual explanations behind students’ perceptions of
anxiety (Maclntyre, 2017).

57



58

YOUNG STUDENTS’ LANGUAGE CHOICE IN SWEDISH COMPULSORY SCHOOL — LEARNING,

TEACHING AND ASSESSMENT

(Dewaele et al., 2017, 2018). Further, in his overview of language anxiety research,
Maclntyre (2017) concluded that anxiety is often associated with language perfor-
mance (generally speaking). Recent research has found more complex and dynamic
explications, namely the assumption that anxiety is both a cause and a consequence
of language performance.

Learner beliefs are presently viewed in a wider context, attempting to under-
stand how these beliefs interact with learner agency, emotions, and identity in an
educational setting. In other words, today, they are seen as something much more
complex than in the eatly definitions and petceived as changeable and to a large
extent constructed in relation to the people we meet, interact with, and the situa-
tions we encounter. Beliefs are dynamic and complex and there is no “[...] simple
cause-and-effect relationship or defined by the change/stability dichotomies in
terms of belief development” (Mercer, 2011c, p. 343).

Most research catried out within the field of learner beliefs in SLLA has dealt
with aspects of learning English and often by adult learners. Kalaja et al. (2015)
point to the fact that it is more complex to investigate the beliefs of learners than
the beliefs of teachers which might explain the extensive research field on teacher
cognition, for example, Borg (2006, 2019) and Freeman (2002). However, there
are examples of research investigating the beliefs of younger learners, for example,
the ELLIE study (Enever, 2011) (see 2.5.1), as well as reseatch conducted by Henry
and Apelgren (2008), Mufioz (2014), Nikolov (1999) and Nilsson (2020).

3.1.3 Language learner engagement

To have motivated students is undeniably a goal for every language teacher (as well
as for all teachers). One of the strongest signs of motivation is engagement, mean-
ing that the students actively engage in their own learning process. Engagement is
a psychological construct and, for the past two decades, has become increasingly
interesting to researchers within SLA motivational research. Sinatra et al. (2015,
p.1) state that researchers are searching for ‘the holy grail of learning’, to which
engagement has been considered as appropriate. Engagement with learning is as-
sociated with positive learning outcomes, such as higher achievement, self-efficacy,
motivation, and interest (Christenson et al., 2012). Hence, engagement is closely
related to motivation, but the two concepts differ; motivation is about intent (i.c.,
as a learner, you can have the intention to learn something) while engagement is

about action (i.e., transforming this intent into action). A learner could be moti-
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vated to learn, but still not learn much, since he or she lacks the action to engage
in the learning (Mercer & Dérnyei, 2020).

The definition of engagement sometimes varies, which is often the case when
researchers have different perspectives. Hiver et al. (2021) argue that language
learner engagement has three characteristics, namely, action, context, and object.
Engagement is shown when the language learner is actively involved in the learning
process (for example in a task). Engagement is also dependent on the learner con-
text, such as peers, families, and classtooms (and the activities which take place in
these classrooms). Furthermore, engagement is associated with a clear learning ob-
jective. Hiver et al. (2021) stresses the situational variable in engagement; engage-
ment is always situated in both time and place, and it can easily change and trans-
form (i.e., there is as strong dynamic dimension in the construct).

According to Hiver et al. (2021), four dimensions of engagement have primarily
been defined in SLA research. The first, behavioural engagement, refers to how
actively the learner engages in the task in relation to the amount of time and quality
involved. The second, cognitive engagement, refers to the cognitive (or mental)
effort and activity in the learning process. The third dimension, emotional engage-
ment, relates to the affective reactions involved in the learning process. These
emotions could be both positive and lead to more engagement, as well as negative
and result in disengagement. The last dimension is the social engagement, which
refers to relational and personal dimensions in the language learning. Svalberg
(2009; 2018) stresses the social dimension of engagement, however, as other re-
seatchers have pointed out, the social dimension is involved in all aspects of learn-
ing. Mercer (2019) argues that ‘[...] all aspects of cognition and affect are socially
situated and behaviour typically involves others in social settings.” (p. 646). Ac-
cording to Mercer, true engagement needs to involve behavioural engagement,

cognitive engagement, and emotional engagement.

3.1.4 Learner agency and learner autonomy

The two concepts of agency and autonomy are closely related, and although they
are occasionally confounded or even muddled together, they are generally treated
as two distinct concepts (Huang & Benson, 2013). The first, agency, is one of many
key concepts within psychological research used in order to understand human
nature. Agency refers to the actions we undertake consciously and willingly, and
furthermore, our capacity to evaluate these actions to make other choices and ac-

tions (Bandura (1997). In SLA research, the concept of agency has its roots in the
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late 1970s, when theories about learner autonomy, intrinsic motivation and initia-
tive were emerging (Kalaja et al., 2015). The perspective was individual and centred
around the learner’s role in the language learning process (Benson, 2007; Mercer,
2011c¢). After the so-called ‘social turn’ in SLA (Block, 2003), agency is seen as
socially constructed and dependent both on individual features and the environ-
ment. Language learners are seen as agents who ‘actively engage in constructing
the terms and conditions of their own learning’” (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001, p. 145).
Hence, agency is fundamental to all learning. Van Lier (2008) states that agency is
‘[...] action potential, mediated by social, interactional, cultural, institutional and
other contextual factors’ (p.171). However, he also suggests some caution that not
all actions performed in the classroom bear signs of agency; a learner can partici-
pate without being deliberately active. Further, agency might entail resistance to
learning, for example when a learner expresses agency by not patticipating in a
given classtoom activity. This is what Ahearn (2001, p.115) calls ‘oppositional
agency’, which may, of course, be manifested in numerous ways.

The second concept, learner autonomy, is as previously mentioned interrelated
to agency. Holec (1981) defined learner autonomy as ‘the ability to take charge of
one’s own learning’ (p.3). Hence, learner autonomy implies that the learner plans,
monitors and evaluates his or her own learning. Furthermore, when learner auton-
omy was introduced as a pedagogical approach in the 1980s and 1990s, it implied
changes in classtoom teaching where the learner’s ability to independently plan
and structure the learning process should be promoted (Benson, 2007). Little
(1995) stated that the ‘pedagogical dialogue’ between the learner and the teacher is
an important contribution to the learning process, meaning that autonomous
learning is dependent on autonomous teachers who can support the development
of autonomous language learning. The focus in the 1990s and the beginning of the
21st century was in the language classroom and how learner autonomy should be
implemented. Little (2004), however, stated that learner autonomy is nothing new,
successful language learners have always shown a high degree of autonomy. When
students are actively involved in the learning process, they shape their learning
after personal goals and interests, which also raises their intrinsic motivation for
learning.

An important contribution to the learner autonomy concept was the Council
of Europe’s Framework of Reference for Languages: teaching, learning and assess-
ment (CEFR), in which learner autonomy is clearly visible in the notions of learner
strategies and the belief that learners should be trained as able language learners,

capable of making their own choices in the learning process (Council of Europe,
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2001). The action-oriented approach means that learners who use or learn a lan-
guage ‘are seen as ‘social agents’, referring to them as members of society who
have tasks (not exclusively language-related) to accomplish in a given set of cit-
cumstances, in a specific environment and within a particular field of action’ (p.
9). The language learner is therefore seen as someone who develops competences
(in this case language competences) within different domains using different strat-
egies to engage in various language activities. The action-oriented approach undet-
lines the individual’s capability to actively engage in his or her own learning pro-
cess. This view on learning is also evident in the European Language Portfolio
(ELP), which provides language learners and language teachers with learner-based
assessment materials promoting self-assessment and learner autonomy (Little,
2005; 2009), (see also 2.2.2 and 3.2.3.1).

During the last two decades, the focus has shifted from the individual learner
to the classroom context, but also beyond the classtoom since not all language
learning takes place in the classtoom (Benson, 2007). New technologies and glob-
alization made other kinds of language learning possible where learner autonomy
is promoted, such as language courses online and computer-based distant courses.
Furthermore, the definition of learner autonomy has developed further. Huang
and Benson (2013) state that this capacity involves both an ability (e.g., skills and
knowledge), a desire (the intention and will to learn a language or petform an activ-
ity), and freedom (the degree to which learners can control their own learning pro-
cess and agenda), (Huang & Benson, 2013, p. 9).

The two concepts of agency and autonomy are closely linked to motivational
theories, learner beliefs, and identity (Mercer, 2011c); several studies have investi-
gated language learners’ capacity for autonomous and self-regulative learning, such
as Gao (2010), Huang (2011), and Ushioda (2007). For instance, Ushioda (2011)
states that language learner autonomy promotes language learning and the shaping
of identity where language learning and communication are seen as |...] a medium
for self-expression, communication and accessing information and resources.” (p.
228). By expressing oneself in a foreign language, the learner is expressing not only
a proficiency, but shaping an identity where the new language repertoire opens
new personal perspectives.

Furthermore, Mercer (2019) has pointed to the importance of autonomy for
language learner engagement, stating that the learner needs to feel [...] an active
sense of being able to influence their learning experiences’ (p. 651). In the language
classroom, the teacher is generally working on a continuum of allowing the stu-

dents to have an influence. This influence could constitute autonomy to different
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degrees; being able to choose among different tasks or different methods are also
examples of influence. Further, autonomy-supportive teaching has proved to in-
crease engagement in language learning (Reeve, 2000).

To summarize, the concepts of agency and learner autonomy have evolved
from an individual cognitive petspective, to encompass a broader social dimension
of the interplay between the individual and the social context. Current research
within SLA investigating agency is often concerned with motivation, beliefs and
identity and the focus has shifted slightly from the educational dimension of the
agency concept and moved towards the individual learner and his or her sense of

language learning.

3.1.5 Young language learners

Since various educational systems introduce a first (.2) or second foreign language
(L3) at different student ages, the definition of young learners varies between geo-
graphical contexts. This may also be an issue when categorizing young language
learners (YLL). However, in order to facilitate discussion and research, YLLs are
often categorized into groups depending on age and maturity. The European Un-
ion’s member states’ working group categorize young learners as primary school
students between 7 and 12, but they have also introduced the concept of very
young learners (3 to 6 years old).

The participating students in this research project were between 11 and 13 years
of age. Obviously, young learners are not a homogeneous group, and it is im-
portant to recognize that there are individual differences and variation among
them, just as there are in all groups of learners. These differences are not only due
to age and maturity in cognitive and social skills but are also a result of differences
in cultural and linguistic background and educational context.

As previously mentioned, motivational research has primarily been concerned
with older students ot adults, and the motivational dimensions of YLLs have been
less investigated (Lamb, 2017). For a long time, YLLs affective characteristics
were seen as different from older language learners, for example, the assumption
that all YLLs are highly motivated and that their learner beliefs are stable and not
likely to easily change. However, recent research has shown that the beliefs and
attitudes of YLLs are as dynamic and complex as those of adults (Mihaljevi¢
Djigunovi¢ & Nikolov, 2019). However, for young language learners, two funda-
mental features seem to be shaping motivation for language learning, namely, the

teacher and the tasks. The teacher seems to be of paramount importance for many
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YLLs, as teachers ...] raise and maintain YLs’ motivation through meaningful,
interesting and challenging classtoom activities’ (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovié, & Ni-
kolov, 2019, p. 522). The relational dimension with the teacher is also important,
because when YLLs like their teacher, they are often inclined to like the foreign
language as well (Nikolov, 1999). Furthermore, the teachet’s ability to create an
inspirational and supportive learning environment is considered of great im-
portance in the beginning of the learning process (and obviously for all learners,
young or old) (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, & Nikolov, 2019)

According to several researchers, tasks used in language learning for YLLs play
a significant role in motivating further learning (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ & Vilke,
2000; Nikolov 1999, 2001). In addition, task mastery seems to be important, as
well as the fact that the result is rewarding, in itself (e.g., feelings of having learnt).
Tasks or activities that YLLLs seem to appreciate the most are role plays, watching
videos, free conversations, and games. Furthermore, classtoom studies have
shown that some tasks could be motivating at first, but could be experienced as
less motivating in time, for example, if they are perceived as childish or repetitive,
too difficult, or not challenging enough (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovié, & Nikolov, 2019).

As a result of the present status of English as a /ingna franca, many countries
around the world have implemented the policy of English learning at an eatly age.
By pointing to successful immersion programmes in Canada (Lambert & Tucker,
1972) and Spain (Dobson et al., 2010), the pedagogical idea seems to be that the
younger a child starts learning a foreign language in school, the better. As previ-
ously mentioned, some research studies have shown good results for early starters,
such as the ELLIE report (Enever, 2011) and the ESLC Survey (European Com-
mission, 2013). Enever (2018) discusses the global phenomenon of the onset of
an early foreign language learning and states that °[...] there has been an increasing
emphasis on prioritizing English as the first FL in schools, with a strong trend
towards introducing it as a subject from the very earliest phase of schooling or
even in the preschool sector.” (Enever, 2018, p. 28). When English becomes a
symbol of economic growth, the stakes are more important for a successful imple-
mentation of language policies where stakeholders need to see results of successful
learning. However, there is both an ongoing debate as well as research concerning
the age factor. Several researchers show that older starters (i.e., at the age of 9 to
10) outperform eatly starters in most proficiency tests (Cadierno et al., 2020;
Muiioz, 2011; Pfenniger & Singleton, 2016). There are, however, no clear-cut an-
swers regarding the best starting age and there are several parameters which should

be taken into account, such as continuity in the language learning (Baumert et al.,
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2020). Further, Pfenniger and Singleton (2017) concluded that the pace of learning
is slower for YLLs than for adolescents or adults. Consequently, the teacher must
adapt the teaching to this pace and use tasks which are appropriate to the students’
age and maturity. Furthermore, there appear to be many parameters which interact
in the shaping of motivation in the language classrooms, such as peers and class-
room context.

Today, many children often know some English before they start learning the
language in school (e.g., in Sweden where they are constantly surrounded by the
English language), and many children know more than one language from home.
However, in many other countries, English might not be as present and is, there-
fore, learnt as an entirely new foreign language. In the Swedish context, this is
often the case for the SFL (i.e., French, German, or Spanish) where most Swedish
students have little prior knowledge in the TL. Given these differences in how
languages are learnt and taught, the research of YLLs displays quite a diverse con-
text of learning, which entails several challenges on both micro- and macro-levels.

3.2 Teaching practices in the language
classroom

Historically, language teaching research has mainly focused on methods and ap-
proaches and the comparison between them, to find the best approach for suc-
cessful language learning (Ellis, 2012). Today, reseatrch into teaching practices and
the relationship between language teaching and learning has a wider scope and
touches upon a wide array of theoretical research fields, such as, for instance, psy-
chology, pedagogy or applied linguistics. It is naturally connected to the field of
SLA, although the latter focuses on the learner, learning processes and learner lan-
guage.

In Sweden, during the 20th century, language teaching followed international
trends where various methods and approaches were prominent in different periods
of time. However, there are some methods which have been more salient than
others, such as the Grammar-Translation Method, the Audio-Lingual Method, the
Direct Method, and the Communicative Language Teaching Approach.

3.2.1 The Grammar-Translation Method

The Grammar-Translation Method has its roots in the learning and teaching of

Latin and this method dominated European language education from the middle
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of the 19t century to the middle of the 1940s. As the name implies, the key features
of the method are grammar and translation where much focus is put on grammat-
ical rules and accuracy. The foreign language is taught through reading and writing
(less through listening and speaking), and the medium of instruction is the L1 of
the majority of the students (Richards & Rodgers, 2014). Even though the Gram-
mat-Translation Method has been questioned and rejected, there are still traces in
current foreign language teaching, such as bilingual vocabulary lists and sentence
translation in language workbooks. Richards and Rodgers (2014) state that alt-
hough these activities may be frustrating and boring for many students, the ap-
proach is not very demanding from a teachers’ petspective since it gives lessons a
clear structure with specific learning content and little room for spontaneous use
of the target language. The approach is currently practised in many parts of the
wortld, especially in countries with limited learning and teaching conditions, for
instance, if the classes are large and the teacher’s proficiency of the target language

is low.

3.2.2 The Direct Method and the Audiolingual Method

In the 20th century, language teaching and language learning specialists became
more interested in developing different methods which could benefit learning,
such as the Direct Method and the Audiolingual Method.

The Direct Method®! (sometimes referred to as the ‘natural method’) was in-
spired by first language acquisition and sought to imitate the procedures of a child
learning his/her mother tongue. Hence, according to the Direct Method, language
learning happens through demonstration and action, where the teacher speaks as
much as possible in the TL. The teacher (preferably a native speaker) should speak
naturally, using everyday language whereas grammar was assumed to be learnt in-
ductively. Much attention was paid to correctly pronouncing the TL. The Direct
Method was successful in private language education, but less successful in state-
run schools, mainly because the method required native speaking teachers. Fur-
thermore, many teachers found the method complicated, especially when they
were, basically not allowed to use the majority language of the students in the
classroom. The Direct Method was most prominent in the first half of the 20t

century. However, the criticism led to an increased interest in language learning,

51 The Direct Method has its root in the 19th century Reform Movement which tried to reform
the traditional Grammar-Translation methodology with more oral language teaching. Behind
the Reform Movement was the German phonetician Wilhemn Viétor. (Warwick, ELT,
Archive)
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important discussions and the development of other methods or approaches. Fuzr-
thermore, the emphasis on spoken language and target language use in the class-
room wete important changes to previous teaching (Richard & Rogers, 2014).

Another method which has influenced language teaching during the 20t cen-
tury was the Audiolingual Method. Drawing on the behaviouristic theory of learn-
ing (language is seen as verbal behaviour), the method emphasized reinforcement
as a central part of the learning process. The learner should memorize dialogues
with different patterns and structures, and the spoken language should precede the
written. Repetition and memorization (drills and patterns) were important tools in
the learning, where pronunciation and intonation were stressed, aiming for a native
proficiency in the target language.

In current language teaching, there are traces of both the Direct Method and
the Audiolingual Method. The communicative approach has several elements from
the Direct Method, for example, target language use and the view that grammar is
best learnt inductively. Furthermore, pronunciation and intonation are still im-
portant ingredients in language learning, as well as dialogues which are repeated
several times and memorized.

However, the approach which has dominated language teaching for the last 50

years is Communicative Language Teaching (i.e., the communicative approach).

3.2.3 Communicative Language Teaching

The Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach departs from the notion
that language is a means of communication and that learning a new language entails
conquering different communicative competences (Hymes, 1972). Consequently,
language learners therefore need to acquire communicative competences in order
to become competent speakers and use the language in different settings, either as
an L1 or an L2. These settings are close to what the linguist Halliday meant with a
Sfunctional use of language (Halliday, 1975). The functional use of language focuses on
different uses or functions of the speech acts; these functions could easily also be
transferred to the research field of SLA. Furthermore, the paradigm shift from a
cognitive view on language learning towards a more sociocultural perspective im-
plied different views on language teaching and learning. The learner should not be
seen as someone who is entirely dependent on his or her cognitive capacity, but
the psychological and social conditions need also to be acknowledged (van EKk,

1986).
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The theoretical base of CLT is communication which can be seen in the fol-

lowing characteristics:

e Language is a system for the expression of meaning

e The primary function is to allow interaction and communication

e The structure of the language reflects its functional and communicative
uses

e The primary units of language ate not merely its grammatical and struc-
tural features, but categories of functional and communicative meaning
as exemplified in discourses

e Communicative competence entails knowing how to use language for a
range of purposes and functions [...]. (Richards and Rodgers, 2014, p.
89-90).

In the 1980s, the communicative approach was promoted and developed by influ-
ential experts within applied linguistics and by the Council of Europe>2. The glob-
alization and the dominance of English paved the way for an increasing demand
for language competences within different areas in societies. Governments and
societies needed citizens who could communicate with other countries and a more
efficient language teaching was requested. Van Ek and Alexander developed a
communicative syllabus, also known as the Threshold Level syllabus (1975, 1980).
This syllabus has only one level, roughly equivalent to the CEFR B1, and it was
later to be replaced by the Common European Framework of References (CEFR).

3.2.3.1 The Common Enropean Framework of References: Language, Teaching, Assessment

The CEFR is a framework for language learning, teaching and assessment, devel-
oped by the Council of Europe. The Council of Europe has had a major involve-
ment in language learning in the European context in order to “[...] increase intet-
national understanding, promote lifelong learning and increase the quality and
practicality of language education in schools.” (CEFR- Companion volume with
new descriptors, 2018, p. 21). The process started already during the 1970s and
1980s with the aim to develop a common measurement for language learning abil-
ities, but the actual starting point was an international meeting in Switzerland in
1991 where the Council of Europe recommended the establishment of a common

European framework. The Council of Europe published two draft versions in

52 The Council of Europe has two goals: the preservation of linguistic diversity, and the
promotion of international communication and cooperation.
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1996, but the final document, (i.c., the current CEFR), was published in English
and in French in 2001 (Council of Europe, 2001); the document has had a major
influence on European language teaching and has been translated into more than
40 languages.

The position of the CEFR is the action-oriented approach to language profi-
ciency and language use: “The CEFR’s action-oriented approach is based on the
principle that in performing COMMUNICATIVE ACTS we use STRATEGIES
to determine how to make the most appropriate and effective use of our LIN-
GUISTIC RESOURCES’ (Little, 20006, p. 169)>3. The CEFR provides a descrip-
tive scheme where the users ate divided into three categories - basic user (Al and
A2), independent user (B1 and B2) and proficient user (C1 and C2). These cate-
gories are provided with descriptors of what the user can do at a certain level,
according to the six-level scale (Al to C2). Communicative activities are divided
into four groups - reception, production, interaction, and mediation; reception is
further divided into listening and reading, whereas the productive skills are elabo-
rated into spoken or written production/interaction. No scales for mediation were
presented in the volume of 2001, but they were included in the so-called Compan-
ion Volume (Council of Europe, 2020). The activities are scaled according to the
proficiency level where the language learner is provided with ‘can do-statements’
to enhance self-assessment and learner autonomy. In the same way as the compe-
tences are scaled, so are the strategies in language learning (Little, 2006). The CEFR
was complemented with comments and new descriptors in the ‘Companion vol-
ume with new descriptors’ (2018), and in the ‘Companion volume’ (2020) (Council
of Europe, 2018, 2020), in order to make the framework more user-friendly and
more clearly oriented towards mediation and plurilingualism. Furthermore, there
are new descriptors available for the level Pre-A1l (for those activities where a level
before Al has a purpose).

An important viewpoint in the CEFR is the plurilingual approach, defined as
an individual competence of several different languages which interact with one
another and build up a person’s communicative competence (Council of Europe,
2001, p. 5). This plurilingual competence is vital in the educational goals of the
CEFR and mirrors the European diverse linguistic landscape with both national,
regional, and foreign languages. In the Companion Volume (Council of Europe,
2020), multilingualism and plurilingualism are distinguished as two different terms,

where the former is explained as ‘the coexistence of different languages at the so-

53 The capital letters are used by Little (2000).
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cial or individual level’ and the latter is seen as ‘the dynamic and developing lin-
guistic repertoire of an individual user/learner’ (p. 30). Little (2020) describes the
distinction as follows: ‘[...] not all multilingual communities are made up of pluri-
lingual individuals, and not all plurilingual individuals live in multilingual commu-
nities’ (p. 272).

In terms of young language learners, several European member states have de-
veloped their own guidelines for younger language learners, often inspired by the
European Language Portfolio (ELP).>* The updated descriptors ate meant as a
support for further development of a curriculum for young language learners start-
ing at the level of Pre-A1l and taking into account the cognitive and social devel-
opment of the age group. The descriptors target learners at primary or lower sec-
ondary school. The Companion Volume has not yet been translated into Swedish,
but it is available in English and several other languages, for example French, Ger-

man and Spanish.>>

3.2.3.2 Communicative stance in the classroom

The pedagogical implications of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) are
numerous and address both teachers and learners. According to the CLT ap-
proach, teachers should strive to create meaningful and real communicative tasks
in the classroom where learners are given plenty of opportunities to express them-
selves and to develop both accuracy and fluency in the target language.

Both the functional and the structural aspects of language learning are im-
portant, but the structural aspects could be learnt implicitly, by letting the learners
discover the rules on their own through different tasks addressing specific features
in the TL. According to CLT, when learners are provided with plenty of input,
which is meaningful and authentic, the learner acquires structural rules implicitly,
without knowing it. This view on language learning draws on the theory of how

children acquire their L1, namely through meaningful communication with their

54 The European Language Portfolio (ELP) was developed and published by the Council of
Europe (Little, 2009). The ELP was developed to support learner autonomy, plurilingualism
and intercultural awareness. The ELP consists of a language passport, a language biography,
and a dossier whete the learner can put his/her work. Alongside the ELP, a junior version was
published by the National Centre for Languages (CiLT, 2001). In Sweden, there are three
official versions of the ELP: two for age groups 6-11 and 12-16, published by the NAE; one for
learners 16+ published by Uppsala university (see further
https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/inspiration-och-stod-i-arbetet/stod-i-
arbetet/europeiska-sprakportfolion).

55 The Companion Volume with new descriptors is also available on the website of the NAE and
on https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages
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parents. Consequently, as in real life communication, language lessons should pro-
vide opportunities for language learners to develop different competences and use
different strategies in the learning process (Richards and Rodgers, 2014).

However, several researchers have shown that this implicit learning of struc-
tures in the target language does not seem to work as well as it does for infants
learning their L1, and that explicit instruction (i.e., more focus on form) is benefi-
cial in educational language learning (Ellis et al., 2009). In the Swedish context, the
issue of explicit versus implicit language learning and teaching was very much in
focus in the 1960s and 70s, mainly connected to the so-called GUME project (‘G6-
tebotg - Undetvisningsmetoder i engelska’ / Gothenbutg - Methods of teaching
English), (Levin, 1972). On the one hand, many researchers seem to agree that
language learning should be both implicit and explicit. Furthermore, there is still a
strong consensus that learners should be given plenty of target language input and
plenty of opportunities to use the target language in meaningful communication,
which involves form-tasks as well. On the other hand, this target language input
and use seem to be problematic in many foreign language classrooms; several stud-
ies have shown that target language use is low, at least in the Swedish and Norwe-
gian educational context (Erickson et al., 2022; Skolinspektionen, 2010b, 2022;
Stoltz, 2011; Vold & Brkan, 2020).

3.2.4 Current trends in language teaching

Multilingualism is obviously not a new phenomenon in SLA research. It has, how-
ever, since the beginning of first decade of the 21st century, been emphasized and
even resulted in a change of epistemic stance, coined as ‘the multilingual turn’
(Conteh & Meier, 2014; May, 2014). Globalization has led to an increasingly mul-
tilingual world which also affects the view on language learning and teaching. Se-
vere criticism has addressed the view of the language learners in the classroom (or
elsewhere) as monolingual learners, implying that they all have the same mother
tongue, also referred to as ‘the monolingnal bias May, 2014). To a large extent, the
monolingual bias has framed and ruled foreign language teaching and learning.
Furthermore, one might refer to the exclusive use of one language, (i.c., the main
language), in mainstream education, and where other languages (e.g., minority lan-
guages) are taught in strict separation. This goes back to the notion of ‘one-nation-
one-language’ which is adopted by many European countries (Meier, 2014). In
addition, motivational research within SLA has focused on the monolingual

learner wanting to learn a second language (L2), and less attention has been paid
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to multilingual language learners and their experiences of learning languages
(Henry, 2017; Ushioda, 2017). Recent research points to the motivational dynam-
ics when language learners speak several languages, and how these different lan-
guages interact with each other in terms of identity.

Other criticism relates to the norm of ‘wativeness’ as a target proficiency: ‘Success
in additional language learning tended traditionally to be interpreted as a level of
achievement comparable to monolingual native speaker proficiency’ (Mufloz &
Singleton, 2018, p. 4). The questioning concerns what ‘nativeness’ actually is in a
multilingual world where many different variations of languages can be present.
Instead, one should consider language learning as the development of proficiencies
within different linguistic repertoires (Mufioz & Singleton, 2018; Cook, 2002). Ot-
tega (2013b) states that SLLA research has departed from a deficiency perspective,
where the language learner must strive to reach a proficiency in the target language,
which for many learners is not a realistic goal: “This bi/multilingual tutn demands
an epistemic reorientation through concerted collective disciplinary action. For
disciplinary changes to ensue, however, viable alternatives must be offered to re-
place predominant monolingual theories, constructs, and research practices.” (p.
33).

The new orientation towards linguistic repertoires has implications for the lan-
guage classroom, where the norm to speak the TL is therefore questioned, and

there are demands for the use of different languages that can interact and coexist.

3.2.4.1 Translanguaging

The concept of translanguaging was first introduced by the Welsh researcher Wil-
liams (1996) to describe the linguistic situation in Welsh classrooms where English
and Welsh were used simultaneously. Williams (1996) stated that if the students
are able to use both their languages, they will improve not only their language
proficiencies in the two languages, but also their knowledge in the subject content.
The term translanguaging has been further spread by the work of Garcia (2009)
and her studies of Spanish-speaking people in the US. In her studies, she sees how
translanguaging occurs both in speaking and in writing and in different contexts,
for example, at work, at school or in the family. Garcia defines translanguaging as
‘[-..] the act performed by bilinguals (and multilinguals) of accessing different lin-
guistic features of various modes of what are described as autonomous languages,
in order to maximize communicative potential [...]" (Garcfa, 2009, p. 140). Garcia
states that translanguaging is a change between language practices, and that lan-

guages might not even exist, but should be considered as ‘new language practices’
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(Garcia, 2009; Garcia & Wei, 2013). According to this view, languages should be
seen as a tool for communication created by humans. Furthermore, different lan-
guages are not isolated systems, especially not for a bilingual or multilingual person
where the different languages interact constantly. Hence, a multilingual person
should be given the opportunity to use all his or her language resources which also
implies that the language classroom becomes multilingual. This may, however, im-
ply a conflict with communicative stance in foreign language teaching and learning,
which emphasizes TL use in the language classroom and that the L1 (or L1s)

should be avoided as much as possible.

3.2.4.2 Plurilingual approaches and awareness of languages

The multilingual turn in SLA has also entailed new pedagogical implications. Sev-
eral researchers ate of the opinion that a more holistic approach towards language
learning and teaching, where the individual’s linguistic repertoite is taken into ac-
count, could be accomplished also in the foreign language classtoom. According
to Cenoz (2013), plurilingual students who are allowed to use all their linguistic
repertoires, become more efficient in their language learning than if each language
was to be learnt separately. Melo-Pfeiffer (2018) states that language learning
should start at an eatly age with more bilingual education and a plurilingual ap-
proach. Although this approach is widely recommended, there are few examples
of successful implementations. An exception is Little and Kirwan (2019), who pro-
vide a successful example from Dublin, Ireland. In their study they describe the
plurilingual approach adopted in a plurilingual elementary school where the immi-
grant children’s home languages were included in the daily classroom work. The
study shows that the children reached high levels of age-appropriate literacy in all
languages involved, including their home languages.

Another important concept is ‘awateness of languages’ which concerns both
teachers and students (Gajo, 2014; Meier, 2014). Awareness of languages means
that the language learner is recognized as a competent learner who possesses
knowledge about his or her specific learning process. This awareness is important
also for the teacher, for example, awareness of how languages are learnt in a mul-
tilingual context and how teachers can recognize and best make use of the stu-

dents’ linguistic repertoires.
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3.3 Assessment of young language learners’
learning

One of the research questions of the thesis aims at knowing more about the as-
sessments made during the students’ first year of language learning. Assessment is
an integral component of teaching and learning, and the three concepts ate de-
pendent on one another.

Good assessment practices are obviously valid for all age groups; what is ben-
eficial for young learners is also likely to be beneficial for older students or adults.
However, the prime focus here is to provide a brief overview of the current young
language learners’ (YLL) research area in relation to assessment.

For many decades, research on assessing language learning was mostly con-
cerned with older students’ language learning and the assessment of language pro-
ficiency of YLLs was a small research area. However, much has been accomplished
in recent years, for example reported by Bailey et al. in 2014, Hasselgreen and
Caudwell in 2016 and Nikolov in 2016. When language learning starts already in
preschool, the need for other approaches in both teaching and assessment is re-
quired. Furthermore, the importance of learners’ self-concept, sense of agency,
identity, and motivation in language learning are emphasized by several researchers
(Huang, 2011; Littlejohn, 2008; Norton, 2013), which strongly suggests that as-
sessment in the beginning of language studies is of great significance.

In order to provide an overview of the current research field of assessment of
YLLs’ learning, the point of departure will be from the fundamental questions
proposed by Erickson (2018): Why? What? How and when? Who? And, last, but
not least, — And...? The why-question refers to the aims of assessment, the what
refers to the content of the assessment, (i.e., the construct of assessment), the how
involves the construction of the assessment material and the questions linked to
the analysis of the results, and the when deals with timing and frequencies of as-
sessment. The who-question relates to the persons involved in the assessment, (i.c.,
the agents in the process), and the final question — azd...? refers to the conse-
quences and the usefulness of the assessment. The last question highlights the
consequential aspects of assessment (Messick, 1989, 1996), which might also be
described as the consequential or ethical basis of validity (Bachman, 1990). All
these questions have the same aim — to make sure that assessment maintains a high
standard and quality (Erickson, 2018; Takala et al., 2016). The questions are closely

linked to one another and the answer to one question often overlaps with another
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one; when trying to seek the answer to what, one realizes immediately that the why-

question and the how-question are interrelated.

3.3.1 Purpose of assessment

The purpose of assessment needs to be clear and justified, which Messick (1989)
referred to as a unified view of construct validity, where the consequences, the use,
and the ethics of testing are integrated. Language assessment refers to ‘collecting
information’ about learners’ language abilities” (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). This
collection of information may be formal or informal and there are many ways of
gathering the required information, for example, tests, classroom observations,
self-assessment etc. Assessment is needed, for instance, in the classroom by teach-
ers who assess and grade their students’ knowledge and competences, by test de-
velopers who create large-scale tests for national purposes, and by academics in
applied linguistics who conduct research in language teaching and learning. The
categories mentioned above must all gather different sorts of information about
their test-takers in order to evaluate their language knowledge and hence make
adequate decisions about the result. The stakeholders are ‘the individuals and pro-
grams in the educational and societal setting in which language assessment takes
place’ (Bachman & Palmer, 2010, p. 22). Bachman and Palmer stress the fact that
all assessment should be beneficial for the stakeholders involved, that it is required
out of fairness and justice, and that the measurements should show both validity
and reliability. Under the best circumstances, assessment and evaluation also pro-
mote teaching and learning as they are all fundamental concepts to better under-
stand the why-question (Bachman & Palmer, 2010, p. 27). In addition, the im-
portant aspect of assessment for learning, also referred to as formative assessment,
has the purpose to raise awareness and thereby enhance further learning.

When assessment of language proficiency becomes increasingly important, not
only in the educational context, but also at a societal level, the need for valid and
reliable assessment is indisputable. Language policies play an important role in
many societies and are indicative of a successful educational system. Further, when
investing large sums into an educational reform, policy makers and politicians
might see a need to evaluate the curriculum in order to make sure the money is
well spent. However, assessing YLLs’ learning often needs be done with extra care
since these learners are in the beginning of their learning process and tests and
evaluation might seem frightening for some students (Pinter, 2006). Consequently,

to guarantee that learning takes place and that the curriculum is implement-
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ed/followed, assessment and evaluation of language competences are needed also

for young language learners.

3.3.2 The construct of assessment

The what-question deals with the content of the assessment, (i.e., the fearning content
or construct). In language learning, the core content in many syllabuses are skills in
reading, listening (receptive skills) and writing and speaking (productive skills). All
these skills are dependent on fundamental linguistic abilities and knowledge which
cooperate when using one’s linguistic repertoire. Bachman (1990) developed a
framework for communicative language ability which was further developed by
Bachman and Palmer (2010). The framework of 2010 divided the knowledge areas
into two main categories — organizational knowledge and pragmatic knowledge,
which then could be categorized into other sub-areas (grammatical and textual
knowledge and functional and sociolinguistic knowledge). In 2004 the communi-
cative language ability (CLA) was further adopted by Hasselgreen (2004) who sim-
plified the model from Bachman and Palmer and divided the abilities into four
categories: 1) microlinguistic ability; 2) textual ability; 3) sociolinguistic ability and
4) strategic ability (p. 15). Hasselgreen and Caudwell (2016) stress the fact that such
knowledge or abilities are fundamentally linked to cognitive and emotional ma-
turity. This means that certain linguistic proficiencies cannot be assessed at an early
stage in the learning process and that there is a need to make both developmental
and contextual considerations. As previously mentioned, the CEFR provides a set
of scales and is an instrument for the assessment of language learners’ abilities and
proficiencies in a foreign language. The scale’s descriptors were designed for adult
learners and consequently not aimed to be adopted for YLLs. However, in 2018 a
first version of the Companion Volume with New Descriptors was published by
the Council of Europe, and following this updated version, descriptors for age
groups 7-10 and 11-15 were provided, starting at pre-Al-level>¢. The CEFR scale
can, therefore, be a useful tool in defining the whar-question in relation to YLL.
As mentioned previously, the what-question is closely linked to the construct
of validity, which means that the assessment (which could be in the form of a test)
measures what it is supposed to measure. Messick (1989, 1996) highlights two main
threats to construct validity, namely, construct under-representation and construct irrelevant

variance. 'The former, construct under-representation implies that the balance of the

56 https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/bank-of-
supplementary-descriptors
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measured content is not in order, for example, that the test measures too little of
something and too much of another thing. The latter, construct irrelevant balance,
means that the measurement is measuring something it is not supposed to meas-
ure, for example, if a reading test in English is, in fact, measures the students’ prior

knowledge of a specific subject.

3.3.2.1 Assessment of skills and proficiencies

When assessing skills and proficiencies in language learning, the assessment needs
to be both meaningful and contextualized. According to Bailey (2017), the assess-
ment should be ...] relevant to the young learner in terms of cognitive demands
and cultural specificity.” (p. 332). Warm-up tasks, (i.e., tasks that familiarize the
student with the format), are of great importance, as well as clear instructions with
an appropriate language. The validity of the assessment is of course entirely de-
pendent on the test-takers’ ability to understand and make sense of the items and
the instructions used, referred to as content and construct validity (Bachman,
1990). The answer to the what- question, (i.c., the content of the assessment), must
be directly adjusted to the language ability and knowledge of the age group. The
‘doability’ and ‘interest of the test are fundamental for YLLs (Hasselgreen &
Caudwell, 2016). Essential considerations and important issues ate therefore in-
volved when testing these four skills with YLLs. The first receptive skill, reading
in a foreign language, demands basic literacy5’ skills, such as decoding, strategic
competence and reading between the lines. Furthermore, the format and items
need to be adopted to the age group where the length and difficulties of the items
also need to be considered. A simple layout and the use of images could be useful
when assessing reading with young learners. The other receptive skill, listening,
might involve difficulties for YLLs in processing the information. The speed and
difficulty of the spoken language must be adjusted to the age group, with the pos-
sibility to listen several times and answer with the help and support of pictures.
In terms of productive skills (i.e., writing and speaking), different layers of abil-
ities or knowledge are involved in the process of assessment. For writing, abilities
such as genre, structure of a text, grammar, vocabulary, and spelling are underlying
features. Even adaptation, (i.e., the ability to adapt the writing in style and to the

intended receiver), is considered a core ability in the Swedish national syllabuses

57 Literacy is the ability to articulate one’s thoughts, listen, read, and write. However, there are
different types of skills and levels within these abilities. (Encyclopedia of Child Behavior and
Development, see Williams, S.A.S., 2011).
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of EFL3 and of Modern languages but is not further elaborated in the lowest steps
of the grading system.

Speaking comprises several aspects and is just as complex to assess as writing,
or even more complex given the temporary and elusive in the assessment situation,
where the participants are co-constructing the task. The CEFR levels divide abili-
ties and knowledge into range, accuracy, fluency, interaction, and coherence. At an
Al-level, the learner displays a very basic repertoire of these abilities but as the
learner advances and matures, a higher complexity is expected to be shown. The
topics need to be both relevant and adapted to the learners’ age when testing writ-
ing and speaking in order to ensure that the test-taker feels that he or she has

something to say and express.

3.3.3 Types of assessment

The how-question deals with the type or format of assessment. Many researchers
stress the fact that an early start in language learning creates an increasing need of
understanding — of effects, principles and practices involved in assessment of
YLLs’ learning. Inbar, Shohamy and Gordon (2005) mention three main areas of
consideration: ‘(1) Format (whether individual, small group or whole class), (2)
choice of item and task types and (3) choice of contextualized, age-appropriate
stimuli’ (in Bailey, 2017). Research also shows that assessment can have a direct
impact on the motivation for learning. Demotivation and threats that lower the
students’ self-esteem are very important to avoid in all learning situations, but
probably more in the beginning of the learning process; the field of assessment
and motivation is, however, an under-researched field according to Lamb (2017).
McKay (2009) states that children might be more vulnerable than older students
and that negative feedback and criticism can have a devastating effect on YLLs.
There are several important principles involved in assessment, elaborated by
and through the work of different testing associations, such as EALTA5 and
ALTE;® these might be useful for those involved in developing different types of

assessment and testing procedures and materials. EALTA has developed guide-

58 English as a Foreign Language.

59 EALTA (European Association for Language Testing and Assessment) is a professional
association for language testers in Europe.

60 ALTE (Association for Language Testers in Europe) is an association of language test
providers.
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lines¢! that can be downloaded free of charge and that address both teachers and
teacher educators.

Bailey (2017) discusses both summative and formative assessment in connec-
tion with different types of assessment for YLLs’ learning. In many cases, summa-
tive assessment is instructional or diagnostic but could be in the form of a high-
stakes test for young students as well, and sometimes used as an evaluation of the
education and educators. Formative assessment might be more suitable for
younger learners learning a foreign language since it offers many different types of
non-standardized assessment, for example, self-assessment, teacher-assessment,
and peer-assessment. Bailey (2017) argues that formative assessment is very much
suited for young learners: ‘Assessment for learning, such as formative assessment,
is especially pertinent in the case of young learners still acquiring a new language’
and that it [...] may also include extra-child characteristics such as the classtoom
environment, patental involvement, home literacy habits etc. and may take many
different forms’ (p. 329). During the past decade, one of the main emphases in
Swedish education has been on formative assessment drawing on the works of
Black and William (1998) and William (2019). Howevet, both summative and
formative assessment ate processes, as pointed out by Taras (2005) and [...] it is
not possible for assessment to be uniquely formative without having the summa-
tive judgement having preceded it.” (p. 468). Regardless of whether assessment
used for YLLs’ learning is formative or summative, validity and reliability are es-
sential aspects of assessment.

As previously mentioned, the test format, the test items and the task content
are important factors which need to be considered to ensure validity (Inbar et al.,
2005). If the test format or test type are disadvantageous to some test takers, for
example, if they are too cognitively demanding, then the test result will not be
reliable. Hasselgreen & Caudwell (2016) emphasize that: ‘At its core, validity can
be regarded as the extent to which an assessment gathers evidence of the construct,
or underlying abilities and knowledge it is supposed to be assessing, as well as the
extent to which it does not measure other things.” (p. 45). They also point to the
fact that construct irrelevant variance can take many shapes when assessing the learning
of YLLs, for instance, in the choice of tasks which might involve cognitively, lin-
guistically, or meta-linguistically demanding aspects.

The European Language Portfolio (ELP), (see also 2.2.2), suggests different

types of assessment and it has several purposes. One purpose is to provide lan-

61 Guidelines for Good Practice in Language Testing and Assessment (EALTA)
http:/ /www.ealta.eu.org/guidelines.htm



3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

guage learners and language teachers with assessment materials which are learner-
based in order to promote self-assessment and learner autonomy. The ELP con-
sists of three parts — a Janguage passport, a language biography, and a dossier in which
‘[...] the owner may keep work in progress and/or collect evidence of his or her
achieved proficiency’ (Little & Erickson, 2015). Furthermore, many countries in
Europe have created their own ELP and it therefore exists in several languages.
By providing the students with goals and checklist of what they can do with the
language they are learning, the ELP promotes leatners’ agency and autonomy and
a metacognitive awatreness of how languages are learnt. In parallel with the ELP,
there is also a junior version developed by the National Centre for Languages
(CiLT) which encourages younger students to assess their own learning using state-
ments that they ‘can do’ and suggestions: Things I like doing, Things I am good at; Things
I find difficntt; I learn best when.... (see CILT website2). This kind of self-assessment
might be a valuable complement to the feedback from the teacher. The ELP and
the junior version also exist in a Swedish version [Europeiska sprikportfolion],
available on the webpage of the NAE.

In relation to learner-based assessment and self-assessment, Lamb (2017) sug-
gests that these types of assessment can promote student motivation, pointing to
research from Japan (Kato, 2009) and Iran (Birjandi & Tamijid, 2010), although
these studies were conducted with older students. These are, however, important
findings which encourage the use of self-assessment and assessment of a more
formative kind.

3.3.4 Agents in assessment

The who-question relates both to the test-taker and the testers. In the case of YLLs,
the assessment of their learning often takes place in the classroom and could be
quite informal during their lessons’ activities. Formal feedback could be after a
specific test or task that has been planned in advance and where specific linguistic
features are approached. However, summative and/or frequent assessment could
also be stressful and a source of anxiety (Pulfry et al., 2013).

To make valid and fair assessment, the assessor needs to maintain a high degree
of quality of the mechanisms of language learning and assessment (Lamb, 2017).
Lamb also stresses the importance of involving both teachers and learners in re-
search, which could be considered as teacher further education to improve both

teaching, learning and assessment. In addition, when assessing children’s language

62 deniscousineau.pbworks.com/f/elementaryportfolio_revised.pdf
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learning, legal guardians might be involved in the process; this involvement can
contribute with valuable knowledge about a child’s cognitive capacity and may en-
sure that the child’s performance can be assessed under the best circumstances.
Legal guardians’ involvement is also important when a child is multilingual and the
child’s whole linguistic repertoire needs to be taken into account, for example, if a
child needs additional support during assessment in their ‘strongest’ language, ex-
tra time or support of a bilingual dictionary or glossary (Baker & Wigglesworth,
2017; Abedi, 2017).

As mentioned eatlier, self-assessment and peer-assessment are of value in the
learning process. Little (2009) emphasizes that the function of the ELP is to pro-
mote assessment for learning: °[...] the ELP helps L2 learners to notice the form
in which they ate receiving - and giving themselves- feedback, to organize, personalize
and znterpret it, and to infegrate it into the ongoing business of planning and moni-
toring the learning’ (p. 6). This citation shows the importance of assessment for
learning and the strong influence of feedback - both from teachers but also from
themselves and peers. Children are seen as important actors and respondents in
control of their own learning, (i.e., in the development of self-concept and agency).
By using the ELP on a regular basis, learners are more likely to develop meta-
cognitive skills when organizing the work done in their portfolio and when evalu-
ating and choosing the accomplished tasks and assignments. The intention of the
ELP is to promote autonomous learning (Council of Europe, 2009) and ...] part
of its function is to help learners manage their own learning, to support learning
how to learn, and thus to foster the development of lifelong learning skills” (Little,
2009, p. 2).

Furthermore, the meta-learning ability is highlighted in the ELLiE-report (En-
ever, 2011) where results showed that YLLs” awareness of how they learn develops
quite early. The project’s result indicates a common trend, namely that attitudes,
motivation, and perception of learning changed during the project, and that these
changes were closely connected to their language achievement. These findings
show the importance of good assessment practices where language achievement is
conveyed with care and a sense of feed-forwatd, especially when the learners be-
come older as this trend is stronger by the age of 10 to 11.

The who-question also entails questions of validity because whoever is doing
the assessment needs to consider the purpose of the assessment, which takes us
back to the why-question. The teacher needs to be awate of the purpose of the
assessment, and further, make sure that this assessment is both fair and meaning-

ful. In large-scale test, such as national tests, the high demand of reliability and
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validity in the assessment process requires piloting, involvement from students and
teachers in the construction process, and a high degree of standardization of the
test (Erickson, 2018).

3.3.5 And...?

The final question and...? asked by Erickson (2018), relates to the consequences
of the assessment. This is what Messick (1989, p. 13) discusses as [...] an inte-
grated evaluative judgment of the degree to which empirical evidence and theoret-
ical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and actions
based on test scores or other modes of assessment’. Bachman (1990) also discusses
the consequences of testing and measurements of language abilities in relation to
construct validation (that the test-takers’ performance should be similar on another
test, testing the same ability), predictive validity (that the test may speak of some fu-
ture prediction) and that test developers need to consider several characteristics in
order to avoid test bias, (e.g., sex, age, cultural background, and knowledge of sub-
ject matter).

Drawing on construct validation and predictive validation, the consequences
of testing must be considered. The consequences might be both positive and neg-
ative. Furthermore, they might have a great impact on a person’s future and there-
fore the need for transparency, accuracy and fairness is of the utmost importance.
When assessing YLLs learning, the assessment requires care so that the child ex-
periences the language assessment as something positive and that his or her future
language learning is based on motivation, interest, and a willingness to learn more.
One goal, out of many, for most teachers of languages, is that their students’ lan-
guage learning is experienced as enjoyable, motivating, and relevant. Another goal
is to nurture the students’ self-confidence and create a positive image of the lan-
guage learner and language speaker, even at the beginning of the language learning
(Nikolov, 2001; Nikolov & Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ (2019).
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4 Methodology

The following chapter presents the methodology used and the rationale for the
chosen research method design. It starts with a presentation of the methodological
approach and then moves forward to describing the tesearch context and how
access was gained to the participating school. Thereafter, the different steps of the
data collection are described. The justification of the methodology regarding reli-
ability, validity and generalizability is considered. In addition, underlying ethical

considerations are problematized and discussed.

4.1 A mixed method approach

This is a mixed method study. In addition, the study is ethnographically inspired,
using traditional ethnographic methods such as observations and interviews in
combination with quantitative data.

The empirical study was conducted with the purpose of exploring the three

main research questions in the thesis:

1. What beliefs about their Language Choice do students hold prior to and
during their first year of learning a Modern Language?

2. What learning and teaching practices are manifested in the language

classroom and how are these practices experienced by the students?

3. How do students assess their own language learning and how do they
experience their teacher’s assessments, both the continuous assessment
and that which is conducted at the end of the school year?

In order to find answers to these questions, a study was conducted in a Swedish
compulsory school where three different groups of students learning a Modern
Language (one group learning French, another learning German and a third learn-
ing Spanish) were monitored during one school year. The three groups were in

year 6 (12 to 13 years old) and they were monitored during their first year of learn-
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ing a Modern Language. The main empirical study was conducted during school
year 2019/2020.

4.1.1 Ethnographic inspiration

In my study, I wanted to combine qualitative and quantitative methods in order to
gain a deeper and more nuanced picture of the Modern Language classroom and
its students and teachers. I was also inspired by ethnographic research (Davies,
2008; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019), thereby aiming to increase the potential to
discover what is actually happening in the language classroom. In conjunction with
traditional ethnographic methods such as observations and interviews, I also in-
cluded three questionnaires, irrespective of the fact that statistical analysis normally
plays a subordinate role in ethnographic research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019).
However, the use of questionnaires is frequent when investigating individual traits,
such as learner beliefs, motivation, and anxiety (Wesely, 2012).

Although the use of ethnographic research is common in many research areas
within social science, Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) state that there is no clear
definition of what constitutes ethnography. Nevertheless, they try to define it from
three perspectives: 1) what the ethnographer does, 2) what type of data an ethnog-
rapher collects, and 3) the sort of analysis which is undertaken. According to these
three points of departure, the ethnographer spends a large amount of time in the
research context. A paramount understanding within ethnography is that the field-
work takes time, and that the time spent in the field is crucial for discerning a deep
and broad understanding of the social setting and its participants. The research
context is generally limited, such as a group of people in a restricted and defined
setting. During the data collection phase, the ethnographer participates in the daily
lives and routines of the people involved in the study. The data emerge through
field-notes from observations and the ethnographer listens and observes when
people are talking and discussing; artefacts and documents are also collected. In-
terviews could be both formal and informal and the goal is to collect a large
amount of data which will generate ‘thick descriptions’ of the setting. The expres-
sion ‘thick description’ was first introduced in the 20t century by the British phi-
losopher Ryle (1949), but later developed by the anthropologist Geertz and com-
prises a description which is not only physical, but also an interpretation of what
is seen or experienced by someone who is observing (Geertz, 1973).

Ethnographic analyses comprise interpretation of meanings of actions, state-

ments, artefacts that are gathered, as well as descriptions of the local setting. Fur-
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ther, the analyses show how these meanings can be understood in the local con-
text, but also in a wider context.

Ethnographic research within the educational context is common in an inter-
national perspective (Beach et al., 2018; Jeffrey and Troman, 2004), as well as in a
Swedish context (Beach, 2010). It has proved to be a useful method to better un-
derstand and possibly explain the social and cultural dimensions of school and
classroom settings, as well as the individual differences within a group of students.
Furthermore, in SLA and applied linguistics, ethnographic methods ate used to
investigate the language learning context in, and sometimes outside of, the foreign
language classroom (De Costa et al., 2022). To capture the whole school context,
the ethnographic design comprises not only classroom observations but also other
professional and social gatherings, for example, staff meetings, pauses in the staff-
room, class visits and school journeys.

However, a long commitment in the reseatrch field is not easily achieved, not
least due to changing demands from academia where research has become more
intensive in relation to time and funding. Furthermore, many schools struggle with
issues of target fulfilment, difficulties in finding certified teachers and a stressful
work environment for both students and teachers; this could make long-term ac-
cess to an educational setting difficult. Jeffrey and Troman (2004) therefore ques-
tion the time-consuming ethnographical method in relation to educational re-
search and suggest a more pragmatic view of the ‘being on the field’. They describe
‘a selective intermittent time mode’, referring to the fact that the researcher’s time
spent on the field varies and is rather flexible, depending on the foci for the re-
search study. The length of time could be two or three months or even years.

Following the sudden and unexpected emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic in
spring 2020, the ethnographic approach became a less significant part of the meth-
odology than initially planned. Due to travel restrictions and social distancing pre-
cautions, I could not visit the participating school, (i.e., get access to the research
setting), during the remaining part of the spring term of 2020. I therefore reverted
to my initial plan and decided on a mixed methods study, but still ethnographically
inspired to the extent that was feasible.

Hence, the research design primarily changed for pragmatic reasons, but the
change is also supported by a growing use of mixed methods within research fields
investigating learner beliefs, motivation, and affectional parameters. Several re-
searchers support the use of multiple methods, claiming that the combination of

quantitative and qualitative approaches is an obvious choice if one wishes to catch
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the complexity of the motivational and affectional dimension in language learning
(Dornyei, 2007: Dérnyei & Ushioda, 2009; Kalaja et al., 2015; Ushioda, 2019).

4.1.2 A mixed methods convergent design

Historically, research in SLA research and applied linguistics has developed con-
siderably during the past few decades where both quantitative and qualitative
methods, often in combination, have been used (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018;
Raizi & Candlin, 2014). However, as several researchers have pointed out, the
combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods has been used in both
natural and social science long before the emergence of the term Mixed methods
(Maxwell, 2016; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). Furthermore, there are critical
voices claiming that the combination of the qualitative and the quantitative in a
mixed methods study might be a concern as they derive from different ontological
and epistemological worldviews (i.e., the fundamental view of knowledge and what
knowledge is) (see Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2012). According to Maxwell (2010), it
is important to understand the different philosophical views behind a method and
that these views derive from different paradigms. However, different paradigms
do not necessarily hinder a combination of the two, since many research fields
contain traces of different philosophical assumptions, (e.g., social science). Max-
well (20106) states ...] I consider a study “mixed methods” if it used strategies
drawn from both approaches, regardless of how these were labeled, and used these
strategies in ways that were mutually informative, rather than separate and com-
partmentalized’ (p. 14). Further, Morgan (2018) argues that there are always traces
of both ‘qual’ and ‘quant’ in all studies: [...] we cannot create an airtight distinction
between QUAL and QUANT research, so there will always be a degree of blurri-
ness in the boundary between the two.” (p. 274). He therefore prefers to focus on
the strengths and usefulness of different methods.

The mixed methods design in the current project is convergent as the two data
sources were collected and analysed separately (i.c., the qualitative data and the
quantitative)®3. The convergent design is used when the results of the two datasets
need to be compared and combined (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018) in order to
reach a more profound understanding, or ‘[...] to obtain different but complemen-
tary data on the same topic.” Morse, 1991, p. 122). The design allows the re-

63 The convergent design is one of the core designs within a mixed methods approach. The other
two are the explanatory sequential design and, the exploratory sequential design. These two
latter designs emphasize different phases of the data collection (i.e., the different sequences
relate to the findings found in the preceding phase).
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searcher to collect data concurrently and the data sets are regarded as equally im-
portant. The interpretation and analysis of the datasets are then conducted inde-
pendently according to research standards, and after this phase, merged and com-
pared (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The reason behind using a convergent de-
sign is often pragmatic, in the sense that the researcher adopts “[...] a pluralistic
stance of gathering all kinds of data to best answer the research questions.” (Cre-
swell & Plano Clark, 2018, p. 42), which was also the reason for choosing this
design in the cutrent research project. In the analyses of the study, the two cate-
gories of data were seen as complementing each other; the descriptive statistics
constitute a background to observations and interviews, which in turn offer data

for in-depth analysis.

In Table 1 below, an ovetview of the study design is provided, where the re-

search questions are presented in relation to the different data generation modes.
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Table 1 Research design

Research questions and pur-

Participants and time for

Data generation

pose data collection mode
Research question 1 114 students in school year 5 Questionnaire no. 164
Aims to investigate the beliefs, at- (11 - 12 years old) - Likert scales

titudes and expectations young
learners hold about their Lan-
guage Choice prior to and during
their first year of learning a Mod-
ern Language.

Data collection in April 2019

- Multiple choice ques-
tions

- Open answers
(Number of Question-
naires = 114)

Research question 1 + 2

Aim to investigate the beliefs and
attitudes to language learning, to
learning/teaching practices shown
in the classroom, as well as the
students’ own experience of their
individual learning processes.

49 students in year 6 %
(12 - 13 years old) learning
French, German, and Spanish

Data collection during autumn
2019 and spring 2020 (until the
beginning of March)

Questionnaire no. 2
- Likert scales

- Open answers
(Number of question-
naires = 38)%6

Classroom observations

Research question 1 + 2

Aim to gain a deeper understand-
ing and knowledge concerning the
students’ beliefs and experiences
in relation to Modern Languages.

6 students in French, 7 students
in Spanish and 4 students in
German

Data collection in April and May
2020

Oral, semi-structured in-
dividual interviews®” with
students on Zoom.

Research question 3

Aims to investigate the learners’
self-assessment and how they ex-
perience their teachers’ assess-
ments.

49 students in year 6 (12 - 13
years old) learning French, Ger-
man, and Spanish

Data collection in May and June
2020

Collection of register data (the
students’ grades) June 2020

Questionnaire no. 3
- Likert scales

- Open answers of a
more narrative kind

(Number of question-
naires = 54)

Research question 2 + 3

Aim to gain knowledge about the
learning process, the teaching
practices, and the assessment ac-
tivities from the teachers’ perspec-
tive to better understand the stu-
dents’ perspectives.

3 language teachers

Data collection in May and June
2020

Oral individual interviews
on Zoom

64 The three questionnaires were originally in Swedish, but they have been translated into English

by the author of the thesis.

65 The 49 students also answered the first questionnaire and are part of the first sample of 114

students.

66 The students in the other French class were invited to answer the second and third question-
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4.2 Research context

4.2.1 Gaining access

Gaining access to a school may not be easily accomplished (Hammersley & Atkin-
son, 2019). Further, if a study is ethnographically inspired, it implies a longer com-
mitment from the school, as the research project runs over a longer period of time.
In the current study, the school was found through work-related contacts, and
access was negotiated through a person who could be regarded as a gatekeeper.
Being a language teacher myself and consequently having an inside perspective,
facilitated the process, which is often the case when access is negotiated (Ham-
mersley & Atkinson, 2019). The research project was introduced to the gatekeeper
who subsequently contacted the principal and the head teacher in Modern Lan-
guages at the school. They were both positive to the school’s participation in the
study and a formal introduction and description of the research project was then
presented. The choice of this particular school could, therefore, be regarded as a
‘convenient choice’ (Bryman, 2016). The school was also chosen due to its generic

aspects (see below).

4.2.2 The research setting

The school — henceforward referred to as Meadow School — may be characterized
as large enough and generic in the sense that it is an atypically average school in
Sweden regarding parameters such as size of the school and socioeconomic back-
ground, where both urban and rural areas are represented. Meadow School is lo-
cated in a rural area, however in the proximity of a larger city. According to the
NAE school statistics, the parental education level is 2.42 (average level is 2.3).
Meadow School is a municipal school with approximately 600 students from grade
7 to 9 and about 10 per cent of the students have a migrant background (Skolver-
ket, 2019/2020). Even though the school could be described as a latgely homoge-
neous school regarding language background, it should be borne in mind that
many Swedish schools are still homogeneous since segregation of schools works
both ways — many schools have a large percentage of migrant children, but there
are also many schools with a low percentage and where the great majority of stu-
dents have Swedish as their 1. Meadow School is of the latter kind.

naires.
67 The semi-structured interview guides for both students and teachers are translated into English
by the author (Appendices 7 and 8).
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In order to learn a Modern Language, students in year 6 have to be transported
to Meadow School once or twice a week®. Some students live near Meadow
School and their own school is located nearby, while other students must travel by
bus. For practical reasons, the students who come by bus have one lesson per week
(80 minutes) in Modern Languages, whereas the students living nearby have two
lessons per week, (40 minutes each lesson). Consequently, there are two different
modes of learning a Modern Language in year 6 at Meadow School (mode (1): one
lesson per week, and mode (2): two lessons per week). These different modes
might have implications for the teaching context and the learning process. During
school year 2019/2020, Meadow School received all together 161 year-6 students
in Modern Languages —105 in Spanish, 32 in German and 24 in French. These
students were divided into eight Modern Language classes at the school (four clas-
ses in Spanish, two in German and two in French). Out of these eight classes, only
three classes participated in the main study. The Spanish class and the French class
came once a week to Meadow School (i.e., mode 1) and the German class came
twice (i.e., mode 2), (see below). According to school statistics, nine students chose
extra Swedish and/or English instead of Modern Languages. These nine students
could be provided with those extra lessons of Swedish and/or English in their own
school, instead of going to Meadow School.

4.2.3 Participants

The main data collection involves the students in the three Modern Language clas-
ses chosen (French, German, and Spanish) and their language teachers. The stu-
dents were all in school year 6 and they all had to come to Meadow School to take
Modern Language classes. The French class comprised six students (four boys and
two girls), the German class 17 students (8 boys and 9 gitls) and the Spanish class
26 students (13 boys and 13 girls). As the French class was such a small group of
students, some students in the other French class at the school (IN = 18) also an-
swered Questionnaires 2 and 3. The aim was to collect more survey data from
students learning French. However, the students from the other French class were
not involved in the classroom observations, nor were they interviewed, which on

the one hand could be seen as a shortcoming in terms of validity. On the other

68 This solution is common for many students in Swedish compulsory schools since language
teachers normally teach at senior level of compulsory school (age 13 to 16) and therefore they
are generally not employed at the intermediate level (age 10 to 12).
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hand, their answers generated mote data, which could be seen as an augmentation
of validity.

The three teachers participating in the study ate all certified language teachers
with a teaching experience of 11 years, 17 years, and more than 20 years for the
most expetienced. All three have Swedish as their L1. Two of them have been
teaching students in year 6 for many years, but for one teacher, this school year
was the first year of teaching year 6 according to the National curriculum of 2011.
They had all worked at Meadow School for a long time and based on six months
of interaction, they could be described as committed language teachers and well

acquainted with the school policies concerning Modern Languages.

4.3 Data collection

Once the research setting was decided, I started the data collection by joining the
‘Modern Language road trip’. This trip was organized by the language teachers at
Meadow School who visited their future students in year 5 and informed them
about the Modern Language Choice, (for further information, see below). In Au-
gust 2019, just before the school year began, I visited Meadow School and met the
Modern Language teachers and the school principal. The choice of participants in
the study (i.e., three Modern Language classes and three teachers) was decided by
the principal in consultation with the teachers and me. After these initial visits to
Meadow School, structured classroom observations were conducted and field-
notes taken during the autumn term of 2019 until the eatly spring of 2020 when
the pandemic restrictions were introduced. Besides attending the Modern Lan-
guage lessons, I tried to mingle in the teacher staffroom before and after the les-
sons, as well as participating when the Modern Language teachers had their meet-
ings. A more detailed description of the data collection procedures is provided in

the following passages.

4.3.1 The Modern Language road trip
In March 2019, I had the possibility to start the data collection when the Modern

Language teachers went on their annual so-called ‘road trip’ to inform the students
in year 5 about the Language Choice in year 6%°. The Modern Language road trip

follows a planned programme with the aim to help the students in year 5 to make

69 The Modern Language road trip was initiated by the language teachers at Meadow School in
2014. Hence, it was a local initiative and phenomenon. However, during the pandemic, the road
trip was cancelled and has not yet been resumed, mainly due to organizational issues.
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a more conscious and informed Language Choice. The teachers visited four dif-
ferent middle schools and each language teacher held a short presentation of ‘their’
language. In all, we visited eight classes in year 5. During this presentation, the
teachers I accompanied used a Power Point presentation which showed maps and
images from countries where the languages are spoken; the students could listen
to the sound of the three languages, guess the meaning of some words, and they
were also encouraged to pronounce a few phrases in the new language. The stu-
dents were told to choose the language that #hey wanted to learn, and not choose
their friends’ choice: ‘Choose the language you feel would be interesting and fun!”.

After the road trip, a letter was sent out to the class teachers at the four differ-
ent schools, hoping that the teachers would forward the same letter of information
to the parents of the future students in year 6.

Apart from observing and building field relations during the Modern Language
road trip, another aim was to conduct the first questionnaire survey during these
visits. However, the limited time allocated for the presentations at two schools
meant that I had to return a few days later and introduce the research project more
in detail to five of the eight classes. Furthermore, I needed parental consent to ask
the students to answer the questionnaire. When I returned some days later, many
students had brought their parental consent form (see Appendix 4) and answered
Questionnaire 1.

All students were informed of the research project, why and how the question-
naire was conducted, and that it was voluntary (see Appendix 6); besides this in-
formation provided by me, the students also had the opportunity to ask further
questions. The questionnaire was eventually answered by 114 students (total num-
ber of students in year 5 at the four schools was 170, hence, a response rate of

67%).

4.3.2 Classroom observations

The classroom observations were conducted during the autumn and eatly spring
of 2019/2020. Three Modern Language classes at Meadow School were observed
from September until March and in all I attended 14 Modern Language lessons (6
in Spanish, 5 in French? and 9 in German). As previously mentioned, the lessons

in French and Spanish were 80 minutes long, while the lessons in German were

70 The students’ French class and Spanish class were scheduled once a week, Wednesday
mornings between 8:00 and 9:20. Hence, one week I observed the Spanish class, and the other
week, I observed the French class.
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40 minutes, which is why the number of lessons in German is larger than for the
other two languages. Considering the time spent in each language classroom, in
total I attended 21 hours during the autumn and spring terms.

In order to get a more organized view of what was happening during the les-
sons, I followed an observation protocol (see Appendix 9) which was briefly filled
in during class and then put together more thoroughly after the lesson. I also wrote
field notes from before and after lessons. All in all, the fieldnotes and obsetvation
protocols comprised approximately 35 pages (7849 words) written on computer
(the classroom observations were first written by hand and then rewritten in a
protocol on the computer). Bryman (2016) points to the importance of putting
together these preliminary notes in order to remember details, situations and con-
versations along with preliminary thoughts and reactions on the researchet’s patt.
I tried to take notes as much as possible during class to avoid forgetting or not
mentioning any activity, even if it seemed obvious or trivial. The purpose of the
obsetvation protocol was, as already mentioned, to captute all the activities during
a lesson in Modern Languages. The protocol contained three foci - the activities
of the students, the activities of the teacher and the researcher’s personal thoughts
about these activities (see Appendix 9). The protocol was created with inspiration
from other research studies. However, notes were not taken during the entire time
of the lessons. I tried to circulate in the classroom and observe the students pat-
ticipating in different classroom activities. Occasionally, I helped them with differ-
ent tasks. From time to time, I also took part in different classroom activities, such
as communicative practices where an extra teacher or participant was needed. As
shown, my role in the Modern Language classrooms was both observatory and
participatory. Atkinson (2015) points out that the distinction between the different
degrees of participation is difficult to establish: [...] in the course of practical field-
work, the modes and intensity of participation are contingent and protean. Degrees
of intimacy with or proximity to one’s hosts are equally variable.” (p. 39).

Besides observing the classroom activities, my aim was to build necessary field
relations for the study where I became familiar with the group of students and the
three teachers, participated in some of the classroom activities and gained an inside
perspective of the school. I had coffee in the morning in the staff room before the
lesson started, and occasionally, I could sit down with the teacher after the lesson
and talk for a while.
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4.3.3 Interviews

According to the initial research design, the intention was to conduct semi-struc-
tured focus group interviews with students (approximately four students in each
group). The semi-structured model would allow the interviews to be conversa-
tional and at the same time focused and structured (Fontana & Frey, 2000). The
objective was to allow the participants to discuss rather freely in a group, where
they would have more of a spontaneous discussion and, at the same time, minimize
the influence of the researcher. However, the restrictions due to the pandemic
changed this plan, and the interviews were instead held individually and recorded
on the digital platform called Zoom. The interviews comprised questions formu-
lated to capture the learners’ experiences and beliefs about language learning (see
Appendix 7). The questions also related to the classroom observations and to the
students’ own learning process which had been highlighted in the first two ques-
tionnaires. The interviews with the students were all conducted in April and May
2020, audio recotrded, but with the video function turned off since video record-
ings were not included in the application for ethical approval (see 4.6). The stu-
dents volunteered to be interviewed and the interviews were conducted during
their Modern Language classes. The practical organization of the interviews, such
as the preparation of digital devices, a schedule for the participating students, and
finding a location at Meadow School where the students could talk privately with
me on Zoom, was arranged by the teachers. In terms of length of the interviews,
the range varied between 7 and 14 minutes. In all, 17 interviews were conducted,
six students in the French class, four in the German class and seven students in
the Spanish class.

In June 2020, the three language teachers were also interviewed on Zoom. One
interview was recorded with the camera off (on the participating teacher’s request),
while the other two were recorded with camera (with consent). The interviews
lasted about one hour each and followed a semi-structured model for questions
which allowed further questions to be asked and expanded on (see Appendix 8).

4.3.4 Questionnaires

During spring 2019, I developed a first questionnaire for the research projectin a
doctoral course of test and instrument construction at the University of Gothen-
burg. Several pilot studies were conducted with the aim to investigate beliefs, atti-
tudes, and expectations of the students prior to their beginning to learn a new

language. In the piloting phase, two classes in year 5 answered the questionnaire
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and they could also give written or oral comments on the questions asked or the
layout of the form. The students’ comments and reactions were very helpful and
contributed to improving the final version of Questionnaire 1 (Q1). The main
challen